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To the nenory of ny parents
Pr ol ogue

Star Captain Joanna, in her darkest fantasies, saw herself dying with a
projectile ripping through her body, or incinerated in a Battl eMech, or
destroyed by a lucky shot from an eneny MechWarrior's weapon. In her wlder

ni ght mares, she inmagi ned being murdered in her bed by a vile freebirth, or
maul ed by a bloodthirsty creature on sone planet where she was stranded, or
per haps ejecting successfully fromthe cockpit of her 'Mech only to drown in a
deep | ake before she could free herself fromthe restraints of her ejection
seat. Once she had dreaned that the best death would cone in heroic conbat or
even during a Trial of Bloodright, where she would nmeet her end in a ferocious
final round of the competition for a Bl ood-nane.

But now her dreans had faded, for she had becone an old warrior. She stil
piloted a ' Mech as a warrior of Can Jade Fal con, but no | onger would any

Bl oodnanmed warrior sponsor her for a slot in any Trial of Bloodright. Wthout
a nom nation, Joanna's only hope for eligibility was to take part in a G and
Mel ee, but to that she would never stoop. (Joanna knew of only one warrior who
had eventually won his Bl oodname via that route, and the man was high on the
long list of people she despised.) Her best hope now was cremation after death
so that her ashes would return to the sanme sibko systemthat had spawned her
exi stence, to be blended with the amiotic fluid of the artificial wonbs.

W thout a Bl oodnane, Star Captain Joanna could never achieve the ultimate goa
of all Can warriors, the inclusion of her genes in the sacred
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gene pool. Letting that dream die had been the nost difficult of all, even
after Joanna realized she woul d never win a Bl oodnane. Since then she had
added an even nore dread possibility to her fantasies about death, this one of
surviving to the tinme when she would die in her bed either from di sease or
sheer old age. O all the ends she could inmagine, that was the nost appalling.

Despite all the conjectures, Joanna had never foreseen being buried alive
while trapped in the cockpit of her 'Mech, which was exactly where she was at
this moment. The d an invasion of the Inner Sphere had been going on for nine
nmont hs now, and Joanna had just been assigned as a replacenent to the Fal con
Guards. Al npst imediately after she had reported to the C uster comrander
Star Col onel Adler Malthus, the Custer had been ordered to defend agai nst an
I nner Sphere counterattack on thepl anet Twycross.

The Fal con Guards had been traversing a pass called the Great Gash, when a
single, battered Inner Sphere Hatchetman crested the ridge line. The

Battl eMech pilot identified hinself as Kai Allard-Liao and issued a cl unsy
batchall for the pass. The enemy's bravery was admirable, but Star Col one

Adl er Malthus went too far. Instead of sinply refusing to grant O an-warrior
status to an I nner Sphere MechWarrior, he halted the Custer's advance, and
went out to finish off the Inner Sphere warrior alone. Star Col onel Malthus
advanced and raised the arnms of his Summpner to smash the Gash's defender into
rubbl e, but before the blow could | and, the Hatchet man expl oded.

As though in synpathy, the Great Gash itself blew apart, sending rocks and
dirt spouting and flying, boul ders bouncing off the surface of Joanna's



Hel I bringer with a horrible clanging that nearly deafened her. Then another
near by *Mech expl oded, and before Joanna knew what had happened, she was
staring through her viewport at a wall of geol ogical debris. Wth enough air
trapped in the Hell-bringer's cockpit to keep her going for awhile, she kept
her panic at bay, using the 'Mech's still-functional conmputer to calculate the
conpartnent's volune plus the anpunt of air that might still remain in the
circulation system It |ooked like it m ght be enough to survive for at | east
fifteen mnutes, perhaps nore. Who could be sure?
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When it came to survival, the human organi sm sonetimes went beyond its own
[imtations. Perhaps she had even nore precious nonents than she estinated.

Joanna briefly considered using some of the deep' concentration techni ques she
had | earned during warrior training so |long ago. By slow ng her breathing

prof oundly, she nmight be able to remain alive even |onger. Then she decided to
hell with it. She needed her wits about her and did not particularly want to
sink into sone deep neditative funk. What she needed now was to keep her m nd
busy enough to figure a way out of here.

Wth so much of her Hellbringer apparently still operational, Joanna thought

t hat perhaps she nmight still acconplish some miracle. Was she not a warrior
the product of a scientific programthat engineered the production of superior
humans by mating only the npbst superior genes? Add to that the abilities of

t he massive piece of fighting machinery called a Battl eMech—and who knew what
nm ght be possi bl e? Joanna had neither much faith nor liking for humanity in
general , but she had confidence to spare in herself. As for 'Mechs—she
respected themto the point of reverence.

She tried her communicati ons system which produced plenty of crackle and
static, but no response fromanyone on the line. Perhaps it was because fallen
rock and dirt had cut off communications. O perhaps all the other Jade Fal con
warriors were as trapped in their 'Mechs as she was, but had not escaped
deat h. Scanners proved inoperable also, so she could not tell how deep she and
her machine were buried in the debris.

Staring at her secondary screen, Joanna tested other systens. It was

i medi atel y obvi ous that operating any of her weapon systens woul d be
dangerous. If she tried to fire any of them the weapon would sinply expl ode
and that would be the end of her. A nercifully quick end, to be sure, but not
the one she craved.

Neither of the 'Mech's arns seened functional, either, so she could not use
themto dig herself out. Then she tried the right I[eg. Nothing.

The left | eg, however, surprised her. She felt it strain at her attenpts to
nmove it, though that was about all. Wen she swi tched her concentration to the
left foot, at first it failed to respond. Wth a little nore effort, she
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felt it nmove, but ever so inperceptibly. Not nmuch nore than a twitch, but
nmovemrrent nonet hel ess. Pressing the foot pedal that operated the 'Mech's | egs,
Joanna tried again to nove the left foot forward. This tine it seemed to budge
slightly. Not nuch, but enough to keep her trying.

Bit by bit, she kept at it until she had the left foot nmoving nore freely. Now
she made it slide fromside to side, each tine sensing its nmovenent to be
easier. If only her sensors were working, she could get an external view of



the leg's movenents and thus a clearer idea of its cur* rent nmobility.

The air in the cockpit was getting hotter, the excess of carbon dioxide maki ng
her dizzy. No telling how nuch time she had left. But then, what did it nmatter
when the tine you had left was all the tine you had left?

She decided to try to kick out with the Hellbringer's leg. A dunb maneuver in
nost battles, but one that mght prove useful when buried alive. Wrking the
foot pedal, she was pleased and astonished to feel the whole |l eg wench free.
Then she kicked again, |aughing aloud just to feel the leg's freedom Wth

t hat ki ck, Joanna had a sense of the outward thrust dislodging even nore rock
and dirt. That was a start, she decided. Wth her next kick, she noticed a
slight nmovenent of the 'Mech at hip level. Perhaps it was the 'Mech's design
that was working in her favor. The machine's w de shoul ders m ght be bl ocki ng
any further aval anche of debris fromtunbling down to re-bury the 'Mech's |eg,
while the outward thrust of the hip was giving it sufficient |everage to
escape fromthe trap

Joanna was beginning to feel drowsy, her lids wanting to flutter shut. The air
was very close. If only she could get the cleaner working again, it mght be
the difference between escape and death—a matter of minutes. She swal | owed
hard, with a sense that she m ght not ever be able to swall ow again. Then she
swal | owed once nore, just to prove it was not true. Joanna had al ways been
stubborn, whether in jeopardy or at ease.

She realized now that she had no nore time to wait through the m nuscul e gains
won with each slight nove of her 'Mech. She would be dead | ong before she
could get to good air.
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Setting the controls at high, Joanna attenpted to naneuver the Battl eMech
forward with all the force the control systens could generate. At first
not hi ng happened. The right side of the 'Mech seenmed conpletely trapped, so
she concentrated on its left. Urging the machine's |left shoul der forward, she
di scovered that it would move slightly, no nore than a mld spasm conpared to
a human shoul der's ruscul ar convul sion. But when she repeated the action, the
shoul der gave way nore. |In successive attenpts, she sensed the shoul der's
jerking notion, like a warrior punching in a hand-to-hand battle. The 'Mech's
right side was still wedged too tightly for the whole machine to break free.
Her only hope was in the jerky thrusts of the left side. Frantically, she
continued to shove the left shoul der forward until finally she saw sone of the
debris in her viewport nove. It was a slight shift, but enough to tell her she
still had a chance.

Though the cockpit was stifling and al nost airless, Joanna kept at her
desperate actions until daylight suddenly showed through on the left side of
the viewport. She could still not call up a conputer diagnostic of the 'Mech's
internal condition on her secondary screen, but she knew the odds were good
that the area beyond the cockpit hatchway was now cl ear

At the hatchway, she yanked on the nanual rel ease |ever for the hatch, but the
pl ate did not budge. The heat inside the cockpit was now al nost unbearabl e.
Forcing herself to calm she tried once nore to pop the hatch, which seened to
| oosen but still did not open. Wth two hands now, first she pushed in on the
control, hoping to release the pressure, then with a lifting notion, she
pul | ed back once nore. She tried this several nore tines, even though it took
all her strength. Then cane a sound that was music to her ears, a soap that

m ght be the hatch | ock releasing. Carefully now, gently, she continued to
pull, side to side this tine, gradually opening a crack w de enough through



whi ch she coul d wedge her body into the rocks and dirt beyond it. Some of the
rocks fell inward, onto the cockpit's metal flooring, creating an odd cl angi ng
sound.

Wondering if she night have gotten enough novenent fromthe 'Mech to free it
fromthe heaviest |layer of rocks and dirt, Joanna tried again to nove the
machi ne, but it
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did not budge. She was panting, the breathable air nearly gone. C aw ng
frantically at the rock wall in front of her, she dislodged rocks and flung
t hem behi nd her, pushing dirt to either side of her

Soon most of her torso was out the hatchway and into the tunnel she had dug.
Instead of feeling exhilaration at the success, her body wanted to coll apse,
close its eyes, rest, and fall asleep. Fighting the urge to give up, she began
to dig even nore ferociously.

At just the nmonment when she mi ght suddenly have tipped over the edge into
unconsci ousness, Joanna's |left hand broke free into the hot, hum d outside
air. Knowi ng escape was so close, she rallied what little reserve energy stil
remai ned and frantically began to scratch, dig, and claw forward. Soon she had
created a substantial hole. Air flooded in and she hungrily drew in a norma
breath. Pushing herself headfirst, she forced her body through the opening,
and emerged into the scorching air of Twy-cross. Joanna nearly coll apsed j ust
as she worked her legs out of the hole, rolling three or four nmeters down the
sl ope of the rockfall. She | anded on her back. Looking up, she saw the

Hel | bri nger*s shoul der, its |launch nount bent backward, and a small part of
the head. It seemed to peek out from beneath a rock pile.

Wth great eifort, she hoisted herself to a sitting position and then | ooked
around her. Various BattleMech parts were strewn all over the slope and down
onto the floor of the pass. Fromwhat the weckage showed, it |ooked as though
t he aval anche created by the expl osions nust have buried the entire unit. The
Hatchetman's own fiery death nmust have set off the denolition charges buried
in the sides of the Gash.

This Kai Allard-Liao was a courageous warrior, free-birth Inner Sphere pil ot
or not. The honor that should have gone to the Jade Fal cons was now due him
whoever he was, wherever he was.

That grimthought was the |ast of which Joanna was consci ous before passing
out .

The Sunmoner, Aidan Pryde's 'Mech, lay on a plateau, |ooking for all the world
as though it were nerely resting, taking a breather before confronting another
foe. Looks were deceiving, however. This 'Mech had nmet its fate in O an Jade
Fal con's battle to take the |ush but undevel oped I nner Sphere world of

Quarell. The eneny warriors left behind to defend Quarell had fought
courageously, but Aidan's forces had overwhel ned them despite the | ow nunber
of forces he had bid for the battle.

As for the Summoner, the BattleMech had been ripped apart. Its left armlay

el sewhere on the field, and its entire left side was a tangle of nmetal, wres,
and ot her conponents. Aidan's chief tech, a grizzled old man naned Lenk
reported severe damage to the fusion engine and that several other systens
were inoperative. Lenk told himthat any repairs woul d be rmakeshift, and so
the 'Mech could not possibly operate at peak efficiency.



Ai dan agreed, ordering Lenk to tag the spare parts that m ght still be useful
to other 'Mechs, then assigned the rest of the Summoner for sal vage. A good
Can officer always searched for the means to turn his defeats into virtues. A
downed ' Mech, no matter how damaged, was never entirely scrapped. Someone
somewhere woul d have a use for its remains. Nicholas Kerensky, he who had
created the Cans, had instilled in his followers the absolute necessity for

t he severest econony neasures. Nothing nmust be discarded until it had been
squeezed dry of any possible new use. And, Aidan had noticed, there always
seemed to be at | east one nore.

Warriors, too, wore out, for they were soon too old to fight. They often noved
to support positions, training
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units, but failing that, these old warriors could still performone nore
service for their Can. In many battle situations the commander's only hope
was to buy tinme by sending expendable troops into the fray. These warriors
willingly sacrificed their lives. Aging warriors were often organi zed into
such sol ahma units, then sent into the field for one last battle. Aidan

t hought of Ter Roshak, the training commander who had so changed the course of
his life. Only weeks before, Roshak had given his life as a nenber of a

sol ahma infantry unit.

A sad fete, thought Aidan, for a valorous warrior. Ter Roshak had survived
heroically only to die as cannon fodder, an ignoni nious end. But perhaps
survival had been the man's fatal m stake. Aidan would sooner die in battle,
preferably in his BattleMech and whil e destroying both his enemy and his
eneny's 'Mech, than live to see his worth as a warrior used up

Havi ng served for twenty years, he, too, was edging toward being an old
warrior. Aidan was alnost forty, an age when a warrior was supposed to be
considering his options as an agi ng nenber of his Clan. Fortunately for him
however, there was a war on, a war the Cdans had been living, dying, and
preparing to fight for centuries, ever since the Exodus of their ancestors
fromthe Inner Sphere after the fall of the once-glorious Star League. A Star
Col onel now, Aidan could conceivably rise to high command | evels, becone part
of the guiding forces of the | ong-awaited invasion of the Inner Sphere. That
woul d certainly add a few years to his useful ness as a warrior. But he knew
such ideas were nmere delusion. Though he had legitimately earned all his
promotions to this point, including his Bl oodname, he carried a taint as a
warrior that would et himgo only so far as a warrior. H s codex showed too
many bl ack marks. There was, for one, the dark cloud over the means by which
he had earned warrior status. After Aidan had failed his first Trial of
Position, Ter Roshak had schemed, even nmurdered, to give himan unprecedented,
and illegal, second chance at the trial to becone a Can warrior, one of the
hi ghest honors to which any eligible young trueborn could aspire. The second
taint involved Aidan's posing as a freeborn, the false identity he'd assuned
for his second trial. The freeborn stigma still clung to himeven after
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he had confessed his true identity. The third black mark was that he had
conpeted for a Bl oodnanme despite his past record. Only a day before the Trial
of Bl oodright conpetitions began, he had been forced to fight a Trial of
Refusal to protest his Can's denial of his right to conmpete for a Bl oodnane.
Only by wi nning that contest could he overrule the Can's decision, rfe had
won the Trial of Refusal through a conbination of intelligence and skill, yet
he had never escaped the taint of the accusations against him Last, but
hardly | east, Aidan had won the Bl oodnanme through a last-ditch maneuver that



no one coul d have i magi ned woul d succeed. Until the last instant, Aldan's
opponent seened to be on the verge of crushing Aidan totally.

And yet, it was Aidan who had won the contest and his opponent who died. He
recal l ed the nonents i medi ately after wi nning the Bl oodnane. He had passed
out and been rescued from Rhca, the noon over the planet Ironhold, where the
final Bl oodnanme conbat had taken place. Upon recovering, he had expected that
wi nni ng the Bl oodnane contest would also win the respect of his fell ow
warriors. Instead, they regarded himwi th nore suspicion than ever. Even the
of ficial ceremonies seened to snmack of perfunctoriness rather than the usua
solemm C an ritual. Perhaps, Aidan thought, his life would never again be free
of the stain of scandal no matter what Trials or battles he won or |ost.

Even with a Bl oodnane, his warrior assignnments had been not much better than
his assignnents as a ''free-born" warrior. Over the years, Aidan sonetimes

t hought he nmust have served in every backwater nilitary facility in the whole
gl obul ar cluster that was the C an enpire.

"You' re thinking bad thoughts again," Horse said, com ng up al ongside him

Ai dan had qualified with Horse during his second warrior trial, and the two
had served together ever since, with only three short interruptions. This tine
Ai dan had specifically requested that Horse be assigned to his new comand.
Many of his trueborn officers grunmbled secretly about that because Horse was a
jfreeborn. Trueborns did not |ike serving with freeborns, especially within
the sane Star.

"I am famous for being unreadabl e, Horse. How can you know mny thoughts?"
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Horse stroked his new full beard, which he had recently grown. Freeborns often
chose clothing or grooming styles in direct opposition to what the trues
favored. Trueborn warriors were generally clean-shaven, and if they chose to
be bearded, theirs tended toward thinner, less full growhs. Horse's flowed
outward like hairy flaps on either side of his jaw.

"I"ve known you for a long time. You're |like an open book to me, one that |Ve
read many tines."

Ai dan was so used to hearing Horse speak that by now he barely mi nded the
man' s excessive use of contrac-tions: —excessive even for a freeborn, who often
used t hem

out of defiance.

"How many books have you read many times?' * "More than you, especially since
you made Star Col onel ."

Horse was right. Lately Aidan had little tine for his secret library, those
paper books he had di scovered so long ago in a Brian Cache. He had carried

t hem hi dden away and undi scovered from one assignnent to the next. Now that he
was a Star Col onel, he could read them openly, but no |onger had the |uxury of
tine.

"Well, what are you going to do now?" Horse said, pointing to Aidan's downed
Battl eMech. "W have no nore Sunmoners.”

Ai dan had fought al nbst exclusively in Summoner 'Mechs during his mlitary
career. He liked their tonnage, their various configurations, their junp
capacity. Sone warriors called hima "junping fool" for the daring | eaps he



took with his '"Mech in battle. Yet there were few warriors who could attack
whi | e descending froma high junmp as well as Aidan Pryde.

"I wll take out MechWani or Carnmen's Ti nber Wl f."

"The Tinber WIfT Horse's eyebrows went up in surprise. "That's a killer
' Mech. ' *

"You should not call it that."

"Should | call it Deathtrap then? That's the nane for it anong the
El emrental s. "

"Qur Elementals have a norbid sense of hunor, always have. But it is wong to
ascribe traits to a BattleMech. The fact that a few warriors have di ed
piloting this particul ar—=

"A few? The Deathtrap has had nore pilots than—=
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"Stop, Horse! | need no statistics quoted at nme. | know them as well as you.
And the truth is that nmany pilots have survived this Tinber WIf."

"Most of themwith crippling injuries or lost in madness."

"Now you exaggerate. At any rate, | will take the Tinber WIf, and that is the
end of it."

The two fell silent as they watched the techs working around the Summoner. It
rem nded Aidan of a story fromhis secret collection, the book that told of a
human who | anded in a strange | and peopl ed by beings so small that they could
swarm | i ke ants over the stranger's fallen body. The techs were larger in

proportion than those lilliputian literary creatures, but the effect was
simlar.
"Ch," Horse said suddenly, threading his fingers through the beard, "I al nost

forgot the purpose that brought me here. The reinforcements we requested have
arrived in-systemand should be landing at first light this norning. Just in
time to mss the battle, as it happens. Do you want to greet 'em and bri ef
'em once they are down?"

Aidan felt weariness and pain all through his body, the typical aftermath of a
fierce battle. He wanted to Iie down, |ike the Sunmoner, and sl eep straight

t hrough the next two days. But duty was always of the utnost inportance to
him even routine duties like inspecting a new contingent of warriors.

"Al'l right," he said, straightening his shoulders and lifting his head
proudly. "Wake nme two hours before their arrival. Shall | give themthe
abandon- hope speech?"

"I hope not. That night be |like sonething you read, but it definitely would
not be Can."

"No it would not. Anything |I should know about these reinforcenments?" A dan
st opped suddenly, puzzled. "Wy did your nouth fall open, Horse?"

"You are sometines uncanny. It's not the first time you seemto read nmy mnd.
Yes, there are things you should know. First, a nunber of freeborns are in
this lot."



Ai dan shrugged. "No problemthere. W are experts on freeborns, you and I."
"You speak of ne as if I, too, were trueborn.”

18 Robert Thurston

"I do forget. | do."

"Anyway, | know these freeborns will be trouble. A lot of anti-freeborn

resent ment has devel oped anong our Cluster, and that could lead to disputes
and fights. In a war zone, we cannot afford to | ose personnel to stupid-

ity."
Ai dan nodded. "And if | seemto support the freeborns, the trues will be
against me. If | support the trues, not only the frees, but you, will resent

me. Adilemma, but | can handle it."
"I am sure you can," Horse said drily, "but I amnot so sure you can deal wth
nmy ot her piece of information."

Ai dan said nothing for a | ong nonent, but let his gaze sweep the once-green
Quarell |andscape, which was now battle-scarred with scorched trees and | ong,
deep gashes in the land. Then he turned to face Horse once nmore. "Well?" he
said finally.

"It seens that this replacenent pool includes a Star Conmander. She is, well,
an old warrior. She was one of the Fal con Guards who di shonored us on
Twycross. In fact, this warrior is one of the few survivors of that

debacl e. "

"I did not think you cared so much for abstractions |like the honor of the C an
and such."

"I do not. | ammerely presenting the situation the way nmost of your trashborn
warriors will see it. The defeat on Twycross has shamed the Jade Fal cons
deeply. Anyhow, this new Star Commander carries that dezgra with her. She was
fornmerly a Star Captain, but has been retested and reduced in rank to Star
Conmmander . "

"Ah, Horse, perhaps | understand you now. This dez~ gra warrior is none other
than our very own Joanna, quiaffT*

"AFFLT

Ai dan frowned, the lines forcing his expression into something unfamliar, The
Star Col onel so rarely showed enotion that even a frown | ooked fresh on his
ski n.

"This is bad news, Horse," he said. "Very bad news indeed."

As always in battle, Diana faced her adversary with a stare as grimas it was
threatening. It was a pose she had devel oped | ong, |ong ago, even before
becom ng a warrior. She had assuned this look in her early chil dhood ganes,

whi ch she had tried to nodel on her nother's tales of her warrior father

D ana al ways played her father's part, pretending pots and other utensils were
parts of a BattleMech. Then, with proper battle shrieks, she would run after
the other village children. Diana al ways won, for nmpost of the children had



neither her anbition nor, for that matter, her tenacity.

Those chil dhood games had borne significant fruit. Diana knew she woul d never
be satisfied with any caste |less than warrior. Even though she was not
trueborn, she knew she nust become a Clan warrior. It was that fierce
conviction that had taken her with ease through training and her first warrior
assignments. Unlike many ot her freeborns, she sinply accepted her inferior
rank in Clan society, easily ignoring the cruel remarks the trues often hurl ed
at her. The word freebirth, a curse anmong warriors, did not ordinarily inspire
her to seek retribution, as it did so many other freeborns.

She had two goals in life: to be a fine warrior and to find her father. Her
skills in the first she had already proven tinme and again. As for the second,
Di ana was content that she would achieve it in tine.

Now she stood poised in an inprovised shipboard G rcle of Equals, facing off
agai nst —ef all peopl e—anot her dedi cated freeborn warrior. The severa
trueborns who had joined the observers at the outer rimof the circle seened
anmused by the sight of two frees going at one
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anot her. They shouted encouragenent now to one, now to the other warrior

al ways peppering their cheers with scornful insults. As usual, D ana noticed
t he condescension, but did not let it affect her. If she were a trueborn
standi ng outside the circle, she would be shouting the sane insulting remarks.

Her opponent, a stocky, nuscul ar warrior naned Trader (the nicknane deriving
fromhis origin as the son of a merchant), growed at her in the traditiona
manner of honor duels. His challenge had cone over the right to pilot the

War hawk that had becone avail able when its regular pilot took ill during the
interstellar journey to the Jade Fal con corridor of the invasion of the Inner
Sphere. The ' Mech assignment would normally have fallen to Di ana because the
Star's new commrander had cl ai ned her Tinber Wl f.

After hearing the assignnent, Trader had stepped forward to claimthat his
seniority and | onger battle record made hi m nore deserving to pilot the

War hawk. Wil e acknow edging privately that Trader's fighting prowess was
envi able, Diana could not, as a Can warrior, merely acqui esce and back down.
No, the two of themnust battle it out for the ' Mech

The new commander had insisted that the contestants bid their way into the
Crcle of Equals. Diana had cut off the batchall inmediately with her bid that
she woul d meet Trader with no ot her weapons but her gl oved hands. The bid drew
sone admiration because the tall, slimDi ana seened no match for the shorter
but definitely nmore nuscul ar Trader.

At the signal to begin, Trader gave a great yell that seened to bounce off the
DropShip's walls, then charged like a wild boar straight for Diana. He |anded
the first two bl ows, one to Diana's nidsection, knocking some of the w nd out
of her, and a punishing punch to the left side of her face. That one drew

i medi ate bl ood and sent her reeling backward. Her | ow kick in response was

i neffectual, connecting with nothing. If anything, the effect was comi cal

Joanna wat ched with sone pleasure the brawling between the two freeborn
menbers of her new Star. Though she hated this new assi gnment, she had
mell owed with
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the years and could accept it with nore apl onb than she m ght have in the
past. Yet the demotion to Star Commander had definitely raised her ire. It was
like wearing the dark band, the special ribbon that denoted shanme in O an
warrior culture. The |ower rank was |ike an eternal dark band, for the shane
woul d not end on any specified date, as did the punishnent of the dark band.
Her chances of ever clinbing back up the | adder of rank were alnost nil. Her
chances of ever being a Star Captain again were renote. Reaching Star Col one
woul d be wel | -ni gh inpossible.

So what could Joanna do but perform her appointed task as well as possible?
There was at | east sone service init, especially the job of whipping into
shape an undi sciplined group like the new |lot they had saddl ed her with this
time. Like all Clan warriors, Joanna was comitted to the goals of the Inner
Sphere invasion, especially the dream of restoring the Star League. It was the
G ans' al nost sacred covenant that they would conquer and replace the corrupt,
decadent governnents that had destroyed the Star League centuries before. That
was the word of the great Kerenskys, which was good enough for Joanna and
nearly all the rest of the invading force.

She admired somnet hing about this Diana. Perhaps it was the pride showing in
the young warrior's eyes, or her confident stance, or the fierceness of her
deneanor. Joanna could not be sure, for it was so unusual for her not to
roundly dislike the newer warriors.

As Clan warriors went, Diana was an inpressive speci men, Joanna deci ded. She
m ght al so have been judged beautiful in those old cultures that cared for
such rubbi sh. The young woman's olive skin was just dark enough to suggest
mystery, while her dark eyes under strongly arched eyebrows said there would
never be a solution to that nmystery. Her black hair shone with red highlights,
a subtlety like the dark red of her lips. Aslight "flaw," a bunp in her

ot herwi se wel | -shaped nose seermed to add to the overall striking effect of her
angul ar face.

Joanna was di sappoi nted when the other warrior, a typically repul sive freeborn
naned Trader, took the inmedi ate advantage in the G rcle of Equals contest. He
kept hitting D ana hard, at one point nearly sending her over the edge of the
circle, which would have neant
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Di ana's instant defeat. Though Di ana remai ned on her feet and within the
Crcle, the jabs she dispatched with her |left hand were usel ess.

Joanna al nbst yelled to her to use her right, or at least to try for a harder
punch. Instead Di ana spun out of the way of Trader's new assault and rushed
back to the center of the circle, where she turned to face the chargi ng and
ready-for-the-kill Trader. As he cane up to her, gloved fists flailing, Diana
knocked him of f-bal ance with a hard jab to the center of his nose. Then, as he
fought to regain his bal ance, she delivered a solid blow, finally using her
right hand. There was a flash, something on the right-hand gl ove catching the
light.

It was a good punch, Joanna thought, but hardly a disabling one. Yet Trader's
eyes flickered, then closed, and he fell forward onto his face. Diana stood
over himthe requisite amount of time, then declared herself the victor before
strolling to where Joanna stood at the edge of the Crcle of Equals. At that
nmonent, realizing the nmeaning of the flash of |ight during the punch, Joanna's
expression was transformng fromrelative calmto pronounced anger

Di ana casual ly renmoved her gl oves as she stepped over the circle and canme to



stand before Joanna, ready to accept the prize of the Warhawk, the final stage
of the contest. Instead of beginning the ritual words, Joanna reached out and
snatched the gloves from Di ana's hands. The younger warrior did not so nuch as
blink at her commander's acti ons.

Joanna exam ned the gloves. "I thought so," she said, holding up the
ri ght-hand gl ove. Those cl osest to her could see that the glove bore five
nmetal studs arranged in a star pattern at the middle of the knuckle Iine.
Joanna now recall ed that Diana had not only connected with the side of
Trader's face, she had seenmed to rub the blow in, obviously to further punish
with the studs. No wonder the nan had gone unconsci ous.

Joanna pointed silently to the glove's enhancenent, and Di ana shrugged. "I bid
gl oves as the only requirenent of the battle,"” she said. "No specifications
were made about the gloves, nor was it in any way limted whose gloves | could
use. "

"But you stole these gloves fromnme, freebirth!"
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Di ana agai n showed not a flicker of reaction at the
insulting term "I return themto you now, as | intended.
Whet her or not | stole them | leave to others to judge."
"You think you can get off with Trinary puni shment ?"
"That woul d seem proper under the circunstances,

Star Conmander Joanna."

"Yes, it would, but instead |I invoke conmand privilege and will order the
puni shment here and now. The two of us will return to the circle now, and you
will battle me, MechWarrior Diana. As in your bid, no weapons for rtiis
battle. And no gloves. Bare-handed. And we will dispense with the rule that
makes any warrior who crosses the line of the circle the automatic | oser
There will be no such rule. The winner in our battle will be the one who is

| eft standing. Agreed, MechWarrior Diana?" "Wl -bargai ned and done, Star
Conmmander." As Joanna followed this graceful, seemingly unruffled warrior back
into the Grcle of Equals, she wondered briefly whether chall enging a strong
young warrior barely out of the cadet ranks to an honor duel was the snmartest
thing for an old, and perhaps fading, warrior to do.

For the first tine in Joanna's menory, the codex bracelet on her right wi st
felt heavy. It was as if the conmbined weight of all her years of conbat and
"Mech piloting had suddenly accumul ated into the small circlet where a series
of Cathnasters had recorded her achievenents as well as her failures, like the
shane of the Fal con Guard defeat on Twycross. Shane that she bore despite
havi ng been a menber of the Guards for only twenty-four hours and w thout even
a unit to command. Perhaps it was only the weight of Twycross, after all, nat
made her wist feel as though the bracelet were nade of solid | ead.

The warriors around the circle buzzed with excitenment. It was not often that a
ranking officer went into the Circle of Equals with a newwarrior. It was the
regul ars who usually fought these battles, with the few curious officers
standing coolly outside the circle, making sure the rules were foll owed.

But this officer-MechWarrior battle was special. The Star Conmander was new



anong them and the fact that she had been denoted because of Twycross made
her an unknown quantity. Wuld she display the ferocity of the reputation that
had preceded her? O had Twycross shaken her confidence, as defeat sonetines
did to a warrior? In their mnds this GCrcle of Equals conflict was a test for
Joanna as well as Diana. A few of them sent each other the hand signals that
signified discreet betting on the event's outcone. |If Joanna had bothered to
read the betting signs going around the circle, she would have seen that the
odds favored her by about two-to-one. It was better that she took no note of
it. Any odds that gave this in-
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experienced warrior a chance to beat her were an insult to Joanna.
"Are you ready, MechWarrior Di ana?" Joanna asked.

"Yes."

"You do not wish to invoke surkai ?"

' Neg. "

' Good. Then prepare yourself for extreme pain." Joanna spoke the last three
words while |l eaping at Diana. Diana, accustonmed to an opponent shuffling his
feet, feinting, sending glares, or making sone other slight nove before going
on the attack, was taken conpletely by surprise. Joanna had her tightly by the
throat, choking off air for a noment, then sneeringly releasing her grip and
hurling her sideways onto the ground. Diana |anded on her side. As the Star
Conmmander had prom sed, extreme pain surged through her body fromthe inpact
of her | anding. Though she was up quickly, Diana felt a throbbing in her

shoul der. Each throb nmade her want to flinch with pain, but she would show no
sign to this arrogant officer

Di ana did not have nuch time to think about the pain, for Joanna was on her
again, this time comng at her in a crouch, grabbing the younger warrior's

m dsection and westling her to the ground. Falling backward, D ana realized
that Joanna was nerely enpl oying standard westling nmaneuvers, ones they
taught in the first weeks of training. But why could she use themto such
advant age? Moves that Diana m ght easily have countered i n another young
warrior became tricky when this old crone applied them

The only good thing at the noment was that the pain in her stonmach sonmewhat
relieved that of her shoulder, or was she nerely dividing the pain by dividing
her con-centration?

Joanna, hol ding down Di ana's shoulders and staring into her eyes, could easily
have decl ared victory because she had the young warrior pinned. Diana's |egs
thrust out futilely behind Joanna.

But before Joanna coul d speak, she saw sonething fa-mliar in the struggling
warrior's eyes. At first it was a flash, a sign that D ana woul d never
capitul ate, then Joanna saw anot her face, that of another young warrior from
another tine. It was sonething in this young worman's
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eyes, and now that Joanna | ooked nore carefully, it was in her facial
features, too. This Diana, this freebirth, bore an uncanny resenbl ance to the
warrior Joanna had defeated in his first day of training and whose |life had
becorme so intimately connected with hers at certain points. Then he had been



cadet Aidan. Now he was Star Col onel Aidan Pryde.

The revel ati on made Joanna rise up, releasing Diana fromthe pin, but then she
cl asped her hands together and, in a harsh sweeping arc, swng themat Diana's
head. The hands hit with a stunning inpact, and Diana fell backward, dazed.

Joanna | ooked around at the spectators beyond the Iine. Though they tried, in
the Can nmanner, to seem detached, it was obvious that the sudden brutality of
Joanna's bl ow shocked sone of them

Looki ng down at the fallen warrior, whose eyes were now shut, Joanna thought
that except for the greater delicacy of the features, she m ght have been
| ooki ng at Ai dan

Di ana did not give away with the slightest pre-novenent the bl ow she now
delivered. Kicking upward, she caught Joanna between the | egs, the force of
the blow lifting the old warrior slightly. Diana scranbled away from Joanna,
who | eaped at her with a grow of fury. Her tinmng off, Joanna snmashed her
face against the hard netal DropShip flooring instead of connecting with her
prey. Before Joanna could get up, Diana had junped onto her back and pushed
her back down. Again Joanna's head smashed agai nst the floor, and she was
nearly overcone w th dizziness.

Most warriors would have given up at that noment, but Joanna never gave up,
woul d never give up. Hel pless, she could not stop Diana from grabbing her hair
from behi nd and sl amri ng her head down agai nst the metal floor again. Then
sensing a slight relaxation in Diana's grip right after the inpact, Joanna

twi sted her torso enough to throw her el bow back at Diana's | owered head. She
made contact, which further |oosened her opponent's grip. Bellow ng her
special battle cry, Joanna tw sted her body around and, with a nmagnificent
effort, dislodged Diana, who fell sideways, rolled, and was back on her feet
again instantly.

28 Robert Thurston

Di ana did not give Joanna a second to recover. She ran straight at her

Di zzi ed by the banging to her head, Joanna was not sure who was comi ng at her
At first it |ooked |ike A dan—not Aidan as he had been the last tinme she had

seen him but Aidan as a young cadet. Then the inmage seenmed to switch back to
Di ana. Then to Aidan. Then again to D ana.

Whoever it was, the warrior was upon her, trying to ram her backward. The
shuffling of Joanna's feet as she tried to stay upright struck sone of the
spectators as comical. Wen they | aughed, the sound nade her furious.

She pushed what | ooked |ike Di ana away, and what | ooked Iike Aidan did a
little stunbling dance. Shaking her head in an effort to throw off her
groggi ness, Joanna charged what | ooked |ike Aidan, but it was D ana who

si dest epped her. Joanna quickly adjusted to Diana's quick nmove, grabbing
Aidan's armand wenching it toward her. Joanna seized the head, not sure
whose head it was anynore, and twisted it violently. Not enough to kill, but
enough to cause a pain that would linger for sone tine.

Yes, enough.
Her opponent fell, dazed again, but this tine finally hel pless.
Looki ng down at the fallen warrior, Joanna was agai n seeing a doubl e exposure

of Di ana, Aidan, Diana, and again Aidan. It was all she could do to walk
wi t hout stunbling out of the GCircle of Equals, but wal k she did, past al



those warriors who saw that their new commander mi ght be old but could stil
outfight even the best of them

W are both pretty banged up, quiaffl"” Joanna asked. "Are we? | can see you
are, Star Commander. | did not look into any reflective surface. | rarely do."

They were in Joanna's quarters. Diana's cheek showed a large, ugly bruise
where Joanna had struck her, and along the other side of her face were a
coupl e of cuts. Joanna had glanced in a mirror, and saw she was worse off than
D ana. One eye was bl ack and her forehead was both bruised and cut. One side
of her upper lip was slightly swollen, and tiny spots of blood had dried and
caked around her nostrils. Overall, not a good appearance at all for a
conmandi ng of ficer.

The quarters were like every roomin which Joanna had ever lived. She had
never seen much use for neatness, especially when the place to which she was
assigned was only tenporary, as were all places for warriors. And this one,
after all, was only a DropShip conpart nment

G othing was strewn all over the room which was stained and dirty. When
Joanna nodded for Diana to take a seat, the young warrior had to renove a
tunic and boots fromthe chair, and deposit themonto an al ready crowded
tabl e.

"Wwuld you like a fusionnaire, MechWarrior D ana?"
**| doubt it. What is a fusionnaire?"

"A drink. Very potent. |I do not know what is in it. | have it packaged and
sent to me on a regular basis. Sure you would not |ike a dose of it?"

"I have no liking for any substance that cal ms, rel eases, allows for
fantasies, or sends one into a stupor."

There was an arrogant stubbornness in the way Di ana
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hel d her head while giving her list of undesirable states that rem nded Joanna
of Aidan holding his head in the same way with the sane bol dness.

"I understand your feeling conpletely,"”
need to | ose ny awareness once in a while.

Joanna said, "but | do not agree. |
" She took a strong sip of the

drink. "I wonder about what you said a nonment ago—that you never look in a
mrror."
"Not never. Sonetinmes we see ourselves when we do not intend to. | just never

| ook by intention, unless of course there is a practical need."

"But why? It cannot be hard for you to exanmi ne yourself. By nost standards |
am aware of you woul d be considered beautiful."

"Wwuld I? That is interesting, but ultimtely useless to ne."

"Usel ess?"

"I have always wanted to be a warrior. As a freeborn, that is not an easy
goal . People often attenpted to discourage nme fromit. But | continued, was

accepted into training, qualified in the Trial, and am now serving. | have
many skills, which | have denonstrated, plus others | ameager to test. There



is not much need for beauty in all that, is there?"

Joanna t ook another sip of the fusionnaire. Tasting especially harsh, the
drink was going to her head quicker than usual. The fight with D ana had
undoubt edl y weakened her resistance to the drink. She would have to settle for
only one. But, she. thought, staring down into the volatile liquid, she would
make the nost of the one.

"Truth to tell, Diana, you are quite right. There is not nmuch need for beauty
in the ranks of Clan warriors. Here your |ooks are no nore than a painting in
a museumor a statue in a square. W adnmire you, but ours is not the kind of
culture that places enphasis on beauty, after all."

"I amglad of that."

"But | should tell you that beauty like yours does have its uses in sone
circles. In political ones particularly. Anong C ansnen who have forgotten the
meani ng of their lives, and who encourage a certain decadence."

"That is detestable, and I do not believe it exists."

"I notice that you do not have the freeborn | ove of contractions."
3F.

FALCON GUARD 31

1 'l have resolved to be a warrior and to speak |ike one as well. Star
Conmander, if | may speak frankly?"

"As a warrior would. Proceed, MechWarrior D ana."

' 'l have been told about ny beauty before. There were sonme who, well, wanted
things from ne because of it. | amnot as free with coupling as others. Even
in my cadet days. The others in ny training unit respected that. Qut here in
the war zone, there is not as nmuch respect. Perhaps | woul d have nore
experience with coupling if the other did not always have to nention ny | ooks
bef orehand. But once soneone speaks to me of that, | wish only to hit that
someone and certainly not do anything nore."

"Your honor duel with Trader was about that, quiaffl"

"Neg. Trader is a fine warrior, too. He wanted the Battl eMech assignnent. He
woul d al ways choose a ' Mech over a sexual partner. |I like him | was sorry to
have to fight him™"

Di ana strai ghtened her back, holding it stiffly away fromthe back of the
chair. Wen the younger wonman | ooked off to the side, Joanna recalled severa
nmonent s when Ai dan had gl anced aside in the same way, with the sane tilt of
the head and a duplicate indifference in his eyes. Diana's words and her
resenbl ance to Ai dan nade Joanna want to take a big swallow of her
fusionnaire. So she did.

The drink was gone. She should not have a second one, not with her head
spinning the way it was now. She poured the second one and took severa
guar ded si ps.

"Star Commander Joanna, did you call me to your quarters for this discussion?"

Joanna shook her head. The nmovenent nmade it ache. She blinked a couple of



ti mes before responding. "I had no purpose in calling you here, except to
prai se your tenacity in battling me in the Crcle of Equals."

"Your praise pleases ne." Diana did not show a bit of pleasure in her face,
al t hough her voice was softer

"And there is another'reason, which I should keep secret, but this fusionnaire
is doing its job. It often | oosens tongues." She took another |arge swall ow of
the drink. "You look |ike someone | once knew. Another warrior.'’

Di ana nodded. "And his nanme was Aidan."
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The statenent astoni shed Joanna, who was not an easy person to astonish.

"You know?"

"I have known since | was a small child. My nother told me his nanme. She held
back nuch of ny father's history, and hers, but she was honest in every other
way. "

An idea occurred to Joanna. "And what was her name, your nother?"

"Peri. She is a—=

"l know all about her, too. | was their falconer. | trained both of them"

D ana stood up suddenly, anger in the way she held her body if not in her
face. "Then you are the one who came to Tokasha and took ny rather away,
qui af f T*

"Aff. | was ordered to. Now you |l ook as if you would like to fight nme again."

D ana's body relaxed. "No, you are right, it is not worth fighting about. But
you were part of the story ny nother told nme. She never nentioned your nane."

"There have been tinmes, MechWarrior Di ana, when | w shed | had not caught up
wi th your father and brought himback. In some way that event has affected the
course of nmy life, too. But that is irrelevant. Your rather went on to becone
a warrior and a Bl oodnaned officer. Do you seek hinP"

"Once | intended to. But now !l wish only to fight in this war.

"l know, | know. You are consistent, at least. If | were able to conmunicate
wi th your father, would you want nme to i nform hi mabout you?"

Di ana seenmed to consider the question for a monent. "No," she said. "If anyone
tells him it should be ne."

Joanna toasted her with the fusionnaire, then drained it. "I salute you,
MechWarrior Diana. | have to tell you that | despised your father, but | have
seen himfight bravely and well. From what you showed today in the Circle of

Equal s, you may be quite like him Now you nust |eave."

Di ana obeyed the order w thout further comment. Once she was gone, Joanna
al | owed the darkness to overconme her. She fell, drunk, onto her bed, and
passed out. In her frenetic dreans, inmages of Aidan and D ana kept flying
toward her face and back and forth in front of it,
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someti nes one changing into the other, sonetinmes the two bl endi ng toget her.
Several tinmes she screaned out at the disenbodied faces, cursing and vow ng
that she would kill both father and daughter

For the next few m nutes Aidan would be under nore intense scrutiny than at
any time outside of a Clan test or trial, and yet he woul d be unaware of nost
of it. He was, after all, nerely perform ng the routine duty of a garrison
commander .

As the DropShi p descended, Horse studied the face of his Colonel with an

al nost scientific detachment. He hoped to see sone telltale twitch or
eyebl i nk, sone slight twisting of the nouth that would reveal a reaction in
this normally distant man. To Horse, Aidan Pryde represented all that was
admirable in a dan warrior, whether trueborn or free. Aidan held hinself
above mundane C an conflicts, admnistered his command with fairness, fought
with nore skill than any two warriors, and was so inbued with the desire to
succeed that he had often been criticized for overreaching hinself. To Horse,
it was exactly these qualities that made Aidan a superb C an warrior, albeit
one whose abilities were underused because of the taint that had plagued his
career.

And per haps, Horse thought, what he |iked nost about Ai dan was that he m ght
be the only trueborn Can warrior who understood what it was to be a freeborn
warrior. That insight cane, of course, fromhaving |ived so | ong disguised as
a freeborn. It was in one of Aidan's secret library books that Horse had read
about men on Terra who had gone to |ive anong peopl es whose cultures were
strange or even alien, but who had often been |iberated from narrow
preconceptions as a result. Sometines these visitors were scientists, but just
as often they were ordinary people thrown into unusual circumstances. Aidan
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was |ike that, one who had | earned through the force of circunmstance. It had
made hi m sonmeone di fferent, someone special, in Horse's eyes. The one tine he
had tried to articulate all this to Aidan, however, his friend had scoffed
gently, saying that his experiences had confused his understanding of life
rather than enhanced it.

The DropShip landed in the field recently cleared for that purpose, disgorging
a contingent of warriors. Horse would have recogni zed Joanna from any

di stance, even if she had been a pinpoint on the horizon. She wore the O an
trueborn haughtiness like a cloak, an aura as far renoved from Ai dan's enpat hy
as the gl obular cluster was fromthe five original Can worlds. Horse and
Joanna did not |ike each other. Never had. Anytime they had been forced to
work or fight together, Joanna had, it seemed, found every way possible to
rem nd Horse of his "inferior" origins.

Now, Horse took care to stand to the side, wanting to see both warriors' faces
as they canme together. Aidan's was conposed, for he knew that Joanna was anong
the reinforcements. Horse wondered if Joanna was prepared for Aidan's presence
on Quarell.

When the neeting occurred, neither Aidan nor Joanna di splayed the | east sign
not the slightest recognition. O the three, Horse was probably the only one
whose reaction would show. He was surprised at how nuch Joanna had aged. How
hum liating for her, he thought. Though he never understood why the C ans were
so harsh on their old warriors, Horse was hinself a C ansman who coul d not
hel p but be appalled by the signs of age on a face. H s own was not so young



anynore, but having always | ooked ol der than his years, the erosions of age
were | ess noticeable to others.

But Joanna's visage was a horror. Her eyes seened even meaner now that they
bul ged out a bit, nmaking her | ook fierce even when not angry. Her lips had
somehow ti ghtened, and gray streaked her hair. Sone warriors disguised their
gray, but others seened not to mind it. Wth Joanna it had to be her natura
indifference to triviality that prevented her from being vain about her
graying hair. Also on her face were sonme cuts and several fading bruises.

But mere physical details were not the only difference.
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She wal ked differently, carried herself in a new way. She night be just as

sel f-assured, just as proud, but her pace was slower and the way she swung her
arms and noved her |egs |acked energy. In all the tine Horse had known Joanna,
she had never noved with anything | ess than agile athleticism

She came directly up to Aidan. More than a head shorter, she neverthel ess
faced himas though they were equals. The changes in her seened even nore
pronounced when conpared with the vigor in Aidan's stance.

Joanna's head still hurt fromthe tight with D ana. Wen she | ooked into the
fam liar face of Aidan Pryde, she experienced the sane phenonenon of double
exposure that had struck her with Diana. First she saw Star Col onel Aidan
Pryde, a proud and assured mlitary man whose face showed the traces of age,
but al nost as though they had been delicately sketched in by the hand of a
skilled craftsman. Then she saw the young Ai dan who had tornmented her since
the day she had first laid eyes on him Wen she had chall enged himto a fight
on his first training day, he had fought well, better than nost trainees. And
then, in one way or another, they had been fighting ever since.

"Star Commander Joanna and repl acenent troops reporting for duty, sir," she
said with flat mlitary intonation. She studied his face for a reaction to her
new, reduced rank. Perhaps she was grateful to see none.

Joanna was not prepared for this neeting. No one had told her who was senior
conmandi ng of ficer here, and she was seeing Aidan for the first tine as a Star
Col onel . Her throat constricted as she considered the terrible nonent when she
nmust address himas Star Col onel Aidan Pryde, Not only had she trained him

but she had been one of his advisors when he won his Bl oodnane. That stil
galled her. Not only did he have the Bl oodname, the honor she had al ways
craved but failed to attain, but now the stravag even outranked her

Joanna was, however, still a Can warrior, taught to accept whatever the O an
requi red of her. She had no choice but to accept Aidan as a Pryde and as a
Star Col onel. She did not have to like it, but she must accept it.
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Then agai n, perhaps she woul d never accept it, not deep down, and that thought
was strangely conforting.

Joanna |lined up her charges. She had instructed themto stand at stiff
attention, not slacking off as warriors sonetimes did in war zones. No one in
her command woul d be pernitted to display anything I ess than correct mlitary
posture, she warned them

As Ai dan proceeded slowy fromone MechWarrior to the next, Joanna studied him



carefully. Diana was next to last in the line. Behind them a few neters away,
the Battl eMechs were being unl oaded fromthe DropShip. They made an i npressive
backdrop to the nmilitarily correct line of warriors.

Joanna saw t hat Ai dan had not | ooked down the |line as he nmoved, so that when
he reached Diana, he was seeing her for the first time. But Joanna knew Ai dan
woul d never react publicly, even if he did see a resenbl ance. The chances were
that, |ike his daughter, he was not enanored of his reflected i nage and woul d
see none of it in D ana.

Now that, was that a flicker of recognition in Diana's eyes? O did Joanna
nerely imagine it? Because father and daughter shared the same cool stare,
Joanna coul d not conclude much about the encounter. Aidan nmoved on to inspect
the next and final warrior.

D ana was, of course, the only one on the field that day who al so saw her

not her when she | ooked at her father. It might not have been obvious to a
casual observer, but D ana knew that Aidan and Peri had originated in the sane
si bko. Aidan had beconme a warrior, while Peri had flushed out of warrior
training and entered the scientist caste instead. The resenbl ance was only
slight, but Diana saw it nonetheless. It was so unexpected that she al nost
reveal ed her surprise in a slight wi dening of her eyes. Then her native
reserve canme to the rescue. The fact that the features of both Peri and Aidan
were mxed in Diana's face did not interest her, only that she had seen her
mother in her father's face. The recognition m ght have shocked anyone.

She did not know what to think. She had not expected to find her father so
soon after discussing himwth
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Joanna. When nmuch younger, Di ana had wi shed so nuch to neet Ai dan. \Wen she
had chosen the path of a warrior, it was because that had been his. Sonetimes
she had dreaned of their reunion. But now that the noment had cone, Diana did
not want her father to know her identity. Trueborn warriors scorned their
freeborn children, so why should she expect himto behave any differently? No,
he woul d never |earn who she was. But she would study himand take pleasure in
knowi ng who he was. There was sonething C anlike about that decision. |ndeed,
the young warrior did not even watch her father, her Star Colonel, when a few
nmonents | ater, he began to address the entire unit.

C an conmanders, when briefing a new officer, especially one acconpanying
reinforcement units, did not generally make a social occasion but of the
nmeeting. For nost the nmere idea of a social occasion was foreign, but A dan
Pryde had a skewered view of al nost everything, much of it derived fromhis
ext ensi ve secret reading. He had been inpressed by the way Terrans of past
eras often conbined social ritual with nore formal activities.

To Joanna, who read only operational and artillery manuals, Aidan's offer of a
drink of Quarell w ne was surprising but welcone. She had been dreading this
encounter ever since arriving on Quarell with the reinforcenments, only to find
Ai dan Pryde calmy waiting to greet them I|If Can policy had made possible a
request for inmedi ate reassignment, Joanna woul d have asked for one the noment
the formal rituals of greeting were over

She took a sip of the wine, a rather thick brewwith a woody and slightly sour
taste, all the while trying to ook as if her current predicament did not
matter to her. Aidan either read her mnd, or his thoughts were on a simlar
track. He cane right to the point with typical C an-warrior bluntness.



"You do not wish to be here, Star Commander Joanna."

"Perm ssion to speak frankly, Star Col onel ?"

"You have it now and from now on, unless you give ne occasion to revoke it."
"I'f our past history is any proof, | probably will."

Ai dan smiled. "You seemto have picked up a sense of hunor since last | saw
you, Joanna."

"Have |? If so, | amnot aware of it." She took an-
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other sip of wine. This tine it tasted better, which she thought must be a
quality common to w nes everywhere. "You are right, Aidan Pryde, | do not w sh
to be here. | would prefer going solahma toward the front |ines, weaponl ess
and seated on the shoulders of a dying El enental, to serving in any comrand
under you. Does that portray ny attitude vividly enough? And, for the sake of
Kerensky, must you grin? | do not remenber you ever smling when | ast we knew
each other."’

"You are right. | did smle rarely. But now | indul ge occasionally."

"What an annoying trait. | hope | do not have to see your smile often for it
makes your face look |like the back end of a surat."”

Ai dan sipped fromhis own nmetal wi ne cup, then gave Joanna another snile as he
returned to the subject on his mnd. "I heard about what happened on Twycr oss,
Star Conmander. It is unfortunate that, in the dans, we denmpte previously
successful officers for blunders that are not really their fault. None of
Mal t hus' unit could have anticipated the denolition charges."

"What you say conmes close to treason, Aidan Pryde. The reasons for the |oss
are not relevant. The shame is in the loss itself. At any rate, you know | was
not denoted merely because of that failure. What happened on Twycross denanded
only that | be retested. Wien | did so, the outcome required a denotion in
rank/'

"Requi red?"
"Do not try to provoke ne. O course | do not enjoy being a nere Star
Conmander again, but | serve my Clan in any way that is ordained. It nust give

you great pleasure to outrank me now. "

Al dan shook his head. "No, not at all, Joanna. | take no satisfaction from
revenge."

"The Aidan Pryde | knew woul d have."

"You forget. | was not Aidan Pryde then. After ny final Bloodnane battle,
saw you again only |ong enough to hear you say that it was fate, and not ny
own skill, that won ne the Bl oodnane. | have changed in sone ways since that

day when | becane Aidan Pryde. My only aimnowis to serve the Can as both a
val orous and | oyal warrior."

"Strange."
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"What ? That | should have turned out to be a good C an officer?"

"No. It is the curiosity of the nane itself. Wen you were not Aidan Pryde,
you were the nost arrogant being | had ever observed. Except for ne, that is.
Now t hat you are Aidan Pryde, you seemto have |lost that pridefulness. It is
as if you are Aidan wi thout Pryde instead of Aidan Pryde. Ah, but this wine is
af fecting ny coherence, quiaffT

"Aff. It has that property. But | have | ong wondered what you nmeant when you
told me | owed my Bl oodnane victory nore to fate than ny abilities.”

"The truth is | can no |onger remenber what | neant. | do not even recal
saying that to you.'

Ai dan nodded. "A pity really. | have not stopped recalling that nonment, and
you have forgotten it." He could not tell Joanna, but he had once read a set

of stories in which each character remenbers the same events in slightly

di fferent ways. He had not understood the stories at the time. Now di e neaning
seemed a bit clearer.

"Thi nk again,"
to fete?"

he said. "Wat mght you have nmeant by attributing ny victory

Joanna shrugged. The mpovenent shifted her tunic,

giving Aidan a brief glinpse of a deep scar just bel ow

the collar line, "I do not know what | neant. We of the
Cans put no store in fate. | do not even understand it.
r Are we not taught that we control our own destinies, that

; | ate cannot affect our lives unless we let it?"

"And, if we let it, then we are still the masters of our fate, quiaffl"

"Aff. O | suppose so. | have never cared nuch for any di scussion beyond what
| need to learn fromthe manual s and textbooks. Fate is fate. Keep it at the

back door, and you do not have to worry about it."

"Maybe so. Maybe life is negotiation. Bidding against fate is what we do."

N Joanna squinted at Ai dan, then gul ped down the rest ;>;i of her
wi ne. "You seem al so to have picked up sone strange ideas since | |ast saw
you. "

He had an urge to tell her about the secret library, but watching her stare
somewhat |ongingly at the bottom of her cup, he knew that such a revel ation
woul d be unwi se

"Then enough of the past. The main reason | called
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you here was to discuss the canpaign,'* Aidan said. "Wuld you care for nore
wi ne?"

"It is swill. But yes, I will have sone nore."



"For the nost part, our unit has not seen as much action as others," he said,
refilling her cup. "They usually hold us back in reserve, then send us in for
nmop- up. "

"I's that complaint | hear?"

Ai dan | ooked away from her hard stare. "Not conplaint, but perhaps

di ssatisfaction. Do 1 have, well, pernission to speak frankly?"

"You mean will | keep our conversation secret, quiaffT*

"Aff. | know how deeply your aninosities run, but | also know you woul d never

violate a vow. '

"Ch, cone off the high-sounding drivel. Any Can warrior can be trusted once
he gives his rede, | give you nmy rede to guard whatever secrets you are
harboring. It seens odd for a subordinate to say this to a conmandi ng of ficer
but, yes, you have perm ssion to speak freely, Aidan Pryde."

Ai dan put his cup down on the table and brought his hands together in front of
his face in a gesture that | ooked to Joanna al nost |ike praying. How nmany nore
oddities was this man going to spring on her? she wondered.

"It is about the canpaign itself, its notives, its chances. Wen il Khan Leo

Showers was killed, |I was called back to Strana Mechty with all the other

Bl ood- naned warriors. | have al ways done ny duty toward attending councils and
casting my vote when required. | have rarely participated nuch in the debates,
however, for others often object to ny viewpoint purely and sinply because of
the taint that still seenms to hover over ne. So | tend to hold ny tongue.

"At this council, however, the stink of politics seened to pervade every
session. | cane there excited, anticipating—=

"You? Excited?"

"As much as | get excited. You see, Joanna, this was the first election of an
Il Khan in perhaps a hundred years. Not only were we participating in an
historic event, but we had been forced to tenporarily halt our invasion of the
I nner Sphere in order to be there.
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"But fromthe first | began to observe that the mjor |eaders were attenpting
to mani pul ate matters. There were the two sides, the Crusaders and the

War dens, conpeting for support. Charges were hurled back and forth. The
eventual selection of Uric Kerensky as the new il Khan seened doni nated by
ulterior notives. \What better advantage for the Crusaders than to place a
Warden in power? It was a masterstroke for themto put the man pronpting peace
into the warlord' s chair.

"Then the new il Khan countered the Crusaders' plot by nam ng Natasha Kerensky
to replace himas Khan of Can WIf. Finally he announced that the goal of the
i nvasion was not to restore the Star League for the oppressed people of the

I nner Sphere but to resurrect the League, with Can | eaders in the key seats
of power."

"The difference seens insignificant to ne. Wat is your objection? "

"I amnot certain. But hearing that nade ne believe that the ... idealism had



gone out of the invasion. The invasion was suddenly about power, about us
gai ni ng nore—

"And | say, nore power to us!" interrupted Joanna, raising her cup aloft.

"You do not see the difference?"

"Frankly, no.

"Looked at one way, the C ans are renoving decadent and evil governments for

t he good of the people being crushed under these dictators. That is good. That
is the reason for the existence of the Cans, | think. But if we are invadi ng
the I nner Sphere to take power for ourselves, to enlarge Can domains, are we
any better than the despots we conquer?"

Joanna growl ed and sl anmed her cup down on the table, which threatened to |eap
up even though secured to the flooring. She stood. The drink nade her
nmonentarily dizzy, but she took care not to showit.

"And you had to ask ne to keep this secret? Even if you stood on top of a
nmount ai n and shouted this rot through a | oudspeaker, who anmong C an warriors
woul d want to hear any of it? It has no relation to what we do, what we are.
W fight, that is what“we do. W are warriors, that is what we are. W do not
worry about right
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and wong. If we think, it is our hobby, and that is all. Pernission to
| eave?"

Ai dan nodded. Joanna stood up, none too gracefully. She turned a bit shakily
toward the door, but Aidan was not done with her yet. "Star Commander? | am
wonderi ng about your chief tech. Nomad. Is he still with you?"

"No. "
"He did | ook old the last | saw him"

"It was not age that did himin. He was killed on Twycross, sometine during
t he Canera canpaign. Blown up, | understand."”

"You under st and?"

"He was not attached to my unit when it happened. The sliny freebirth, tricky
as ever, transferred out just when | had given up asking himto."

"He was a good tech, a—
"He was a freebirth, and that is the end of it."
As Joanna turned back toward the door, a sudden knock startled both warriors.

"Who is it?" Joanna bell owed, forgetting for a nonment that she was no | onger
in conmand. "Speak i mediately or go away."

The respondi ng voice was that of Horse, who entered when Aidan called out
perm ssion. He was carrying a sheaf of papers, which he handed to Aidan

"There is an uprising in Vreeport," he said. "Sonme citizens who have found a
cache of Inner Sphere weapons are now perched on the city walls, shooting at



any warrior who conies near. And there seens to be a Battle-Mech standing in
the mddle of the fortress. That's all | know so far."

Ai dan sighed. It was the normal kind of nop-up operation that had apparently
beconme his specialty.

"Can we negotiate with thenf"

"It has been tried, according to the report. There seens to be only one
choi ce. "

"Anni hil ati on?"

"Yes."
"Well, perhaps that will not be necessary. Let us go. Star Comrander Joanna,
now may be a good time for your Star to get its feet wet on Quarell. This

m ssion is yours."
Joanna touched Aidan's armas he wal ked by.
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"We are eager for battle, Star Colonel, but the general directive says to be
nmerciless in dealing with uprisings.”

"That is true."”
"So why not annihilation? This is apparently only a small guerrilla band."

"They are our eneny, yes, but that does not make them | ess hunan. W nust
treat themwi th the sane respect we give our foes in Battl eMechs.”

"But do we not strive to annihilate theml?"
"Only when we have to."
"I never strove for anything else."

Ai dan stared at Joanna for a long noment, and the cruelty she renmenbered cane
back into his eyes. "And | ook where it has gotten you, Star Comrander Joanna."

Warnmed by the Quarell wi ne and Aidan's confidences, Joanna had nonentarily
forgotten the hatred she had felt for this man fromthe nmoment she laid eyes
on him Now it returned full force. Seething with anger, she foll owed hi mout
of the room

The smal |l settlement of Vreeport was located in a clearing so surrounded by
tall, leafy trees that it would easily have escaped the eyes of a 'Mech pil ot
operating exclusively on visuals. Believing visuals unreliable, Joanna vastly
preferred to navigate relying solely on her 'Mech's inertial guidance system
She did not need to see the subtleties of color in the foliage, the deep brown
of the ground, the strange gnarled patterns of tree bark, the quick noves of
tiny animals away fromthe heavy tread of 'Mech feet—not when all she needed
was available in its essential grid-and-line patterns. Know ng the coordi nates
of Vreeport, she found it easily, set off into its blueprint-like |lines and
shapes.

St eppi ng her Mad Dog out'of the forest, she came upon Vreeport in its
clearing. The rest of her Star, all BattleMechs, energed just after she had



gui ded her ' Mech through the last of the trees.
"Looks quiet," Joanna remarked to her team over the open channel. Ampng the
various sounds of agreenent, she heard Diana's voice: "Request permission to
enter the settlenent walls for recon.”

"Request denied," Joanna said. "If anyone is there, let themsee us first.
Many a battle has been won nerely through the intimdating presence of
Battl eMechs. "

She switched to external speakers. "If any citizen still remains in Vreeport,
it is my duty to informyou that our comuander, Star Col onel Ai dan Pryde,
grants you immunity if you come out imrediately. Whatever you have been told
by the propagandi sts of the Inner Sphere, we of the Clan are not nonsters who
kill indiscrimnately.
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But neither do we have patience with | ower-caste scum who dare take up the
arms of a warrior.'

"But you are willing to make slaves of us!" canme a voice frominside the
fortress, also anplified but without the resonance provided by a ' Mech's
ext ernal speakers.

"What does he nean?" Di ana asked.
"That we shall find out,"” Joanna said as she opened up the communications |ink
back to the Command Center and requested to speak to Star Col onel Aidan Pryde.

In the Command Center, Aidan sat with Dem -Precentor Melanie Truit, the
Conttar representative charged with administration of the conquered popul ation
of Quarell. Contstar officials on Quarell, as on the other C an-occupied

pl anets of the Inner Sphere, were acting as a buffer between the planetary
popul ati ons and their conquerors. He took Joanna's nessage, then turned to

Mel anie Truit.

"What do you know of this?"

Truit winkled her nose, a rather prom nent one that | ooked out of place on
her delicate face. "Less than you, | suspect. We of ContStar are only to
adm ni ster and govern according to the rules of you, the Can conquerors. You
nmust realize, Colonel Pryde, that your bondsman custom goes agai nst what any
sel f-respecting I nner Sphere citizen can accept. The C an custom of sel ecting
a conquered people's finest nental and physical specinmens to becone bondsnen
to warriors of Clan Jade Falcon is foreign to their way of thinking. Nor can
t hey comprehend that the taking of bondsmen is a sign of respect by C an
warriors for those of their enemy who fought well."

Ai dan nodded. "I have sel ected several eneny warriors as bondsnen. Wy woul d
anyone protest? It is honorable to serve the Can, even for a conquered eneny.
They shoul d be proud."

Dem -Precentor Truit snmiled, an attractive snmle that reveal ed even white
teeth. If she had been C an instead of Conftar, Aidan m ght have asked her to
acconpany himto his quarters tonight.

"I'n the I nner Sphere we have no concept anal ogous to your bondsman custom"”
she said. "As the Vreeport man told you, to these people it is slavery, pure
and sinmple." - *Of course it is slavery, but being a bondsnman and
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becom ng part of a Clan is better than being enslaved and with di m prospects
on one's own planet, is it not?" "You forget. | amnot Clan either. | do not
see the distinction. Nor need I, since | serve only Confstar," Despite

Dem -Precentor Trait's politely neutral manner, Aidan sensed that she agreed
with the insurgents that bondsman was not an honorabl e state.

"You seemto agree with this foul point of view" "I amnot permtted to say.
As the Conttar representative on this planet, | amconpletely neutral. Do not
grunt at me like that. It is quite true."

"I suppose | do not fully understand ConfStar and its relationship with the
G ans. Explain, Denmi-Precentor."” Trait sighed, as if the question had cone up
too often for her liking. "Do you wish the lecture | give to school children?"

"No, the short version is fine. Gve ne, say, the kind of precis you deliver
to your own superiors.”

Trait nodded. "Centuries ago ContStar was founded as an adm ni strative arm of
the Star League to maintain the vast interstellar conmunications network that
made it possible for a single government to rule over the three thousand

i nhabited worl ds of the Inner Sphere. It was no nore than a mnor bureaucracy
until the young First Lord Caneron died and the usurper Amaris clained the
mantl e of First Lord of the Star League."

"And then the great Al eksandr Kerensky led the Star League Defense Forces to
crash the usurper Stefan Amaris. You tell ne nothing new, Dem-Precentor,"
Ai dan interrupted

Trait | ooked at himcalmy. "If you are to understand Conftar, you mnust
understand the conditions of our birth," she said. "And, yes, as you state,
Ceneral Kerensky crashed Amaris, without the aid or support of the League's

ot her High Council Lords. Wth Amaris out of the way, the Council Lords net to
choose a new First Lord fromanong their nunmber. As you night imagine, each
bel i eved that only he or she was the fittest to don the nantle of the First
Lord's power. The only point on which they could agree was the decision for
CGeneral Kerensky to disband the Star League Arny."

"The unity of the Star League was destroyed by the avarice of the House
Lords," Aidan intoned, alnost on
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cue. "But its heart was protected by the Great Kerensky as he led his
followers into the bl ackness beyond."

Truit | ooked surprised. "That was very poetic, Star Col onel."

"Those are lines from The Renenbrance, the chronicle of our birth and life as
d ans. "

Trait smled and continued. "Again, as you say, Ceneral Kerensky |led the Star
League Army, your ancestors, out fromthe |Inner Sphere, escaping fromthe
civil war that erupted between the Great Houses of Steiner, Marik, Liao,

Davi on, and Kurita. That conflict has lasted several hundred years—wahat we
call the Succession Wars. Only Confstar remai ned faithful to the vision that
shaped the Star League. In fact we are the last surviving remmants of the
League government here in the Inner Sphere.



"Jerome Bl ake, our first Prinus, realized that the undreaned-of ferocity of

t he Succession Wars threatened to destroy interstellar conmunications as well
as the very existence of human civilization. And so he proclainmed ConfStar's
neutrality, offering all governments equal access to the hyperpul se
conmuni cati ons network in exchange for the promse that our facilities would
remain inviolate. Thus it was that for some three hundred years Confstar has
served as the neutral arbitrator between the G eat Houses of the Successor
States, as well as mmintaining and protecting the preci ous know edge t hat

st ands between hunmanity and t he abyss of barbarism"

"Now you wax poetic, Dem -Precentor,"” Aidan said. "But how does Conftar view
the dans' return? Some on Quarell brand ConfStar a traitor to the I|nner
Sphere. Does that not concern you?"

' "The primary concern of Confstar has al ways been the survival of human
civilization."

"But you are nore than nere bureaucrats and comuni cations specialists. You
have mlitary troops, and your organization holds Terra."

Truit seened of fended by Aidan's comment. "The troops are trained nerely to
defend the integrity of our comunications facilities and to serve as a
deterrent agai nst aggression. Twenty years ago the Fourth Succession Var

al nost brought the Inner Sphere down in flames. The | eaders of the G eat
Houses seized sonme of our stations, and we had reason to believe that House
Davi on
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was preparing to attack Terra. We only arnmed ourselves out of sheer necessity.
Fortunately the Com Guards have admirably fulfilled their m ssion of
deterrence. They have yet to fight a major battle.”

Ai dan shook his head in puzzlenent. "A curious custom that. Warriors who
cannot war. It is unnatural."

Tfuit's new snmile was somewhat sly. "There are those anong Confttar's | eaders
who might just agree with you. Privately, of course.™

"And you are one of those, Melanie Truit?" "I amnot allowed to say, as you
wel I know. " "If Confstar is so neutral, why do you collect the bondsnen from
the villages for us?"

"If I amordered to obtain bondsnen, that is what | do," Truit said
matter-of-factly. "My work is to adm nister the planet's affairs, but | may
not violate the custons and rul es of those whom| serve, especially when | am
doing ny job for conquerors.™

"Conquerors who, froma certain point of view, are practicing a slave trade?"

"You must understand, Star Col onel, that some people would prefer not to be
sl aves. They might like to be a warrior, |ike you, but not a slave."

"Most of them do not have the bloodlines to be good warriors," Aidan said."But
as bondsmen, they woul d have a chance to prove their abilities, and sonme m ght
actual ly achieve warrior status. It has happened that a freeborn bondsman has
done exactly that."

"I must accept your word on that, Star Colonel, for there is still much about



the Clans that | do not know Al | amtrying to explainis that it is not
strange for the people of Quarell to object to being taken by force, thrown
first into a DropShip and men into a Junp Ship, to be taken away back to the
G an worlds, wherever that nmay be."

Ai dan knew that Melanie Truit was fishing for information on the | ocation of
the Can worlds—a fact in which ConStar was very interested—but he made no
reply. During this whole conversation. Horse had been providing himwth
updates on the Vreeport crisis, through nessages transmitted onto the screen
of Aidan's personal nonitor. Seeing that events were heating up, he reopened
communi cations with Joanna.

"Do you have a link with the insurgents?" he asked.
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"Well, one of themseens willing to talk to us. In fact, he has not stopped
tal ki ng since we opened a |line. He apparently has sone kind of bullhorn."

"Patch ne into your commine,"” Aidan said. "I will speak with himover your
ext ernal speakers."

"Done, Star Col onel."

"Commt ech Caton!"

n Si r ?Il

"Set the viewing holo for the scene at Vreeport, and enlarge it. | want to see
the rebel to whom | am speaking. | want to see every pore, every drop of
sweat . "

"As you wish, sir.

In the view ng area above the array of control panels in the Command Center

t here suddenly appeared the face of a m ddl e-aged man with excessively red
skin and an expression of slight bew |ldernent. He was staring warily over the
top of the city wall, apparently at the quintet of BattleMechs arrayed agai nst
Vreeport. Aidan thought the man's thin, unshaven face and narrow eyes nmade him
resenble an ice ferret cub, a creature that sonmetines ripped open the throat

of its own nother. Not a good onen for negotiation. Aidan could also see the
sweat on the man's face. Indeed, it was pouring off his forehead in rivulets.

"This is Star Col onel Aidan Pryde of the Nega Garrison Cluster," Aidan
announced. He could see by the nman's startled reaction that Joanna nust have
turned the speakers up to full volune so that his voice would no doubt resound
across the clearing, shaking buildings and unsettling eardruns. It was a good
pl oy and m ght help achieve Aidan's goal of ending this uprising bloodlessly.
"Identify yourself, rebel!"

For a nonent it | ooked like the unshaven ice ferret of a man was ready to

di sappear behind the wall, as people often did when confronted by ghostli ke
visitations. Then he seened to get command of hinself, slow ng raising the
bul I horn to his nmouth. Wth his face so enlarged in the viewing area, it was
di sconcerting to hear the weak and tinny voice coming fromit.

" 'l am Jared Mahoney. | ama survivor of the Vreeport mlitia and, as such
represent the conmunity in dealings with oppressors |like you."

Ai dan winced, first at the fact that, like all Inner Sphere citizens, the man



had a surnanme, one that was mnerely
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passed on through generations w thout being earned in a Bl oodnane battle.
Though he realized that nam ng custons were different here, Aidan did not |ike
to think of anyone other than a Bl oodnaned warrior having a surnane.

"' Jared Mahoney, 1 order you to end this uprising and surrender to the

Battl eMech Star that you see near the walls of your city. Those five ' Mechs
could level your small comunity in nere mnutes. Your continued resistance is
usel ess. "

"But you are naking slaves of us!"

* ' Bondsmen are not slaves. Their duty to us is only tenporary. Sl aves are
purchased and are theoretically slaves for all their—=

Jared Mahoney's voice grew fierce. "Do not try to dazzle ne with semantics!"
he shouted. "W do not wish to | eave Quarell, but you take us. That is
slavery, no matter how you try to rationalize it.' *

"I amwilling to discuss the matter with you, Jared Mahoney. However, | mnust
rem nd you that we have the destructive power to make all negotiations
nmeani ngl ess. Surrender yourself and your people.”

I nexplicably, Jared Mahoney did not reply inrediately. Wiile still trying to
juggl e the bullhorn with one hand, he reached down with the other armto pick
up two children, a boy and a girl. The children were as red-faced as the man.

"These are ny children," he announced. "My son and my daughter. They are
i nnocent. Whuld you kill them nmerely to assert your authority?"

Ai dan cut off conmunication and turned to Melanie Truit. "Wy would he want us
to kill his children?"

"He doesn't want you to kill them He has no understanding of C an concepts so
he cannot understand that the innocence of his children is of no consequence
to a Can warrior. By displaying them he thinks that you will back off and
not kill anyone else hi order to protect the children."

Ai dan shook his head in puzzlenent. "I do not wish to kill any of them
children or adult. But there is nothing in our Can way that says | nust have
an enotional response to the idea of children as hostages, especially when
they are nerely the eneny's children."
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"Sir, | amonly a ConfStar official and cannot hope to interpret any nenber of
the Can. | try merely to informyou of Jared Mahoney's probabl e state of

m nd. "

Ai dan coul d not conprehend the edge of frustration in Dem -Precentor Truit's
voi ce, but he sensed that she sonehow di sapproved of his words. Wen he
returned his attention to the Vreeport scene, he found Joanna addressing the
settlenent's representative

"Put your children down," she was saying. "They are nere freebirth scum Ilike
you. Killing freeborns is easy for us, even for the freeborns anmong us."



"That is enough, Star Commander Joanna," Aidan said over their private
channel . "Nothing is gained by provoking them™

"And everything to be gained by putting Vreeport to flanes or by marching
through it to flatten its stupid citizens under our 'Mechs' feet."

"Patch ne to the external speakers again."

When Ai dan viewed the projected i nage of Jared Mahoney once nore, the man was
still—ith effort—holding the two children while also clunsily gripping the
bul | horn. The children | ooked at their father conplacently. One of themsniled
wi th what Aidan could only have interpreted as pride.

Ai dan found the scene troubling. What was it all about, this relationship

bet ween freeborn parents and their children, he wondered, especially here in

t he I nner Sphere? Even on O an worlds, Aidan had been equally disturbed by
some of the parent-child situations he had observed. What did these children
feel about their father, what did he feet about thenf Though he had often read
about parents and offspring in sonme of his secret books, the rel ationship had
been just as nysterious to himthen

"Jared Mahoney! We are not inpressed by this display of your children. The
concept to which you attenpt to appeal does not exist for us. Assenble your
citizens and vacate Vreeport before any nore harmis done."

Jared Mahoney set down his children carefully, then confidently raised the

bul l horn to his lips. "W do not capitulate,” he said. "If you insist on
fighting us, we nust fight back."
Ai dan al most | aughed. "You cannot fight Battle-
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Mechs. Not without 'Mechs of your own. And every BattleMech on Quarell has
been destroyed. "

"Not every one."

Bef ore Aidan could put his question into words, he saw what was meant.
Lunmbering toward the city walls was a | arge wal ki ng machi ne that Aidan took to
be a BattleMech until Commtech Caton got the image properly focused. Then he

i mediately saw that it was too small, too light. And it stood on four |egs
instead of two, with a small, nerely protective cockpit on top

"Are you insane, Jared Mahoney? That is nmerely an AgroMech."

"It is our BattleMech, Star Colonel. An agribot, to be sure, but one to which
as you can see, a pair of laser cannons has been added, plus a few other
refinements. We have al so attached expl osives to al nbst every centineter of
its surface, with other explosives placed all around Vreeport—enough to bl ow
up the whole settlement and any of your forces that come too close to the city
wal I s. Perhaps you don't care about human life, Star Col onel, but our hostages
al so include several Conftar officials and O an techs who were assigned to
Vreeport. Perhaps you al ready knew about them"

Ai dan sighed wearily before speaking. "Yes, | did," he said. "Now | demand you
put down your arns and surrender Vreeport."

The denmand, Aidan knew, was nerely a gesture, and he was not surprised when
Jared Mahoney | aughed and shouted, "We would really Iike to see how you do not



val ue human life, Star Colonel. Wt really would.” Wth that, the red-faced man
dropped from si ght.

Aidan turned to Melanie fruit. "Do they have supplies enough to | ast awhile?"
"Yes. Does that matter to you?"

"Only for its logistical uses. | do not wish to destroy Vreeport, but if
necessary | wll."

Dem - Precentor Melanie Truit continued to regard himwith puzzlenent in her
cl ear eyes, but Aidan returned his attention to the screen, which showed him
that the transforned AgroMech, the makeshift Battl eMech, had opened fire on
Joanna's Star. His heart went to his throat as he heard her order to return
fire.

8

D ana and Trader spoke over a private channel as they watched the exchange
bet ween Ai dan and Jared Mahoney. This was the first civilian uprising they had
ever observed, and they could not see the point of it.

"Why negotiate with this scun?" said D ana.
"I"'mnot sure. Can policy on conquered worlds, | suppose.”

"But these idiots would like to blow us up along with themselves. If | were in
command, | would order our warriors to take up positions around the city

wal I's, pouring shot in until Vreeport was |leveled or they surrendered. Let us
get to the real war, not waste time on this trivial bilge."

"What do you nmean? Aren't we part of the real war?"

"No, this is backwater stuff, nmop-up. | want to get to the forefront of the
i nvasion, the front lines."

"Well, | were you, | would give up hope. You're in the wong outfit for al
that. Don't you know about Ai dan Pryde's command?"

Trader did not know that Aidan Pryde was Diana's father, but she had no
intention of telling him or anybody, for that matter. She was satisfied
nmerely to have found him After having heard so nmuch about himat her nother's
knee, Diana now wanted only to observe him Serving in his command was
sufficient for her. She was a warrior now, and Clan warriors put no val ue on
the parent-child relation. The very idea was abhorrent to them

"What do you nean, Trader?"

Briefly he told her about Aidan's tainted Bl oodnane, then recounted the other
runors that were rife about him
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"They say he will never get an inmportant command and that his genes will never
be accepted in the gene pool." What woul d Trader say, D ana wondered, if he
knew t hat Aidan's genes were hers—wael |, half-hers, anyway.

"So you can see, Diana, that as long as we are part of Aidan Pryde's conmand,
chances are we will see only backwater duty, will spend nost of our tine
nmerely putting down mnor uprisings, will only be—=



Trader stopped speaking as the chall enges passing between Aidan and Jared
Mahoney grew fiercer. Then suddenly the AgroMech's | aser cannon shot outward,
its beans passing between Joanna's Tinber WIf and the Storncrow beside her

"Al'l 'Mechs, open fire!" Joanna shout ed.

Di ana, aimng her PPC at the city wall, quickly opened a massive hole there.
O her ' Mechs connected with other targets. To her far left, she saw high
flames erupt. The AgroMech took a hit to the shoul der, but no expl osi ons

foll owed. That made Di ana wonder if the threat of explosives attached to the
AgroMech was nerely sone cowardly terrorist bluff. She ained for a new part of
the city wall, but was stopped by Joanna's shouted, "Cease fire, all units."

Then Ai dan Pryde addressed all the pilots. "W are not here to destroy
Vreeport, whatever the provocation. W are to preserve civilian |life wherever
possi ble. That is the order of the ilKhan. Negotiations will continue. Star
Commander Joanna.'

n Si r. ?Il
"Patch ne into the speaker system again."

While listening to this, D ana watched as the AgroMech seened to be preparing
to fire again. She took a bead on it, just in case battle erupted once nore.

"Jared Mahoney, this is Star Col onel Aidan Pryde again. Please cone forward."

It was a long wait before the form of Jared Mahoney appeared atop one section
of the city wall. He now had sone kind of bandanna w apped around his head and
his face was snmudged with dirt. A line of sweat darkened the rimof the
bandanna.

"Jared Mahoney, our offer is sinple. You will release all hostages, those from
anong your citizens as well as nenbers of the Can and ConfStar. You will also
surren-
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der all your weapons and anmunition. Neither you nor your fellow insurgents
wi Il suffer repercussions. There will be no arrests, no punishnents. W will
| eave you and your comunity in peace.”

Jared Mahoney raised the bullhorn to his nouth. "And no nore bondsman will be
taken," he said. "Not in Vreeport or in any other place on Orkney."

* '] amnot authorized to revise Can policy in this matter. To becone a
bondsman is an honor."

"Go to hell, you bl oody sons of bitches!"

D ana gasped in shock. Clan warriors rarely cursed, and when they did, they
used epithets such as freebirth and stravag, both referring to the live-birth
process of freeborns. Jared Mahoney's ill-chosen words woul d be disgusting to
any C ansman or wonan, no natter what his or her O an

The insurgent | eader dropped suddenly from sight, then the AgroMech fired
again. This time its beanms hit the Storncrow dead-center. The ' Mech rocked
back slightly on its heels, but remained upright.



D ana awaited the order to demolish Vreeport, but only silence cane over the
commi i ne.

After a noment, Joanna's voice clicked into the line. "W have been ordered to
wi t hdraw, " she said, sounding angry and bitter. "Proceed into the forest in an
orderly fashion. W will regroup twenty-five neters in."

D ana was furious. "Trader, what is happeni ng here?"

"A strategic retreat, apparently. To protect us while the others arrive at a
plan. 1 hope."

"The C ans do not retreat before nere civilians. How could Star Conmander
Joanna order a retreat?"

"Weren't you listening, Diana? It wasn't she who ordered the retreat. It was
our Star Colonel, watching fromhis safe haven at command center. He is the
one behavi ng cautiously. *'

"He nust have some reason. | nean, a good, solid mlitary reason," was what
she said aloud. But in her thoughts, she told herself, he is my father and he
cannot be a coward.

"He's protecting the Iives of the hostages, | suppose.™

"You do not sound convi nced. Trader."

"I"'mnot. It may be unfortunate that Conftar people are involved, but they're
not C an. The C an- hostages
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will be proud to die. And the others, the native hostages, why should we be
careful about their |ives?"

"I do not know, Trader. | would just go ahead and annihilate Vreeport, make
this place an exanple. Hostages are not inportant. It is wong to permit scum
i ke Jared Mahoney to use them against us. Wpe out this group of hostages
along with the insurgents, and perhaps you will never have to deal wth

anot her group of either."

"An interesting theory, D ana."

"But you doubt it."

"You know | do. I'll never be as bloodthirsty as you."

"And that is why | deserve this Warhawk."

"I know you think that."

They had cleared the line of trees at the edge of the forest and were
foll ow ng Joanna's Tinber Wl f to the rendezvous point.

There nust be some strategy here, Diana thought, some trick that ny father is
pl anning. If not that, a respite until he can cone up with a good schene. It
must be that. It has to be. He cannot be a coward. He will destroy Vreeport.
It is the only way to handle the situation, and he will rise to the challenge.

As Di ana considered the actions of Aidan Pryde, her conmander as well as her



father, doubts began to pull on her thoughts |ike weights. She hated the
doubt. In this universe she had only one father. Whether or not he was aware
of her existence, he had to be the father she had dreant of so often, the
father who had never been far from her thoughts.

To Diana, the runbling sound of the Confstar helicopter seened to slide toward
the forest, then over it, shaking the branches and | eaves with its vibrations.
She and her Warhawk stood at the edge of the forest, where Star Conmander
Joanna had assigned her on orders from Command Center to post a 'Mech as
scout. From her vantage point, Diana watched the |large craft settle onto the
ground in front of the city walls. Then Jared Maho-ney's head reappeared above
the main wall.

On the forest side of the aircraft, two people enmerged fromthe open hatches.
The first was a tall woman with broad shoul ders and wi de hips. If not for the
Conttar insignia on the woman's white junpsuit, Diana mght easily have taken
her for a dan warrior, though she nmoved a bit clunsily for one. The second
figure was her father, dressed in a sinple green field uniformthat showed no
i nsignia of his rank

Star Conmander Joanna had told her that negotiators were coming from Conmand
Center, but Di ana suspected that even the hard-edged and confident old warrior
woul d be surprised that Aidan Pryde had selected hinself to negotiate with
these vermn.

The nonent his feet hit the ground, he | ooked around alertly. When he nodded
in her direction, D ana thought he must have spotted her Warhawk lurking in
the forest's shadows.

She studied his face, thinking it nmight solve the nysteries he had created for
her. But there were no clues there, rmuch less solutions. It was an inpassive
face, its skin rough fromyears in severe climates, yet generally untouched by
age. The eyes seenmed to shine in their
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sockets like jewels, giving off the sane serene detachrment. It was not a
coward' s face.

D ana worked her |ips nervously, chewing on the bottomlip, rubbing the top
one on her upper teeth. She was angry at feeling anything about this man. \Wat
did it matter that he was her father? Yet she knew that if Aidan Pryde brought
even the mldest shane to his unit, it would bring deep shame to her. The

t hought was so unCl anlike that she did not |like admtting it even to herself.
Freeborn warrior she mght be, but D ana preferred to think Iike a trueborn
one. Concepts like father should have no nmeaning to her, especially since

Ai dan had never been a father to her, nor was he even aware of their bl ood
tie.

Ai dan saw a flash of light off the BattleMech stationed at the forest edge.
From what he could see of its configuration when he squinted, it was a
Warhawk. He fervently hoped that neither Jared Mahoney nor any of his

i nsurgents had spotted it, however. This was no time to provoke them
especially over a scout 'Mech

The last thing A dan wanted now was any provocation. As commander of the
Quarell occupation forces, he wished to prevent the unnecessary sl aughter of
civilians. Despite O an Snoke Jaguar's destruction of the city of Turtle Bay
on Edo, Aidan intended to obey the ilKhan's directive specifically ordering
that civilian casualties be kept to a m ni num



Mel anie Truit had insisted on acconmpanying himto Vreeport, suggesting that it
woul d be prudent to have at |east two spokesnmen when dealing with enotionally
vol atil e rebels |ike Jared Mahoney. "Because | amnot Clan, it may be easier
for me to interpret ideas (hat now seem so unacceptable to him" she said.

"I insist on conducting the negotiations nyself. This is not a teameffort.
Under st ood?"

"Under st ood, Star Col onel."
"But | will appreciate your contributions and insights, Melanie Truit."

"I thank you. You are unusually decorous for a warrior, particularly a dan
Jade Fal con officer."

"And have you observed so nmany O an officers, Melanie Truit?"
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"Not many, but enough. And you nake ne wi sh to be as direct as any d an
warrior. I wish to couple with you when all this is over.*'

Ai dan\ stride broke.
"You hesitate," she said, with an enbarrassed laugh. "lIs it that | have
violated a taboo? Are you C ansnmen so culturally primtive that a woman may

not make such an overture to a nan?"

"No. My dan has no such taboo. But an individual from another caste or
someone not of the Clans nay not initiate the request to couple.”

"And, as not-Clan, | am unacceptable to you?"
She was begi nning to beconme angry, he coul d see.

"No, it is not that at all. |I merely say that, as a Can warrior, | nust ask
that you wait for me to nmake the offer.”

"Then I will wait, Star Colonel. But do not ask me to wear caste-narks."

Was he m staken or had her voice taken on a sarcastic edge?

"I assure you, Melanie Truit, that the offer will be nade."

"I am pl eased, | think."

A Conttar adept, a |ower-class functionary in the |Inner Sphere, clinbed out of
the VIOL after Aidan and Melanie Truit. He handed Aidan a bullhorn simlar to
the one the insurgent |eader was using, but it was an upgraded nodel, easily
operated by buttons next to his thunb. It was al so much lighter.

Comi ng around the vehicle, with Melanie Truit just behind him Ai dan began

i medi ately to address Jared Mahoney. "I am Star Col onel Aidan Pryde. | would
speak with you, Jared Mahoney. Open your gates.”

"What makes you think I wish to neet with you, Pryde!"

Ai dan cringed at being addressed by his surnanme al one. That was never done
within the Cans. A Bloodnane was sacred, and no one would ever use it in any



casual, pejorative, distorted, or deneaning way. And certainly not as a form
of address without other nanmes and titles.

But, as Melanie Truit had instructed him it was es--sential in hostage
negotiations to remain calmand to keep the rebels fromcontrolling the
di scussi ons.
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"If you wish to have your own people cone out of this alive, you nust dea
with me, Mhoney."

Al dan used the rebel's surnane with malice, but doubted that the man cared how
he was addr essed.

"Al'l right. Are you armed? |If so, drop whatever weapons you have."
"I amnot arned."
"Who is that with you?"

Mel anie Truit stepped forward. "I am Melanie Truit, ConStar Dem -Precentor for
this sector of QuareU. "

"So Conftstar is frightened by us, too?"

"Do not becone self-inportant, Jared Mahoney. It is only | who aminterested.
No official ConfStar policy is to be inferred."

"Are you armed, Truit?"
"No. "
"Then come forward, both of you."

D ana wat ched as her father and the ConfStar representative went through the
opened gates of Vreeport. She felt a catch in her throat as the gates cl osed
behind them It suddenly occurred to her that she m ght never see her father
again. The regret aroused by that thought was as detestable as it was
unbear abl e.

10

Jared Mahoney | ed them down a cluttered Vreeport street. Hardly a street,

Ai dan thought. Mre like a dirt path strewn with litter. The buildings, too,
were battle-scarred, with doors hangi ng off hinges, w ndows broken, char marks
on siding. The people seened to hang back fromthem their gestures nervous
and agitated. Hostility hung over Vreeport |ike a corona around a noon.

The rebel |eader pointed to a large building at the end of the street. "In
there first," he said, an odd note of satisfaction in his voice.

The buil ding turned out to be a warehouse full of weapons, anmunition, and
boxes of explosives. "This is one of many filled with enough volatile materi al

to create one dam big blast,"” Jared Mahoney said. "I show you this to prove
that we're not bluffing."
Mel anie Truit touched Aidan's arm "This may still be bluff," she whispered.

"Maybe this is their only warehouse, not 'one of many.1 And how can we know
what those boxes are filled w th?"



"Do the people of the Inner Sphere enploy so nuch deception?

Mel anie Truit snmiled, and A dan noted once nore the evenness and brightness of
her teeth. "Star Colonel, in some way you O ansmen are guileless. Don't you

i magi ne that people with their backs to the wall would use any trick possible
to get out alive?"

Aidan bristled at the allusion to naivete*, but all he said was, "You are

ri ght about the Cl ans, Precentor. W sonetines use bluff in our bidding
procedures, but blatant Iying is not our way. | suppose it is another aspect
of the degeneration of the Inner Sphere."
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"The Clans are skilled enough in warfare, Star Col onel, but the sophistication
of I nner Sphere politics seenms to elude you."

"You call it sophistication?"
She shrugged. "A word merely."
"Not nerely, | think."

She smled again and took his hand in hers, giving it a gentle squeeze before
releasing it. No one had ever touched Aldan like that before, and the
sensation gave him pleasure. He even | ooked forward to being with this wonman

| ater, once the negotiations were concluded. That anticipation perplexed him
He generally attended to any problem at hand w thout being distracted by

t houghts of the future except as it related to the problem Casual specul ation
about the future seened und anlike.

Jared Mahoney led themto what A id an thought nmust be the town square, except
that it had no real geonetric definition. Viewed from above, it m ght have
seened nmore bl oblike than anything. Standing roughly in the center was the
AgroMech, with sonme vehicl es haphazardly arranged around it.

I f any doubts renmai ned about the rebel clains, A dan saw now that they were
not |ying about the explosives attached to the AgroMech. They had actually
gone overboard, decorating the nmachine with enough charges to blow up ten
AgroMechs and nuch of the surrounding area. And enough to set off the caches
of expl osives and amrunition in the warehouses.

Such a chain reaction would certainly destroy everyone in Vreeport. Jared
Mahoney was definitely not bluffing.

After the rebel |eader permtted Aidan and Melanie Truit to exam ne the
AgroMech, he raised his right hand and waved it fromside to side. At the
signal, hundreds of people began pouring into the streets. Sonme clinbed out
fromvehicles or through building windows or slipped through doorways. Soon
the town square was filled with them |eaving space only for Jared Mahoney and
his two visitors.

Aidan's throat constricted, not fromfear, but fromthe sheer sensation of
bei ng surrounded by so many people. The air seenmed to tighten, condense into
conpacted nol ecul es that could be felt separately with each inhal ation

Jared Mahoney spread his arms expansively to take in
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the crowd. "These are ny people. All we ask is fair treatnent.” Sonme in the
crowd echoed bits of his words. "And that includes our demand that the C ans
cease taking our citizens as slaves." The crowd seconded himagain, this tine
nore angrily.

The rebel took a few steps toward one end of the open area. Standing there was
a group of people being held by the arns.

"And these," Mahoney said, "are our hostages. Pryde, you may recognhi ze somne
C an tech insignia anong the group.”

One Can tech pulled away fromhis captor and took a step into the circle and
shouted, "Sir, | am Astech Trion. | was stationed here. Do not deal wth
t hese—=

Before the nman could say nore, Jared Mahoney struck himon the side of the
head, instantly knocking hi munconscious. A Vreeport citizen dragged Astech
Trion back into the crowd.

Jared Mahoney wal ked back to the hostage area. "Truit, you, too, nay recogni ze
your Conttar people by their shoul der patches.”

She nodded and turned to Aidan. "They are Conftar," she said, "and like al

| oyal menbers of our Blessed Order, they are prepared to die if duty requires
it. However,"—and here she turned to address a section of the crowd, pointedly
ignoring its | eader—if Jared Mahoney has his way in this issue, it wll
create needl ess slaughter, not honorable sacrifice. Agree to surrender, and
vow that ConStar will work to nodify the policy that you now pro—

"Keep quiet, wonan!" Jared Mahoney shouted as he ran toward her

She turned toward him refusing to back down. She even nanaged to utter a few
nore words before the rebel |eader hit her viciously across the face. The
Precent or staggered back, but held her ground.

The vi ol ence took Aidan by surprise. Before Mahoney could hit Melanie Truit
again, he stepped forward and grabbed the rebel |eader in a bear hug. He
squeezed fiercely, trying to kill the man. Before he could do that, sone
Vreeport citizens rushed up to seize Aidan by the arns. They managed, with
some difficulty, to pull himaway from Jared Mahoney. Then they threw himto
t he
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ground and began to kick at himuntil Jared Mahoney called out for themto
st op.

Li ke robots, the attackers obeyed and faded back into the crowd. Mahoney
extended a hand to hel p Aidan up

"l apol ogi ze to both of you," he said. "Feelings are running high here, my own
i ncl uded. But the prospect of slavery would tend to make anyone a bit edgy.
And yes, if you nust know, | have already been selected as a bondsman, so ny
interest in this cause does have its personal, even selfish, ramfications.

"Do you see now, Star Col onel, why negotiation is usel ess? From our point of
view, there is nothing to negotiate. W demand the rel ease of all previously
sei zed bondsnen and the cessation of all further attenpts at enslavenent. No
conprom se is possible. Wiat could it be? That | say it is all right to you to



have sone slaves if you give up sone others? No, such a deal would be
repr ehensi bl e, unacceptable. The only negotiation is that you will accede to
our demand. Do you?"

"I have told you that | cannot in any way—
"Then the negotiations are over. WII| your forces attack?"
"Eventual ly, yes."

"Then | wi sh you to see whomyou will kill. Not only your hostages, not only
our adult citizenry, but these—=

He gestured toward one side of the crowd, which parted to reveal an array of
children, sone gathered around the feet of the AgroMech, others underneath the
machi ne, and a few of themsitting next to the cockpit. Inside the AgroMech
the fenmal e pilot gave Jared Mahoney a confident thunbs-up. There were children
of all ages, all sizes. Scattered anong them were sonme adults, presumably
their parents.

Ai dan had to | ook away, nore fromthe sheer inpact of all of these children
and parents gathered together than fromthe dramatic scene Mahoney had thought
to create. Hi s confusion about parent and child relations made himfeel sick
in the pit of his stomach. This group represented all that he did not
under st and about the nature of the bond that apparently exi sted between parent
and child, but it was not sonething he liked to think about.

"When your forces attack, these children will be the first to die. They are
willing, but let ne ask whether you
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truly wish to destroy those whose lives still |lie ahead of thenP"

Ai dan did not know die answer. Wat was nore, he did not want to consider the
pr obl em

"W are serious, Pryde. Let ne assure you of that." Mihoney gestured toward
t he hostage section of the crowd, where sonmeone suddenly shoved Astech Trion
out into the open area. The rebel |eader wal ked slowy to the edge of the

circle. One of his minions handed hima small |aser pistol, which he placed
agai nst the back of Astech Trion's head. The next noment he triggered the
weapon, killing Trion with a short blast. The astech, a nman not nuch ol der

than the ol dest of the children gathered around the AgroMech, toppled quickly.
"Does that convince you, Star Col onel ?"

Ai dan resisted the urge to attack the rebel |eader again. "There is no point
in continuing this. The negotiations are closed. Take us back to the city
gates."

Jared Mahoney | aughed. "Did you think | would allow you to return? No, not
when | have the | eader of the occupation forces and the chief Conftar
representative as hostages."

Ai dan lunged forward, but the rebels yanked back on his arms. "You cannot
violate the pact of truce that brought us here.™

"Can't 1?1 don't recall agreeing to it in the first place. You charged in
here, Pryde, naking your demands w thout hearing nme. | did not invite you in



under any flags, white or otherwi se. No, you are nmy hostages now. Even if we

had agreed to a truce, | would probably violate it. | amfunny that way. 1*
Aidan realized that it was pointless to argue with this fanatic. "It does not
matter," he told Jared Mahoney. "I am Cl an, and we do not attach so much

i nportance to a warrior's rank. \Wether your hostage is a Star Col onel or a
tech, our response to your stupidity will be the same. You have |ost,
Mahoney. "

"No," the rebel |eader said, pointing toward the children, "but they have."
11

Al t hough el ectronic interference from Vreeport created occasional static,
Joanna was able to nonitor the events within the city walls because A dan had
assigned a pair of high-flying aerofighters to train video cameras down onto
the settlement. He had ordered the fighters not to interfere, but only to
record data about potential Vreeport defenses against an all-out attack

She coul d see that the rebel |eader had spoken true. They had the caches of
expl osives, the heavily mned agribot, the hostages, the angry rebel horde.
When Jared Mahoney went after Aidan, she wanted to order her Star to attack
the fortress, but Aidan had explicitly ordered her not to attack

Then, when the rebels took Aidan and the Confstar representative, Joanna had
burned up the commine with her curses. She ordered her Star forward, the four
Battl eMechs joining up with Diana and her Warhawk at the forest edge

As Joanna briefed Diana on what had just occurred within the city walls, she
saw t hat the young Mech-VWarrior was just as ready as she was to charge forward
on her own. Joanna wondered if this was the righteous fury of a dedi cated new
warrior or if it was notivated by some stupid freebirth concept of father

She radi oed back to the command center for orders. Aidan's second-in-conmmand,
a Star Captain named Haryn Crichell, nmerely backed up the specific witten
orders Aidan had | eft behind.

"But those orders do not reflect the situation where the | eader of the
occupation forces has been taken hostage hinself."
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"No, they do not. But the Star Col onel wote that, under no circunstances,
were we to attack Vreeport unless he gave the order or was dead.'*

"Wth all due respect, Star Captain, how can he give the order? He is
captured. "

"He has a tracer signal planted on him If he activates it, he can order the
attack. Until then, or until the situation changes, we will wait/1

"Star Captain—

"That will be enough, Star Comrander Joanna. Renmain in position. Another Star
will arrive soon, one nore famliar with the terrain."

Joanna resisted telling Crichell that know edge of die terrain was not exactly
essential in the small, unconplicated area called Vreeport.

When Di ana requested the visuals fromdie aerofighter cameras be transmitted



onto her primary screen, she was appalled at the sheer nass of people crowded
into the town square. O anspeople of any caste did not often mingle closely
toget her. Even when assenbl ed for cerenonies or in council, each person nmade
sure to |l eave sufficient space between his body and that of others. In sone
Gl ans one warrior approaching another too closely could be grounds for an
honor duel

"Stravag," she nuttered several tines as she focused on different sections of
the scene. She was especially appalled by the children placed around the feet
of the AgroMech. Gowing up in a village, she knew how the | ower castes cared
for children, how her own nother had cared for her during her earliest years.
As a trueborn and former warrior, Peri had not been as warm as other village
not hers, but she had shown a bond with her child that nost trueborns woul d
never conprehend. Now that Diana had been a cadet and learned to mnk like a
warrior, she despised such ties—but she understood them

And under stood them enough to al so despi se Jared Mahoney for his wllingness
to sacrifice innocents for a trivial and futile cause.

It took awhile to locate her father and Melanie Truit on her primary screen
They were seated in chairs and under heavy guard near the AgroMech, facing the
machi ne and the children. Once, when Melanie Truit tried
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to | ook away, a rebel took her roughly by the chin and forced her to | ook
back. At times Jared Mahoney canme to speak to them at |ength, probably

har angui ng themto do his bidding. Wile he gestured in what seened to be
frustration and anger, Diana focused in on her father. H s expression was
unreadabl e, but the steeliness in his eyes showed that he was unnoved by the
rebel |eader's apparent arguments. The scene would go on this way for a bit
bef ore Jared Mahoney woul d wal k away again, only to whirl around and return
nmore words com ng rapidly out of his nouth.

Di sgusted with the transm ssion, Diana cut it off, then | ooked out her

vi ewport at what was still visible in the waning daylight. The VIOL was stil
t here, never having been ordered away. It blocked the view of the city gate,
but Diana could still see the hole she had blasted into the Vreeport wall.

It was then the idea struck her. The nonment it did, she clicked onto the
conml i ne, requesting a private link with Joanna.

"Al'l right, MechWarrior Diana, no one can hear us now, " Joanna said. "I hope
you have sonething worthwhile to say."

D ana swal | omed hard before speaking. "l request perm ssion to enter Vreeport,
Star Commander . "

"Why? So you can beconme a hostage too? Listen, Diana, | realize that Aidan
Pryde is your—

"I plan no enpty gesture. No warrior relies on enpty gestures. Even sacrifice
is done for a—

"Spare ne the trainee litany. | was a fal coner, renember? Are you planning to
request pernission to enter from Jared Mahoney?"

' "No. As soon as it is dark enough, | can slip in through the hole I shot in
the city wall. The VIOL will give me cover for nost of the distance between
the forest and the wall. And the hole is big enough for me to—=



"And what do you do if guards are posted there?"

"l can take care of that."

"And what about rebels in the streets?"

"l can take care of that."

"Sounds interesting. Perhaps |I will acconpany you."

"No. "

72 Robert Thurston

"You woul d order ne to stay behind, MechWarrior Diana? | am your commandi ng—
"Yes, you are, but ny plan has nore to it. And it is inmportant that everything
be done before the other Star arrives, so that its officer cannot counternmand
your order."

"l do not know, MechWanior Di ana. Convince ne."

D ana's argument was both hurried and terse, but she did just that.

12

It seened to Aidan that Jared Mahoney could not stay still. He noved
constantly, speaking in rhythmw th his nmovenents, his agitation so pronounced
that Aidan could barely keep track of what the man was sayi ng. When Mahoney
wal ked too for away, the words got |ost. When he was cl ose, the words seened
to come out of nowhere, apparently based on that part of his discourse that
had gone unheard.

"Can you understand hi n?" Ai dan asked Demi -Precentor Truit.

"What is so hard to understand? He wants what he wants, and he listens to
nothing else. That is the way of the fanatic everywhere, no matter what side

he favors."

Ai dan shrugged in agreenment. "It does not matter anyway. | have given up
listening to him"

"So then. We have two | eaders not listening to one another. The way of
politics everywhere, | suppose.”

"Do you believe | should deal with him Deni-Precentor? Agree to demands t hat
| have no authority to honor?"

"No," she said. "That you cannot do. For the monent it is a stalemate. Either
you or he can order the destruction of Vreeport. Either you or he can in sone
way surrender."

"You seem cynical ."

"Perhaps. We of ConStar tend to be realistic about political matters. That is
die way of Conftar."

"Politics or not," said Aidan, "sonething nust be done soon. | can give the
order for the Star outside the city walls to attack, or even have our



aerofighters strafe the square.”
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"You can order that from here? How powerful. Howis it done?"

Ai dan knew that Melanie Truit thought hi msomewhat naive, but he was not so
naive as to confide to a Conttar official about the tracer signal on his
per son.

"l can do it. That is all."

"Why do you hesitate then? | have heard that Can warriors place little val ue
on their own lives, so it cannot be fears for your own safety that prevent you
fromgiving the order. Besides, | have seen enough of you to know that it is
not cowardi ce or even indecision that hold you back either. What stays your
hand, Ai dan Pryde?"

"First of all, the destruction of this place would serve no purpose, so al
ot her met hods nust be tested first."

"Ch?" said Truit. "I know the C an does not believe in waste, but that
pertains only to Clan matters, C an people, O an property, does it not? Do you
mean to say that it is the Clan way to protect the enemy fromwaste? | would
like to know the real reason for your hesitation, Aidan Pryde."

For all Melanie Truit's plain-speaking ways, Aidan was not so inclined to
speak frankly with her. He knew how devi ous Confstar officials were reputed to
be. Then he realized that it nade little difference here and now. Wth the two
of them held captive in a rebel conmunity, and with no present possibility of
escape, what did it matter if the Dem -Precentor were devi ous?

"It is the children,” he said, pointing to the nowrestless young ones

gat hered around and beneath the | egs of the AgroMech. Sonme of them whined,
others cried, a few only whinpered conplaints. The silent child was the
rarity.

"The children? But haven't you told ne that the C ans have no special feeling
for children, their own or anyone el se' s?"

He nodded. "Yes, but it is not that sinple. We are children, of course, in the
si bko. "

" Si bko?"

"Sibling conmpany. The warrior caste is, as you know, genetically engineered. A
nunber of young are born at one tine and are raised together in early

chil dhood. As we denonstrate our specific abilities, the weaker menbers of the
si bko are weeded out, assigned roles in other
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castes. The sibkin who survive the warrior training are considered the fittest
to become C an warriors. But even anong those survivors, nore will foil and
flush out of the sibko at various points along the way of training. Only a few
of us make it to the Trial of Position, where we qualify or do not qualify as
warriors."

It was politic, he decided, not to tell her about his own failure in the Trial
of Position. It was not so nmuch to keep it a secret, but to avoid the



conplicated task of explaining his years of posing as a freeborn after he had
qualified in his second Trial. The story was so |long and invol ved that Jared
Mahoney woul d probably have bl own up the town square and themwth it [ong
bef ore Ai dan could conclude the tale.

"I have heard sonet hing of your custonms,” Ml anie Truit said, "but not about
the inpersonality of your chil dhoods.™"

"I npersonal ity?"

"You say you are children in the sibko. Yet it sounds as though these sibkin
are so dedicated to warrior goals that they experience little or no life as
real children. You are so, well, controlled that you coul d never imagi ne what
it means to be a child, nuch less what it neans to know the bond with a
parent/

"The warriors of the Cans regard parenthood and the ternms related to it as

near - obscenities. Way would one want to be a child Iike those huddl ed around
t he AgroMech? Look how much they whine and cry. They seemto be continually

conpl ai ni ng. "

"You too woul d conplain, Star Colonel, if you were held captive but had no
under st andi ng of why or what it neant. You must at |least admit that this
situation is a stressful one for these children.'*

"That may be so, but | have seen | ower-caste C an young as well as | nner
Sphere children under somewhat better conditions, and have been appal |l ed by
them al so. What good is a childhood w thout purpose, one spent whinpering at
the nother's knee?**

"The purpose of chil dhood, Aidan Pryde, is to be a child. The I nner Sphere has
its own nmilitaristic societies, but none of themoperates on a stratified
caste systemthat places a child on a single-nmnded path to a warrior destiny,
whet her or not he or she chooses it."
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"There is never a question of choice. O course we want to be warriors.”

"I would much prefer the life of any of these ordinary children to being a
child in one of your sibkos."

Ai dan was shocked by her words. But Melanie Truit was not O an, so how could
she understand what it nmeant to hinf? How coul d he convey to someone outside
the dans what it nmeant to be a nenber of one?

"Do you understand the sentinents that pass between these children and these
adul ts?" he asked.

"Yes. Yes, | dp. | have a child, though he is al nbst grown now. He lives on
Terra. Unfortunately, he hopes to becone a MechWanior. He might still outgrow
the desire, and | sincerely hope he does.'1

"Are you trying to provoke nme, Melanie Truit?' *

"Abit."

"You Seemto hate war."

"What sensi bl e person would favor war?"



"I's nere nothing for which you would fight? Your child, perhaps?"
"If attacked, yes. But | would not be an aggressor."
"And is your pacifisman expression of the phil osophy of Conftar?"

"I cannot speak for the others. W are not exactly like the O ans, where one
can speak for all."

"I find ConStar a puzzle. Neutral, with a powerful arny. Pacifistic, with
mlitary preparedness.”

"Recall that | told you what | would do. ContStar is a vast network with its
own rites and rituals."”

"Do you hate the Cans the way the people of Vree-port do?"
"I amneutral here also."
"But what are your personal sentiments?"

"The d ans seened hateful when | first encountered them You, however, are an
exception.”

"Perhaps we can discuss this nmore, after we return fromhere. Tonight."

"I will be happy to. And does that satisfy your need to take the initiative?"
“In truth, yes."

Jared Mahoney, who had been conferring with some of his subordi nates, was
approachi ng them again. He had changed weapons and was now carrying a snall
aut o-

FALCON GUARD 77

matic rifle. He cradled it in his arms lovingly, alnpst the way sone of the
adul ts about the AgroMech were holding their children

"Qur patience is running thin, Pryde. Have you nade up your m nd to honor our
demands?"

"No. "

"Then it is time to kill another hostage." Mahoney gl anced toward the group of
G an and Conttar hostages, nmen shook his head and turned toward the AgroMech
"Sonme of the children are fromdC an tech fanmilies,"
it istine to kill one of them™

he said softly. "Perhaps

He gestured toward the AgroMech, and one of the rebels grabbed a tow headed
boy and dragged himforward. Tears edged fromthe boy's eyes, but he stood
silent and defiant before the barrel of Jared Mahoney's rifle.

"I't will not disturb you to see a child killed?" the rebel |eader demanded,
gl anci ng back at Ai dan.

Al dan refused to answer, but Dem -Precentor Truit rose fromher chair. "You
bastard!" she screaned. "You can't—



Bef ore she could finish her thought, Jared Mahoney had whirl ed around, raising
the automatic rifle, pointing it at her. The next instant he coolly squeezed
the trigger and let off a round at Melanie Truit. Her face seemed to expl ode
outward with bl ood and bone, then she dropped in a heap to the ground.

Too late, Aidan junped to his feet, his arnms thrust out in a nmotion he could
not stop.

Jared Mahoney strode over to the corpse and turned it over with his foot so
that it faced upward. Beneath the bl ood there was no clue to the kind of face
that had been there.

"Does that make you feel anything, Pryde?"
"It makes ne feel that you have conmitted a stupid error, Mhoney."

Jared Mahoney rammed the rifle into Aldan's stomach. "Perhaps you are next,
d an-scum "

"No. | amyour chief hostage, your best hope for negotiation. You would not
kill nme until your cause is hopel ess."

Jared Mahoney renoved the rifle barrel from Aidan's stomach and took a few
steps backward. He | ooked down at Deni-Precentor Truit's corpse and clucked
hi s tongue.
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"You two seened so very chumy. Do you feel no regret at her death, Star
Col onel ?"

Ai dan coul d barely hide his contenpt for this fool. "I w sh you had not been
so stupid as to kill the chief Conftar official at Quarell. Now you have
Conttar as well as C an agai nst you."

"I know that. It is a calculated risk, actually. | had intended all along to
kill trait so there would be no doubt about the seriousness of our intentions,
but I had not planned to do it so soon. But that is not what | asked. Are you
like the others of your kind, these Can nonsters for whoma human life has no
val ue? You feel no sadness for the death of Ml anie Truit?"

"No sadness,'* Aidan said. "It should not have happened, but it did. Wat nore
is there?"

"Your indifference appalls ne."

What a strange thing for a nurderer to say, Aidan thought, as be watched Jared
Mahoney swagger away.
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Runni ng barefoot, Diana quickly nmade her way fromthe edge of the forest to
the helicopter. She always went shoeless any tinme there was a need to run
Dressed in the shorts and cooling vest that were standard cockpit garb for a
"Mech pilot, she could feel the cold night air raising goose bunps on her bare
ar ns.

Reachi ng the helicopter, she went up to the hatch and knocked lightly. It
opened i medi ately to reveal the face of the Constar adept within. "I saw you



conmi ng," he said.
"One bad mark for ne. | hope those vernmin in the city did not spot ne as
well."

"Why didn't you radi o ahead?"

"W were not sure if the rebels were nmonitoring transmssions. | plan to
enter Vreeport, and | do not want to run into any wel com ng comm ttees.”

She explained to the adept that Aidan Pryde and Melanie Truit had been taken
host age i nside Vreeport. The nman i medi ately volunteered to do anything to
hel p rescue the Dem -Precentor, inpressing Diana with his loyalty.

"What do you need?" he asked.

"A weapon heavier than this pistol. What have you got ?"

Wt hout another word, the adept went to a storage bin at the rear of the
craft. He pulled out a submachine gun and handed it to Diana. "You can have
this," he said.

D ana sneered at the weapon. "Is that the best you have?"

"I"'ma Conftstar helicopter pilot, not a nenmber of the Com Guards. Besides, nat
submachi ne gun coul d be very
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useful. It has great range for a small-bore weapon. |If your aimis good, what
di fference does it nmake whether a weapon is |ow caliber, right?"

AP
Rummagi ng further into the | ocker, he pulled out a sheathed knife.

He held it up triunphantly. "And here's a survival knife. Never been used.
Shoul d al so be useful in there. You going in by yourself?"

"By nyself."

"You have ny admiration, beauty."

"Do not call me that."

Her voice was | ow and nenacing, and the tech got the point. She hated the man

for his inpertinent |Inner Sphere nmanner, but she suppressed her rage, know ng
she needed his hel p.

"Sorry," he said. "Didn't nean to scorch your arnor. But you're quite a
| ooker, you know "

"My | ooks are of no inportance,” Diana said irritably. "I amgoing to enter
Vreeport by that hole in the city wall. Can you create a diversion for ne?"

"dad to. I'll nake a flyby, then cone back here. That should grab their
attention. You can hide in that small clunp of bushes just outside until |'ve
passed over the city walls."

"Right." She nmoved toward the spot he indicated, then settled down anong the



shrubs while the helicopter revved up, rose, and then soared | ow over the city
wal | .

She was up and running as soon as it disappeared. At the wall she pressed
hersel f against the area just alongside the hole, listening for novenment on
the other side. Then she glanced quickly through the gap in the wall, the next
nmonent diving through. Coming out the other side, she sonersaulted and came up
with the knife ready in her |left hand. But there was no one near. Diana ran
for the shadows of the nearest building, stopping for a nmoment under an
overhang, listening to the sound of the helicopter going away from her. She
could al so hear a conmmtion, the sound of angry shouts, no doubt directed at
the aircraft.

Ai dan wanted to wave the helicopter away. Wio had authorized such a fool hardy
maneuver ? These rebels were
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al ready so wound up that they mght commt any kind of violence, including
bl owi ng up the AgroMech in a nmass suicide. |Indeed, Jared Manoney was runni ng
around |ike an ani mal whose head had just been chopped off as be tried to
rally sone response from his astoni shed cohorts.

Finally, the rebel |eader grabbed a pulse laser rifle fromone of his
supporters and ained it skyward, firing wildly. His reckless act inspired
ot hers, and soon many of them were shooting at the aircraft.

What fools they were, thought Aidan. Did they not see how easily their fire
could hit the wong target and create a chain reaction that woul d destroy al
of Vreeport?

Most of the shots went wild, until one hit the side of the helicopter, |oosing
tongues of flane fromthe side of the aircraft. As the copter began to go out
of control, spinning first to the right, then to the left, it |ooked as though
it would come down right in the mddl e of the town square, directly on top of
t he AgroMech.

Ai dan held his breath as he watched the pilot regain control of the

hel i copter, which now hovered shakily in the sky over Vreeport. The pilot's
attenpts to control his craft were only partially successful, however. The
next nonment it began to slide downward toward the square.

Ai dan braced for the expected crash, but sonehow the pilot lifted just enough
to clear a building on one side of the square. The helicopter continued
onward, dipping a bit, then rose and | eveled off. The pilot rmust have used up
the last of either his luck or his skill, however, for the craft crashed to
the ground just after clearing the city walls. The expl osion sent up a flane
that rose above the treetops of the forest, then disappeared.

Ai dan stared at the wall, then at the bodies of Astecb Trion and Mel anie
Trait, |lying nearby but covered now with bl ankets. He wondered how rmany nore
woul d di e.

Perhaps all, he thought, perhaps all

Di ana did not see the crash, but she heard it and the gunfire that preceded
it. She did not have time to speculate on the crash or the death of the
Contt ar adept who had hel ped her, because she saw, in a building across the
way, one of the rebels. The man was so amazed at her presence that he forgot
to raise the automati c weapon held casually at his side. That nonent of



hesitation |et
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D ana draw her own submachi ne gun and burn a scorching hole between the nman's
eyes.

When she was sure he was dead, she stripped himof his tunic and | oose
trousers, slipping themover her shorts and vest. Then she went searching for
the nob itself, the man's automatic weapon repl aci ng the subnachi ne gun in her
ar senal
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"Al'l right, Pryde, what is ms offer you wish to make?'* Jared Mahoney sai d,
speaki ng | oudly, naking a play for audience attention.

"You and |, Mahoney, on a field of battle. I will grant you warrior status and
the right to choose both weapons and the site. The winner will decide al
i ssues. | win, you and your nob give up. You win, | find a way to stop the

claim ng of your people as bondsnen.

Jared Mahoney stared at Aidan for a |ong nonment, nen |aughed harshly. "I have
heard about your O an battles. What is it you call then? Trials? And what you
said to nme, was that your bid?"

"Not exactly. But close enough, | suppose. For these circunstances, at |east."

"And | have al so heard that such biddi ng does not consist of idle challenges.
It is based on strategy, the attenpt to achi eve the best possible results with
a |l ow bid of personnel and weaponry. If | understand the process correctly, it
is strategic for the bidder to make his bid froma presuned stance of victory.
And | submt to you, Pryde, mat that is what you are doing. You make the
chal | enge sound even, knowi ng mat you, as a trained warrior, have advantages
that |, as a barely trained nmlitiamn, could not match. Don't speak to nme of
an even match between us. It cannot be.'*

Ai dan nodded. The man was right. The bid was not legitimte. It was agai nst
warrior customto make the kind of bid that Jared Mahoney suggested, one that
woul d allow for differences between true warriors and hastily trained rabble.

"Sit down, Pryde."
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"l wish to stand. **

Jared Mahoney pushed Ai dan roughly, with unexpected strength, back into the
chair. Then, surprisingly, die nan sat down in the other one, the chair so
recently occupi ed by the ConfStar Dem - Precent or

"I have lived all ny life on Quarell," he said suddenly. He | ooked away from
Ai dan, obviously not expecting a response. "The Free Rasal hague Republic never
considered this world to be of nuch value, even though the reason far its
under devel oprment is the years, centuries, of war. But we who live here like it
that way. We like living hi what is considered a frontier existence. W know
of the luxuries available on so-called civilized worlds, but they do not
interest us. Hell, we would not even use Agro-Mechs if it were not necessary.
W |ike getting out into the fields and working with our hands.



"But we are |oyal subjects, too. When Ceneral Craigh called us to defend
Quarell against your Clan, we nustered the mlitia and fought, despite the
futility of the effort. W did not want to see our home world violated. You
swept over us as if we were not there. Your forces occupied the planet,
Conttar representatives replaced our elected | eaders, and then we returned to
our homes. Yet for many of us it was only to find that we would not be
resumng our lives, rejoining our famlies, enjoying our children, returning
to the joy of working with our hands."

Ai dan, a man with no hone and who had never known parents, could not easily
under st and what Jared Mahoney was trying to tell him Could it be, Aidan
wondered, that the concept of fam |y superseded the ideals of service and

achi evenent for these people? A dan woul d give up anything, sacrifice any part
of himself, to serve the dan, to achieve such glory that his genes woul d be
passed on in the sacred gene pool. Then it occurred to himthat the

transm ssion of one's genetic | egacy did have at |east one correspondence wth
t hese people's values. In the Can genetics program the parent was
transmitted through generations via his children and their children. The d an
way was simlar but, because there were no social entanglenents, better

Still, for the first tine he al nbst understood sonething that had filled many
of the pages of the books in his secret library.
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Just then, he glanced up and saw a famliar face staring at himfromthe first
rank of the crowd. For a nonment he thought of Marine, who had been so close to
himduring their days in the sibko, then he realized that this face was
younger than hers would be now. Now he recogni zed the wonan, and wondered how
he coul d have confused .her with Marine. It was one of the new warriors from
Joanna's Star. He could not recall her nanme, nor did that matter. The main
puzzl ement was, what in the blessed name of the Kerenskys was she doing here
now?

Their eyes net for the briefest moment, then she edged backward into the crowd
and vani shed, |eaving himwondering if it were only some hallucination created
by the strain of being held captive.

"I want you to understand this, Pryde," Jared Mahoney was saying. "l have
not hi ng agai nst any of you. You are the conquerors and we can accept that/'

"Then you nust accept our rule."

"But when a rule is imoral or unethical or unnecessarily cruel, rmust we all ow
you to rape us with it? I think not. It is wong to make slaves of us, and
that is all there is toit. Slavery is your way of life, how could you

under stand? But we nust nake our stand and fight for it."

"Why do you say that slavery is our way of |ife?" Aidan asked, though a bit
di stractedly. He was still busy scanning the crowd for another sign of the
young Clan warrior he had just glinpsed.

"You are a bondsman, too, Pryde. You are a slave of your system bound to the
i deas of war and caste. If you succeed in nmaking me a bondsman, | will stil
be freer than you."

"This is mere rhetoric," Aidan said, turning his gaze back to the rebel

Jared Mahoney's eyes wi dened. "I didn't know you C anfol k had a sense of
rhetoric.”



Ai dan shrugged. How could he reason with this man? At any rate, he was too
preoccupied with the presence of the warrior fromJoanna's Star. Were was she
now? \What was she up to? Wiat kind of crackpot strategy notivated her?

Jared Mahoney was still going on with his fanatical talk, when one of his
subor di nates rushed over
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"The Battl eMechs have noved out of the forest again,
are advancing on the city,"

the man shouted. "They

"Man your posts,"” Jared Mahoney roared, springing out of the chair. He
gestured toward one of the other rebels, then pointed toward Aidan. "Hold a
gun on his head," he said. "Anything happens, kill him"

Ai dan was aware again of that face in the crowmd. The young worman's head turned
in his direction, concern in her expression

If there was going to be sone kind of attack by his people, A dan would have
liked to get out of this chair and lead it. A rescue attenpt by Joanna's Star
m ght not be the best strategy under the circunstances, but A dan was

begi nning to believe there nmight be no other way to subdue this rebel group
Jared Mahoney was too fixed in his ideas, too obsessed. Better to w pe them
out, rebels, innocents, and hostages, than let such ideas fester and spread.

The young warrior |ooked away from himand began to wal k toward the AgroMech
away fromthe flow of the rest of the crowd, which was readying for battle. In
t he AgroMech, the pilot gave Jared Mahoney anot her thunbs-up gesture, then
fired off a series of pulses fromher pair of lasers. It was immediately

obvi ous that the worman had no idea how to pilot a 'Mech, much | ess an agri bot
wi th weapons on makeshi ft mounts.

The children and their parents still huddl ed together, not having budged from
under or near the AgroMech's |legs. They all seemed full of fear, but the
adults clutched the children protectively, as though to shield them from harm

Then Ai dan saw the young warrior again. She was standi ng now next to one of
t he AgroMech's giant rear |egs.

15

As Di ana stared down at the confused and restless children, she wondered

whet her to just abandon her plan and only mutilate Jared Mahoney instead. What
ki nd of person would use non-conbatants as a buffer between hinmself and die
eneny? It was true that the Cans often used old warriors in that way, but tor
useful strategic purposes, for the good of the battle or the canpaign
ultimately for the good of the Can itself. Besides, they were old warriors,
all of whom had served well and lived a useful life; they were not children
whose chances were yet to come. Jared Mahoney's words were neaningless if he
nmust use children to die for them If he had substituted all the old people of
Vreeport for the children, Di ana would have under st ood.

From her present vantage point, she could see the tops of four Battl eMechs.
They advanced without firing, all part of the plan Di ana had suggested to
Joanna. There was no point in an accidental shot setting off an expl osive
chain. The AgroMech pil ot nust have been getting better at handling her
weaponry, for one of her shots chipped off sone bits of ferroceram c arnor
from Joanna's Tinber Wl f.



The ' Mechs cane near the city walls, then stopped and seened to wait there
briefly. The next noment they turned and headed back toward the forest.

Guards standing atop the Vreeport walls shouted back that the eneny was
retreating. Some desultory cheers rose fromthe crowd, and the people in the
square seemed to visibly relax, especially those actively with the rebels.
They | owered their weapons slightly.

D ana, however, tensed, watching the cockpit of the
88 Robert Thurston

AgroMech. Her hope had been that the pilot would cone out of the cockpit at
the sight of the Can 'Mechs' retreat, if only for a breath of air. \Wen she
did not, Diana shifted to her alternate tactic.

Trying to | ook joyful, an emotion that a Can warrior could sumon only with
difficulty even when genui ne, she scranbled up the AgroMech's |l eg and | eaped
onto the level area next to die cockpit. Snmiling and waving wildly to the
pilot, she gestured that she had a nessage.

The pilot flipped up the cockpit canopy. "They're truly afraid of us, aren't
they?' * she said with a | augh.

"They truly are,"” Diana replied as she reached into the cockpit and grabbed
the wonman by the neck. Wth the tw sting novenent she had practised so often
on dumm es during cadet training, she snapped the pilot's neck and quickly
yanked her out of the cockpit. Lifting the body up, D ana flung the wonan down
into die surprised arns of a rebel warrior, who fell clunsily to the ground
when the wei ght of the body hit him

Diana did not stop to watch the fall. Junping into the cockpit and snappi ng

t he canopy shut, she grabbed the joystick and stepped the machi ne severa
nmeters away fromwhere the children had been crouching beneath it. Taking the
gunnery controls, she whirled the AgroMech around and started to direct fire
agai nst those rebels with weapons. She raked a group of themwth fire. At

| east two fell dead, while three others squirned on the ground, wounded.

Next, she | ooked around for Jared Mahoney, knowi ng that his foll owers m ght
qui ckly surrender if their |leader were killed. Not seeing him D ana bl asted

anot her group of rebels, killing several instantly. Then she feu the AgroMech
suddenly rocked by a successful hit to its right foreleg. It wavered a bit,
but Di ana was able to keep the machi ne upright and still shooting. Wat she

could not do was nove it further forward.

Where in the name of the great Kerenskys was Jared Mahoney? she thought
frantically as she saw the first of her two | aser weapons overheati ng.

Ai dan witnessed the young warrior's acts fromhis unconfortable sitting
position, the barrel of the guard' s weapon still pressed agai nst his neck. But
when she
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turned the AgroMech to fire on the rebels, with the children and their parents
now scattering through the square, the astoni shed guard rel eased the gun's
pressure ever so slightly. Aidan reacted imredi ately. He knocked the weapon
conpletely away with the back of his hand, then grabbed the guard by the

wai st, ramming his shoulder into his stomach. The man went |inp i nmedi ately,
and Aidan hurled himto the ground. He stepped on the wist of the hand



hol di ng t he weapon, then wenched the light |aser pistol out of the man's
grasp. The weapon had probably come fromdie Vreeport arsenal. It felt cold
and probably had never been fired. He fired it now, killing his former guard
with a single shot through the tenple.

Ai dan had no tinme for further weaponry analysis. Looking around, he saw that
everyone was so pani cked by the AgroMech that his escape had gone unnoti ced.
Movi ng through the crowd, he headed toward the big nachine.

The young warrior was on a suicide mssion, he thought. There were too nany
rebels, too great an arsenal of weapons aligned against her, for her to
succeed for long. Only concern for their own personal safety kept the rebels
fromsinmply blowi ng up the AgroMech with a well-placed shot or grenade. He had
to get her out of that cockpit. The two of them had a better chance of
shooting their way out of the settlenent on foot. That strategy was perhaps as
suicidal as hers, but no better alternative occurred to him

Neari ng the AgroMech, Aidan saw sonmeone clinbing its left rear leg. The red
skin of the man's neck told Aidan it was Jared Mahoney. He stopped, set his
feet, and fired, but the shot went wi de. The sights in the pistol mnust be off.
Wll, there was no tinme to work out its adjustnents now. Aidan picked up his
pace and reached the AgroMech, where Jared Mahoney had clinbed higher up the
machine's left rear leg. It would not take much for himto reach the cockpit.

Ai dan had no choice but to imtate Jared Mahoney's action by clinbing the
damaged left front leg. Hal fway up, he clutched a section so red-hot that it
burned the pal mof his hand. He hardly felt it as he continued to scranble
upwar d.

Pulling hinself onto the top |l evel of the AgroMech,
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Ai dan saw that Jared Mahoney had yet to notice him He was too intent on
firing his subnmachi ne gun toward the cockpit. Flecks of canopy were breaking
off. Aidan could still see the warrior in the cockpit, however. One of her

| aser weapons had fused from excessive heat buildup and the other was now
firing sporadically, about to go.

Di vi ng, he grabbed Jared Mahoney by the ankles and flipped hi mdown. There was
no tine to grapple, so he nerely seized the man's gun arm and wenched it
backward. The gun went flying off the agribot. G ving the arm another twi st,
Aidan felt a bone breaking as Jared Mahoney screamed in pain. Aidan pulled at
the arm and the rebel |eader's scream ng became choked and pitiful

Ai dan rel eased the armand pul |l ed Mahoney to his feet. Holding the |aser
pistol to the man's head, Aidan let the pose say everything for him Mhoney's
| egs buckl ed. Aidan grabbed himwith his free hand and hel d himup

Looki ng around the town square, he saw rebel s dropping their weapons and
edgi ng away fromthe AgroMech. Some stood nute and hel pl ess, still holding
onto their rifles and pistols, but obviously unwilling to use them

The young warrior energed fromthe cockpit. She held an automatic rifle.
Turning toward the forest, she waved and the four Battl eMechs reappeared and
began to advance toward Vreeport.

" 'l think the rebellion is over,'' the young warrior said. She was | ooking at
Ai dan with an expression he could not interpret.



"What is your name, MechWarrior?" he said.

He mi ght have been nistaken, but was that a flicker of disappointnment in her
eyes? "I am MechWarrior Diana, Star Col onel."

"Your name will go on report, MechWarrior Diana. Your actions were brave but
foolish. Too rmuch could have gone wong. You overreached yourself. You
interfered in a hostage situation. Though the outcome has been successful,
woul d not have approved the action. No, do not speak. | have had enough
protest for awhile.*'

The danger now over, Aidan rel eased Jared Mahoney. The nman dropped to his
knees. Shaking his head, apparently to clear it, he spoke in a |low grow, "
will not be a bondsnman."

"No," Aidan said, "you will be no one's bondsman."
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Lowering the laser pistol to the man's head, he shot Jared Mahoney, changing
his redskinned face into a mass of bl ood and bone. Aidan killed Jared Mahoney
in exactly the same way that the rebel |eader had killed Mel-anieTruit.
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| Mo, Diana, it would not be a good nove to chall enge your comrandi ng of ficer
to an honor duel in the Crcle of Equals. This is not even a matter for a
Trial of Refusal. Anyway, Aidan Pryde is a skilled fighter, and your youth
woul d be no advantage. He would probably kill you. He would kill you."

Di ana | eaned sullenly against the outer wall of a supply hut, staring with
unseeing eyes at the activity around her. The people of Vreeport had been
transported to the occupation forces' stronghold. Many of them were being
herded into various tenporary buildings, to be classified and reassigned.
Ai dan Pryde had ruled that the Vreeport rebels would be separated fromthe
rest of the citizens and sent to other settlenents.

After evacuating Freeport, the conquerors' last sight of the city was the
massi ve expl osion that destroyed it, sending up a huge rmushroom cl oud. Though
Ai dan thought it wasteful to | eave behind Vreeport's arsenal of weapons and
amo, he knew that reprisal against the uprising was inperative, and he wanted
the act to stand as an unforgettabl e synbol of C an dom nance. The |eveling of
Vreeport, like the devastation of cities and countries throughout history,
woul d be a dramatic | esson for everyone on Quarell

Joanna's dry comrent on the matter was that so few people lived on this
under popul ated pl anet that Aidan's grand synmbol night not have all the inpact
he hoped.

Di ana pull ed away from her position by the wall. "I cannot put into words how
| felt when he chastised ne after | had saved himand the hostages and—

Joanna took Diana by the shoul ders and shook her
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lightly. "Do not let your anger run away with you, MechWarrior. W have al
experi enced the di sapproval of a commanding officer. We all know what it is to

make a suprenme effort, only to be criticized for it later by the one person
whose approval might nmean sonmething. 1 grew up in a sibko, Diana, so anything



to do with famly feeling sinply escapes ny understandi ng. Perhaps being
di sciplined by a disapproving comrmander who is also one's father is—=

"I am not |ooking for approval fromanyone. | w sh to avenge an insult, an
undeserved one."

"Was it really undeserved? There were standing orders and we ignored them
That is why you have no valid grounds for an honor duel, Diana. And that
shoul d be the end of it, quiaffT

D ana nodded her agreenent, but the | ook on her face was as sullen and
unconvi nced as before.

As the two of them crossed the parade ground, Joanna detected sone excited
nmoverrent anong the techs, a scurrying back and forth, a humof agitated tal k.
She stopped one and asked her what was goi ng on

"There's a DropShip arriving in this sector. They say it is traveling under
order from Khan Chistu hinself."

What in the nane of Kerensky, Joanna wondered, woul d Khan Chistu want with a
nmop-up unit on one of the al ready-conquered pl anets? Nothing good that she
could mnk of.

Ai dan received the news of the DropShip's arrival from Horse.

"I tried to contact them" Horse said, "but they refuse all messages. Al |
got was a voice-only fromthe DropShi p commander saying that a representative
of Khan Chistu would pay you a visit |ater today.'

Ai dan | ooked across the parade ground where sone of the Vreeport citizens were
bei ng processed. Crossing his line of vision were Joanna and the feisty
MechWarri or,

D ana.

For a nonent he forgot about the Khan's representative and wondered if he had
been too hard on Di ana. She had been brave and saved not only his life, but
who knew how many ot hers? He had noted those facts for her codex even while
recording the violation of standing orders.
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Who shoul d understand better than Aidan Pryde, sonething of a hothead during
his own nmilitary career? H s codex recorded the nmany times when he had
followed his own instincts and urges in conbat situations, those nany times
when his valiant efforts had been rewarded only by reprimands. Now that he was
t he conmander, he saw the need for careful evaluation of all warriors, but was
often unconfortable with the duty.

Anyway, this Diana would survive, he was sure. And from what he had seen of
her so for, he was sure she would do nore than survive. She woul d excel

He turned away fromthe wi ndow, these thoughts still on his mnd. "Wat do you
t hi nk, Horse? Should | have gone in and razed Vreeport the noment the people
rebel | ed?"

"That is what | would have done. But that is all past. Wy do you still think
of it now?"



"I am wondering about Khan Chistu's representative. Wy send soneone here?
Does it have to do with some policy of mine for which | amto be reprinanded?
It is along trip to take for a sinple bureaucratic censure, after all."

"Now that | have had a chance to study you trueborns up close for so |ong,
not hi ng surprises nme in what any of you do."

Ai dan nerely nodded and went back to his duties, oblivious to Horse's sarcasm
regardi ng trueborns after all these years.

It was several hours |ater when Horse returned. "The shuttle fromthe DropShip
has | anded. | would have cone for you sooner, but they gave us no advance
war ni ng. The Khan's representative is on his way here in a VIOL."

Aidan left his office and wal ked to the parade ground to await the tilt-rotor
craft. It appeared in the west, above sonme trees, and gently settled onto the
| andi ng platform An aide assisted the Khan's representative fromthe VIO,
for the latter seenmed barely in one piece. He |linped and one of his arns was
held stiffly at his side, as though useless. A half-mask covered one side of
his face. Many Can warriors used such half-masks to cover disfiguring
injuries.

Ai dan did not recogni ze the Khan's representative unti
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he was only a few steps away. He m ght have noticed sonmething fanmiliar in the
man's posture or bearing, but that would have been all

He recogni zed hi mwell enough now. No matter how di sfigured, here was Kae
Pershaw, a nman Ai dan could never forget. Years ago, when Aidan was stil
posing as a freeborn, Kael Pershaw had been his commandi ng officer on a
backwat er pl anet named d ory. Though that world did not live up to its nane,
it was the place where Aidan had first found his own glory as a warrior. The
Gory Station battle over Kael Pershaw s genetic |egacy had put Aidan on a
direct line to winning his Bl oodnane.

He and Kael Pershaw had hated each other alnbst on sight. And if the steady
glare in the man's visible eye was any indication, A dan guessed that Kae
Pershaw s sentinments had not changed mnuch.

Looki ng at him renmenbering him Aidan discovered that his own sentinents were
equal Iy unchanged after all these years. Fromthe nonent he recognized his
former conmander, Ai dan despised himall over again.
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May | offer you a drink?" Aidan said, once he and Kael Pershaw were settled in
his office.

"You can offer, but there is no point in ny accepting. My stonmach is, well,

reconstructed, and my sense of taste is useless now | am conpletely sustained
by pill and injection. Wien | have thirst, | nerely suck on a wet cloth, and
it does all | need. But go ahead and serve yourself.'*

"No. | have only occasional use for spirits. Now, seeing you again, | prefer
to remain cold sober. | notice you are a Star Col onel ."

Pershaw s eyebrows rose. "A nmere Star Col onel, do you nean? Yes, if | were
still in command of a fighting unit, | would have a higher rank. But age, as



wel | as"-he made a head gesture that seened to take in the gane leg, die stiff

arm and the danage to his face—'injuries have made ne unfit for command.
O ficers of advisory capacity may not outrank comrandi ng officers still in the
field. Thus, | amdenoted to Star Col onel, the rank, | believe, X held when we

| ast encountered each other."

"That is correct. In a way, | have you to thank for ny present success.”

Gi maci ng, Pershaw shifted uneasily in his chair, his deformties obviously
maki ng all movenent painful. "You are being ironic, | trust. Do you credit ne

for ny disciplinary treatnent of you?"

"l do renmenber the dark band," Aidan said. The dark band was an enbl em of

shane mat Pershaw had forced himto wear for the killing of another C an
of ficer.
"I wished at the time to crush you; instead, you becane a hero. | wonder, too,

at your allusion to your pre-
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sent success. Success? Your career is a history of unfavorable assignnments, of
m nor battles, of garrison duties. Even your experience here on Quarell has
taint toit. Oher units are presently engaging in nore inportant battles on
nore inmportant planets." Pershaw cocked his head inquisitively. "You are
silent. Umwilling to make excuses, are you?"

"Clan warriors do not make excuses." Pershaw | aughed abruptly, the sound
having 1 ost no cruelty over the years. "Ch, spend some time with the Jade

Fal con command group and you will hear excuses enough. Wen circunstances are
extreme, Can tradition sonetimes suffers. Qur warriors, however, perform
consistently with our virtues and ideals. They are honorable. And you are one
of them quiaffl"

"It is ny hope," Aidan said. "But you have spoken truly. | have not had key
assignments in this invasion or in preceding duties. And | am aware of the
taint that has acconpanied ny career. | have tried to wipe it out by—well, it
does not matter to you what | have tried. The taint remains."

Per shaws eyes narrowed. "Perhaps if you had beaten Megasa differently in your
final Bloodright battle . . . Then again, perhaps not. Wth your history, the
taint would have remai ned, no matter what. W of the C an are an unforgiving
lot, quiaffl"

Ai dan shrugged. He was finding it difficult to |l ook steadily at KaeT Pershaw
The man's deformties, especially the half-face, were disconcerting. On the
visible facial skin was a trio of deep scars running fromthe edge of the
hal f - mask, over his nose and across his cheek, disappearing into his hairline.

Like all Clan warriors, Aidan dreaded becoming old. Yet his worst fears had
never envisioned this kind of old warrior, one so damaged by battle that he
had becone at |east half-nonster

Per shaw, perhaps sensing sone of Aidan's reaction, carefully rearranged

hi nsel f on his chair, using his good hand to settle his bad leg into a nore
upright position. He lifted the shoulder of his stiff armso that the linb did
not seemto hang as a wei ght.

"I can do nothing to renpve this taint, Aidan Pryde, and | amhere to convey a
decision that will no doubt
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add to it. As you know, the Falcon Guards Cluster was nearly denvolished by the
action in the Geat Gash on Twycross. This is the only najor defeat O an Jade
Fal con has suffered in this invasion, and it has tainted the Fal con Guards,
just as you are tainted. Dezgra is the word."

"Yes, but were the Quards not the victins of secretly planted denolition
charges and—*

Pershaw nearly rose out of bis chair in anger. "You do not nake excuses for
yoursel f, nor do you make excuses for the Fal con Guards! Adler Mlthus was too
arrogant. He shoul d have scouted the pass properly before | eading so nany
'"Mechs into a confined area. He should not have accepted an honor duel with an
I nner Sphere freebirth nor stopped his command in the middle of the G eat
Gash. "

"Kad Pershaw, who knows what conmand deci si on anot her commander —nysel f
i ncl uded—i ght have made in the sane circunstances, with the same intelligence
data."

Pershaw s visible eye blazed with fury. "Good! Good! Then perhaps, in your own
arrogance, you are the proper choice to conmand the new Fal con Guards!" He was
al nost shout i ng.

This time Pershaw did attenpt to rise out of the chair, but unable to achieve
t he proper balance, he fell right back into it. Despite Aidan's intense

di slike of die man, he was saddened to see the forner superb warrior in such a
di m ni shed physical state. He was a rare specinmen, so debilitated as to be
unsui tabl e even for one of the old-warrior units often sacrificed as a
delaying tactic in bat-tie. Again be saw his own future as an old warrior, and
he did not want to reach it. He would al so hate to become such a physica

wr eck.

Then the neani ng of what Pershaw had just said hit Aidan |like a projectile
with a del ayed charge.

"I amto command the new Fal con Guards, Kael Pershaw?"

Pershaw s new | aughter was | owdown, mean. "That is the gist of the nmessage
for which | am messenger. Al survivors of the former Falcon Guards will be
transferred out and a conpletely new contingent will be fornmed, with you at
its head. Do you see, Aidan Pryde, what | neant about taint? You are the only
avail abl e of ficer who
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woul d not be insulted by such a cormand. And | can see in your eyes that you
are not."

"The assignment means front-line duty, does it not?" "Even nmore than you
anticipate.'l "That nore than conpensates for any taint." "And that is why I
chose you, Aidan Pryde. | knew you would feel no shanme at the assignment."
"You chose nme? You are now a Khan?" "And not just his messenger? You are
right, Aidan Pryde, quite right. I was the only one, in fact, who could convey
this message. Khan Chistu is busy at die nonment, as you mght imagine. To
forestall any further questions, let me say that | am anmpong the highest-placed
advisors to our Khan. He selected ne, even though | ama crippled old man."



"That is logical, given Vandervahn Chistu's reputation as an intelligent and
crafty warrior. You were always known as a suprenme mlitary strategist, Kael
Pershaw." "I should say that you flatter me, but | cannot for it is true. If

t he Khan had not rescued ne fromnere bureaucratic duty, | would be buried
alive somewhere. At any rate, | cannot talk further about ny role in the
present invasion. Let us just say that | chose you, Aidan Pryde, because your
tenacity and unconmon skill at sonetimes audaci ous maneuvers have the best
chance of reviving the Falcon Guards. If you do not, nothing is |lost. No shane
you might bring to the role of unit conmander could bring the Fal con Guards
down any further."

"It is strange, Kael Pershaw. | should be wounded by your words, but instead
am eager to take die conmmand you offer ne."

"Just as | suspected. Make no mistake, you will start this new assignnment wth
several disadvantages. In addition to the stained reputation of the CGuards,
you are being assigned subordi nate officers and warriors who are not, nay |
say, anong the best C an Jade Fal con has to offer. Like you, each of them has
some mark against him sone blemsh to his codex. Many of them you woul d best
elimnate i Mmediately by putting themin your front |ines against form dable
odds.

"But how you handle this new duty is your responsibility. My task is nerely to
i nformyou that you are detached from your present duty to neet with your new,
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uh, warriors. They will be assenbling on Okney's southern hem sphere, at a
training field called Mudd Station. You will not have nuch time to formup
your Fal con Guards and whip theminto any kind of shape. You will soon go into
battle."

"How soon?"

"That has not yet been decided. The Khan has authorized me to brief you, but
until all announcenents are official, you nust regard our conversation as
secret. | have your rede, quiaffT*

"AFFLT

"Conttar is no longer neutral. The il Khan has informed themthat our objective
is Terra, and they refuse to allow us to occupy their hone planet."

"Then we nust be concerned about the Conftar adm nistrators on our planets
ri sing up against us."

"No. The Confttar Precentor Martial has issued a batchall to il Khan Kerensky,
whi ch has been accepted. Conftar has arranged with il Khan Kerensky for a
single battle between the Cans and the ConStar military forces on a pl anet
naned Tukayyid. A dan victory will mean that the prize of Terra is ours. But
if we |lose, the ilKhan has agreed that our forces will not advance for a
period of fifteen years. And during all that tinme we nust be content nerely
hol di ng and admi ni stering the planets we have al ready conquered.”

"The Khans of the other C ans have accepted this?" A dan was a bit
i ncr edul ous.

"Yes. |l Khan Kerensky has called a kurultai of C ans Jade Fal con, Snoke
Jaguar, Steel Viper, CGhost Bear, D anond Shark, and Wl f. The terns of the
batchall were ratified. In the bidding for objectives, Khan Chistu offered to



use the Fal con Guards. That reduction in our forces earns our C an the right
to land on die first day."

As Kael Pershaw continued the briefing, it was all Aidan could do to
concentrate. Already he was specul ati ng on what he might do as commander of
t he new Fal con Cuards.
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Nobody knew the origin of the nane Mudd Station. Before the | ade Fal cons had
taken it over, it was little nmore than an outpost constructed for sone

now abandoned scientific study. Presently it served the Cd an invaders*
strategi c purposes, with the addition of new | andi ng areas, buil dings, and the
installation of a defense system

Despite the inprovenents, Midd Station was no nore desirable a place than
before. Every afternoon it was battered by a heavy rainstorm whose downpour
could knock to the ground anyone foolish enough to be out in it. The storm
usual | y danmaged sone item whose repair took techs away fromtheir main |abors.
Sl oggi ng around in the nud afterward, Aidan often wondered if the station's
nearly continual ground condition had inspired someone to give the place its
nane.

The disconforts of Mudd Station did not, however, danpen his spirits. Each day
brought new contingents for the Fal con Guards, new chall enges, and new
conplications. DropShips seened to transport as many problems as they did
personnel. Not the | east of these, in feet, was the personnel

"Star Col onel, these are anpbng the worst specinmens of Clan warrior | have ever
seen," Horse conpl ai ned, as he and Aidan nmade their daily tour of Midd
Station. Their boots squished loudly with each step. "I wonder how anyone
could ever justify the trashbora genetic prograns with this bunch.”

"Be careful, Horse," Aidan warned. "Let no one el se hear your slurs. You are,

after all, only here on nmy sufferance. You are the only freeborn in the Fal con
Quar ds,
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and Kael Pershaw only made an exception when | referred himto your codex.
That means you will have to toe the line even nore than normal."

"Ch, 1*11 be your good little warrior, Aidan Pryde. But, to be effective, |
must be honest with you."

"Pl ease do. Just be sure that no one overhears. And | woul d suggest dropping
the contractions. W need no unnecessary rem nder of your origins anong these
warriors. W want to whip theminto shape, not distract themwith nmatters of

| ess importance. They are al ready aggressive enough anong thensel ves, but

per haps we can channel that energy into useful acts to restore the honor of
the Fal con CGuards."

Horse stared intently at Aidan. "This assignnment has addl ed your brain. This
unit is condemmed, can't—eannot you see that?"

"Condemmed to what ?"
"I do not know what |ies Kael Pershaw has poured into your head, but the

scuttl ebutt anong the warriors and techs is clear enough. W all know that we
are nerely filling a slot here. There has to be a Falcon Guards, so there is



one. But do not delude yourself into believing that we have some honorabl e
goal before us. Have you not noticed the great number of old warriors assigned
to us, individuals on the verge of ending their careers? That is your clue."
"You speak in riddles," Aidan said inpatiently. "W are getting older warriors
for one sinple reason: they are anong the few warriors available for

reassi gnment . "

"I's that what Kael Pershaw told you? He masks at |least half his motives in the
same way that he does his face. W are getting older warriors because Khan
Chistu is not really concerned with our fate. If any unit was fornmed to be
cannon fodder, solahma, it is the present Fal con Guards. They expect little of
us, we are considered a dezgra unit, don't—do you not see that?"

Ai dan stopped in his tracks, glanced around, then signaled to Horse to foll ow
himto where no other Clan warrior could hear them ' 'O course |I know Khan
Chistu is willing to wite us off, Horse. He would not intentionally send us
to our deaths, but he would not mourn us as trothkin lost if it happened. But
you know as well as | that this is ny only chance to achi eve sonmething as a

104 Robert Thurston

Clan warrior. The Fal con Guards have been pronised front-line duty. Kael
Pershaw even put it in witing, and for all his devious qualities, you can
trust Kael Pershaw s word. W are included in the bidding for Tukayyid. W
will fight there."

"I's that what all this is about for you? Personal glory? Al that contribution
to the gene pool bilge that you and your—

Ai dan grabbed Horse by die shoulders. "I know what you think about C an ways,
Horse." Aidan's voice was unusually tense. "But yes, | do seek personal glory.
Yes, | do wish ny legacy to pass into the gene pool. Yes, | want ny
contribution to this invasion and the O an goals to be both exceptional and
honor abl e. Whatever errors ny nature has led ne to conmt in the past, | ama

Clan warrior and intend to do nmy pan to help the O ans gain dom nion over the
wor | ds and people of the Inner Sphere. If yon cannot understand because you
are freebirth, then try to—=

Horse broke Aidan's grip and returned his stare with equal intensity. "Wat is
happening to you, old friend?" he said softly. "You never call me rreebirth.
And you are the only tnieborn I have known who never has."

"I amsorry, Horse. A slip. | was one of you once, renenber."

"No, you posed as freeborn. But you were never one of us."

Ai dan heard the touch of scorn in Horse's voice. "I do not wish to offend you,
Horse. There has been too much between us over the years. My only wish is to
succeed as commuander of the Falcon Guards. If you can try to understand that,
perhaps you will be able to forgive the neans | use to achieve ny aim"

Horse nodded. "Of course | do."

"As for the freebirth business, need | rem nd you that you call me trashborn
on a fairly regul ar basis?"

Horse shook his head. "No. | call your caste trash-bom Not you. There is a
difference.”



"Maybe, maybe not. Let us leave it at that. As you say, our task is to mate
good warriors of those who are not exactly the best specinmens of the type.
And, Horse, | appreciate your struggle not to use contractions. Keep at it."

FALCON GUARD 105

As they wal ked toward the others, Aidan thought of the many passages he had
read in books in his secret library. So nmany stories of friendship,

conr adeshi p, between two individuals fighting for the same side. The way of
the C an, however, put service to the group above individual alliances. Yet
Ai dan had al ways known that he and Horse were just |ike the characters in
those old tales of the Inner Sphere.

19

The codex of Star Commander Summer Mandaka was filled with notations of

i nsubordi nation. How she had survived this far wi thout some commander sinply
shooting her to get rid of her was a nystery to her new commandi ng of ficer
When Ai dan observed her skills at manipul ating a Battl eMech and die growing,
rude way she whi pped her Star—ike all the new Fal con Guards, a collection of
msfits, lowifes, and aged warriors—nto shape, he realized that her bad
manner s di sgui sed a supreme of ficer

That did not make her any easier to take.
Sunmer Mandaka was of average height, with short chunky arns and a thick neck
bul ging with thick veins. She was fair-haired, with chiseled features and a

permanently angry expression in her eyes.

Now she stood before Aidan, her body trenbling visibly with anger, if that was
the right word. Wath or fury m ght better describe her defiant stance.

"Star Col onel, | rmust speak with you."

" Speak your piece, Star Commander."

"I realize mat | amnow a nmenber of the Fal con CGuards because | have erred in
the past. The worst of my errors is having lost a string of BattleMechs in
recent battles. You have seen my codex. | have been chastised for a tendency

toward waste. But if so, it is waste in the service of the Clan."

"Mpst C ansmen woul d not accept your reasoning, Star Conmander."

"I realize that. | have vowed never to | ose another 'Mech, unless |I |ose ny
own life with it. For that reason, | have disabled the ejection seat of ny
Hel | bri nger."
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"That is allowed, though |I rnust advise you that | do not consider it a w se
nove. "

"I take the inmplied criticismas well-intended, Star Col onel, but the reason

tell you of ny vowis that | fear | cannot successfully live up to it with ny
present Star, Each one of themis sorely lacking in skill, yet not willing to
train for their betternent. | have never viewed such insubordination."”

How ironic, Aidan thought, that a warrior famed for her own intransigence
shoul d grouse at the same characteristic in others. He nust conclude that
either she was turning over a new |l eaf or that her crew of msfits was



extraordinarily incompetent.

"I nsubordination is a problemfor officers at every level, Star Conmander. Wy
do you speak to ne about it?"

"Sir, | know that personnel is stretched thin in the Fal con Guards. The poo
of warriors for reassignment to a new unit is not wide. And no untainted
warrior would ever volunteer for duty with the Fal con Guards."

It was all Aidan could do to keep himself fromw ncing at her use of the word
untai nted. Taint was the one concept he wanted to purge fromthe Fal con
Cuards, yet it seened to be the one word none of them could escape.

"I must declare a Trial of Gievance with Mech-Warrior Rollan. He has agreed.
H s anger is equal to mne. You nmust serve as Oathmaster.”

Ai dan racked his mnd for the proper Trial of Gievance procedures. In his
previ ous comrands such di sputes had been handl ed without formalities.

"It is ny duty to hear arguments from both of you about why the Trial of
Gi evance nust take place."

"OfF course, Star Colonel. MechWarrior Rollan and | await only your word about
when the interrogation will take place."

* '| gather that the two of you are already avoiding contact, as dictated by
Can tradition."”

"That is correct, sir.
"And you have deci ded the nature of the trial?"

"W have agreed on BattleMech conmbat in a properly defined Circle of Equals.
No bi ddi ng was necessary."

"Al'l right then. W will begin procedures inmredi ately."
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Mandaka nmade to | eave, then turned back again. "Actually, sir, there is little
point in going through the procedures. The trial will take place."

Ai dan sighed. "I amsure it will, Star Commander. | amsure it will."

Ai dan soon learned that, as Star Conmander Sunmer Mandaka had said, no
peaceful resolution to the dispute was possible. MechWani or Rollan was just as
adamant as his superior officer about the need for a Trial of Gievance.
During the interrogation, each responded to Ai-dan's questions with terse but
polite answers. Aidan then ordered the Crcle of Equals drawn in a clearing
out si de of Mudd Station

As QCat hmaster, he gave final instructions to the two conbatants, who gl ared
fiercely at one another throughout the ritual. Wien he gave the order for them
to nmount their 'Mechs, the eagerness of their response woul d have honored any
warrior in battle.

Bef ore engagi ng in conbat, each conbatant had to take a position equidistant
fromthe other on the borders of the circle. In fact, they would be so far
apart at the start that neither could gain a visual on the other



Horse joined Aidan in the command post's upper |levels. Arrayed around them
were instrunent panels and nonitors for view ng the conbat.

The ot her Fal con Guards arrayed thensel ves around a central holotank in the

| ower | evel of the conmand post. Battle cameras from an overhead aerospace
fighter beamed a direct transmi ssion to the tank. Wen the two ' Mechs reached
t he approxi mate center of the Crcle, the spectators would have a god-like
view of the battle.

While waiting for the two ' Mechs to engage, Aidan | ooked down at those Fal con
Guards he could see. The sight gave himan overpowering urge to close his
eyes. What he saw were surly so-called warriors whose uniforms were

mud- spattered despite Aid an's regulation that they nust wear clean uniforns
except during exercises.

How di d he i magi ne ever acconplishing anything significant or honorable with
this bunch of msfits and chal-cas ? Kael Pershaw had been right about the
form dabl eness of the task. Perhaps Horse had al so been
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correct that they were dooned fromthe start. Perhaps this was a mlitary unit
not intended to succeed.

No, that made no sense. \Wat kind of high command woul d order the reformation
of a unit nerely to kill it off? Even the Can's use of old warriors as

sol ahma did not justify the trouble his |eaders were taking to revive the

Fal con Guards. Aidan Pryde m ght be di spensable, but the Fal con Guards were
not .

When Sumrer Mandaka's Hel |l bringer was the first *Mech sighted, a desultory
cheer went up fromthe spectators. One warrior, whose patch showed himto be a
menber of Mandaka's Star, reached out his armto display a thunbs-down
gesture. Well, Aidan thought, that tends to verify her claimthat her Star is
i nsubordi nate. Her BattleMech was shiny and well-kept, except for the gobs of
mud that had already collected on its feet.

When MechWarrior Rollan® ' Mech, less pristine, nore nuddy, came over a hill
Aidan reflected that it was a Tinber WIf, [ike his owm, but with no curse
attached. So far, though, Aidan had piloted his Tinber Wff wthout incident.
Per haps whatever jinx was on it would not affect him

Ai dan did not believe in jinxes. It was a pilot's skill, or lack of it, that
counted. He liked his Tinber Wlf already and longed to take it into battle.
After so many years of garrison assignnents, he anticipated frontline duty
wi th nore eagerness than sone young warrior who had just won bis Trial of
Posi ti on.

Ai dan had known many Trials of Gievance in his career—as supervising officer
as spectator, as conbatant—out rarely had be seen one as quick or fierce as
this between Star Commander Surmmer Mandaka and MechWani or Rol | an

Sunmer Mandaka took the initiative, her Hellbringer comng at MechWarri or
Rollan's Tinber WIf with a deternmination that | ooked alnbst as nmean as its
pilot. Firing the pair of large lasers in her 'Mech's left arm she stitched a
preci se pattern on the Tinber Wlfs chest, the deep lines crossing other deep
lines in its arnor. The MechWarriors standi ng around the hol ot ank | ooked at
each other with a bit of surprise. It seemed that the Star Conmander had
chosen a non-standard configuration of
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weapons for her Hellbringer, one that Rollan m ght not be ready for

But MechWarrior Rollan was quick to respond. The first cluster of |ong-range
mssiles fromhis left-torso nount went in high and a bit off, doing no nore
than chip off a big piece of the Hellbringer's searchlight. He was | uckier
with a second salvo, the mssiles going in lowto conpletely disable the knee
of Mandaka's ' Mech.

Ginding her '"Mech to a halt, Summer Mandaka did not let up for an instant on
her attack. Aidan saw now that she had reconfigured her 'Mech's right arm

repl acing the Hell bringer™ usual PPC or autocannon with a Gauss rifle. Firing
t he weapons, she hit her opponent's chest with the silver streaks of the Gauss
projectiles. The Tinber Wl f noved forward, but uncertainly. Its novenents

rem nded Ai dan of staggering.

Wth one ' Mech unnovi ng because of the lucky leg hit, and the other severely
damaged and progressing in fits and starts, it was obvious that it was only a
matter of tine before one or the other would fall

For the next several minutes the two Battl eMechs went at each other with al
they had, neither one able to finish off the other, all the while inflicting
brutal damage with an al nbst continual exchange of fire. At one point it

| ooked as if the Hellbringer nust surely fall as the Tinmber WIlfs last missile
sal vo nearly exposed the other 'Mech's fusion engine. Still using both her
Gauss rifle and her large | asers, Mandaka suddenly forced the Tinmber WIf to
retreat a few steps. Aidan wondered if she knew what she was doing. Her heat

| evel s had to be approaching the limt.

Then the battle was over al nost before anyone knew it. Wat Ai dan thought was
probably the | ast of Mandaka's Gauss projectiles nmust have nade a critical hit
agai nst the Tinmber Wl f. The Wl f had begun to tilt over backward, but the
"Mech did not quite fall.

Ai dan was ready to intervene using his right to end the conbat and decl are
Sunmer Mandaka the victor, when he realized that she was not yet out of Gauss
anmo.

As the Tinmber Wl f swayed on its feet, its remaining weapons firing wldly,
i neffectively, Mandaka fired one nore tine, the shot fromthe twin | asers
hitting her op-
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ponent's cockpit dead-center. Its canopy exploded outward, instantly killing
the pilot.

Then the Hell bringer, its heat capacity overextended, al so expl oded. Fl anes

| eaped to the sky fromthe specially designed bl owout panels in the back of
the 'Mech as the nissiles stored in the right and left torso went up. The
force of the explosion ranmed the ' Mech face-down to the ground, crushing the
cockpit and Summrer Man-daka.

Besi de Ai dan, Horse remained for a noment, still staring ahead in disbelief.
"Was it suicide?" he said. "She had to know she was overheating when she fired
that last shot. Wiy did not the autoeject nechani smfunction—=

"She could not eject,"” Aidan told Horse, then explained that Mandaka had
di sabl ed her ejection seat, "She said she could not survive one nore | ost



'Mech, She neant it."
"So it seens."

** At any rate, we are now short a Star Conmander and a MechWarrior, with no
pool of unit reserves fromwhich to draw. | believe it is nmy privilege to
request replacenents fromwhat is available on Quarell. | do not care how you
do it, Horse, but | want Star Conmander Joanna and that other MechWarrior—
think her nane is Diana, the one fromthe Vreeport debacle—transferred to the
Fal con Guards imredi ately."

"Are you sure?"
"Yes."

Horse wal ked away, nuttering. Aidan knew what his friend was thinking. It was
enough that they nust sonehow formuj> a band of misfits, warriors who could
barely get along with one another, and now Ai dan was asking for nore trouble
No | ove had ever been |ost between Joanna and Horse, but he knew Joanna was
good. Horse had to give her that. Joanna was good.

20

Joanna hated the idea. "Consider ny position," she said. "I was transferred
fromthe Fal con Guards as one of the marks of the unit's failure, and then
was denoted, which |I thought was the worst thing that could ever happen to ne
as a Can warrior. Even worse than being a fal coner wi ping the backsides of
your stravag sibko. Now I am back in the Falcon Guards, and it is worse than
leaving it."'

"But will you becone the CGuards' fal coner?" Aidan asked.

' "Do | have a choice, Star Colonel? If | renenber correctly, you are the

commandi ng officer. | rnust follow your orders, qutoffl™
"Not in this case. | am asking you to volunteer."
Joanna stood at the wi ndow of Aldan's office, |looking out at the drilling

cat astrophe that was the Fal con Guards' calisthenics. She turned and twi sted
her face into what was perhaps intended as a snmile. In a flash of nmenory,

Ai dan recall ed seeing her in just such a pose when she had been a fal coner
years before. Tine had not been kind to Joanna, but her poise and posture were
as yout hful as ever.

"I volunteer, Star Colonel. Wt old warriors are grateful for any kind of
assi gnment, you know. Wen do | start?"

"How about imrediately? Start with the calisthenics, if you wish."
She nodded. "Good a place as any, | expect. Dism ssed?"

"Di sm ssed. "

At the door she stopped. "Ch. Your perm ssion to as-
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sign MechWarrior Diana as nmy, well, aide in this. Nobody out there knows
either of us, so there will be no past histories to interfere."



"She is inexperienced and a freeborn."
"But she is as tough as fusion-engine shielding. You will see.™
"You may use any personnel in any way you w sh, Star Conmmander Joanna."

After she was gone, Horse pushed away fromthe wall, where he had been
observing the encounter

"What was that all about?" he asked. "Do | detect sone clever strategy on your
part ?"

Ai dan cleared away a pile of papers at the corner of his desk, then sat down
on the clean spot. Looking at his friend, he saw that Horse, too, was

begi nning to show age. In any other unit, the two of them would have been the
old warriors. But conpared to the overage warriors they had been sent for the
Fal con Guards, Aidan and Horse were still young.

"If I have a strategy, it is sinply that | need soneone who can whip these
mal contents into shape. That is Joanna's special talent, and | intend to use
it. That is what |eadership is all about, Horse, using one's personne
effectively."

Horse opened his mouth to retort, but they were interrupted by the sounds of a
scuffl e outside. Aidan noved quickly to the wi ndow, with Horse cl ose behi nd.
The sight that greeted them was one of their mal content warriors on the ground
a few meters fromthe wi ndow, grimacing as he rubbed his jaw. Joanna stood
over him Several warriors |ooked on, various degrees of surprise on their
faces.

"Looks to ne |like Star Commander Joanna has begun her task," Horse commented
drily.

For the next hour Ai dan abandoned command duty for the sheer pleasure of

wat ching from his wi ndow as Joanna conducted the drill session. She and
MechWarri or Di ana weaved anong the warriors, prodding themto speed up or to
better execution or to sinply remain standi ng when they | ooked ready to drop
from exhaustion. Several instances of defiance occurred during the first few
m nutes of the exercise, but the pair of drill instructors had countered each
i ncident with a physical response. Several old
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warriors were easily decked; others had to be fought nmore craftily. But in
each case Joanna or Diana prevail ed. They had the advantage of determ nation
as well as of having maintained their own reginmens; they were sinply in much
better shape than any of these aging or scruffy warrior-msfits. By the end of
the hour, this particular Trinary of Falcon Guards was actually beginning to
show some precision in its group novements. Joanna inmedi ately ordered anot her
Trinary to assenble in the drill zone.

Satisfied that Joanna was carrying out her mission efficiently, Aidan began to
study MechWarrior Diana nore intently. Sonething about this young wonan, who
rem nded himnore and nore of Marine, intrigued him It nade no sense, of
course. He nust certainly be turning a slight resenbl ance into something nore.
But it was not only that the young warrior |ooked |like Marthe; she noved a bit
like her, too. What's nore, she showed exactly the kind of skills that had
been Marine's specialty. Only her reckl essness was a contrast. Marthe had been
nmet hodi cal , neticul ous. Di ana's hot headedness was nore |ike Aidan than Mart he.



Wl |, he thought, O anspeople of all castes could resenble one another. Ws
there not a saying that everyone had his or her twin on sone C an worl d?
Sonetimes it seened quite possible.

Joanna felt exhilarated for the first time in years.

"You know what it is?" she said to Diana. "It is power. | have always craved
power. | was neant to be at the highest |evels of command. Only circunstance
has kept me fromit. Your father has given ne a chance to—=

"Pl ease. Never refer to himas ny father. If anyone heard—=

"If anyone heard, they would not care, nor would they believe it. Wy be so
obsessed by the fact? No one el se would. Your father hinself would probably
treat the information as no nore than a curiosity. It is not as a daughter
that you nust strive to inpress him Inpress himas a warrior. And now be
silent. | have nuch work to do."

As ordered, Diana spoke no nore.
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Over the next days, Joanna began to post so many rul es about nearly everything
that the grunmbling fromthe barracks seenmed to became pan of the night sounds
of Mudd Stati on.

But her rules brought results. Formerly filthy Mech Warriors suddenly began to
appear at nusters clean and in i mmacul ate outfits. Personal weapons drills |ed
to high scores. In marches, left feet tended uniformy to contact ground

foll owed by die simultaneous nmovenent of right feet. Aidan knew from wat ching
the marching drills that Joanna's success was phenonenal. None of the warriors
had been in a close-order nmarch since cadet training. How she had terrorized
theminto it he did not know, nor did he care.

Her real triunmph, however, was the 'Mech drills.

At the beginning of them she had delivered a | ong, scathing oration on how
nost of the warriors had lost sight of their place in the dan and what the
Cl an should nean to them

"Individuality, that is your curse/' she screamed at them By this time, they
were surprisingly docile whenever she raised her voice. "You know who believes
in the pronotion of the individual at all costs? The warriors of the Inner
Sphere, that is who. They have weakened thensel ves with just that sort of
degeneracy. They scheme. They enploy vicious trickery. They believe in
personal glory. Heroes are valued. And do you know what happens? They becone
reluctant to take the necessary risks, the ones that m ght endanger their
lives, because they have begun to think their personal existence matters nore
than the goal for which they are fighting.

"Their kind of hero separates hinmself fromthe others and attenpts to prevent
any tarnish to his reputation. Suddenly it is better to hold back and I et
someone el se fight the battle. Suddenly there are nore heroes in the rear than
at the front. |Is that the kind of hero you all want to be?

"No? Yet each of you seenms to have devel oped personal styles, quirks, and
idiocies. But it is not differences, individuals, that are the way of the
Can. Do you forget the cause that has governed our |lives since any of us
energed fromdie iron wonb? It is the cause that must be our beacon. In this
war with the Inner Sphere, it is
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the Can that nust prevail, not the individual in battle. Each tine you
destroy an eneny 'Mech, it is for the Can, not for your personal glory.
Anyone who is not willing to die for the Clan is not truly a warrior.

"You have transformed yourselves into individuals. | intend to nake you O an
warriors again. Do you wish to be Can warriors?"

ASeyl al"

"Ah, | thought so. Then get off your spreading be-hinds and do as |I tell you.
Exactly as | tell you."

If a fewrecalcitrant warriors still resented Joanna, the others brought them
back into the fold. Soon the Fal con Guards were operating with nore precision
But Joanna insisted on nore, and she got it. And what Joanna could not get,

Di ana did. The two warriors savaged the new Fal con Guards and then revived
them Which was exactly what Ai dan had ordered themto do.

Joanna cane into Aidan's office one day. "Go to your w ndow, Star Col onel,"
she said.

Looki ng out, he saw the entire Falcon Guards on the field, all the pilots in
their 'Mechs, all the Elenentals in their battle arnor. MechWani or Di ana stood
on a recently constructed platform At a signal from Joanna, she gestured
toward t he assenbl ed troops.

In al nost a single precise novenment, all the BattleMechs, all the El enentals,
raised their left arms to a chest-high position. This was followed by the
right arnms, which went past the chest position and raised up, stopping at an
oblique angle, all of themin approximately the sane position. Then each arm
was | owered separately.

At the next signal from Di ana, each of the BattleMech torsos inclined first to
the right, stopped simultaneously, then in synchronization, inclined to the
left. After holding the pose for a nonent, all the BattleMechs returned to the
upri ght position.

These were just the beginning of nearly an hour of precise drills, sonetines
just the BattleMechs, sonetimes just the Elenmentals. At the end, they forned
into marching units and left the field in a precision drill.

Ai dan, who had been spel |l bound by the denonstra-
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tion, finally turned to Joanna and said, "I aminpressed. But just what in the
nane of Kerensky was happening there?"

"Well, in one sense, you have just w tnessed the universe's first Battl eMech
calisthenic drill. In another, you have seen | have done ny job. You can go
into battle with some confidence in the Fal con Guards. They are still a bunch

of aging or eccentric warriors, but they are nowa unit. Sir."

"I have seen your work over the last two weeks, Star Conmander. | have known
for sone tinme that your mission was a success. And in good time, it seens. Qur
orders are to proceed to Tukayyid in two days. | appreciate what you have

done, Joanna."



Joanna did not acknow edge either the credit or the famliar use of her nane.
As usual, Aidan could not be sure what she was thinking. She probably hated
hi mas nuch as ever.

"At the beginning of this,"
do you say now?"

he said, "you did not think rmuch of ny plan. \Wat

"The plan was chancy, but it worked."
"Thanks to you, Star Commander,"
"That is also true.”

21

Kael Pershaw canme to the DropShip Raptor early the night the Jade Fal cons were
to drop onto Tukayyid's Prezno Plain. He visited several of the DropShips that
night, his stiff, useless armand hal f-mask maki ng a strong inpression on the
Jade Fal con troops. Later, they would call him"The Specter of Tukayyid."

On this night, though, he seenmed blessed with an added vitality. \Wen he
spoke, his voice was unusual ly excited. He wal ked briskly, somewhat overcomn ng
the Iinp, and a gl ow of eager anticipation showed in his visible eye. Perhaps
it was m s | ook that accounted for the | egend. Never before in his life had
Kael Pershaw | ooked this way, and even those who knew himwell found it eerie.

Those |i ke Aidan Pryde.

Ai dan was glad to be sitting when Pershaw strode into his cranped DropShip
quarters. He had been reflecting deeply about what to say to the Fal con Guards
before they dropped for battle. No one had reported to himthat Pershaw was
aboard.

"You are to be praised, Aidan Pryde," Pershaw said after they had exchanged
greetings. He stood just inside me doorway, and die only illumnation in the
room a desk lanp to one side of Aidan's desk, shot light up at him The
effect only added to the eeriness of his appearance. A gl ow seened to project
fromthe scars on his face, the half-mask transformed into a dark hole on one
side, the visible eye seening to drift in front of the face. Aidan, not
normal |y affected by supernatural suggestion, felt a shudder run up and down
hi s spine.
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"Prai sed? A strange word conming fromyou, Kael Per-shaw. For what, may | ask?"

"In assigning you die Falcon Guards, | believed that | was prematurely
destroyi ng your career. That was not ny intention, mnd you, just ny
interpretation. But | planted a spy anong your techs and—

"A spy? That is troubling. Do we of the C an now stoop to an | nner Sphere
style of deception?"

Per shaw nodded briskly. "You are correct to be concerned. Qur d an, indeed al
the Cans, seemto be subtly changing the deeper we penetrate into the Inner
Sphere. W should inmtate Can Wl f, whose |line of supply | eads back to the
G an worlds. We should keep the lines of our heritage firmy tied to our own
worlds. In sone ways we are | osing that. Perhaps no one expects any
interference with the advance of our juggernaut. But that is neither here nor



there. When we have captured Terra, there will be tine enough to restore any
lost values. | amnerely here to tell you that the Falcon Guards will play a
nore inmportant part in the fight for Tukayyid. W need your daring, A dan
Pryde."

"The Fal con Guards will serve wherever assigned, sir. As you know, we are
ready. Much of the credit for that goes to Star Commander Joanna. | have, in
fact, given her a field promotion to Star Captain for the canpaign." "A field
promotion will not stick for her, | amafraid. She is too old, and there is

t he Twycross—

"She knows the pronotion is tenmporary. But the Fal con Guards respect her, and
the rank will only enhance their respect."

Kael Pershaw noved to the right side of the doorway, out of the light cast by
t he desk | anp. Though Aidan could still see him the details of his features
and uniformwere less clear. Hs voice al so sounded di senbodi ed, as though
com ng fromanother part of die small rooms

dar kness.

"I must tell you, Aidan Pryde, that the struggle for Tukayyid is not going
wel . Two weeks ago, when the bidding took place to deternine the order of the
various C ans' |andings on planet and what targets would go to the w nners of
each bid, we believed we would not need all our Clan forces in the fight for
Tukayyi d. Khan Chistu included the Falcon Guards in the Jade Falcon bid to win
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a favorable target. That was why so nuch fierce maneuvering took place to keep
Can WIf off Tukayyid until it was alnost over. It was believed that if the
Wl ves | anded | ast and had only two relatively nminor targets, they would have
no opportunity to win any nmajor advantages. W were confident the battle would
be over by the tinme they arrived, nmaking Can WIf a significant |oser. The
fact that the dan WIf Khan offered no significant protest to the bl atant

pl otting agai nst them puzzled me at first. | had thought that the il Khan

hi nsel f a nmenber of the WIf C an, favored his former Can. He has told nme mat
he wishes Can WIf to be the ilCan, the dan that first gains control of
Terra.

"Neverthel ess, the Wl f Khan seemed content with tihe outcome of the bidding.
Now | see that perhaps his bid was far-seeing. The | andings early this norning
have not gone well for the Clans, and it is possible that dan WIf will go in
at the right tine to gain all the spoils. At the moment, C an Jade Fal con
stands in the way of Clan WIf. It is essential that we prevail."

"I understand that. And you nust understand mat | do not intend for the Fal con
Guards to reap any nore shane. If we go down, it will only be because we die."

"I amglad to hear that, Aidan Pryde. However, ny fears are not only for the
shrewdness of Can WIf. They are for all the Cans. W deserve to conquer the
I nner Sphere. It is a matter of good defeating evil, after all. The people of
the I nner Sphere do not, of course, see it that way. They conplicate issues
and ideas so much that they drain nemof all neaning. An |Inner Sphere concept

is like alaw made by sone village council. The council nenbers argue so many
local trivialities that the | aw cones out neaningless. So it is with the Inner
Sphere. That is another reason why the C ans nmust prevail. It is for the good

of humanity. Once we have elimnated the devi ousness of the Inner Sphere way,
we will easily restore the glory of the Star League.



"Ai dan Pryde, no one knows which Clan will becone the ilC an or indeed how the
selection will be determ ned—whether the prize should go to the best warriors
on Tukayyid or to the first Can to actually set foot on Terra. The inportant
consi deration for Clan Jade Falcon is that its predecessors have fail ed,

whet her they know it

122 Robert Thurston

or not. The Snoke Jaguars, the Steel Vipers, the Nova Cats—all have becone
bogged down. | do not see any of them succeeding. Only the Ghost Bears have
made any significant progress.

"Not only do the Jade Fal cons stand a good chance of w nning the honor of

Ud an, but they are needed to turn the tide of battle. Khan Vandervahn Chistu
has sent me with your operations orders. You and your Falcon CGuards are
detached fromdirect Galaxy control. You are to break through and bypass any
Conttar resistance and take either the city of Hunmptulips or Oalla. You will
not follow a set battle plan, but will inprovise. Is that acceptable, A dan
Pryde?"

"It is."

Per shaw nodded, then turned toward the door, the hal f-mask side of his face
toward Aidan. It was |ike watching a puppet noving w thout strings.

At the door, Kael Pershaw said* "I hated you once, Aidan Pryde. Now | admire
you, though | cannot say when one thing changed to another. Fight well on

Tu- kayyi d. These new orders are just right for you. They incorporate your fine
skill at inprovising. They even allow for the kind of overreaching so typica
of you. | believe you will do well."

Bef ore Ai dan coul d respond, Kael Pershaw had vani shed through the doorway. He
shuddered again. For all Pershaw s praise, any visit fromhimstill felt |ike
a visit fromthe lord of death.

A few mnutes later, Horse appeared with the news that the Fal con GQuards were
assenbl ed and awaiting their conmmander in the ' Mech bay.

Entering the bay, A dan saw that the new Star Captain, Joanna, had been
addressing the Guards. The eyes of many warriors showed excitenent and
anticipation, a shuffling of feet indicating their eagerness to nmount their
'Mechs and begin inmmediately to nmeet the Com Guards in battle.

Ai dan took his place before themto give his troops their new orders. "You
see, Khan Chistu believes again in the Fal con Guards. W nust be worthy of
that confidence. | once heard of sone ancient Terran | egends, stories in which
a hero nust redeem hinself after failing in some way. In every | egend the hero
wi ns that redenption
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t hrough val orous actions. Now the Fal con Guards have such an opportunity to
redeem t he di sgrace of Twycross or to erase any stains in our codexes. And it
is on the battlefields of Tukayyid that we will do so. Those of us who are
here sinply because we are older warriors can renew our youth. Those of us
whose characters have made us seem und anli ke, chal cas, can show that we are,
after all, of the Can. | tell you now that we are ready. The Jade Fal cons are
ready and we are the best of the Jade Fal cons, quiajp"

"Aff," the warriors shouted, alnmost in unison



Horse, standi ng near Aidan, |eaned toward Joanna. "Did you notice?" he

whi spered. "He is all three categories of the warriors he mentioned. Hi s mnust
be one of the strangest codexes in Can history. He has been accused of being
chal cas. He is reaching the age when warriors are considered old and

usel ess. **

Joanna, older than Aidan, an old warrior herself, sneered at Horse. "Shut up
warrior. Your commander is speaking."

Hearing the affirmati on fromthese eager warriors, Aidan decided to say no
nore. He had | earned that when the bid was right, one need bid no further

The cerenony broke up after Joanna, acting as Lore-master for the unit, led
themin some traditional Clan rituals. Aidan wal ked to the observati on post
from whi ch he woul d supervise the descent of Trinary Al pha to the surface of
Tukayyid, where its mission was to establish a secure | anding zone so that the
DropShip could transport the rest of the Falcon Guards to the battlefield.

Mech Warrior Diana touched his arm "If so many of the Fal con Guards are here
because they are aged, insubordinate, or misfit, then why am| here?" she
asked. "I amyoung, loyal, a good dan warrior. Wy am| here?"

Ai dan nearly sniled at her. Perhaps it was her resenbl ance to Marine, perhaps
it was the synpathy he felt for her warrior style. Watever it was, Aidan felt
ri ght about this young woman. It was not a sexual feeling, but rmuch nore |ike
the bond between himand his old friend, Horse.

"Whay am | here?" she asked agai n.

"Because | want you here," he said and wal ked away.
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Di ana | ooked after him Aidan could not know that she felt for himnuch die
same as he did for her. In that instant all her doubts about hi mfaded. Now
she felt right about him Diana felt right about her father
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In final assault orbit the Jade Fal con DropShip Raptor sped through the

bl ackness of space. Aboard her, Star Col onel Ai dan Pryde | ooked out the
observation port and surveyed the planet where the fate of the Cans' return
to the I nner Sphere woul d be deci ded, the planet Tukayyi d.

In the officer briefings he had | earned that Tukayyid was primarily an
agricultural world. Orbital recon sweeps displayed rich fields intricately
patterned with varying crops, dense orchards of fruit trees, nountainsides
covered with wild berries. Wll, neither the Cl ans nor ConfStar woul d | ose the
battl e because of hunger, that was for certain.

The Raptor now nmoved fromthe sunlit day side to the shrouded night side of
Tukayyid, the site of the Fal con Guards | anding zone. Meteorol ogical reports

i ndi cated that the ground tenperature was pleasant, a confortable 38 degrees
C. Aidan could imgine hinmself standing on one of the rich fields, cooled by a
gentl e breeze and snelling the grain-scented air. Part of himthought it m ght
be pl easant to shuck off the shell of war and find peace in a pastoral kind of
life. Though he had not the slightest interest in the work of farm ng, the
peacef ul ness of the inage was what fed his fantasies of a life in which the
machi nes of war woul d pass by overhead without touching his countryside.



But Ai dan could not remain long in nere daydreans. He knew how unsuited he
woul d be to a pastoral existence. Wien he tried to imagi ne himself mlking
what ever creatures night need it on this planet, the i nage was so absurd that
the longing for the quiet |life deserted himlike a stray animal striking out
on its own.
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Al most at the sane nonent, Horse cane up beside him "The DropShi p comander
reports that the path-finding Trinary will begin | aunch operations in two

m nutes. Joanna's Trinary reports that they are secure in their pods and
ready. Do you wish to oversee the drop?"

"I will watch the descent of Joanna's Trinary, but she will have operationa
control of both the drop and the |anding of the Raptor. Wiy do you smle,
Hor se?"

"Your del egation of duties. | like it."
"You get older, you learn."
"You get older, you die, too. Either way, there is a nmighty acconplishnment."

Ai dan shook his head. "I should never have allowed you access to my books. You
are showi ng a dangerous fondness for epigrammatic speech. 1*

Wil e they spoke, a runble began to reverberate through the floors of the
DropShip as the fifteen Battl eMechs of Joanna's Trinary were |launched into
space. He watched the abl ati ve cocoons containing 'Mechs and their pilots
descend fromthe Raptor and enter Tukayyid's atnosphere. The drop had a
certain beauty to it, especially in the darkness. Wat little light there was
reflected off the underside of the Raptor as its main engine continued to burn
to allowit to follow the flashes of light that was Al pha Trinary. In fact, an
uni nf ormed observer on the ground m ght have m staken the flashes for
flickering stars instead of the potent Stars they actually were. Mre flashes
cane fromthe several squadrons of aerospace fighters that darted, it seened
frompoint to point in a precise pattern—keeping a close guard on the
descendi ng pods. Wthin a mnute's time A dan had | ost sight of the Trinary.
Wthin ten Joanna reported.

"Fal con Guard Trinary Al pha has |landed, sir. Area is secured, and narker
beacons are up. Your orders."

Ai dan could feel the Raptor buffet a bit as it entered the thick | ower
at nosphere of Tukayyid.

"Star Captain Joanna, maintain security around the |anding zone. After the
Rapt or has | anded, your orders are to supervise the offl oading of the Custer.
Assenble themin Sector VI-C, and | will join you there."

"Yes, sir. Bravo and Charlie Stars, | want a three-kiloneter security zone set
up around the LZ. Bravo, pre-
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pare to assist in disenbarking the incomng BattleMechs. | will transmt
depl oynment patterns shortly."

Knowi ng the | anding was in good hands, Aidan ordered Horse to his 'Mech in the



hol d of the ship. Aidan wal ked al one to his machi ne.

Entering the Raptor's 'Mech bay, A dan approached his own ' Mech, his Tinber
Wl f. He slowy scrutinized the BattleMech, his attention falling for a noment
on its | arge swoopi ng-fal con insignia. He had ordered that the design be
repainted to add an al nost | um nescent green to the fierce gaze of the
falcon's eyes. Its lines had been streanmined, too, according to his orders.
The silver paint on the sword the falcon held between its sharp-cl awed tal ons
was al so designed to gleam The sanme i nage had been duplicated in cloth
patches on all the Fal con Guard uniforns.

Ai dan liked the falcon's new | ook. The | egendary bird

< was revived, |ike the Falcon CGuards thenselves. He

want ed every Com Guard warrior who went down to go

with the falcon image in his mnd. He wanted survivors

to talk about the imge as they linped off the battlefield.

He wanted the image of the swooping falcon to represent

the conbat skills of the Falcon Guards. It was a | arge

i order, he knew, but he was nore and nore confident that

the Fal con Guards woul d show their nettle in the battle

. that | oonmed so near

Ai dan t hought of how Marthe had called himthe jade phoenix after his fina
Bl oodright Trial. She had been trying to say that, |ike the mythical bird,

Ai dan kept falling into the fires of failure, then reenerging in strength, a
new creature who soared high for a long while before falling again.

"You see," she had said, "the nythical phoenix had only one chance to rise
fromthe flanmes; it seens that you, the jade phoenix, continually fall into

the flames and reenmerge. You failed in your Trial of Position, then ;
were renewed as a freeborn who succeeded. You received poor and insulting

assignments, then proved your £. worth in the Gory Station battle, then
you becane the 8§. phoeni x again here in the Trial of Bloodright. \Wo
knows J how many times you can fly out fromthat mnythic confla-

o £; gration?"

What woul d she say to his new jade phoeni x revival ?
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Per haps Aidan would find out, for Marine would be comrandi ng one of the Jade
Fal con O usters on Tukayyi d.

Wth that thought in mnd, he let the howdah carry himup to the Tinmber Wlfs
cockpit, where he relieved the tech. Settling into the command couch, easing

t he neurohel met onto his head, testing the controls, |ooking out the viewport
at the darkened ' Mech bay and the rest of die silent Falcon Guard Battl eMechs,
Aidan ielt as if everything in his life were right. No jinxed Ti nber WlIf
could prevent another rise of the jade phoeni x.
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The Fal con Guards were depl oyed for an advance across a w de expanse of
flatland free of the strange thorny grasses that covered nuch of Prezno Pl ain.
Ai dan was inpressed, never in nenory haying seen a Battl eMech nustering as
clean-lined and militarily correct as this one. Though Sumer Mandaka's death
had been unfortunate and wasteful, it had given himthe opportunity to
reassign Joanna to the Cluster, sonething he had intended to do fromthe
nmonent he took command of die Falcon Guards. The job she had acconplished in
shaping up the Falcon Guards in so little time was probably just short of a

m racl e.

After years as a warrior who sonetines forgot that he was not alone in the
field, Aidan had finally | earned that delegation was the key to conmmand. The
t hought made himsmile inwardly. The young Ai dan woul d never have consi dered
assi gni ng soneone el se to conduct training. He would have done it hinsel f—and
likely have been | ess successful. Joanna, whose natural antipathy toward

al nost everyone she net kept her from beconi ng entangled in inconvenient
alliances, could stir up experienced warriors with the same methods she had
used to turn cadets into warriors.

He recall ed his own cadet days. Back then, how many tines he would gladly have
nmur dered Joanna in her sleep had he been given the chance, Joanna never let up
or relented. And the cadets she rode the hardest and for whom she reserved her
nost priceless invective were the ones with the best chance of succeedi ng.

The 'Mech Stars were lined up in two echel ons, the advance guard and the main
body. The m xed ' Mech and
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El enental Trinary Delta was in front, dispersed as skirm shers. Next came the
Stars of Trinary Al pha, Bravo, and Charlie, forned up as a colum with the
single Nova Star of Trinary Echo, whose remaining Elementals were arranged in
Star formation on each of the colum's flanks. To the rear of the main colum
was the one remaining Star of Trinary Al pha 'Mechs, conmanded by Star Captain
Joanna. Wth her were the four 'Mechs of Aldan's Fal con Guard Conmand. In the
darkness of the plain, the Elementals were like tall stal ks of grass rising
around the feet of the assenbled 'Mechs. Al told, 60 Battle-Mchs and 150

El enental s waited for Aidan to give die order to advance.

Their objective cities were Aalla and Hunptulips, and they would begin their
march toward them die nonent the rest of the Jade Falcon Clusters and the
conmand group had formed up. The Can Command Center had planned a rat her
straightforward march to the Prezno River, where they expected to engage the
Com Guards. Beyond the river were the two cities that woul d decide the battle,
O alla about twenty kilometers to the northeast, Hunmptulips a few kiloneters
nort hwest of the river.

The operation | ooked sinple enough on the battle charts and plans, the kind of
direct engagenment the C ans favored. Yet Aidan knew that the |Inner Sphere
forces had at times won battles against the C ans precisely because they were
speci alists at indirect engagenent. They could enploy the kind of sly, tricky
strategies that Can warriors scorned and therefore did not expect. Yet in the
battle for Gory Station, Aidan had borrowed the sane kind of hit-and-run
tactics that Can warriors usually considered di shonorable, and they had won
the day. It may have been just such an inprovisation that had persuaded Khan
Chistu to give Aidan and the Fal con Guards free reign in the com ng battle.



Ai dan's success with deceptive tactics, especially when the odds were
hopel essly agai nst him was unusual anong C an commanders.

It was time to join his Custer. Leaning slightly toward his headphone, and
shaping its flexible nmetal cord to draw the ni ke closer to his nmouth, he
radi oed Joanna. "Relieving you, Star Captain," he said.

"Sir, your transm ssion was disrupted. Sonme kind of static. Adjust. Repeat."
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Ai dan touched the mcrophone. Tw sting the head, he tightened it. "Any better
Star Captain?"

"Aff. No glitches."
**] amtaking command of the Guards."
"Roger, Star Col onel ."

Ai dan began his Tinmber Wlf nmoving forward. Was he nistaken, or did he detect
a small, alnost infinitesimal, delay in the response of the 'Mech's right |eg
when he depressed the right-foot pedal to turn the ' Mech toward the conmand

| i neup? Probably his imagination, he thought.

Comi ng up beside Joanna and her Mad Dog, he ordered everyone to reviewthe
terrain between here and the Prezno River on their primry screens. \Wen he
punched up his own data, however, the logistical charts canme onscreen instead.

"I's somet hing wong, Star Col onel ?" Joanna asked.

"I must have entered the wong code.'
that is better."

He punched the code once nore. "There,

As he instructed his Cluster on the terrain, review ng conbat opportunities
and ambush threats, the entire left side of the primary-screen image fl ashed
on and off in an irregular rhythm The distortion did not interfere with his
briefing, but it made hi muneasy.

After the briefing, A dan began a normal checkoff on all controls. Nothing
unusual until he pressed the button to display his arnor status on his
secondary screen. Wiat he saw nade Aidan draw in his breath so sharply that
Joanna mnust have heard himover the commnm inc.

"I's everything all right, Star Col onel ?" Joanna asked agai n.

"Everything except that my display is saying that nost of ny torso arnor has
been bl asted away. Red spots all over the chest and flashing. | may be down
before we proceed frommnuster. Let nme check again." Wen he touched the button
once nmore, the onscreen informati on showed the proper prebattle arnor
configurations. "Al'l right. My 'Mech is still functional, after all."

"It is that Tinmber WIf. " Horse broke in. "The jinx. | told you about it."

"What is wong with the conmander's Ti nber Wl f?" Joanna asked. : Ai dan
did not |et Horse explain about the | egends at-
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tached to this 'Mech that had changed pilots so many tines in recent years.



"That is all superstition,** he said abruptly. "And this is no tine for talk
of tales and | egends. Any 'Mech can have a glitch or two, and these are

probably not even glitches. | ama bit eager for battle, that is all. M
fingers hurry too much. The techs have checked out this 'Mech without finding
anything wong. It will be fine once we get into battle. Now, |et us check the

i nternal -danage screen.'*

As the rest of the checkoff went without a hitch, Aidan wondered if there was
somet hing to what Horse said about the bad luck this BattleMech could bring.
On the other hand, how could it bring himluck any worse than he had al ready
experienced in his career as a Can warrior? Its defects, if they could be
called that, were nerely nechanical. No Mech Warrior worth his salt was fazed
by mechani cal defects. In a BattleMech, the pilot had either an alternate
control or configuration for any mal functioning unit.

It was foolishness to attribute the Tinber Wl fs mechanical oddities to sone
eerie expression of the 'Mech's personality. 'Mechs had only what their pilots
gave them And, Aidan vowed, he would get this one under control if it killed
him Then he shuddered at his own thought. Wat a weird idea—as if a 'Mech
could turn on its pilot. He had to purge such superstitions. There was no
point to them especially with an inportant battle waiting to be fought.
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The city of Oalla, or at |east those parts of it for which Aidan had been
able to obtain intelligence, wavered on his main screen. This time it was not
a 'Mech deficiency; the i mage was wavering on the screens of all die Fal con
Guard pilots. The data was insufficient, creating gaps that in turn nade the
i mge unsteady. Pieces of the city seemed to want to cl ose with other
sections, as if the conputer denied the mssing parts. The projection for
Hurmpt ul i ps was even less informative.

Al'l briefings conplete, the Falcon Guards could only sit and wait for the
operation to begin. The | ast Drop-Ships had deposited their val uable cargo
onto Prezno Plain, and all battle Custers were assenbl ed. Even the night
seenmed in readiness, darker than before. Yet the conmand to nove did not cone.

"I's there sone sign of battle activity?" Joanna asked. "Is that why we are
standing here |like nmetal vegetabl es?"

"I have been informed of no eneny activity,*' Aidan said. "None of my sensors
indicate activity of any kind. | think we nerely await the order from Gal axy
Commander Mar Hel ner."

"I hope it comes before npbss starts to grow up the tegs of my ' Mech. *'

Ai dan chose not to respond, not to express his worries. He had been in on al
t he command conferences. H's superiors had rejected his battle-strategy
proposal for its high elenment of risk. He did not mind mat, yet it did seem
that the dan's high command had becone surprisingly cautious. He believed
they were placing too nmuch
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enphasis on the Jade Fal cons' superior recon capabilities.
Ai dan knew that Prezno Plain offered few hiding places, while the rest of the

battle terrain consisted of a river and then nore relative flatland leading to
the two objective cities. Reconnaissance did not seemtruly vital to the



canpai gn.

Then all further specul ati on becane pointless. The order canme for the Fal con
Guards to nove forward

Ai dan turned control over to Star Captain Joanna, who woul d coordinate the
style and rhythm of the march. He had already instructed the Fal con Guards
that he expected themto nove in a controlled and even manner. The skirm shing
'Mechs and El enental s of the advance guard were to nmove swiftly forward to
find, contact, and fix in place any ConfStar units to their front. The
mai n- body ' Mechs were assigned interlocking fire zones to the flanks, to cover
any potential anbush sites as well as to engage any Conttar forces that the
advance guard encount ered.

When Ai dan had submitted his marching orders to Star Captain Joanna, she gave
hima rare half-smle. "You have changed, Aidan Pryde. Once you were virtually
a rebel, and now you have becone nearly a nmartinet. Not quite, though. You
still stitch your patches too high on your uniform"

Ai dan shook his head. "I ambut a dan warrior, Star Captain Joanna."
"No, it is nore than that."
He raised his brows interrogatively.

"It is not only the taint fromthe Fal con Guards that you wi sh to renove. You
wi sh to renmove the taint from Aidan Pryde. | respect your goal, but let us
hope that this new caution does not make you stay your hand at a key nonent."

"What ki nd of key nonent ?"

"Truthfully, | do not know what | nean. | amjust trying to work out the new
Ai dan Pryde, even as | work out the new Fal con Guards. A form dable task, in
ei ther case."

It astonished Aidan to think that Joanna had spoken to himof his own caution
especially now that he was critical of the same tendency he perceived in his
superi ors.
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As he took his rightful position at the head of the Fal con Guards, he wondered
if there was sonething to what Joanna had said. It was true that he had craved
this command, craved to be a conmander on die front, craved to becone a C an
warrior glorious enough to contribute his genes to the gene pool. He felt a
definite thrill at the thought of his genes spawni ng generations of sibkos. He
had sacrificed much to win this chance. Had he given up too much? Then, in
typical Can warrior fashion, in typical Aidan Pryde fashion, he shrugged off
such thoughts in the face of nore real concerns.

"Ready to nove out, Star Colonel," Joanna inforned him He gave the comand to
mar ch.

Once on the nove, Aidan called up a visual fromthe small canera he had set on
the Tinber WIfs shoulders. Rotating it to capture a view of his warriors
behi nd him he brought the imge as much into focus as possible, adding the

i nfrared conponent to get nore detail

The Fal con Guards were spread across the | andscape, the warriors strictly
mai nt ai ni ng the space between thensel ves. Aidan could, in fact, eavesdrop on



Joanna's regul ating of the inarch. He could hear her tell a Stormcrow pil ot
to recalibrate his |l eg progress, then order a pilot in a Sumoner to
straighten the 'Mech's back because it was five degrees off angle and created
a dead zone in the fire pattern of this Star. A Warhawk pilot, perhaps even
MechWarrior Diana, was told to close the gap with another BattleMech. Joanna
never stopped tal king, never stopped revising the line, pattern, and rhythm of
mar ch.

Al in all, the Falcon Guard advance was i npressive, the massive fighting
machi nes creating a pattern suggesting not only discipline but controlled
force and power. It was exactly the | ook Aidan had wanted to achi eve. That the
ot her Jade Fal con units might not see it was irrelevant. Aidan had inposed al
the restrictions to bring a pride to the unit itself. Already he had heard
some tal k that the Fal con Guards should take the name of "Pryde's Pride."
Though he did not generally favor nicknames for fighting units, Aidan knew he
woul d not bl ock adoption of this nane.

Satisfied, perhaps too satisfied, Aidan pressed his Battl eMech forward.
Wiether it was his own | oss of
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rhythm or some further problemw th the Tinber WIf itself, the ' Mech

m sstepped slightly. Not rmuch. An observer would only have seen the right |eg
jut ever so slightly to the side, but Aidan could have sworn he heard a
crackl e of sound when the m sstep occurred.

"The conmander has to stay in line, too," Horse conmented. "What happened?' *

"I do not know, but I amalnost certain it was not due to anything | did.'1
"Well, stay on your feet. | may not have time to pick you up if you fall."

Ai dan was gl ad Horse's joking only came over their private channel. It would
never do for the rest of the Guards to hear such renarks.

Then all this was forgotten when he heard the first reports of an attack on
anot her Jade Falcon unit. Calling up a visual on his primary screen, he
scanned the i medi ate sectors of Prezno Plain. To the far left he saw fl ashes
of fire where some Jade Fal cons were involved in a skirmsh

25

As MechWarrior Faulk, in his Gargoyle, closed ranks with Diana's Warhawk, she
wonder ed what was bot hering Faul k now. The nan was a fine pil ot whose courage
no one could question, but his habit of irritating his comuandi ng officers was
how he had happened to draw t he dreaded assignnment to the new Fal con Guards.
There was not hing bel ligerent about Faul k, nor did he ever utter an

i nsubordi nate word. He was, Di ana had deci ded, just nervous. Yet nervousness
was rare anmong Cl an warriors, which made his fidgety ways all the nore irksone
to his conpatriots.

"MechWarrior Di ana?"
"Yes, Faul k?"
"I thought | spotted sonething. Over there. To the left."

Ai dan had noved the Falcon Guards to the right flank of the Jade Fal con
advance on the Prezno River. Joanna's Star, by her choice, had taken an



extreme right-flank position and sent die El enentals back to the main body.
Joanna had told Diana that she wanted her own warriors there to counter any
anbushes. "W have whi pped the other Stars into shape, but | still prefer to
cover at |least one flank myself."

Di ana saw only grid |lines of geographical topography in her primary-screen
scans. The only novenent was anong a clunp of trees, an orchard near the main
road they were now foll ow ng.

"M ght Com Guard unite be hiding in that orchard?" Faul k said, his voice so
tense that Diana imagined his thin body squirmng with apprehension in the
conmmand couch. She knew Faul k had accurul ated a first-rate codex in his years
as a warrior and that his fears would not
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affect bis skill, but the idea of himfidgeting in his seat was not
conforting.

"The scan shows only an enpty orchard, Faul k. Unless the Com Guards are
di sgui sed as sone kind of native fruit and are hangi ng from branches ready to
spring at us, | do not think we face any special danger there."

Later she woul d remenber her sarcasm cursing herself for not taking Faul k
nore seriously.

As they approached the orchard, Diana turned her attention to the area beyond
it, seeking other potential threats.

"Does it not seem strange to you, MechWarrior Diana, that we have been on the
march for fully an hour and yet have still had no response fromthe Com
Quar ds?*'

The man's apprehensi on made his voice trenble on every word of nore than one
syl | abl e.

"Take it easy, Faulk. And, for the sake of Kerensky, we do not need fornal
address in the field. MecnWarrior is a nouthful of a word, quigffl"”

"You have not noticed. | always use fornmal address, MechWarrior Diana."
"And why in the nane of all the Cans do you do mat, Faul k?"
"Because—

D ana never |earned Faul k's answer, for the peaceful orchard suddenly erupted
into quite another scene. Fruit trees seenmed to open up and splay outward, and
holes in the ground suddenly disgorged a | ance of Com Guard Battl eMechs. And
when they came out, they came out shooting.

From t he Jade Fal con command group Ai dan got the news of several minor attacks
all around the route of march. The command group derived its information from
the surveill ance provided by high-flying aerofighters, which spotted ' Mechs
energing fromthe ground in four areas. In each case the Com Guard units had
di sgui sed their biding place via some manufactured but realistic topographica
construction. Besides the [ance of 'Mechs conming fromthe fake orchard, others
appeared froman apparent silo, a small hillock mat was conpletely fake, a
pile of rocks. Wth the advantage of surprise, the eneny 'Mechs did
consi der abl e danage before retreating just as quickly into the night.



140 Robert Thurston

Ai dan radi oed Joanna for a report on the sneak attack involving her Star. "Any
Batt| eMech damage?1*

"Afew hits," she said. "One Battl eMech severely damaged, needs to be taken
back for repair. One pilot down."

Faul k' s Gargoyle took die first major hit when forty LRMs bl azed from a
Bormbardier's torso and destroyed the Gargoyle's left arm anputating it
messily just as Faul k fired a cluster of SRMs. The nissiles |anded harm essly,
gougi ng holes in the ground and exploding in front of the Bonbardier.
Meanwhi | e, the Com Guard ' Mech rushed onward toward Faul k's ' Mech, burning
away | arge chunks of the Gargoyle's ferro-fibrous arnmor as it went.

Diana tried to cut off the Bonmbardier, but a Centurion bl ocked her path.
Looki ng |i ke someone wielding a thick pipe in one hand, the Centurion fired
the pipe, an LB-10X, at her. Mich of the fragmented subnunitions fel

harm essly around her, die hits only mnimal. Diana returned fire with a bl ast
from her extended-range PPC, knocking out the Centurion's center-torso nmedi um
| aser.

Joanna rushed her Mad Dog into the fray, wanting to go after the Centurion
personally. Firing froma distance were the other two Mech Warriors of Al pha
Striker, Khastis and Leema. \Wen Khastis' Hellbringer hit an Enforcer with a
cluster of SRMs, die enenmy pilot inmediately engaged his 'Mech's junp jets and
| eaped away fromthe action.

The Bonbardi er was nmeanwhil e rai ning nore danage down on Faul k' s Gargoyl e.
Wth torso bent forward, the Com Guard 'Mech ran swiftly at the Gargoyle, its
short-range nmissiles joining the pillars of fire laid by their |arger cousins.
The Gargoyl e, disconcerted by the speed of its foe, could not effectively
return fire, especially with its |left arm gone.

Faul k ej ected, but he chose the wong nonent. His trajectory took himthrough
a streamof laser fire not even ained at him It sliced away part of the seat
and severed Faulk's right leg along with it. Even fromwhere they sat in their
cockpits, the other pilots in his Star heard his sudden, earsplitting scream

The Com Guard ' Mechs, apparently satisfied with the outcone of their ambush,
abruptly ceased their attack
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and withdrew into the darkness. Diana started to pursue, but Joanna ordered
her back.

"I want at them" Diana protested angrily.

"It would be a waste of effort,"” Joanna said. "Those 'Mechs are faster than
yours, and none were damaged enough to be picked off as a stray |agging
behind. It was one of their hit-and-run operations. The cowards. Filthy
freebirth cowards!"”

To Diana the freebirth epithet seemed enpty when applied to this eneny, who,
after all, came froma culture where none of the births were genetically

engi neered. As she spent nore time anong the trueboras, Diana had begun to
resent their casual rejection of everything freeborn. Freeborn or not, she was
a good warrior. |Indeed, many of the trueborns in the new Fal con Guards could
not claimto have distingui shed thenselves in past conbat.



Horse had told her many horror stories fromhis |life as a freeborn, and she
realized she was fortunate. Perhaps because of the invasion or because of her
consi derable skill as a warrior, Diana was not treated nuch different than if
she were a trueborn.

She coul d not resolve her feelings about her dual role in ms Jade Fal con
unit. On one hand, she wanted to show that a freeborn was equal to any
trueborn; on the other, she wanted to forget she was a freeborn and just do
her job. Wen she expressed these feelings to Horse, he pondered a nonent,
then said, "Seens to nme you get your arnor chipped off either way. Either way
you adnmit shane at being freeborn. Who says trueborn is better just because
someone picks out their genes and stirs themup in some vat? Then agai n, who
aml| to talk? I'mjust one of those |ousy freebirths, you know " Di ana heard
the sarcasm -but the two never found time to finish the conversation

Di snounting fromher 'Mech, Diana searched the nearby field for Faul k. By the
time she found him a nedic unit was already mnistering to him H s face
twisted in grinmaces of pain, and she saw that the |aser had sheared off his
leg neatly just below the hip. This battle was over for Faul k al nost before it
had begun. He would be fitted for a prosthetic |eg, however, and there would
be other battles, other wars. Just not Tukayyid.

Joanna cane up beside her
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"A clean hit," she said. Faulk, seeing his form dabl e commandi ng of ficer
managed to choke back his npans.

"Yes," Diana said. "I pity him"
"Ch? An odd reaction froma warrior. Are we not supposed to be pitil ess?"
"Perhaps you are, Star Captain Joanna. | amfree born. W are ... peculiar."”

"You certainly are. But | amglad to have you in ny Star, D ana."

Joanna wal ked away before Diana could answer. What a queer bird Joanna was
becom ng, Di ana thought, an even rarer kind of fal con perhaps.

When Faul k was sedated but conscious, Diana knelt down beside him "Sorry,"
she said.

"For what? You did nothing, MechWarrior Diana."

"I did not heed your caution, Faulk. You were right about the orchard."

He shook his head. "No, that was coincidence. 1 feel the sane anxiety about
every dark patch | pass. Sonething al ways seens to be lurking in nmy mind. This
time it was really there. Coincidence, MechWarrior Diana."

"I'f you say so. Be well, Faulk. | expect to fight beside you again sonme day."
Faul k seemed confused by what she said, and his lids fluttered until he could
no | onger hold them open. Soon he was asleep, then | oaded into a nmed

hovercraft and taken away.

Ai dan felt hel pless. Detecting something am ss, Horse asked his old friend
what was w ong.



"It is command. They have ordered no retaliation, not even a pursuit of those
Com Guard cowards. Worst yet, Khan Chistu has directly ordered the Fal con
Guards to maintain its position. He will not yet release us to operate

i ndependently."

"Those Com Guards were in swift 'Mechs, and we have not made contact with any
maj or Com Star units. Pursuit woul d have been usel ess and the Guards cannot
break through an eneny that is not there, quiaffl"

"l suppose so. But the inplications of it all are what anger me nmpost. They are
as cautious in this matter as with the whol e canpai gn. W nove ahead sl owy,
sl ower than we have to. W use the dead of night for cover
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When has a G an unit ever hidden in the night? | tell you, Horse, sonething
has changed in the Jade Fal con | eadership, perhaps in the entire O an conmand
structure.”

"\What has changed, Ai dan?"

"There is a word in the old books we read, Horse. Subtlety. You know what it
means. Well, we are being subtle. Imagine, the Cans being subtle in conbat or
anywhere el se. W are a fearl ess people. Have not C ansnen al ways preferred
the direct, even the brutal, approach? If we did use tricks, we acconplished
themin an open field, with no conceal nent. Now our strategy is nore |ike our
eneny's. Eventually, we will be hiding behind disguised topography before
springing out."

"Let us hope not. So you think subtlety—+f that is the right word—+s the wong
appr oach?"

"I sinmply do not know. Al | knowis how unC anlike it seens.”
Horse | aughed quietly, but the sound came distinctly over the comiink
"\What anuses you, Horse?"

"I was thinking back to when first we nmet. You were not one to worry over
whet her somet hi ng was Cl anli ke or not. UnAi danlike nmaybe, but not—=

"That is enough, MechWarrior Horse."

"Yes, sir.

The march toward the Prezno River slowed even nore. OGther Com Guard units
attacked and did sone damage, but no nore Jade Fal con Battl eMechs went down.
However, the Jade Fal con lines were spread thinner, as the Fal con command
group ordered several Elenmental units to patrol the flanks.

Ai dan began to feel uneasy. It made no sense that the C an forces were not
sweeping easily to victory on Tu-kayyid. How had the previously arrived d ans
| ost so many encounters? Events were not supposed to turn out like this. The
G ans had a cause, a just cause, an alnost sacred dream |f the Star League
was to be restored, it was only just that the C ans should al ready have
arrived on Terra. Then a strange idea struck him Perhaps, Aidan thought, it
was not justice they were dealing with, but fate.

26



The Fal con command group called a halt to the march ten kiloneters fromthe
Prezno River, calling all Custer commanders to a nearby grove for a war
council. The MechWaniors remained in place with their 'Mechs, waiting for
rati ons to be brought themby the field techs.

A thin line of dawn outlined the nmountains in the distance as Al dan's VTIOL
descended to the |l anding area just outside the grove. He would have liked to
take the battle into the nountains, for something about rough terrain appeal ed
to him The relatively unconplicated flat-Iand of Prezno Plain seened
favorable only to the defender, especially with the Com Guards* propensity for
sneak attacks and anmbushes. The eneny had not actually done nuch damage since
the mai mi ng of Faul k, but they had disconcerted the Jade Fal con forces.

What we need now is an all-out assault, Aidan thought. Sonething that would
bind all the Jade Falcon units together. Sonething that would shock die
conmand group and Khan Chistu out of their ridiculous caution

The argument was al ready joi ned when Aidan entered the war council. Nobody
paid himnmuch attention, and bei ng commander of the Fal con Guards woul d
prevent himfrom having the equal voice in council to which he was entitled.
He accepted a bow of rations froma tech, and began to pick at the neal of
nostly vegetables and fruits from Tukayyid as he listened to the discussion

The i ssue under debate was whether to give artillery cover to the heavy

Omi Mechs as they nounted an assault on the two bridges over the Prezno River.
Beyond the bridges, which were apparently being held by small units fromthe
Third Com Guard Armmy and the El eventh
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Com Guards, were the two cities that were di e Jade Fal cons' assigned
objectives. Not only were die Custer comranders arguing over die issue of
artillery cover, diey were al so bickering about how rmuch ammunition to use.

Bored with listening to die various conmanders throwi ng facts and figures at
one anot her, Aidan gl anced around die grove. Like him nost of die Jade Fal con
officers were silently watching and |istening. Sone, however, showed by their
body novenents and sounds of approval or disapproval which side they endorsed.
On die fringes of die grove, a few warriors were nmoving around nervously,

eager to get back to their BattleMechs and die battle.

"Your face shows a sour expression, Aidan Pryde," said a voice from behind
hi m Recogni zing die voice at once, Aidan did not turn around i mediately. It
was Marthe Pryde speaking. Just hearing her set off vivid flashes of nenory,
particularly of tines in the sibko when she used to speak in just this gentle
voi ce. They had tal ked of so many things in those |ong ago days, of falcons in
die air, pilots in their BattleMechs, fate in dieir lives.

He turned to see Marthe standing calmy. In one hand, she was holding a thin
branch. Wth die other hand she was nmethodically pulling off die few spiky

| eaves still attached to die bark. But she did it absentni ndedly, for her eyes
were on him

"I was not aware | | ooked—ahat did you say?-sour?' *
"Well, nobst people cannot read your face as | can, die way | |earned back in
di e sibko."

**] thought you had rejected all nenory of die sibko."



"What makes you think that?"
"Somet hing you told ne once about | eaving sibko days behind."

Mart he nodded. "Perhaps | did say that. | do not always speak well." She
tested die stick, which she had stripped of |eaves, bending it, letting it go,
examining its resilience. "Wat is your opinion of our Tukayyid canpaign so
far?"

"It has been too cautious, too slow. W should be on die other side of Prezno
Ri ver by now, but instead we're
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sitting in some grove discussing howto get there or how nuch anmo to use in
assaulting the bridges." "You do not approve of the strategy debate?" A dan
felt his hands go involuntarily into fists. "No, | do not approve. Not that ny
approval matters one way or another. They argue |ike nmerchants over the price
of a bauble. How trivial this is."* He inclined his head toward where the

heat ed di scussi on continued.

"Trivial? | do not think Khan Chistu would like to hear
that."

' Soneone should tell him"
' Per haps someone will."
"You have his ear?"
"Sonetines. VWen | wishit."”
'You couple with hinP"
"Sonetines. VWen | want to."

" Not under his orders?"

"I do little under anyone's orders."

"I envy you, Marthe."

"No. | envy you, Aidan Pryde."

She | ooked away fromhim away fromthe debate. Wth a whip of one arm she
flung the stick, watched it sail out of the grove, then |l and near the tai
section of one of

the VTCLs.

"Marthe, how could you envy ne? You nust know of ny codex by now | am one of
the tainted ones, in command of a dezgra unit, while you, you have ascended to
near the top of the Can Jade Fal con command structure. As you say, the Khan
will listen to you."

"But you have becone the real C an warrior, Aidan Pryde. In this campaign, you

may choose your own battles, dictate your own fate. And you have nore than
just the respect of your warriors. They admire you. You know, do you not, that



they are calling your unit 'Pryde's
Pride' ?"

"So | have heard. But the respect of my warriors is no different than what
t hey woul d grant any conmander."

"You are wong. My Cluster does its duty, to be sure, but no one has naned us
"Marine's Marauders.' But let that go. It is not what | wish to discuss. | am
genui nely curious about your opinion of Can Jade Falcon at present. Tell ne
as if | were planning an overthrow "

"Are you? Planning an overt hrow?"
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The back of Marine's left hand rubbed nervously agai nst her trousers. The
l[ines in her forehead were deep, deeper than his. Her mouth had hardened into
a thin line, making the triangul ar shape of her face seem even nore geonetric.
Once they had | ooked alike. Now the resenbl ance had di mnished. If she
resenbl ed anyone, Marthe | ooked Iike that young MechWarrior in Joanna's Star
Di ana.

"I was thinking back to our cadet days," Aidan said. "Remenber when we arrived
on |ronhol d?"

"Yes. | recall Falconer Joanna giving you a beating, then saying she thought
you had a fine chance of testing out and becoming a warrior. | envied you a
bit then, too."

"Did you know that Joanna is in ny Custer now?"
"No, | did not. | thought she rnust be dead."

He tol d her about how Joanna had drilled the Falcon Guards into a fighting
unit.

"You are evadi ng ny question, Aidan Pryde. About this nmeeting and why it seens
trivial to you."

"Back when we were cadets, | had so nmany ideas about what it nmeant to be a
warrior. In my imaginings, a Can warrior would never be concerned with
| ooki ng backward. "

"I agree. That is how | thought of it, too.

"Then perhaps you al so agree that such a Mech-Warrior woul d not be debating
over artillery cover. Such warriors would bid for the right to take those
bridges, providing their own artillery cover. For that matter, what Battl eMech
really needs artillery support?"

"None, really. But there are precedents for considering such tactics in mgjor
mlitary campai gns, and for dispensing with bidding after the first batchall.

"Perhaps, but that is nore like the Inner Sphere way of thinking. Wat kind of
Star League can die Cans build with Inner Sphere thinking?"



Mart he shrugged. "If it is any consol ation, many other C an officers share
your views. Sonething nmay be done.™

"But is that the an way? Is it our way to decide matters through politica
chi canery? Again, Inner Sphere. The present debate, that is Inner Sphere, too.
I's this what
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a fewmlitary | osses have done to our natural inclination

for warfare?"

"What woul d you wi sh then? * "What do | wish? | do not know | think I want
victory or defeat to depend on the skills of warriors and not on conplicated
designs made by O an | eaders guessing at the conplicated designs of our

eneny's |leaders."” "Well, perhaps you are a bit naive about warfare but.
"Nai ve?" "ldealistic then." "Watch this, Mrthe."

Breaki ng away from her, he strode toward the center of the grove, where the
di scussi on had degenerated into a series of altercations about how nmuch
personnel to commit to the battle for each bridge. El bow ng aside his fell ow
conmanders., Aidan interrupted the debate, shouting, "Dawn is here and there
is still argunent. Forget artillery cover. Forget how much personnel to
assign. | am Star Col onel Aidan Pryde. | bid the Falcon Guard Cluster for the
right to take both bridges!"

Khan Vandervahn Chistu held up his left hand for Aidan to hold his tongue.
"Star Col onel, | have not authorized bidding for these objectives.”

"Yes, Khan," he said, "I understand. Neverthel ess the Fal con Guards denand the
right to take the Prezno

Ri ver bridges."

"Fal con Guards! Hah!" said an officer standing a few neters away from Al dan
Ai dan recogni zed the scoffing tone that he had heard so often in his life.

He gl anced back, saw Marthe scrutinizing himintently. She nodded j ust
percepti bly, a gesture he took as approval. "If there is to be no bidding,
then give the assignnent to the Fal con Guards, and you can di spense with al
this debilitating discussion.”

Screans of protest went up fromthe other C an commuanders.

"I't would bring shanme on us to pernit the Falcon Guards to |l ead the Jade
Fal cons into battle," asserted a Star Col onel whom Ai dan recogni zed as a
warrior named Senza Onega. She was said to have one of the nopbst admirable
codexes in the entire Jade Fal con Cl an

O hers supported her, including Gal axy Commander Mar Hel mer. Aidan imediately
sensed that he was

FALCON GUARD 149

fighting a losing battle. To them to the Khan, to Mar Hel ner, Aidan's demand
was mere bravado. And he did, of course, understand their point of view It
was i nportant who |led the Jade Fal cons at this point in the canpaign. The

bri dges represented their first major engagement on Tukayyid. Still, there was
no need to judge his Fal con Guards by the shane brought on the unit by Adler



Mal t hus. Having charged forward with the denand, he could not easily back
down.

"I'f you do not wish to place the Fal con Guards at the head of the bridge
attacks, then at |east cease this foolish bickering over technicalities. Any
Jade Fal con unit may lead the way with proper dignity. We |l ose tine now Let
us end this discussion and go to war!"’

Surprisingly, his inpassioned rhetoric won approbation from many of the
warriors. Some even began to push at one another, on the verge of braw ing.
Agai n the Khan raised his hand and demanded qui et.

"Star Col onel Aidan Pryde has spoken well. W nust abandon quibbling. It is
time to fight!" Turning to Aidan, he said nore softly, "I wish to conmend you
on your |eadership of the Fal con Guards, but you can see fromthe

di sapprobation of your fellow officers that it is not yet tine for the Fal con
Guards to lead the charge into battle. That honor goes el sewhere. However,
Star Col onel, once contact with the Com Guards is nade, your Cluster is

aut horized to break through at any point possible and head for dalla. That
shoul d be honor enough for your unit even if it does not include being first
across the bridges."

Wal ki ng back to where Marthe stood, Aidan passed other conmmanders, some of
whom nuttered angry taunts at him He heard the words dezgra and taint nore
than once. If the fight for Tukayyid were not so inportant, Aidan night have
demanded several honor duels even before reaching Marthe's side.

"You have not changed so much, | see," said Marthe.

"You refer to nmy reputation for always overreachi ng nysel f?"

"In a way. Perhaps | would say a certain |lack of shrewdness. But then, if you
had t he shrewdness, you night have to adopt some |nner Sphere ways yourself."

Ai dan shrugged of f any further discussion. Instead, he
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said, "Once, Marthe, when we were very young, you clained to |love nme. Childish
talk, you later told nme. You said that we of the Can did not |ove. \Wat are
your thoughts on the subject now?"

"I have no thoughts on the subject. | can say that what | felt in the sibko is
still true. W were close then. W went beyond sibko cl oseness. W were
friends, | think."

"Not exactly a dan word, either—friends."

"No. But | wish for us to be-close always. That is not |ove perhaps. But it is
real.'*

"I wll settle for it, Marthe."

"And perhaps, after the battle, you would spend sone tine with ne in ny
quarters. Or | could conme to yours."

A new surprise. They had not coupled since early in cadet days.

"l would wish that, Mrthe.*



"Good. Wl -bargai ned and done."

Dawn had cone, and the of fensive was now set to begin an hour hence. Watching
the council laboriously end its session, the two forner sibkin renmained silent
for awhile, then Marthe spoke.

"War councils and warriors," she said. "The words sound well together, but
they do not belong together. Warriors should act, not talk. It is the way of
the Clan to avoid waste. W conserve material; we try to conserve lives

t hr ough bi ddi ng the | owest possible force of personnel. But we have no qual s
about wasting words, quiaffl”

"Aff. Marthe, | fear that the Cans are in danger of |osing Tukayyid. And why?
Because our nunbers and conbat abilities cane up short? No, | do not believe
that. It may be that we had already | ost when we agreed to this proxy battle,

| ost by giving too much respect to the Inner Sphere, to Conftar."

"Respect? | respect no one fromthe Inner Sphere or Conttar."

"And neither do |I." He dropped his voice. "But perhaps our |eaders do. Perhaps
t hey have been hoodw nked by fancy | nner Sphere words, Marthe, we invaded the
I nner Sphere. Invaders do battle, take bondsnmen, receive isorta, |eave scars
on | andscapes. W conquer on our terns. Now, suddenly, we are fighting on
their terns. It is not right, Marthe. OF that nuch only am| certain. It
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is not right. Once the il Khan agreed to deal with the enemy representative, he
conprom sed the way of the Clan. That is all | know But | ama loyal O an
warrior and will not fight less fiercely."

"Wul d you prefer sone kind of revolution? Overthrow? *

"No. Never, That would be Inner Sphere, too, and not

"Yes, | agree."

They were silent for a while. Aidan felt peculiar. He had never expected to
find that he and Mart he woul d be so nuch alike when they net again. Once he
had t hought they had grown apart. Though both were plagued w th doubts about
t he conduct of the war, he felt a certain pleasure in their secret alliance.
As the war council began to break up, Marthe and Ai dan joi ned the exodus,

st oppi ng when they reached Marthe's hovercraft. She turned toward him her
face partially in shadow.

"What is it, Aidan?' she asked, seemning puzzled by his expression

"In this light, you |l ook so much |ike one of the Fal con Guard
warri ors—MechWarrior Diana."

"Perhaps her sibko shared our Mattlov or Pryde gene heritage."
" Shei sfreeborn. "

"l have never had a child."

"What a curious thing to say."

**] know. Clan warriors are rarely parents. Have you ever been?"



"Just the thought of it makes me uneasy. The nmere words relating to natura
birth make nme unconfortable.”

"If I visit the Falcon Guards, you will show ne this Mech Warrior, quiaffl"”
AP

Mart he began to clinb into her hovercraft, then turned back. "I wanted to say
that . . . well, | would be proud to enter battle led by the Fal con Guards. By

Pryde's Pride."

Then she was gone, vani shed into the darkness of the hovercraft. Ai dan wal ked
to his VIOL, along the way *% hearing further mutter ings fromC an
commanders. Per-

152 Robert Thurston
baps he even heard one of themcall the Fal con Guards "Pryde's Denied."

D ana wat ched her father |eave the VIOL and stride to the Guard command post.
She had acconpani ed himduring the ride to the Cormand G oup in order to get a
repl acenent circuit board for her 'Mech. Watching the exchange between Ai dan
and Marthe Pryde, she had not been sure what to think about it.

Al t hough she strove to be a true Clan warrior, it was still difficult to purge
some of her village ways. Coupling anong the | ower castes was nuch | ess casua
man anong Cl an warriors, and a taboo exi sted agai nst sexual contact between
menbers of the sanme famly. Yet, Can warriors, nenbers of the same genetic
line, the same sibko, coupled easily and often. She did not begrudge her
father the confort of sex, but it made her uneasy to think he mght do it with
a si bki n.

Then it struck her that she, after all, was the of fspring of Aidan and anot her
menber of his sibko, Peri. That had never seened significant or om nous. But
Peri was her nother, and D ana had grown up adnmiring her, though she was often
absent. She recalled Peri once telling her mat words for the parent-child

rel ation were nearly obscene in the sibko, which was why Di ana did not cal

her "nother." Peri had been raised to believe die word forbidden, the very
concept of parenthood anat hema. Though she had willingly becone a parent,
abandoning birth control in order to conceive a child by Aidan, she had
gradual | y taught her daughter to call her Peri instead of nother

"You | ook sonewhat pensive this evening, Mech-VWarrior D ana,"

She turned and saw that it was Elemental Star Conmander Selima of the First
Delta Elemental Star. He was a tall, dark-skinned man with prom nent
cheekbones and a gentle mouth. The tallest of all the Falcon Guard

El e-nental s, he towered over Diana, who was tall for a MechWarrior. She had

al ways liked him He was not gruff or rude like so many El emental s, and seened
capabl e of serious thought, another contrast to nost Elementals. She had never
seen hi m engage i n horsepl ay
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wi th other nenbers of his sub-caste. CGenerally, he held hinself aloof.

"You will not report me for thinking on duty, will you, Star Conmander
Sel i ma?"



"No. | saw no dereliction. My comrent was directed to the expression on your
face. You were thinking of something that had meaning for you."

"In a way. But it is a private thought."

"Aahhh. | had not nmeant to intrude."

"You did not intrude. | amglad you are diverting ne fromit."
"A pleasure. You are a special MechWarrior, Diana."

"Why do you say that?"

"Because you are conplicated. Not nmany warriors are conplicated."
"lam freeborn.”

"That may explain it."

"You do not find warriors to be conplicated? Do you not think our Star
Col onel, for exanple, conplicated?"

"Yes, | do. But like you, he is different. Examine his codex. Not the typica
mlitary record.”

They tal ked a while longer. Before Selima left, Diana said to him "You have
not commented on ny physical appearance, Selim. Men usually do."

"El enmental nen?"
"Well, no, not Elenental nen."

"There you have it. W do not even find each other beautiful. W would hate it
if we did"

"I hate it, and | amnot Elenental."
"You, MechWarrior Diana, are a genetic msfit," he said with a smle that nade
hi s words sound conplinmentary. "And now | bid you good night."

The tall Elenental |oped away gracefully, returning to his Star's assenbly
ar ea.

Di ana was suddenly unhappy. This night, which should have been filled with the
sound and fury of battle, was filled with words instead. Wl king quickly and
then breaking into a run, she went toward her BattleMech to prepare for the
attack. Well, she thought, at least for now the words will stop

27

Prezno Plain canme to an abrupt end, reninding Aidan of the ancient Terran
belief that the world was flat and people would drop oif the edge when they
reached the end of it. What a piece of strategy that m ght have been, A dan

t hought, staring at the view of the plain's end on his primary screen. Wat if
Conttar had been able to arrange for a flat world so that the O ans would
gallop right off its edge? The immage was fanciful yet inpressive—hordes of
Clansmen in their gleam ng BattieMechs running off the edge and vanishing into
t he vacuum of space. He shut his eyes for a nonent and saw a vi sion of
hundreds of ' Mechs di sappearing into the void.



Horse's voi ce com ng suddenly over their private channel broke Aidan's
reverie. "The bridges are in sight, and the forces on Robyn's Crossing have
fired on the Twelfth Falcon Cluster. The battle is engaged, sir."

The Twel fth had won the honor of |eading the assault on the bridge. Know ng
that it had been Mar Helmer's Cluster when he was a Star Col onel, Aidan

concl uded that politics nmust have been involved in the choice. That nade him
angry, for he believed the position should have been open to bidding anong al

t he Jade Fal con contingents, including the Falcon Guards. Another Custer, the
Sevent h Fal cons, was assigned the other bridge, Plough Bridge. According to
Horse, the Seventh had just reached its objective, and no battle had yet begun
there.

Until now, both bridges had been out of sight of the oncom ng Jade Fal cons
because they were in a valley. The access to each was down a rocky sl ope.

Recon had established that BattleMechs could not descend wi t hout becom ng
sitting ducks for the bridge forces, so junp-
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capabl e ' Mechs had taken the forefront. They | eaped into the valley and
returned the fusillades of the ConfStar ' Mechs.

Ai dan nonitored sonme of the fighting at Robyn's Crossing on his primry
screen, the visuals rendered pale by the intense |ight of Tukayyid' s sun. For
a nonent the conbat was at a stalemate. At Robyn's Crossing, a fierce defense
by the Conttar 'Mechs in front of and on the bridge itself pressed the Twel fth
back. Mssile fire exploded one Jade Fal con BattleMech, then another was
severely damaged, leaving half its right hip detached and hangi ng. Ai dan
cursed as he watched the commander of the Twelfth order a retreat back to the
foot of the slope to cover the descent of the BattleMechs w thout junp
capacity.

"Bad nmove, huh?" Horse said. "I agree."

"She has them bunched together so nuch that she is practically offering the
Com CGuards target practice.”

"We are lucky this is a private channel."
"I would say that to Khan Chistu hinself."
Horse sighed. "Yes, you would."

They continued to watch, all the while proceeding toward the battle site. Then
Ai dan spoke. "Well, it is tine."

"What do you nean?"

"Time for us to follow our orders. Once the battle is joined, we are to break
t hrough, renmenber? W are going to help the Twelfth take that bridge."

"You have ny enthusiastic approval ."

Ai dan opened the conmine and ordered the Fal con Guards to press forward at
the best unit speed. As the unit passed up two other Clusters, they maintained
a precision formation that nust have been the envy of their fell ow Jade

Fal cons even as many of them were probably cursing every Fal con Guard who had
ever existed and the sibkos that spawned them



As befitted a C an commander, Aidan Pryde led the way in his Tinber WIf to
the crest of the slope | eading down to Robyn's Crossing. He slowed his
Batt| eMech when he saw the crest, the edge of this particular world, then
paced his 'Mech into a graceful, |oping wal k. Back in the DropShip he had
ordered his techs to equip his
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Ti mber WoIf with junp jet nodul es. That meant sacrificing his machi ne guns and
some lasers normally nmounted in his torso, but he was too used to junping in
the Sum nmoner, his forner 'Mech. He could not give it up now just because junp
jets were not a standard feature on a Tinber WIf.

The ' Mechs of Horse and Margo, another of his Fal con Guard Commrand
MechWarriors, also had junp ability. They stayed with their conmander, a
coupl e of 'Mech paces behind, as he pushed his Tinmber WIf forward. At the
very crest of the hill Aidan engaged his junp jets and glided upward, reaching
a quick zenith, then comi ng down, ahead of the Battl eMechs of the Twelfth

Fal con Cluster, and closer to Robyn's Crossing than any Jade Fal con Battl eMech
had yet come.

Descendi ng, Aidan blasted away at the Com Guard ' Mechs defendi ng the head of
the bridge. They had not been expecting a BattleMech assault fromthe sky,
whi ch gave Aidan and his pair of cohorts an i mediate and significant

advant age. An edge at the edge of the world, Aidan thought.

He used his angle to blast away at the head of a heavy BattleMech mat his
secondary screen identified as a type called a Thug. Targeting his |arge

| asers, he made a direct and filial hit against the head of the Thug, no doubt
ending the life of its pilot. He did not have time to watch the ' Mech stagger
backward agai nst a bridge stanchion, then plunge into the deep waters of the
churning Prezno River. The splash it made was inpressive, the waters rising up
onto the bridge surface | eaving puddl es along its roadway.

Ai dan's attention was on another Conftar 'Mech, a sleek, bigfooted Sentine
that was just swinging its au-tocannon upward to fire at the Tinber Wl f.
Firing over the shoulders of Aldan's 'Mech, MechWarrior Margo, in a light M st
Lynx, got a lock onto the center torso of the Sentinel, then destroyed it with
a set of sleek-arcing mssiles. The eneny 'Mech fell to the ground, flanes
shooting fromits chest.

Horse managed to take out a pair of ConStar 'Mechs during his descent, while
Ai dan gave a Conttar Rifleman a |inp.

By the time the trio of Can BattleMechs had | anded,
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the bridge defense was in disarray. Aidan ordered his group forward, the
action prodding the Jade Fal cons back at the slope to charge forward.

The Conft ar commander apparently decided that the Can had won this phase, for
the surviving eneny 'Mechs began a retreat. They traversed Robyn's Crossing
quickly, with only the linmping R fleman | aggi ng behi nd. The bridge was soon
clear, an inviting pathway with a few puddles gleaning on its surface, |eading
to that side of the river where the Jade Fal con C an objectives awaited.
"There are reports of heavy fighting at Plough Bridge," Horse said. "W are
apparently taking the day there."



"Fine. Let us take a little stroll to the other side of Robyn's Crossing,
qui af f, Horse?"

"Hold it there one minute, Star Col onel Aidan Pryde," said a new voice on the
open channel . Aidan recogni zed the voice imediately fromthe council in the
grove. It was Star Col onel Senza Oriega, the one who had conpl ained that it
was i nappropriate for the tainted Fal con Guards to |l ead the entire Jade Fal con
arny into battle.

She came forward in her savage-|ooki ng Executioner. C ose behind followed a
pair of her Command Star ' Mechs, like a pair of thugs backing up a bandit
| eader.

"You cannot be first onto Robyn's Crossing, Aidan Pryde. That is the right of
the Twelfth Falcon Cluster. It is ny right."

Ai dan took a deep breath. In his mnd he could see Senza Oiega, with her pale
ghostli ke conpl exion, sitting snugly in her pilot seat, throwi ng her weight
around as if it had ' Mech tonnage.

"Your right, you say?"
"Aff. Qur right, actually."

"Did you down the four Confstar Battl eMechs and send the rest into a retreat?
Did the Twel fth Fal con O uster down any Conftstar Battl eMechs? Did Senza Oiega
and her Twelfth Falcon Custer take Robyn's Crossing?"

"None of that, none of your boasting has any effect on the order of march
across die bridge. It is an honor the Twelfth Fal con Cluster has earned by its
entire conbat history. It is for us to | ead the way across the bridge and into
t he next phase of battle on the other side of the bridge."
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Ai dan was seething with anger at Senza Onega's di sparagi ng tone. "Wat kind of
freebirth stupidity is this?" he screaned into his mke. "Do you dare—~

"Star Col onel, ease up on— It was Horse cutting in on the transm ssion
"I amsorry about the epithet, Horse. | amjust so—
"Forget the epithet. | was not offended. | am counseling cal mess here, not

| ecturing on manners. There is no point in two honorabl e and courageous
comander s—

"Honor abl e? Courageous? Horse, she has no right to take away our—
"My orders are clear," Senza Oiega said coldly. "W have no tine for your
petty little tantrunms. The Khan has decreed that the Twelfth Fal con C uster
shall lead the way across the bridge, and so it shall be. Star Colonel, let ne
conmend you for your conbat achievenments here. They will receive nuch praise
in m report on the taking of the bridge."

"I am honored," Aidan muttered, but Senza Oiega apparently did not notice the
sarcasm It was not a verbal shading common anong Cl an warriors, and often
they did not perceive it readily.

"Perhaps you will allow me a suggestion,” Horse said. "If there is still bad
bl ood between you two after we have won our objectives, a Trial of Gievance



m ght be appropriate. |, for one, will do everything in ny power to discourage
it, but as often happens, the way of the C an provides a solution to a
probl em"

"Your subordinate speaks well, Aidan Pryde. Let us |leave matters at that.
wi Il nmake this one concession. After the Twelfth Falcon Cluster has crossed
the bridge, the Fal con Guards may have the honor of com ng next."

Ai dan hel d back his anger. "W respectfully decline the honor, Star Col one
Senza Oriega,"” he said tone-Ilessly.

"As you wish. Please clear the way."

While the Twelfth Fal con Custer assenbled behind Oiega, with those who had
been at the crest of the hill com ng down the slope with difficulty to join
their unit, Aidan, Horse, and Margo cl eared the way.

Senza Oriega and her Conmand Star went first. Aidan was bitterly anused at the
delicate way the feet of the Twelfth's ' Mechs had to step over the fallen
Contt ar
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Battl e Mechs. The nmovenent rem nded himof villagers carefully avoiding the
deposits left by aninmals in their streets. He wondered if they would al so be
shy of the puddles on the bridge. He cursed hinself for his un-C anlike
specul ations, but he could not help it.

Horse was continuing to nonitor reports of the battle for Plough Bridge. "The
Com Guard units there have also retreated, with even | ess danage than what
they took here. The Seventh Fal con Cluster is now crossing."

Ai dan smiled. "Sounds |ike they have edged the Twelfth for the honor of
getting to the other side of the river. A major achievenent, Horse. They—what
was that ?"

In the distance canme the sound of an expl osion, nen another, then a synphony
of overl appi ng expl osi ons.

"Somet hi ng has gone wong at Plough Bridge," Horse shouted. "The Com Guards
nmust have pl ant ed—=

As though conpl eting Horse's transm ssion, the denmplition charges the Com
Guards had conceal ed on Robyn's Crossing began to expl ode. The first expl osion
cane just as Senza Onega's Battl eMech crossed what was approximately the

hal fway mark of the bridge roadbed.

The Twelfth 'Mechs waiting to pass onto the bridge were rocked backward, the
force of the continuing blasts knocking some of theminto each other, and a
few fell Iike dom noes.

Al t hough Aidan and the two other Falcon Guards were far to the side, they too
felt the inmpact of the explosion. The trio managed to keep their 'Mechs
upright, but Mar-go's M st Lynx took a load of metal debris right in the upper
torso. The 'Mech kept its legs in spite of its lightness, but the torso
rotated on its hips. Medics who | ater checked out the battlefield discovered
Margo, still seated and with her hands on her controls. She had been killed
when a netal piece smashed into the cockpit and hit her sharply in one tenple.

When Ai dan heard the news much later, he regretted her death. Margo had been



one of the best light 'Mech pilots he had ever net.
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Just as the Com Guards had appeared nysteriously fromout of the ground during
their hit-and-run raid, they now emerged fromthe cloud of snoke and debris
created by the bridge explosions. The long, gradually sloping hillside on the
other side of Prezno River suddenly teened with Com Guard Battle Mechs, attack
vehi cl es, and ground forces.

A squadron of aerofighters appeared beyond the far hillside, first soaring
upward, then down toward the ' Mechs near the riverbanks.

The first air wave swept toward the bridge itself, passing | ow over the
snol deri ng, snoky structure, zeroing in on the remaining Twelfth Fal con
Cluster, weaking havoc with short-range mssiles and medium | asers. Severa
'Mechs, pinned against the cliff wall, becane easy targets. One expl oded
others nerely fell

Downri ver fromthe bridge, neither Aidan nor Horse yet realized that
MechWarrior Margo had been killed, only that she did not respond to them over
the comml i ne.

Because of the high slopes, the aerofighters could not cone in close to the
Jade Fal con BattleMechs. Instead they had to veer away to avoid crashing. Wth
t heir undersi des exposed, the fighters becanme the targets, and a Dire Wl f pHot
di senbowel ed an lronsides with a mssile cluster. The aerofighter fell into
the already-steamng river, creating nore heat waves as it rapidly sank

In the distance anot her wave of aerofighters had arrived, their short- and
| ong-range mssiles striking dangerously close to the 'Mechs of Ai dan and
Hor se

"I do not think we can do nuch good here," Horse said. "W should get out
while we can.”
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"But whether we stay or go, we have problens. If we stay here, we are up
against terrible odds. If we retreat, our own forces block the way while they
are trying to leap over or clinmb up the hillside. If we junp, we becone
sitting ducks for the next aerofighter attack."

"What do you suggest, Ai dan?"

"The river may be the safest place. | amlooking at it on ny secondary screen
The waters are i medi ately deep off the bank.'1

"I hate operating a 'Mech underwater."

"I will take conplaints later. Into the water then. Did you get that,
MechWarri or Margo? Margo?"

"Something is wong, Aidan. Should | get her out?"
"No time. We have to |eave her."

After a slight hesitation, Horse said quietly, "Yes, sir.

"We will progress downstreamtwo and a half kilometers, then cone out and take



our chances, quigffVv*
AP

Jumpi ng together, they hit the water just as the next wave of aeronghtere flew
over. One of the fighters reacted quickly to the pair of jumping 'Mechs,
letting | oose a cluster of short-range missiles. The attenpt came too |ate,
and the mssiles nerely flung up a lot of dirt. The two 'Mechs were already in
the water, with only ripples show ng where they had entered.

For Joanna and Di ana the sudden battle created al nost overwhel ni ng chaos.
Surviving 'Mechs of the Twelfth Falcon duster rushed past themin a

di sorgani zed retreat fromthe fierce artillery barrage now bei ng | aunched by
the Conftar forces. Leaderteas, the Twelfth was not able to formup and nmake a
st and.

For a while the Falcon Guards tried to counter the barrage and bold the line.
They were able to hang on for awhile, but Joanna, now in command because Ai dan
Pryde' s whereabouts were unknown, saw that the Guards' amunition was
dangerously |low and that they were taking too many hits. She ordered the

Fal con Guards to join the general retreat, which was now endorsed by the

Gal axy Commander, Mar Hel mer, hinself.

The battle went on for npost of the day. While the Com Guards bl asted away
relentlessly with long-range mssile
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fusillades, their aerospace wing continued to rain heavy damage on the fl eeing
arnmy. Eventually, however, the Jade Fal cons were out of effective range of the
Com Guard weapons. The Jade Falcon lines were also spread thin, by order of
Mar Hel mer. The Conftstar commander ordered a cease-fire, and the aerofighters,
their amo exhausted, returned to their DropShips.

When the Jade Fal con forces cane to a rest, Joanna noted mat they were only
about twenty kiloneters fromwhere they had originally | anded. Mking a quick
check of the terrain maps, she saw that, after coining within twenty

kil ometers of their objectives, they were now fifty kil oneters away. Joanna
did not want to be the one who woul d have to take the blane for the failure of
the march toward gl ory.

Fortunately, mraculously, the Falcon Guards had not suffered serious
casualties. Some 'Mech arnmor had been chi pped and gouged away, some weapons
had overheated and required i nmedi ate repair, and nost of the 'Mechs needed
some internal tinkering, but the Fal con Guards had come through the Conftar
counterattack better than nost of the other Jade Fal con units.

Aside from MechWarrior Faulk, the warrior injured earlier, three Fal con Guards
were listed as missing in action. Lamentably, this trio included the Custer
conmander and namesake of "Pryde's Pride." No matter that Joanna had despi sed
Ai dan Pryde for so nmany years, she sincerely hoped that it was not the
cowardly Conttar strategy that had done himin.

The | aborious novenment of an underwater 'Mech was agonizing, stultifying even,
made nore so by the swirling, rushing waters of the Prezno River. Yet no

Battl eMech could nmove efficiently under even the cal mest of waters. Rather
the ' Mech becane as clunmsy and sl ow as soneone sadly out of shape trying to
rel earn an ol d physical exercise.

The river worked in their favor, however, speeding their progress. Even at



these depths the rapid currents of Prezno River buffeted the two ' Mechs al ong
with a force that Aidan felt even in his cockpit. Wth the turnmoil of the

wat ers keeping the riverbed stirred up, he could see little of it. He would
not have been sure they were getting anywhere, no matter what his sensors
reveal ed, were it
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not for the light projecting fromHorse's cockpit. It poured steadily forth,
illuminating the riverbank to their left. The bl obs that swamin and out of
the murky | uni nescence were, Aidan assuned, various types of underwater
creatures. In the distorted light, none of them | ooked anything Iike fish.

Soon enough the two and a half kilonmeters had been covered. Looking toward the
bank of the river, Aidan saw that it had just enough slope to pernmt a 'Mech
to gain footing and push upward. H's first try failed, however, and the Ti nber
Wl f settled back into the water. How he wi shed he could use the junp jets
underwat er, but water entering the intakes would mate the ' Mech expl ode.
Patiently, |aboriously, he tried once nore. This tine he broke surface, gained
a foothold on the slope, and pulled hinself and his 'Mech out of the river.
Horse fol | owed soon after

Everything seened quiet at mis part of the river. Looking back upstream they
could see the snoke and river-steam conpletely obscuring the battle.

"Thi ngs | ook bad,'* Ai dan coment ed.
"I take it mat we are not returning to that."

14No, we want to be brave, but not suicidal. We will run along the flank, see
what we can do, and try to rejoin the Fal con Guards."

"I hope the Guards have cone out of this better than the Twelfth did.*'
"Senza Onega was a great warrior, but she was a fool."

"Fool ? Arrogant, perhaps, even rude, but a fool ?"

"She |l ed her conmand into total disaster.”

Hor se paused for a nonment, giving Aidan a hard stare. "Do not forget that it
was you agitating for the right to be first over the bridge. |Instead of
calling Senza Oriega a fool, you might say nmat she took the bullet that was
meant for you."

Di ana coul d not explain the inner enptiness she felt. Wen night fell and
Ai dan Pryde was still listed as m ssing, she began to fear that he was a
definite casualty of the battle of Robyn's Crossing. Had she been wong to
wi t hhold her identity fromhin? It had seemed the best
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course while he was still alive, but now she wi shed for a chance to
reconsi der.

So many had been | ost at Robyn's Crossing that her father and the others were
only a fraction of the casualties. Yet his deeds had been nenorable, and many
warriors spoke of themall through the encanprment. If he had died, his death
was one worthy of a warrior



Then Joanna cane to her with the news that Aidan Pryde had survived, that he
had just now rejoined the Fal con Guards.

D ana stayed her distance, disturbed by how relieved she was to see this
stranger who was her father alive. She watched hi m nove here and there through
t he canp, speaking with many of the warriors, reviving their spirits and in
turn receiving their respect.

Di ana was sure that after this night the nickname "Pryde's Pride" would stick
at |l east anong the Fal con . Guards thensel ves. She wondered whet her she, too,
m ght becone Pryde's pride if she were to reveal to himtheir blood tie.
Probably not, she told herself. Anyway, she had already |lost the urge to tel
hi m

29

As Aidan had told Horse, the way of the O an was not particularly subtle, but
he had to admit that the shape of the events follow ng the destruction of
Robyn's Crossing and Plough Bridge were taking on a subtle shading. Prezno

Ri ver became a powerful synmbol for the officers of the Fal con command group
In the war councils, he could hear in his fellow warriors' words that the
river was no |longer a nmere body of water. It had begun to represent the fight
for Tukayyid itself. The river's roiling surface and strong current were |ike
the ConfStar artillery barrages that |ay ahead, with their apparently endl ess
supply of ammunition. Its murky depths reflected all me tricks and deceptions
of ComBtar strategy. A jutting branch could pierce a warrior's back like a
Contt ar anbush, river debris swimin and around himlike darting ContStar |ight
'Mechs. Moving slowy, a warrior became an even better target for the eneny.

Ai dan wanted to berate his fellow warriors for their attributing human notives
to the river. It is just a river, he wanted to say, just water and the
ordinary elenents found in water. There was no reason to invest the river with
nmystery. Symbolismwas an Inner Sphere style of thinking. He should know,
havi ng read enough of their books in his tine.

And yet the river did seemto have turned agai nst them Ever since the
destruction of the bridges, several units had tried to di scover places where
it was possible to ford the river. Each attenpt had ended in failure and,
frequently, disaster. The few Battl eMechs that nmade it partway into the river
at relatively shallow points were alnost inmediately swept up by the swift
currents and knocked
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downstream Sonme of diemcane out of the river in a bartered condition, sone
were never heard from again. There were already runors that recon planes had
spotted pieces of 'Mechs, seat cushions, interior paneling, nyoner bundles,
and die like crowmded into river inlets, |ooking Iike sewer debris.

The only aspect of die battle going well for Can Jade Fal con were the
assaults of their aerofighters, many of which had successfully strafed Com
GQuard ' Mechs and vehicles. The ConfStar air arm had becone surprisingly

qui escent, and the only aerofighters that had been spotted were staying away
fromdi e obviously superior Jade Falcon aircraft. Mst of die successful air
activity took place beyond the river. Near die riverbanks die Com Guard forces
delivered fierce attacks and counterattacks.

Wth die Confstar barrage tenporarily halted and its aerofighters out of
action, die calmnight hid the ravages suffered by die countryside of Prezno
Plain. Only die snmells of scorched arnmor, cordite, and die faint netallic



odors of overheated Battl eMechs suggested die scale and scope of die battle
that had so recently taken place there.

When Aidan could not bear to listen to any nore fol -derol, he asked to address
di e council. Though he sensed the di sapproval of the other C an conmandi ng
officers, he strode forward.

"Star Col onel Aidan Pryde, we commrend your courage at die Battle of Robyn's
Crossing," Gal axy Conmmander Mar Hel mer said. The Khan, sitting next to him
nodded agreenent. "Wat have you to say to us here?"

"I believe this talk of our engineers building a bridge across die river is a
waste of tine," Aidan said. Sone nurmured objection buzzed anpbng di e assenbl ed
warriors, but no one stood to contradict Aidan. "W need to get personnel onto
the other side of Prezno River, warriors who can defend die other end of any
bridge we attenpt to construct. Qtherwi se the Com Guards will pick off our

engi neers at their leisure.”

Star Col onel Gran Newclay of the Third Fal con O uster stood up suddenly. He
spoke in die nasty voice he always used to convey derision with sone sinple
words. "And wi thout die bridge, how does die noble hero of Robyn's Crossing
intend to get units across die Prezno River?"
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"Those of us equipped with junp jets can junp across."”

Gran Newcl ay made a sound in the back of his throat that nust have been sone
di storted version of a laugh. He was a tall, thick man with skin that | ooked
i ke cracked and over-oiled |eather

"And is the noble hero of Robyn's Crossing aware that the river is too wide
for the longest junp-jet |eap a Jade Fal con Battl eMech can manage? The Prezno
is sone two hundred-fifty neters wide at its narrowest crossing. The Star

Col onel must have been asl eep when we di scussed the terrain at the | ast
council. We decided then that no junps were possible and that the bridges—*

It was a breach of decorumduring a Clan council to interrupt an officer who
was senior hi grade, even when the gathering was an inprovised war neeting

such as this one. Aidan did so anyway, "l know all the proper data, Star

Col onel Gran Newclay. | know it as well as you. But let me say this: My Fal con
Guards have all been ordered to mount junp jet nodules, and we can find a

pl ace to use them and we will use them"

"Respectfully," Gran Newclay said, "I submit that the noble hero's plan is too
audaci ous, and the O an nmust not adopt it. W nust set into notion the

engi neer units, assign BattleMechs to protect them-a duty I am sure the Fal con
Guards could fulfill very well—-and get themto the river for—=

Ai dan conmitted another breach of council etiquette, interrupting Newclay a
second tine. "Contstar will pick themoff even as they are constructing the
bridge, unless ny Falcon Guards can get to the other side, along with any

ot her junp-equi pped ' Mechs that can be detached to join us. Then, as | stated,
we can defend that side so that the engineers can build their structure under
proper protection. Wth ' Mechs to provide | ong-range support and our

El enental s to proceed further into the countryside, we can provide just that."
"I submit again,” Gan Newclay said, his voice |ouder now, "that the C an

| eaders cannot approve such a shortsighted strategy. The Prezno River is too
treacherous at all points. Its current will nerely sweep our Battl eMechs away



i nstead of =
And Aidan interrupted Gran Newclay a third tine,
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whi ch woul d have been grounds for an honor duel in noncombat conditions. "Yes,
we may | ose sonme of oar 'Mechs, but mat is war, quiafft \Watever sacrifice is
made, we rust do this or wind up taking potshots at the Com Guards from across
the rivetl, while the rest of the Cans ganmer the glory el sewhere on
Tukayyi d.'

Ai dan's appeal to the conpetition between O ans was cal cul ated. If anything
could rouse Can warriors to action, it was the suggestion mat the success of
rival Cans might bring shane to them

"The way is difficult,” said Gan Newclay, now clearly ruffled, "but approved
conbat procedures are the only way we can hope to—=*

Coul d Aidan Pryde interrupt G an Newclay a fourth tune? No doubt about it.
"Gran Newcl ay, you take your approved conmbat procedures and drop nmemin the
Prezno River with the sharded remants of the two bridges."

"I approve of Star Col onel Aidan Pryde's alacrity to enter battle," Gal axy
Conmmander Mar Hel nmer said, "but | believe that such a drastic proposal would
only serve to—=

Mar Helmer, his face as pale and his manners as calmas ever, was a warrior
whom Ai dan woul d not dare interrupt. But soneone el se coul d.

"I would remind the Gal axy Comrander that Ai dan Pryde has been given free
reign hi all his actions during ms canpaign by rule of Khan Chistu." From out
of the shadows canme Kael Pershaw, his hal f-mask catching the |ight and then
casting it out again strangely to the assenbly. He linped slowy forward,
noddi ng to Mar Hel ner and Khan Chi stu. Pershaw was as nmuch a |l egend to the

| eaders as to the ordinary warriors. "l endorse Aidan Pryde's plan. It will
not only give us a mlitary position worth holding, it will gain us the tine
necessary to build our bridges. | would rem nd those anbng us who believe that

the bridges are the only solution that the waters of the Prezno are so active,
presenting so many obstacles, that constructing a bridge would be difficult
even under the best of circunstances. **

The crowd becane utterly silent, while Kael Pershaw s very breaths becane
stentorian in the stillness. He linped over to Aidan Pryde and touched himon

the shoul der with his good hand. He gl anced over at the still-silent
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Khan, who responded with a quick nod. "I think you are free to go. Assenble

t he Fal con Guards and find your way across the river. You go with the
bl essi ngs of your Khan, your Can, and the i mortal Kerenskys."

A few warriors whispered, "Seyla."

"May | address the assenbly?' 1 asked Star Col onel Marthe Pryde, stepping
forward fromthe nmlling crowmd of C an conmanders. Mar Hel mer granted the
request. Marthe stood up, feet spread apart, arms akinbo. "I command the
Second Fal con Cluster," she said. "Many of our 'Mechs are equi pped with junp
jets. I wish to volunteer those 'Mechs, nmine included, to join Star Col one
Ai dan Pryde in this mission. | believe that the nore personnel we can comit



to the canpaign to take the other side of the river, the better the chances of
our success. | at this time fornmalize the request.”

Nei t her the Khan nor the Gal axy Commander spoke for a |ong nonment, then the
Khan nodded toward Mar Hel mer. " Permi ssion granted,*' Hel nmer said.

Ai dan coul d not have said why, but he felt an odd surge of elation at Marine's
act. As her forner sibkin, he was glad to have her on his side. As a
conmander, he wel coned t he cooperation and assi stance of one of the finest
warriors in Can Jade Fal con
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Mech Warrior Di ana had never seen river rapids before. Standing on the edge of
t he embankment, | ooking down several neters of steep cliff at this stretch of
Prezno River, she was anmazed by die rush of the frenzied, white-capped waters
of the river. Waves splashed off pitted rocks, sometines rising high, nen

di ssipating into m sty vapor. The water twi sted and turned, as if refusing to
follow the river course downstream A |arge whirlpool had formed in an inlet.
It spiraled downward relentlessly, seenm ng to beckon any observer into its
darkness, its watery black hole. Spray fromthe rapids left little droplets on
her Warhawk's viewport, distorting the exterior images into a wavery,

i mpressionistic scene. Only on her primary screen was the view of the river
sharply detail ed

Over the commline, she heard Joanna make a sound of disgust.
"What was the point of sending us here, do yon think?" Joanna said.

"Recon thought they spotted a possible junmping place two kil oneters further
downstream " Diana told her

"No. The commander has surveyed that area, and be says there are no other
possibilities. He is on his way here now. "

Eneny resistance to the Jade Fal con search of the river had been neager. D ana
t hought that the Com Guards night be playing a child s gane with the O an
warriors, the kind where the dom nant side holds back to one side of a line
and nen, with taunts and dares, tries to lure the disrupted side across the
line. Cone and get me, mght be the Com Guard's present taunt. They had only

| aunched some air attacks, their aerofighters going after
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any units or individual BattleMecfas separated fromthe main body. The
fighters were |like pesty insects, zooming in to do some damage but slipping
away again before any counterattack could be effective. Occasionally, the
sound of artillery fire echoed fromupstream but Joanna had received no

i nformati on on whether any of it had hurt Jade Fal con ' Mechs.

The ot her side of the rapids was undefended. D ana thought that was probably
because it seemed so unlikely that a unit would ever attenpt a cross here. No
engi neer with any sense woul d suggest building a bridge across this steep
chasm above these treacherous waters.

"Any news, Star Captain Joanna?" MechWarrior Leema asked. She had brought her
Storncrow right to the cliff's edge and was conducting a depth scan of the
waters bel ow. The figures changed qui ckly as she watched them for the depth
was hi ghly unstabl e.



"Just the sane information. The engi neer battalion has been pi nned down by
artillery several kilometers fromdie river. They are trying to reach both the
Robyn's Crossing and Pl ough Bridge sites.”

"A tough mission for those techs,** MechWarrior Khastis cut in, "since the
eneny is keeping at |east one reginent at both sites.”

"And that will be our destination,'* said Star Col onel Aidan Pryde as he hove
into sight frombehind a riverside grove. **The other side of Robyn's
Crossing. W will take out the Contstar forces there, and we will build the

bri dge across the river at that point.**

"A simple task,*" Joanna said dryly. "The only hitch is figuring out howto
cross the river."

"A problem | will admit, but | have solved it."
"Ch? What place are we using for the exercise, Star Col onel ?'*
"Wy, right here, of course.**

Though Joanna and Di ana coul d not see each other, neither would have been
surprised to find the other exanmi ning the turbulent, rocky rapids

i ncredul ously before hearing Aidan's expl anati on of how the exercise would
wor k. Even then they were leery of the Star Col onel's plan

"Assenbl e the Fal con Guards and die Battl eMechs
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fromthe Second Fal con Cluster at this point," he ordered. Watever her

option, Joanna sent out the call

When Ai dan asked for volunteers for the first phase of Operation Skipping
Stone, the names of every Clan warrior fromboth units appeared on his prinmary
screen. Even all the Elenmental, none of whom could be used in this phase,

vol unteered. He was not surprised by the nunber of volunteers, but the ritua
had to be acconmplished. Setting his computer for random sel ection, five
Mech-Warriors were chosen, with a pair of alternates. He elimnated any ' Mechs
fromTrinaries Delta and Echo so that they would be free to carry their

El enental s to the opposite side of the river. Joanna suggested that other

El emrental units be carried on BattleMechs of various Stars. Aidan vetoed the
suggesti on, saying he wanted no extra weight on BattleMechs that did not
normally carry Elenentals. "The weight of one Elenmental could throw off a
pilot's control, and we cannot risk even a fraction of error." Instead, he
announced a different plan.

Fal con Guard MechWarriors Ta-Ken from Trinary Bravo and Peel from Trinary
Charlie were the first to junp into the mddle of the Prezno River. The spot
chosen for their landing was a rel ative shall ows. Nearby rocks had sl owed the
current sonmewhat, though it still rushed violently past the 'Mechs' legs at a
breakneck rate. Ta-ken's 'Mech swayed and i medi ately fell sideways into the
water. As instructed by Aidan, Ta-ken guided the 'Mech's fall, first going
down on one knee, then sliding its |leg backward. He then let the 'Mech slide
into the water while rotating its torso to the left so that the cockpit was
still above die surface when the machine had settled into the water. Mst of
the ' Mech was now underwater, with only a leg, the front of the torso, and an
arm above water. While Ta-ken's 'Mech went down, Peel was executing simlar
maneuvers so that his 'Mech came down next to Ta-ken's, with the bottomthird
of its legs slightly behind the upper section of the other 'Mech's torso.



In the second group of junping BattleMechs were one from Marthe's unit,
piloted by Star Commander |bdik, and two nore Fal con Guard MechWarriors, Fenn
fromTrinary Al pha and Shank from Trinary Charlie. These
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three nade their | eaps, one junping a second after the other. Todik's 'Mech
cane down next to Peel's, Fenn's beside Todik's, and Shank's beside Fenn's.
Then they maneuvered their machi nes so that each slightly overl apped the ot her
inaline. The five 'Mechs now forned a breakwater, diverting turbul ent water
around each end and creating a tranquil pool in the center of the river.

But the formi ng of the breakwater was not w thout a cost. Fenn's 'Mech crashed
into the river with its cockpit submerged, and when Shank | anded, the M into
the river breeched his 'Mech's torso, flooding the engi ne conpartnent and
killing power to the 'Mech. Trapped in their cockpits, both Shank and Fenn
suffocated within fifteen m nutes.

As Ai dan oversaw the creation of the makeshift breakwater, Joanna lined up the
other BattleMechs in groups of four. Sone Jade Fal con officers, detached by
the Khan to observe the operation, watched as she set several even lines of
guartet groupings going back fromthe edge of the river, each line at about
the sane distance fromthe one in front of it.

When the last ' Mech had settled into the river and the current was obviously
di verted. Aidan took stock of his creation and, in a godlike way, felt

pl eased. There was a kind of austere beauty to the way the visible parts of
the five 'Mechs fornmed a thin nmetal island in the nmiddle of the river. Sone
wat er sprayed over themand | eft droplets on their surfaces. The light on the
droplets sparkled with activity. The water of the tranquil pool was clear and
t he underwat er sections of the 'Mechs were distorted into shimering patterns.

"Star Col onel ?" Joanna said. "The first line is ready to junmp at your order.’

"The first one will junp after ne," Aidan said, setting his Tinber WIf by the
edge of the enbanknent.

"You intend to be the first?"

"Who better? It is nmy plan. If it is poor, | should be the one to pay the
consequences. "

" But -

Wthout waiting to hear her objection, Aidan engaged his junmp jets for the
| eap. He had already prepared the coordinates for |anding.

H's stomach did its own little |leap as the Tinber Wl f
FALCON GUARD 175

rose into the air at a slight forward angle. It went up to the height A dan
had cal cul ated, then came down. He could use only his primary screen to guide
his fall into the chasm Directing an external canmera downward, he watched the
surface of the river cone toward his 'Mech's feet. It was shooting up at him
taster than he wanted. At first the tranquil pool seemed like a tiny puddle
that the BattleMech could not possibly hit on target, but then it enlarged in
the viewport until he saw he was zeroing in correctly. His cal culati ons had
been accurate.



H s hands securely on the controls, Aidan felt the Tinmber WIf hit the water,
then come to a rough stop as its feet made contact with the riverbed. His
secondary screen showed that, as originally estimted, the depth of the
tranquil pool measured two neters.

He i medi ately set the junp jets for the second | eap and soared upward toward
the far shore. The second stage of the | eap was easier, if only because he
knew he woul d conme down onto solid ground. His heart |eaped, though, when the
"Mech's feet |anded only centinmeters fromthe edge of the enbankmnent.

He noved the Tinber WIf forward a few nmeters to clear the way for the next
"Mech | andings, then turned to observe the operation. Mwving to his left, he
found a slight rise that gave hima good view of the other side and the chasm
where the makeshift breakwater | ooked as solid as a series of rocks.

Joanna, in her usual efficient way, had started the first 'Mech of the front
line forward. It soared upward-Ai dan thought a bit shakily—but, with a clear
shift of arc by its pilot, came down into the tranquil pool, splashing water
all around its legs. Its junp to the ConfStar side of the river was snoot her
and it landed a few neters away from Ai dan's observation point.

After several 'Mechs in a row junped successfully, Aidan was feeling new
confidence in his plan. That was when a Sunmoner's junp jets mal functioned at
the top of its arc, and the ' Mech crashed heavily into the basin. It mssed

t he breakwater but |anded behind it. The rough current sent it crashing into
the breakwater, where it hit with an inpact that reverberated through the
chasm and beyond. Aidan | eaned forward to study the breakwater
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Was he m staken, or did the niddle BattleMech | ook damaged and ready to slip
away from the others?

Joanna kept die next 'Mech fromjunmping until it was certain that die
breakwat er had held. After half a mnute, a body bobbed to the surface,
floati ng head-down. The pil ot had evidently drowned. No doubt his cockpit
canopy broke with the inpact and water had flooded in. Checking his screen

Ai dan saw mat the dead man was MechWarrior Obdoff from Trinary Charlie. About
all he could recall about the man was that he was one of the old ones.

When Joanna t hought the maneuver was safe, she sent the next line of 'Mechs
successfully over the river. As they |anded on Aldan's side of the river, Star
Captai n Jul a Huddock of Al pha Heavy assi gned them defensive positions. \Wat
arrogance the Conttar forces were showi ng, he thought. O stupidity. Did not
their intelligence detect the Jade Fal cons crossing the river, or were the
rapi ds such an unexpected place for the nove that the enenmy was not

mai nt ai ni ng vigilance on ms sector of the river?

On the other side of the river, he saw the two observers com ng down the hil
toward the point where Joanna was giving the junmping drill to a line of

Battl eMechs. When they were within neters of Joanna's 'Mech, the third ' Mech
of the current line nade a sputtering noise at the height of its arc and began
to sway fromside to side as it came down. It |anded just outside the target
area and was i medi ately swept up by the current. Before Aidan could focus
well on the 'Mech, it was several meters downstream being shattered agai nst a
cliff wall. Its pilot managed to eject, but could not get control of the

ej ection seat. The man bounced off the cliff wall, then plunged down into the
wat ers, di sappearing quickly. As Aidan scanned the surface of the river,

| ooking for a sign of the pilot, the 'Mech itself slid dowmn into the water.



Like the pilot, it vanished without a trace—except for some tw sted netal that
still clung to the cliff wall.

Ai dan checked his secondary screen. The | ost MechWarrior was named Xavier and
was a menmber of Martha's O uster.

The remai ning Battl eMechs of the line all made successful junps while Aidan

was still searching for the lost pilot, but no novenent canme from Joanna's
side of the
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river now. She opened the comm inc. "Star Colonel, die observers want us to
scrub the mission at this point and go forward with the Battl eMechs that have
al ready junped. What arc your orders?"

Al dan had agreed to listen to recomendati ons fromthe observers, as |long as
all their nmessages could be conveyed to himthrough Joanna. "W are | osing
this battle because of a new nmood of caution among C an warriors. That has
never been our way. W have lost only two ' Mechs, with the ones formng the
breakwat er at |east out of conm ssion for the i mediate future. | would say
the exercise is going well. Continue.'4

Joanna gave the order to the next line. Aidan saw that the first to junp was
the Wirhawk of MechWarrior Diana. He held his breath as it canme off the
opposite cliff. He did not know why the fate of this particular warrior would
matter so nuch to him Perhaps it was because of the way she had fought beside
himat Vreeport. O perhaps her freeborn feistiness rem nded himof the days
when he had lived as one of that caste. Or perhaps it was because she was so
like Marthe. \Whatever it was, her fate was of deep concern to him even if the
feeling was a nystery.

Di ana took her Battl eMech higher man any other pilot had, an inpressive feat
for such a heavy ' Mech, then she came down with her 'Mech's feet straight,
right on target. Aidan let his breath out. Then the Warhawk's | egs seened to
buckle and it | ooked like its feet were going to slip out fromunder, and into
the current. Instead, Di ana engaged the junp jets at the | ast possible nonent
and the machi ne rose shakily upward.

For a nonent it |ooked as if the Warhawk woul d not clear the edge of the
cliff, but in mdair she sonmehow eased her 'Mech's legs forward so mat its
feet came down heel first on the enmbanknent's edge. Then she shoved her
joystick forward and nanaged to get the BattleMech upright before it could
fall. Aidan shouted into his mcrophone for her to clear the way fast before
the next 'Mech cane in for a | anding.

The rest of the operation did not go snoothly, though nost of the Battl eMechs
succeeded in crossing the Prezno to the other side. Four nore were lost in
various accidents. One, MechWarrior Elaine, was from Marthe's
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Cluster. The pilot survived, but her 'Mech missed its second | eap and did not
manage to reach the far shore. The other three, all Falcon Guards, were killed
and their 'Mechs destroyed by the fierce Prezno River currents. Al
MechWarriors, they were Mondav of Bravo Heavy, Dhrinma from Trinary Charlie,
and Smit fromDelta Nova. The crash of Smit was particularly costly, because
his Elementals were also |ost, dropping away fromthe 'Mech as it plunged
downward. Only El enental Point Commander Danton survived by shedding his
armor, swnming to the tranquil pool, and then pulling himself onto the



br eakwat er .

Joanna and Marthe were the last to junp. Both did so with an ease and grace
mat coul d have served for a training holotape, if there was ever a need for a
tape on the nost bizarre way to get across a wi de, active river.

As Joanna joined him he said briskly, "Report, Star Captain."

"Six BattleMechs lost in the river, while the five formng the breakwater
cannot be imedi ately sal vaged. "

"And the pilots.”

"Among the five breakwater pilots, two are dead and the rest are alive and
awai ti ng pi ckup. One of the Elenental Stars still on the other side of the
shore is nounting a rescue operation. El enental Star Conmander Torvald assures
me that they have already cast a rope out onto the breakwater. It has been
secured with magnetic pitons at both ends and the three pilots will be rescued
before the El enental s cross.”

"And the other 'Mech pilots?"
"MechWarrior Smit and the Elementals he carried are missing in action, except

for Point Conmander Danton. You saw himget to the breakwater. The bodi es of
MechWarri or Obdoff and Mondav have been recovered. O the other four, three

are m ssing and probably dead. Mech Warrior El aine has been rescued. | amtold
she is in shock, but will live."

"Al'l in all, a successful operation, quiaffl"

"Aff. Though el even 'Mechs are no small loss.”

Down bel ow, the three pilots had been brought to shore. Still on the

Batt| eMech breakwater was Poi nt Commander Danton, who, with two other
El ementals, had cast the line to the ConfStar side of the river, where
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it had been secured. At a signal from Danton, who had rel eased the pitons on
the breakwater 'Mechs, the line, with Danton and the other two El emental s
clutching it with short attached ropes, was raised and nade rel atively taut.
Now it stretched fromshore to shore. Elenmentals i mediately clanped their
short ropes onto the line and began to slide across the chasm Wen Danton
stepped off onto the other side of the river, the Iine was filled with
crossing El enental s, spaced at precise distances from one anot her

Ai dan did not have tinme to watch the entire Elenmental crossing. "Jade Fal cons,
proceed to Robyn's Crossing," he said into his headset m ke

He led the march, with Joanna's ' Mech on one side of him Marthe's on the
ot her.

"I had a strange thought,"
very strange thought."

Mart he said suddenly over their private channel. "A

n \Mat ?u

"It is as if the three of us, you, Joanna, and ne, were back on
| ronhol d—adets and training officer proceeding dowmn a Crash Canp road."



"A very strange thought, Marthe. Best to forget it.
"I agree."

Now t hat Marthe had planted the seed, it was Aidan who could not shake the
imge fromhis mnd. Fortunately, Robyn's Crossing was not far away.
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As Ai dan had suggested to the Fal con Command G oup, aerofighters were now
strafing the positions still held by ConStar units at the wecked bridges.
From what Ai -dan's sensors could tell him they were doi ng consi derable
damage. That was good. Wth nmat support Ai dan was confident enough to detach
the 'Mechs of the Second Fal con Cluster to Plough Bridge to assist the Jade
Fal con assault nmere. Marine |led her troops off toward their objective at a
dust - chur ni ng run.

But the Falcon Guards were still several kilonmeters from Robyn's Crossing.
Overhead, a Star of aerofighters had joined them providing some cover against
anbush on the way to the bridge. Aidan thought he and his nen nust be an

i mpressive sight, nore than a Cluster of BattleMechs and El emental s charging
along the riverside, battle-ready and form dabl e.

To Diana, in the nmidst of the 'Mech throng, the Fal con Guards |ooked |ike
chaos on legs. It was all she could do to keep her HeUbringer from bunping
into other 'Mechs or avoid stepping on the swift-running Elenmentals. And it
was all she could do to keep from bei ng nudged toward the fearful Prezno
River. This was not being a warrior, she thought, but nore |like being a
techno-athlete. It took skill, yes, but it was manipulation not battle. And it
was for battle mat she | onged. Except for the skirm sh on Prezno Plain and
some comnbat during the retreat, ms canpaign had not yet really given her a
taste of what it was to be a warrior

Tukayyid was her first real war, and she thought it should be the kind of
thrill she had imagi ned so often
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since the days when the other village youngsters had | aughed and teased her
for saying she would be a warrior when she grew up. So far her nmilitary career
had consi sted of mnor skirm shes on backwater planets, nop-up operations, and
the little war experience she had received as a Fal con Guard. She was eager to
get to Robyn's crossing and some cl ose conbat.

Perhaps it was these thoughts distracting her that nade Diana's *Mech nearly
stunbl e. Though she quickly recovered her bal ance, she saw in her periphera
vision a particularly violent stretch of Prezno River that m ght have been her
watery grave. No, she told herself firmy. It would not happen that way. She
had al ready survived one near-plunge into the river. If she was going to die
inthis battle, it would not be by drowning, but anong the flames and

expl osions of the field, a Gan warrior fighting al ongside others of her kind.

To Mart he, the expedition along the riverside had a kind of mlitary beauty
to it, sonething equivalent to the pleasure a warrior mght take in the study
of a good war map or a passage from The Renenbrance. There was an aesthetic to
a legion of dan warriors going forward toward their destiny. Here were

Omi Mechs, the nost fearsone Battl eMechs ever created, piloted by genetically
engi neered warriors whose whole lives were devoted to the way of war. Running
speedily and gracefully al ongside them were the two-and-a-half-neter-tal

El e-mental s, also the products of genetic engineering, their bodies in arnored



suits that made them awesonme conpared to footsol diers anywhere else in the
known uni verse. Overhead were magnificent aerofighters, also manned by pilots
who had been genetically bred for such tasks. The inmage, as she inmagined it
woul d appear to eneny warriors who nust counter the C an attack, was pl easing,
artistic.

Keepi ng her Battl eMech abreast of Al dan's and Joanna's, Marine thought the
three of them nade a fine vanguard agai nst their Conttar foes.

To Joanna, the advance had neither strategic, aesthetic, nor enotiona
significance. Like an old-tine foot-soldier, she was nost concerned with the
per f or mance
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of duty. Were all the units in their proper places? Had the techs | oaded al
the ammo before | eaving the canp on Prezno Pl ain? Had she forgotten something
vital in the short training tune she'd bad to whip this m sbegotten crew into
shape?

She wondered why she could never lose this habit of thinking Iike a training
of ficer. There were times when she felt that training was, finally, her
specialty. The Bl oodnane she had never won, the mnor battles she had fought,
the hatred inspired in her by alnmost all other hunmans—aone of it nattered when
she was satisfied with her performance of duty.

Star Captain Joanna, who had never won her Bl ood-nanme, who now was anong the
agi ng warriors, could not know that anmong so many sol diers, she was the idea
Clan warrior. Clan military theorists as far back as N chol as Kerensky hi nsel f
woul d have adnmired her total ded-
. ication. On a battlefield she carried in no weight that

could not in sone way be used in the conbat. Even her

hatred, deep as it can, was useful to the objectives of

warfare. And in the entire Jade Falcon Can few warriors

B could build up a killing grow |ike Joanna.
> Ri ding al ong on the side of a Gargoyle, just behind the
f vanguard Battl eMechs, Star Commander Selinma saw the

upcom ng battle froman El enental » point of view El -

; enental training enphasized the transitoriness of life. No
El enental truly feared death because he or she knew nat
death was an honorable fitte for a warrior. Not that an
El emrental woul d seek a suicidal end in conbat. No, an

; El enental fought to the |last noment, never letting up

never letting a final wound stop himfromfiring one nore

time or making one nmore thrust. |If they enbraced death,



it was only because El emental * knew that, whether it
Y cane abruptly or slowy, sooner or later, ft was only
. death. Even O an MecfaWarriors did not quite understand
the El emenal s' ways. Needing to survive to fight again
4- anot her day, a Can warrior did not quite share the sane
, easy acceptance of death.
.. Selima, a man nore serene than nost Etenental s, had
become an officer because he inspired |oyalty, even
- anong the crude and quarrel sone El emental s. Looking
£ about himnow, at the towering 'Mechs, at the other Ele-
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mentals clinging to their own BattleMech rides, he saw the upcoming battle as
nmerely another monment in his life. Like all O anspeople, Elenmentals were
taught that it was the great mission of the Clans to return to the Inner
Sphere, where they would conquer its worlds, and restore the glory of the Star
League. Yet the idea of the Star League, with its history and significance,
had little meaning to an Elenmental. As Can infantrynmen, Elenmentals sinply did
as they were told. They had been bred that way.

The first sign of the eneny cane when an aerofighter detected a force of
Conttar Battl eMechs, now detached fromthe bridge defense, advancing toward
t he Jade Fal cons. Aidan ordered some of the 'Mechs behind himto spread out,
away fromthe river, so that they could present a wi de front.

The maneuver worked, for the Com Guards, the surfaces of their 'Mechs gl eanm ng
even whiter in the bright Iight of the hot Tukayyid sun, advanced in a narrow
colum. It was now al nbost nidday, the weather hot even for Tukayyid. Heat
shimers rose fromthe whole line of the ' Mechs, creating an aura around the
oncom ng force.

The Conftar 'Mechs began to slow their advance, preparing for battle. Their
officers knew it was the dan customto fight 'Mech-on-'Mech, with each O an
warrior selecting his opponent and initiating his own conbat tactics.

Knowi ng what Conttar woul d expect, Aidan had ordered a change of usual
tactics. The Gal axy Commander had cautioned against it, but Aidan had the
endor senent of Kael Pershaw to proceed entirely on his own. As was his wont,
Star Col onel Aidan Pryde ignored caution and went forward.

"Joanna," he said over the conmmine, "initiate battle plan."

Joanna responded i mmedi ately over the open channel, giving the Battl eMechs the
first of Aidan's orders. "Slow to half-speed."

When the Jade Fal con advance visibly slackened, it was a ploy to nake the
eneny conclude that the d an
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force was preparing for its usual stand-and-deliver style of conbat.

Then, at a precisely calculated interval, Joanna gave the second comuand of
t he sequence. "Those who are to speed up, advance at double rate. Those who
are to junmp, junp in ten seconds."

Aidan led the way for the accelerating ' Mechs, all now running at peak speed,
whil e Marthe held back and | aunched her 'Mech simultaneously with those
sel ected for the junp-tactic.

Exhil arated by the rush to war, Aidan barely noticed the uneven pacing of the
Ti mber Wl fs lope. Nor did he pay attention to the erratic, shirting nunbers
for his anmo | evel s and weapon-readi ness that his secondary screen was

di splaying. As his first target, he had selected a Goliath, a heavy 'Mech that
| ooked nore like a tank on I egs than the often-humanoid Battl eMechs of the

I nner Sphere.

The Goliath was firing ineffectively with its long-range mssiles, trying to
nmow down some of the El enental s running ahead of the Jade Fal con 'Mechs. Its
PPC was | owered and pointed at the Ti nber Wl f.

Because runni ng speed woul d reduce his accuracy, Aidan merely shot steadily
with the lasers in both arms of the Tinber Wl f He did some danage to the
Goliath's legs, slowing it down.

But he did not care about downing the eneny 'Mech at this stage. Instead, he
ran straight at the ContStar 'Mech, then continued on past it. Before he slid
by, Aidan got off a good shot at the eneny 'Mech's large cockpit. The Goliath
halted conpletely as Aidan's ' Mech continued on, firing at the BattleMechs in
the next rank.

Ai dan had no tinme to view the scene behind him so he did not see Joanna
finish off the Goliath as she too passed it by. The Confstar ' Mech's | egs
buckl ed. Nudged by anot her Jade Fal con ' Mech, it crashed sideways and slid
into the Prezno River.

The Jade Fal con Battl eMechs were attacking either on the run or by junping
down into the right flank of the Conttar 'Mechs. As the Fal cons began to | and
in the open spaces between 'Mechs, the ContStar pilots at first did not react
at all or else showed extrene confusion. The Jade Fal con Battl eMechs were
using Confstar's own
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hit-and-run tactics with a vengeance. The junping ' Mechs peppered the eneny
with varied shots and wel |l -pl aced mssiles, then junped again, farther along

t he bank, closer to Robyn's Crossing. Seeing the ConStar forces in disarray at
t he unorthodox C an assault, Aidan ordered his maraudi ng ' Mechs to pour
straight through their lines, shooting steadily as they ran. He could see they
were doi ng plenty of damage.

The el ement of surprise could not |ast forever, however. Finally responding to
the charge, a few Com Guard MechWarriors nowed down a pair of rear Fal con
Guard ' Mechs. Aidan saw on his secondary screen that die MechWarriors | ost
were Keye and G st. Joanna told himthey had | ost some Blenmentals, too, but it
was not possible to get exact information on themuntil later.

Though Cl an warriors always attenpted to prevent or reduce |osses, in war such
| osses were unavoi dable. Yet Aidan knew his tactic had been a success. The



Fal con Guard charge had destroyed many ConStar Battl eMechs and severely
damaged ot hers. They had rendered at | east three machines tenporarily

i noperable. The rest were turning and trying to pursue. Aidan ordered Delta
Nova to delay the pursuit for as |long as possible before junping back to
rejoin the Jade Fal con forces.

The plan had worked even better than he had hoped. The main goal had been to
get past any bridge defenders sent out to confront the Jade Fal con advance.
Their original aimhad not been to destroy die eneny 'Mechs, merely to get by
them They had done that and had conme to within a few kil ometers of Robyn's
Crossing. The rest of the Confstar forces defending the bridge would now be
forced to divide their strength as the 'Mechs of the Seventh Fal con C uster
advanced on Robyn's Crossing and fired across the river

Ahead of him Aidan saw sonme debris being bounced along the swift currents of
the Prezno. Sone bits were obviously Battl eMech sections, sone were

uni dentifiable pieces of nmetal, but A dan saw at |east one strut that he was
certain was part of the Robyn's Crossing bridge. Soon Clan warriors would be
fighting to reclaimRobyn's Crossing. He could al nbst smell the heated odors,
taste the burning nmetal being carried on the air, feel the rough trenors of
weapons fire and expl osi ons.

32

"How unCl anli ke," cane a voice that seened to fill Aidan's cockpit and which
he recogni zed i medi ately as Kael Pershaw s. The man in the hal f-mask had
patched into the Fal con Guard comi i ne.

"What is that?" Aidan said, hoping that Kael Pershaw s voice was not now
coming fromthe spirit world, even if it sounded like it did.

"Why, your maneuver, of course. Wat nonsense to go chargi ng past your eneny,

t aki ng potshots and dividing your attention anmong Battl eMechs." An odd
reverberating noise seemed to fill the cockpit, and it was a nonment before
Aidan realized it was not some Tinber Wl f nal function, but nmerely the
anplified sound of Kael Pershaw cl ucking his tongue. "Dreadfully und anlike.
Too bad it worked so well, Star Col onel. You are now bei ng prai sed anong those
who woul d have preferred to speak of you in smug castigation.'

"Where are you, Kael Pershaw?"

"In a scout aircraft, a Specter, high above you. Right now we are flying as
hi gh as the atnmosphere of a planet permits, but the craft's sensors can study
the terrain below down to the small est speck of dust. | exaggerate, perhaps,
but | was able to watch your charge in great detail. |I enjoyed it. It remnm nded
me of an | nner Sphere entertainment hol otape | once viewed."

"I am pl eased that you have a new toy. Are you going to interrupt ne
frequently with i mredi ate reports on ny actions?"

"I do not plan to. But | may, Star Col onel Aidan Pryde."

Now t hat the Jade Fal cons were only three kiloneters
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from Robyn's Crossing, Aidan could see weckage strewn from one bank of the

wi de Prezno River to the other. Com Guard ' Mechs were noving out to neet them

this time with nore caution than the first detachnent had shown. The latter
though still in disarray, was currently attenpting a clunmsy pursuit.



"You intend to be ny conscience, quiaffT*

"Neg. More like your overseer. | amsincere in saying that I wish you to do
wel |, Aidan Pryde. | wish to be present when they accept the contribution of
your genes into the gene pool ."

"You may live forever then, which | can believe. Perhaps you have not exam ned
nmy codex lately."

As if to enphasize his point for Kael Pershaw, Aidan raised his right arm
where the codex was worn. He knew Pershaw coul d not see the gesture; then
again, in his splendiferous Specter, perhaps he coul d.

"On the contrary, Aidan Pryde. | have | ooked at your codex. | am a student of
it."

"Then you know it is a long record of tainted achi evenents. Not the codex of a
warri or whose genes woul d be deened worthy of the gene pool."

' "But what you do now can expunge the past. You have inspired the Fal con
Guards to confidence and success. The unit is no |onger shamed by dezgra. Wat
they achieve nowwill also bring you new honor. Wiat you do will gain you the
gene pool, | amcertain.”

"That matters little now, Kael Pershaw. My personal wi shes are irrel evant.
ama Clan warrior and nmy responsibility is clear. My task is not to win the
honor of the gene pool, but to fight for the dan."

"Admirable sentiments. But no warrior ever quite forgets his blood | egacy. Go
forward, Aidan Pryde. Robyn's Crossing is near, and it is nearly yours."

There seened a sudden change in the atnosphere of the cockpit, and A dan knew
t hat Kael Pershaw had ended the transm ssion fromthe Specter. O from sone
spectral world.

Ai dan considered the possibility of the gene pool for about five seconds,
which was all the tinme the sudden

onsl aught of the Conttar forces would all ow

* * %
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MechWarrior Diana felt her Warhawk rock fromside to side as a broad and
massive ' Mech that her screen identified as a Victor nade a solid hit near the
cockpit. The enemy Mech | ooked so human that she directed a cluster of
short-range nissiles right at its head. She was |ucky, she knew, when two of
the mssiles hit, destroying the cockpit shield and incinerating the pil ot

i nside. The relatively undamaged Victor ground to a halt, bal anced
precariously on its |legs, becom ng a faceless but silent witness to the fierce
battl e for Robyn's Crossing.

Di ana had no tinme to study her kill. Rotating her 'Mech's torso to the left,
she took on a tough-jawed Vindicator that was presently ainmng its right-arm
PPC directly at her. Had she not suddenly rotated the torso, the crackling
bolts of energy fromthe PPC m ght have torn into her Warhawk, w eaking heavy
damage. As it was, the hits just grazed her 'Mech's chest and back. Facing her
opponent now, Di ana saw that the Vindicator® own chest had been damaged in an



earlier encounter. Just above the LRMrack hi its left torso was gouged out a
huge hole. If the apparently damaged missile rack still contained mssiles,
she knew a PPC hit into the hole woul d expl ode die Vindicator without need to
use up valuable amunition trying to wear it down.

Firing her PPC, she watched as the bolt of unbound lighting hit paydirt. The
Vi ndi cat or rocked backward, then went up in an explosion so nmassive it al npst
took out a pair of lighter 'Mechs.

Looki ng around Di ana saw that the Jade Fal cons had pushed the Confstar force

back toward Robyn's Crossing, where their backs were practically up agai nst

the 'Mech's of those trying to defend agai nst the now heavy firepower com ng
at them from across the river

She could not tell why the Conttar ' Mechs had not pulled away fromthe bridge,
especially now that the Can Elemental s were anong nmem and pi cki ng away at
them Then she saw her father and his Tinmber Wlf, with Star Captain Joanna
beside himin her Mad Dog, ferociously taking on three ConStar 'Mechs at once
and advanci ng toward Robyn's Crossing. Recognizing him she felt a tw nge of

joy.

* k%
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Star Conmander Selima had waved the surviving eighteen Blenentals of his Star
into the mdst of the tray. Even with their heightened skills, the El enental s
had to nove fast to avoid being crushed under the giant feet of the

Battl eMechs and felling debris. Mire than once Selim had thought El enentals
in battle were |like the naddeni ng presence of insects, but with a bit nore
potential for doing damage. Selima, with sonme hdp fromhis Point, had
destroyed one Conttar 'Mech and was now | ooking to do the same for another

He had fired off his short-range nmissiles and detached the nount, leaving it
on the shore a kiloneter or two downriver. Now all he had left was the snall
|l aser that was the left armof his suit and the claw nat served as the hand
for his right. For an El enental that was all mat he needed.

A Rifleman hove into view out of the snoke of the battle. Though it was
weaving a bit, having taken several hits to both its leg and chest arnor, it
was firing effectively at the Tinber WIf of the Fal con Guard Comander

Selima admired Star Col onel Aidan Pryde, as nuch as an El enental coul d respect
a BattleMech officer. He also knew it would be wasteful to | ose a commander in
the battle for Robyn's Crossing.

He gestured to four of his Elenentals, and then the five of them junped onto
the back of the Rifleman. Wrking with crisp efficiency, the Elenentals tore
away at the arnmor covering the ConfStar ' Mech's back, nen they jammed their
small lasers into the breeches and fired. Megajoules of energy flowed into the
' Mech, nyoner bubbl es burned, support struts nelted, and then, finally, the
amuni ti on expl oded.

The expl osives went off in a rhythm c sequence, as the shells lit off one

anot her. The structural support of the 'Mech failed and the Rifl eman coll apsed
clumsily, its legs seeming to bend unnaturally, tw sting on thensel ves,
sendi ng the machi ne crashing face-down onto the debris strewn ground. Halfway
down, the pilot ejected. The Elementals on its back were tossed into the air
and sl anmed into the ground. The expl osion crushed sone of themin their
suits, but Selima survived, rising to his
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feet intime to see the eneny pilot's ejection seat deploy its parachute.

Bringing his laser to bear on the ejection seat, Selim easily picked off the
pilot. Wth her blood spraying in several directions, she fell directly into
t he wreckage of her Rifleman.

Selima scanned the snoky terrain for his next attack. He inmediately saw t hat
MechWarrior Diana's Warhawk was in jeopardy, pinned between two Conttar
"Mechs. It was easy to recogni ze the Warhawk by the crude fal con insignia that
had been painted onto its center torso.

At a signal fromhim the Elementals nearest Selinma joined himin wadi ng
forward, lasers blazing with blue fire. They shot off an armfrom one of the
Conttar ' Mechs, giving MechWarrior Diana a chance to fire with all her nedium
| asers straight into the cockpit of the other 'Mech. For this one, there was
no need for Selima to kill its pilot.

"They are retreating!" Star Captain Joanna shouted with enthusiasm conbat
being the only time she ever expressed that enotion.

Ai dan and his Fal con Guards had taken the position by the wecked bridge,
pushing the Conttar forces inland. After some weak counterfire, the Com Guards
had finally turned and wal ked away fromthe action.

Robyn's Crossing was now the C an's. Aidan signaled the engineers on the other
side of the bridge to come forward so they might imrediately start work on
constructing a bridge. There was no telling when the next Confstar attack m ght
cone.

In the next few nonents, he received two radi o messages, each welcone in its
own way.

The first was from Marine. "W have taken Pl ough Bridge," she said.
"Congratul ati ons, Star Col onel Aidan Pryde, on the conquest of Robyn's
Crossing. "

Ai dan said he woul d see Marthe tonight in her quarters and signal ed of f.

The second call was from Kael Pershaw, in his Specter. "I second Star Col onel
Mart he Pryde's congratul ations. Indeed, you are both to be praised for your
victories. Fromwhat | can see of the area around Robyn's Crossing, those
parts not obscured by the snpbke and dust
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of battle, your ragtag Fal con Guards have laid | ow a good number of Conttar

'Mechs. | conmmend you again, Ai-dan Pryde. Supply vehicles are now headi ng
toward your position. A supply depot will be set up on your side while the
bridge is being built. You have done well, Star Colonel. | now envision the

scientists accepting the contribution of your genes.”
"For wi nning one skirmsh?"

"More than a skirm sh, Aidan Pryde. Mre than a skirm sh. But you are not done
yet. Soon you will attack O alla. The Jade Fal cons have a wonderf ul
opportunity here. The other C ans, those that |anded before the Jade Fal cons,
have not done well. Thus does it fall to us to recapture honor for all the



G ans. Perhaps we can even becone the Ud an."

"I would like to contribute to the Jade Fal cons w nning the honor of ilC an on
Terra."

"You will, Aidan Pryde, you will. Continue to follow your own instincts.
Listen to none other. Do not even listen to ne."

"Hard to achieve that, since you invade my cockpit with your rumnations."

"I will attenpt to stay silent. And | like that word, rum nations. You have
gai ned sonething fromall those books you hide away, Ai dan Pryde.’

"How do you know about the books, Kael Pershaw?"
But there was finally silence in the cockpit.
33

The engi neers worked furiously. The di scovery of nyoner several centuries

bef ore had considerably sinplified the task of throwing up an energency
tactical bridge that was al so easy to deconstruct and nove to a different

| ocation. The light and flexible bridge pontoons could be carried easily to a
| ocation in sections, and then connected with slack myomer cables. Applying a
sinmple electrical charge drew the cables taut and by varying the charge, it
was possible to change the tension of the cables to suit the conditions.

The pontoons were assenbled on the Can side, in forty-neter sections. Each
section was maneuvered out and linked to the end of the bridge as it stretched
its way across the river.

The difficulty the engi neers encountered was in keeping the |Iinked pontoons in
place in the turbulent river. Cables of every size and shape were strung to
anchor die bridge and its sections. Mre cables were used to steady and
maneuver the new sections to the end bridge. The shattered buttnments of the
old bridge, trees, Battle-Mchs, Elenental, and even sinple techs were used to
steady the floating sections.

Wat ching edgily fromthe Fal con Guard side of the river, Diana thought the

si ght somewhat conical, but also irritating because she was so anxious for it
to be done so they could resume real conbat. The fighting so for had

intoxi cated her. As in all addictions, she wanted nore of it. Not |ater, not
even soon, but now. She realized she was like a child at some village gane,
but did not care. Al her dreams and expectations of the warrior life were
being fulfilled in this Tukayyid canpai gn, and she was
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i mpatient with such unexceptional tasks as providing cover for
bri dge- bui | di ng.

D ana's fingers tapped nervously on her joystick. Intelligence reports
detected no Confstar activity anywhere near Robyn's Crossing, though the eneny
had carried out sone hit-and-run attacks at Plough Bridge. Marthe Pryde's
Batt|l eMechs and El enental s had easily beaten them back. Intelligence suggested
that the Com Guards had pulled back into Adalla and Hunptulips, ready to
defend the objective cities against an expected onsl aught. Well, of course,

Di ana t hought. What el se but an onslaught? After getting this far, the Jade
Fal cons were not about to cease being their usual fierce, merciless, and
brutal sel ves.



When the fourth section of the bridge had been conpleted, all its pieces
interlocked, all its sections tested by the fastidi ous engi neer commander, the
pont oons were hauled out into river. One pontoon slipped off its cable and
went roaring down the river, bouncing on its surface like a child's balloon on
a rush of air.

The cabl es were now attached to hooks on the bottom of a VTCOL, which dragged
them across the river to the other side. Several engineers were dropped from
the vehicle to the bank, where, using battlesuited Elementals and a Viper to
clutch the cables, the pontoons were positioned at this end while the opposite
end of the bridge began to reach across the river toward the section on which
assenbly was conti nui ng.

As the newest piece of the bridge was bei ng maneuvered into place, a sudden
shift in the river currents nmade one pontoon surge up, and the new section of
t he bridge buckl ed. The engineer in charge slipped to the edge of the bridge
pi ece and nearly fell into the river. Grabbing a cable, he held on for dear
life as the bridge piece teetered and seenmed about to drop into the river.

Watching all this on her primary screen, which squeezed together the details
of the scene to give a wider survey of it, Diana saw an El emental break away
fromthe pontoon cable that was his assignment. Shucking off his body arnor
wi th remarkabl e qui ckness, the now naked El emental ran toward the river bank.
She saw t hat

it was the El enental she knew, Star Conmmander Seliraa
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Selima had studied the bridge-building with a scholar's detachnment. It was
just this curiosity about how anybody did anything that had hel ped himrise
rapi dly through the El emental ranks to officer status.

When the di saster on the bridge occurred, Selima did not take tinme to think
That was not in his nature. A dansman needed hel p. Warrior or tech, it did
not matter. He let go the cable.

He ran toward the riverbank, the slight breeze off the river acting like a
cooling vest on his skin. Wen al nost there, he saw the engineer's grasp on
the cable slip as the bridge piece shifted. The man slipped further down the
cable and nearly fell off. The fall slid himaway fromthe outstretched hands
of woul d-be rescuers on the bridge itself.

It was just as Selinma reached the riverbank that the man lost his grip on the
bridge cable for the final tine. Screaming, he fell into the chasm |anding
first on the side of a pontoon, then falling away into the frenzied waters.

Selima dived into the river, his long body arched into a perfect swan dive. He
entered the water with the snoot hness of an athlete. Remaining underwater, he
swam easily for several neters before surfacing near the pontoons. The people
on the bridge gestured and pointed toward the spot where the engi neer was | ast
seen, his head energing above water for the third tine.

Wth quick strokes, Selima swamto that area, then dove underwater again.
Usi ng bis keen eyesight, he scanned the area all around, up and down. He

i medi ately spotted the drowning man, sinking downward, his body slack. The
breath Selima had been holding all this tine began to press painfully against



his lungs, begging for release. As he let out just a bit, the bubbles tickled
the skin of his face as they danced upward.

Fi ghting the underwater current with his tremendous strength, Selinma reached
the drowning man with swift, even strokes. Irrational resistance fromthe
victimwoul d be no problemfor he was now unconsci ous. G abbi ng hi munder the
shoul ders and hol di ng one hand over the man's nose and nouth to reduce the
swal | owi ng of water, Selinma used his powerful right armto stroke upward
toward the surface. Letting out his own breath shallowy.
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he felt the river try to push himback. But he overcane its resistance as
easily as he m ght overconme an eneny infantrynan.

When Selinma finally broke surface and pushed the victiminto the air, other
El enental s on the shore cast a cable out to him He grabbed it and let his
conrades pull memto shore. The engineer did not seemto be breathing.
Reachi ng the shore, Selima yelled to the others to bring himhis battle suit.

As he pulled the engi neer onto the bank, he saw die man's face turning bl ue
while his body remained |linmp. Once they were both out of the water and up the
bank, Selima told one of the Elenentals fromhis Star to hold wi de the opening
of the suit. Lifting the body fromthe bank, he virtually dunked the engi neer
into the Elemental arnor. Imrediately the battle suit's nedical diagnostic
system began to operate, diagnosing the problemand punping stinulants into
the engineer. It was only nonents before the man's body jerked suddenly and he
began to breathe. Selima gl anced up at an engi neer officer who had just
arrived at the scene.

"Wirks a bit quicker than nouth to nouth, quiaffl” Selinma said.
"An attractive rescue," said Kael Pershaw unexpectedly.

Ai dan was beginning to hate the way the voice erupted out of nowhere, just
when he was concentrating on sonmething else. Clan warriors were trained to
react to sudden events, but nothing in any training or any manual prepared a
warrior for a disenmbodied voice in the cockpit of his 'Mech

"Are you sure? VWat if the Elemental had drowned? Was the life of a nere

engi neer worth the risk? The bridge will be built no matter how many engi neers
are sacrificed to its construction. But the life of mat El emental could nean
the difference between victory or defeat in battle.'

Kael Pershaw made a sound that mi ght have been | aughter, m ght have been

scorn. From what he knew of Pershaw, Aidan opted for scorn. "I merely said the
rescue was attractive," Pershaw said evenly. "I did not say it was necessary.
Still, it shows the courage you have instilled in your Falcon Guards, and that
is worth some-
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thing to your codex. | checked the codex of this Elenental, by the way. Hi s

nane is Selima. He can always be counted on to risk his life, even in such
trivial situations as this. He is not like other Elenentals, except in his
wonderful fighting skills. In all other ways—his gentleness, his foolish
risks—he is unlike nmost of his kind. In the same way a certain Can warrior |
know is not |ike other Clan warriors."

"Al'l right, Kael Pershaw, you have made your clever point. |Is that why we are



speaki ng agai n?"

"Neg. My purpose at present is to give you new orders. Cancel that. Certainly
| cannot give you orders. | may only suggest possible nbdes of action that
m ght concei vably assist the C an cause, then inplore you to accept them™

"You are getting doddering in your old age, Kael Pershaw. " The reference to
Pershaw s age was a calculated insult, and the gruff sound that filled the

cockpit told Aidan the barb had hit its mark. "Tell ne now what you expect

fromus. The Falcon Guards will serve the Can."

"Those are the words that send shudders up a warrior's spine. An old warrior's
spi ne. Aidan Pryde, you and the Fal con Guards will be joined by Marthe Pryde's
unit at a point four kilonmeters fromwhere you now stand. The engi neers at

Pl ough Bridge have had too nany disasters, and we are abandoni ng that bridge.

The conbi ned unit, under your command, will proceed to AOalla. Your nmission is
to take the city for O an Jade Fal con by any means possible. W are
concentrating our efforts on mat city only. Once it is ours, we will mount an

assault on Hump-tulips. Any questions, Aidan Pryde?"
"How does the battle for Tukayyid proceed el sewhere?"

"Better for you not to know. Clan WIf will be dropping down soon, if that is
any indication." It was. The other O ans had hoped to be victorious on
Tukayyi d before the despised Can WIf could enter the fray.

"When are the Fal con Guards to | eave Robyn's Crossing for dalla?"

"Inmredi ately. Robyn's Crossing is not under immnent threat. Soon the end of
the bridge will be close enough to the other shore for the ' Mechs equi pped
with junp jets to use it as a way over, nuch |ike your Qper-
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ation Skipping Stone. The supply depot is already one-third built, and the
bridge will soon be conmpleted. It will not be | ong before the bridge and
supply depot are well-defended by the Fifth and Ninth Fal con O usters. Your
troops will attenpt to lay siege at Aalla. Reinforcements will arrive within
hours. | suggest you organi ze your Falcon Guards, re-armyourselves with the
first supplies brought in for the new depot, and get on the nove. '

Agai n the voi ce went away abruptly. Aidan first scanned the area to test

whet her Kael Pershaw s eval uation was accurate, and not just msty words from
a Specter. Then he informed Star Captains Joanna and Jul a Huddock that the

Fal con Guards woul d be nmoving out inmmediately.

MechWani or Di ana nearly shouted with glee at the new orders. Visions of glory
at Aalla invaded her mind. She tried to shake them but she was a O an
warrior, and a Jade Fal con one at that—a proud nenber of Pryde's Pride. How
could she not dream of glory?
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If Aalla had not been one of the two predeterni ned Jade Fal con objectives,
according to the agreenment between ContStar and the il Khan, no self-respecting
mlitary outfit would have wanted it as a target. Surrounded by hills and laid
out in an ugly, patternless sprawl across a pallid stretch of Prezno Plain, it
di spl ayed no purpose. According to intelligence reports, Oalla was a

mar ket pl ace for harvested crops. Indeed, it possessed a nunber of areas that
no doubt served as | arge open-air markets when the planet was not under



i nvasi on. But the buildings around these areas were gray and dull -1 ooki ng,
their windows dirty, the roof shingles hanging at odd angles. Few streets were
paved, and O alla | ooked old and sonehow unfi ni shed

Li ke me as a warrior, thought Star Commander Jul a Huddock, gazing down from a
hill onto dalla. She would never speak such a thought al oud, however. Jul a
Huddock rarely talked at all. |If addressed by a superior officer, she
responded in crisp mlitary style. Wen she needed to conmunicate with
subordinate warriors or techs, she did so efficiently, wasting no words, in a
series of short sentences.

O her warriors said that Jula Huddock spoke best with her weapons. She rarely
wasted a shot or used a mssile ineffectively. Even age had not dimi nished her
abilities. Upon taking command of the Fal con Guards, Aidan had been inpressed
by her codex, enough to wonder briefly if the Clans were wise to relegate old
warriors to lesser roles. In a way, Jula Huddock's assignnent to the Cuards
had prol onged her career as a warrior. On the verge of reassignment to a
training unit on Ironhold, she had been
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reclaimed for real conbat when older warriors had been recruited to fill out
the slots in the Fal con Guards.

As al ways, she was ready to do her best in the coning battle.

But where was the battle? In front of the Fal con Guards was an unsightly
little city mat seenmed abandoned and uni nportant. No Conftar *Mechs were
about, no evidence of any firepower in service to Adalla. Scanners detected no

Battl eMech activity in the surroundi ng area.

Jul a Huddock tensed, awaiting the monent when the order would conme to fire,
[ aunch, junp, or die.

"Do you think they are ceding Oalla to us?** A dan asked Horse.
"Why? Because we denolished their forces at the bridge? Not |ikely.*

"Remenber,*' Joanna said, "the Com Guards are in the habit of attacking from
anbush. Maybe they are conceal ed down there."

"I see no building big enough to hide a 'Mech,'* Marthe said. "And the
buil dings | ook too old to be recent canouflage.'*

"I agree,*' Aidan said. "What is your view, Jula Hud-dock?"
"I sense danger, but do not know why.'*
"MechVWarrior Di ana?"

There was a delay as Diana reacted with surprise at being addressed at all
Her being a new warrior and a freeborn, why woul d anyone want her opini on?

"Perhaps we should go in and take a | ook around/* she said.

"That may be just what they want us to do,'* Horse comrented. "Especially if
Star Captain Joanna is right about the possibility of ambush.”

"I amsurprised to hear you agree with ne, MechWarrior Horse. W were such
eneni es once."



"In a situation like this, the past is prol ogue."
"An interesting phrase. A freeborn phrase?”
"I'n a way."

Only Aidan woul d know mat Horse was quoting fromone of the books in their
secret library.

"1 believe it would be a mstake for the entire unit to
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enter A alla. One Star will go on ahead, while the rest of us cover their
advance. Vol unt eers?"

The commine was in commption as all the Star commanders vol unt eer ed.

"Sir?" It was the soft voice of Jul a Huddock after the voices of the rest had
di ed down.

"Yes, Star Captain?"

"I reconmend my Star be chosen. We are the only intact Star in all the Fal con
Guard Trinaries. Al others lost BattleMechs to conbat, the breakwater, the
junp across the Prezno. W are the only Star that still has five Battl eMechs
functional ."

Thi s m ght have been the nobst anyone had ever heard Jul a Huddock speak at one
tinme. Aidan realized for the first time that the wonman had a beautiful voice,
deep and with an earthy sound to it. It went so well with the worldly

know edge in her eyes.

"\l | - bargai ned and done, Star Commander Jul a Huddock. Proceed."

"dadly. Al pha Heavy, forward echelon right, twenty nmeters apart."

Jul a Huddock's Executioner led the way toward the city. She was followed, in
order, by the 'Mechs of MechWarriors Alyn, Lan, Eleny, and Crocco. They nade a

pretty picture, Aidan thought, as each 'Mech in the diagonal |ine kept an even
di stance fromthe others. Joanna had trained all the Falcon Guards well in al
aspects of Can warrior discipline, and her skill showed continually in

everyt hing the Guards did.

Al'l around themthe | andscape was darkeni ng. The sun had just about

di sappeared behind the di stant nountains, and | engthening shadows sl owy
erased the finer details of the | andscape. The dull-colored city of Aalla
| ost even nore definition and becane an odd bl end of grays and browns.

Where had the Conttar forces gone?

As Jul a Huddock and her Star crossed into the city, she was nore certain than
ever that O alla had never been meant for a defense. It was designed al

wrong. It did not even possess city walls. It was an open city, accessible
fromall directions.

Up close the buildings of Aalla were no better-|ooking
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than froma distance. If anything, they |ooked worse. Even through the
Executioner's small viewport, one could see the architectural decay of the

pl ace. Buil di ngs were chi pped, peeled, or full of jagged holes. Broken gl ass,
rubbl e, and other debris littered the streets. Had anybody ever lived in
adalla?

"Something is wong down nere," Kael Pershaw announced abruptly.

"Wt realize that, Kael Pershaw, " Ai dan said

"No. | nean sonething specific. | have just checked some old records of Aalla
with the conformations down there. They do not jibe."

"What are you saying? That this is not Aalla? It is at the exact coordinates
provi ded by—*

"The coordinates are fine. But ConfStar is up to sonething. The pre-invasion
hol os that | have of Aalla show a well-kept, architecturally sound vill age
The buil di ngs should be pristine, and some of themw th nore storeys man those
you see below. The city's streets are organized in a grid pattern, not the
haphazard pat hways you see. The narketpl ace areas were | andscaped in green
grass, with nmany col orful booths permanently set up. That is what | nean when
| say this is not AQalla. Qalla is gone."

"How can that be?"

"I amnot certain, but | suspect that before our arrival insystem the old
city was razed or sonehow noved, evacuated with its citizenry. This notley
collection of buildings was substituted for the original. The marketpl aces
were altered. Aidan Pryde, this Oallais a false city. It is designed to lure
you in. Do not, | repeat, do not conmit your entire force to Aalla. Wait."

Kael Pershaw s last word was clipped, as if he had flipped his sign-off toggle
while still speaking. Aidan went on the general coranine and passed on
Pershaw s information to the other Jade Fal cons. "Does it make sense to any of
you?" he asked.

"Yes," Diana said. "Renmenber the first ambush, when MechWarrior Faul k |ost his
| eg? The Com Guards came out of the orchard, fromunder the ground.”

"But why do we not detect their presence? At this
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range Al pha Heavy's sensors shoul d have picked up sonething/' Horse said.
"Per haps Confttar has been able to mask their presence so that sensors cannot
pi ck memup," Marine suggested. "Sonmething that rejects scan waves or sends

false informati on back with them There are technol ogi cal precedents for—

"W nust get Al pha Heavy out of there!" Joanna said, just as the Conttar
assault began in dalla.

Jul a Huddock had sensed anomalies even before Aidan and the others began to
di scuss them The buil dings | ooked thrown-together and never lived in. There
were traces of old foundations peeking out fromthe fake constructions. Wen
vi ewed up cl ose, everything about O alla seenmed fraudul ent, ierrybuilt.

Later, Aidan would realize that Al pha Heavy's early presence may have saved



the rest of the Cluster. The ContStar forces had certainly intended to anbush
all of them They would have waited until the Guards were confortably hi

O alla or close enough to it, and then sprung their trap. But in nonitoring
communi cati ons between the Jade Fal con warriors, the Confttar conmmrander saw mat
the opportunity for an ambush had passed, so he ordered an all-out attack

i nst ead.

"Jul a Huddock!" Joanna yelled over the comine. "Wthdraw your Star at once!"

But the warning came too |late for Al pha Heavy. Large netal portals hidden
underneath a hastily laid, thin | ayer of soil suddenly sprang open hi each
mar ket area. The dirt went flying in all directions, creating a dark cloud
fromwhi ch energed the first ConStar Battl eMechs, |eaping out of the
underground vaults with their junp jets aglow. Cl ose on their heels were the
heavi er ' Mechs, clonping out of the vault with their weapons firing and

m ssiles launching. As the sudden strike engul fed Al pha Heavy, Jula Huddock
realized how wong she had been to think Oalla offered no form of canoufl age
The barrenness of the narketplace had deceived her, even though she knew t hat
the last area that should | ook barren was a narketpl ace originally designed
for the sale of fresh crops.

Just then, a cluster of SRMs expl oded agai nst Mech-
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Warrior Lan's Mad Dog, followed by intense laser fire that sent the ' Mech
reeling backward before it tell. Lan ejected but was picked off by autocannon
fire.

The rest of Al pha Heavy was soon surrounded by attacki ng Conttar 'Mechs, with
no retreat route. They fought fiercely and well. Three Conttar Battl eMechs
iell alnost simultaneously, then another pair, as Jula Hud-dock and the others
fired rapidly. But one by one die Falcon Guard ' Mechs were destroyed. First
MechWarrior Eleny's Hellbringer, then the Summoners of Mech-Warriors Crocco
and Al yn.

Finally it was just Jula Huddock's Executioner. She stood her ground, firing

sharply, efficiently, and calmy at the mass of Conttar BattleMechs comi ng at
her. Then she becane aware that the Jade Fal cons outside the town were

[ aunchi ng LRVs, which expl oded distantly and sent bits of ConfStar ' Mechs into
the air.

Jul a Huddock mnerely kept on firing, with no let-up. First one Conttar machine
went down, (hen another. Wen the end cane, Jula Huddock knew it was all over.
But first she had the satisfaction of seeing the enenmy 'Mech begin to expl ode
just as its last missile salvo made its fatal strike against her Executioner
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Even before Jula Huddock had fallen, Aidan began to shout orders into his
conm i ne. Joanna turned his words into action, deploying BattleMechs across
the field between the Jade Fal cons and O alla

Jul a Huddock' s destroyed Executioner was just toppling over when Aidan

| aunched his first LRVMs at the first rank of Confstar ' Mechs, now pouring out
of Aalla toward the Jade Falcon lines. The air outside the village was filled
with mssiles and the streak of l|aser fire.

Jul a Huddock's Battl eMech was falling toward the ground when Aidan struck a
Kintaro with blasts fromhis large | asers. Flanes shot fromthe twin holes he



had opened in the right torso.

Jul a Huddock's BattleMech hit the ground as the Kintaro expl oded,
disintegrating into an inpressive fireball. Wthout hesitation, Aidan turned
to face his next foe.

Joanna meanwhi |l e had waded into a group of ContStar 'Mechs, firing left and
right, hitting with a precision born of nore than two decades of training and
experience. Seeing a trio of enemy 'Mechs standing especially close together,
she launched swarm m ssiles at them Two of the eneny 'Mechs staggered under
the inmpact of high torso strikes; the third, hit |low, suddenly shifted
sideways as its leg collapsed. A follow up barrage from Joanna anni hil ated al
t hree.

But nmere were so many. For every Conftar 'Mech that fell, another seenmed to
materialized imediately to take its place.

D ana, standing her ground and firing at any Conttar BattleMech that cane
near, was thrilled to discover that she
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was a born warrior. Al her target practice paid off as she took care of one
Conttar machine, then rotated her 'Mech's torso to the left and got another
with a swift shot to the head. Al nost gleefully, she watched the eneny's
cockpit canopy crack, then open. A fire had started somewhere inside the
cockpit and the flanmes | eaped outward. But she had no nore time to watch the
pretty sight as yet another powerful Confstar Battl eMech cane into her |ine of
vision. Diana whirled her 'Mech's torso to defend against it.

Ai dan was surprised at how fragile these ConStar Battl eMechs seened. Hits that
woul d have done no nore than stall a Can Omi Mech were ruinous to nem

Al t hough out nunbered, the Fal con Guards and the ' Mechs from Marthe's C uster
were nore than holding their own. In mere noments they had stopped the Conftar
advance, held themin a toe-to-toe for a short while, then driven them back
toward O alla. N ght had conme, and victory would soon be theirs.

The battle was fierce, to be sure, but for every dan ' Mech damaged or | ost,
t he Fal cons had knocked down, destroyed, or blown up at |east three Conftar

'Mechs. At Aidao's order, the Jade Fal cons began to nove nethodically toward
aall a.

When Aidan nearly cut a Crab in half, Kael Pershaw s voice again intruded. "A
fine effort, Aidan Pryde. A fine effort. Again you prove your worth and the
restoration of the Falcon Guards."

"W have them Kael Pershaw. They are on the run."

"That is true. But, unfortunately, you have not won."

"Why not ?"

"Look to the skies beyond dalla."

Ai dan saw nothing at first, then a dot becane a ball and the ball becane a
DropShip. It was not the only DropShip headed toward O alla. There were six.
They were |ike unwel cone insects, announcing their arrival before delivering

t heir poi son.

"Anot her unit?" A dan asked.



"Rei nforcenents fromthe Hunptulips garrison. Wth no one to fight there,
Contt ar has sent some of those warriors here.”

"All right. W will take care of themtoo while Jade
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Fal con command sends a Cluster to claimHunptulips without a fight. Both
objectives will be gained."

"If that were only possible ..

Aidan was as irritated as he was puzzl ed. Pershaw al ways had sone bit of

i nformati on he was deliberately hol ding back. He recall ed Kael Pershaw s
penchant for unusual punishment when Pershaw was the G ory Station Conmander
and Aidan just one of his Star Comanders.

"Tell me all, Kael Pershaw. All. Now. "

"We have no Clusters to send to Hunptulips. W cannot even send in a single
El enental to plant a banner and claimit. Al are engaged in the new battle
tor Robyn's Crossing.”

"The new battl e?"

"It came swift and fierce, something like the Prezno River itself. Wat you
see comng at you is about a third of the Hunptulips warriors. The rest swept
down onto Robyn's Crossing not |long after the bridge was finished and the
supply depot set up. The Jade Fal con warriors have fought well, but casualties
are high on both sides. But the ConStar 'Mechs used infernos, and the flam ng
gel of those missiles turned the supply depot into a raging inferno in |ess
than a minute. The ammo and nissile explosions are lighting up the skies
behi nd you. If you had | ooked, you woul d have seen it. Had you not been under
attack yoursel f, you would have heard it, felt it."

Ai dan was suddenly aware that the night skies were considerably lighter than
when the battle had begun. Turning to | ook back, he saw a yell ow aura arcing
over the flatland.

Turning his attention forward again, he said, "Then we nust take O alla for
t he Jade Fal cons. |If one objective is gained, then—=

"Have you checked the anmunition status for your 'Mechs? And how many tons of
arnor and repair parts are necessary to bring your unit up to full strength?
Wth the supply depot gone, how will you rearm reload, and repair your
'"Mechs? And with the fight so intense at Robyn's Crossing, you cannot hope for
rei nforcenents. "

"W will do the job ourselves."

"No. You cannot. The Hunptulips warriors are arriving fresh, fully arned,
fully supplied. No matter how great your skill, they will wear you down.
suspect the maneuver was cal cul ated, part of ConStar strategy. Once they saw
we woul d concentrate on O alla, they nust have
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plotted to make us use up our fire power there before they brought in
rei nforcenents. "



"Your words are too full of caution, Kael Pershaw. Wat has happened to the
C ans?"

"W are being defeated on Tukayyid, that is what has happened. Supplies are

i nsufficient and casualties are nounting. Qther Cl ans did not even get this
cl ose, Aidan Pryde. Only Can WIf seens to stand between the O ans and total
def eat . "

"Then we will fight these ConfStar forces to the death. We will at |east die
honor abl y. "

"You will not even do that. The Fal con Guards are needed back at the bridge.
Qur warriors are pinned down. W are to retreat to the DropShips, and | mnust
ask—o, order—the Fal con Guards to provide cover for the wthdrawal.'’

"But O all a—we have conme so far and have al nost captured the objective."

' '"Yes, alnpst. | have the best conputer setup possible here in the Specter
and have run all information through it fromevery angle that | know. And, as
you are aware, ny ability as a strategist is the only reason | amstill active
in a Jade Falcon uniform | see no way for the Falcon Guards to take , and

hold A alla, Aidan Pryde. You must retreat.'
"I wish to fight."

"I'f you wi sh usel ess heroics, then fight. If you wish to do your duty by the
C an, begin the retreat. The Conftar DropShips are |anding on the other side
of Aalla. You are about seven kilonmeters fromdeath. The choice is yours. If
the Falcon Guards are annihilated at Qalla, it will be an echo of the unit's
shaneful defeat in the Geat Gash. If you choose to w thdraw, you can save
Fal con Guard lives and assist the evacuation of all the Jade Fal cons off
Tukayyid. As | say, your choice."

"You do not present a bal anced case, do you?"
"I did not intend to, Aidan Pryde."

Ai dan | ooked around the cockpit of the Tinmber Wl f, fully expecting to see a
transparent, phantasmal version of Kael Pershaw standi ng behind him But there
was no ghost. Aidan was alone in the cockpit, alone with his decision

"The retreat then," he said sullenly, all the while every nerve, every nuscle
in bis body, urged himforward.
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Ai dan Pryde's warriors did not need their 'Mechs' in-ertial guidance systens
to find their way back to Robyn's Crossing. They needed nerely foll ow the gl ow
in the night sky. Every tine it flickered, threatening to vani sh bel ow t he

hori zon, there would follow a new expl osion that turned the sky nonentarily
into daylight just as it had been settling back into the beckoning gl ow

MechWarrior Diana did not know what to think. It galled her that they were
beating the Conttar forces back and were about to enter the city of Qalla
when the order had come to turn back the way they had come instead. She
under st ood that the eneny reinforcenents would be fresher, that they would
have the fighting edge, that they would even probably wear the Fal con Guards
down. But she had wanted to see the Can force take the city, even for
nmonents, and woul d have been willing to die for the victory. That was what it



meant to be a Can warrior, she supposed. The way of the Cans and all that.
Because the concept was so deeply ingrained, she felt a deep frustration,
per haps even despair, that they nust turn tail and run.

It did not help to see the DropShips containing Hunp-tulips warriors pass high
overhead, their aerofighter escort blasting away any Jade Fal con tighter that
attenpted to intervene. They were evidently on their way to join in the

anni hil ation of the Jade Fal cons at Robyn's Crossing. And where were they

goi ng, the vaunted Fal con Guards? To the sane place. Wat had been the real
choi ce? she wondered. To die at Qalla or at Robyn's Crossing? Did

it matter where?

* k%
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Ai dan ordered his units to veer toward the Prezno River to neet it downriver
fromthe bridge. "W are coming in along the river bank," he told his
warriors. "They may not be |ooking for us there."

"I have news,*' Marine said. "Plough Bridge is conpletely lost. The Jade

Fal cons there have either crossed over or been pushed down toward Robyn's
Crossing. They are fleeing, in disarray. | have an idea, though. While you are
taki ng the Fal con Guards along the river, | will try a pincer attack, com ng
in straight at them"

Ai dan, for once in his Fife, felt a pang of fear in his chest. The battle was
turning into a rout. The Jade Fal cons could be wi ped out. It would be worse
than Twy-cross, where at |east the destruction had been linmted to the Fal con
Quards Custer.

Part of their route to Robyn's Crossing was littered with the debris of their
earlier charge. The Fal con Guard ' Mechs had to step over downed Battl eMechs
and clunps of twisted metal, but nothing could inpede their progress. Ahead of
themthe lights of battle were beacons that drew them on.

Ai dan's strategy worked. No one on the Conttar side was |ooking for a
riverside offensive. The Fal con Guards waded into the battle, firing freely at
the heavily massed Conttar Battl eMechs, transforming a few of theminto

wr eckage. Simultaneously with the Fal con Guards' entrance into the battle,
Marine brought her Cluster's 'Mechs through the rear lines, creating a sinilar
trash-heap of ruined Conttar 'Mechs. So concentrated had the ContStar forces
been on the ever-snaller group of Jade Fal cons defending the bridge that they
were not fully prepared for sneak attacks fromunits they had smugly expected
to be wi ped out back at O all a.

The units of both Aidan and Marthe were at the bridge itself within two
m nutes of their first shots.

"Who is in command here?" Aidan yelled into the general conmline.

"Star Col onel Gran Newclay," cane the famliar voice of the dan officer who
had opposed Aidan in council.

"Gran Newclay, retreat your units across the bridge. The Fal con Guards will
cover the retreat."”

"You cannot order—



"I will settle anything you wish in the Crcle of Equals,
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Gran Newcl ay, but | speak with the authorization of Kael Pershaw and Jade
Fal con Khan Chistu."

Gran Newclay grunbled a bit, but the order for retreat went out, and the Jade
Fal con Battl eMechs began to cross the bridge. Because the makeshift bridge was
so narrow, they could only go two by two, and could not nove at top speed.
Gradual |y the Fal con Guards and the Battl eMechs from Marthe's Custer closed
the gap in front of the bridge, creating their own bridge of |aser fire ained
at the attacking ContStar 'Mechs.

The maneuver stopped any advance by the Conttar forces, but created havoc on
both sides as ' Mechs were stripped and gouged of arnmor, as weaponry jammred,
and as sone ' Mechs fell where they stood, nore Confstar than Jade Fal con

The Jade Fal con El enentals did serious danage. Star Commander Selima al one,
with little infantry resistance, was ferocious in his attacks against the
Conttar Battl eMechs, peeling arnor off the unsuspecting 'Mechs and firing
accurately at leg joints. Other Elenentals kept up a steady series of
hit-and-run attacks on 'Mechs too occupied to notice the damage done by the
human gnats until one of their machine's | egs collapsed or a fusion engine
bl ew out .

Selima suddenly found hinmself on the other side of the ConfStar |ines. Looking
around, he searched for an opportunity to do sone fetal mschief. The idea
cane to himimediately, literally dropping out of the skies.

Ahead of him far enough away to be protected from Jade Fal con ' Mecb attack, a
Contt ar DropShi p was descending onto a | anding area that had been prepared, no
doubt hastily, for it. Running at his best speed, Selima headed toward it
oblivious to danger.

Selima guessed that once the ship |anded, its crew would imredi ately begin to
unl oad rei nforcenent Battl eMechs. Those fresh ' Mechs woul d probably finish the
Jade Fal cons at the bridge. Using his junp pack to |l eap onto the side of the
ship, he | anded just above the unl oadi ng door, where he waited.

As a Conttar Hi ghl ander began to lead his fellow ' Mechs down the ranp, Selinma
dropped fromhis perch on the DropShip to | and on the head of the 'Mech. He
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stared through the canopy viewport at the startled Conttar MechWarri or

Drawi ng back his arm Selima rammed the arnored claw t hrough the canopy. One,
two, three tinmes, he drove his fist, pistonlike, through the transparent
arnored gl ass. Wen the glass finally broke on the third blow, Selinma reached
in with his mechanical claw and seized the throat of the disbelieving
MechWarrior. A twitch of his fingers and the pilot was dead. Selinma jetted off
the Highl ander as it toppled back against its fellows in the DropShip. A
muf f1 ed expl osi on inside the ship gave testinony to the instability of a

Battl eMech's anmuniti on supply. He did not use up rmuch tine gloating, however,
but ran straight back into the fray, continuing to do any damage possible to
the enemy as he raced back to the Robyn's Crossing bridge.

When the last of Gran Newclay's 'Mechs had stepped onto the bridge, Aidan
ordered his Elenentals to weave their way across with these |ast ' Mechs.



When Newcl ay's ' Mechs were over, Aidan told Marine to nove hers across.
"Conttar ' Mechs are sweepi ng across Pl ough Bridge, according to npost recent
reports. They are attacking the retreat on the right flank. Proceed there, and
cover mat part of the retreat."

The survivors of Marthe's Cluster made their junps quickly and efficiently.

Now only the remmants of the Fal con Guards were | eft on the eneny side of
Robyn' s Crossi ng.

"Joanna!" Aidan screaned into his headphone. "Mwve us out!"
37

After junping to the crest of the slope on the Jade Fal con side of Prezno
River, Marthe took a nonment to gl ance back at Robyn's Crossing. Down bel ow,
with the river churning and swirling under the bridge, the Fal con Guards had
begun their evacuation. In precise groupings, the kind of drill for which Star
Capt ai n Joanna was fampus, die Falcon Guard ' Mechs junped to the center of the
bridge, then to the other side. One ' Mech would have just touched and
initiated its second junp when another canme down inmedi ately, as if
deliberately fitting its 'Mech foot into the footsteps of its predecessor. The
pont oons swayed and bucked with each | andi ng Mech, but by some nmiracle the

bri dge stayed together.

As Joanna paced the BattleMechs in their escape across the bridge, Aidan
Horse, Diana, and the other 'Mechs kept up a steady barrage at the confused
and di sorgani zed Conttar forces.

Mart he wi shed she could remain to be sure Aidan got across, but she knew he
would wait till last, deliberately and gladly putting hinself in the greatest
j eopardy. She did not disapprove. Such bravado was exactly what she had cone
to expect from Ai dan Pryde.

When about half the Fal con Guards were across the river and sending fusill ades
back to assist the renmaining defenders, she realized how much she wanted Ai dan
to survive this battle. They had often tal ked about |ove, but that was not
what she felt for him It was a concern for his life, something just as alien
to a Can warrior as the sentinent of |ove. The way of the Can placed so
l[ittle value on individual human life that Marthe was both sur-
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prised and pleased to care, if only for a nonment, about the fate of one of her
ki nd.

But nowit was time to act again. She headed for the right flank, where she
and her reunited Cluster would go on to successfully delay and, in fact,

significantly blunt the Conttar attacks there. Marthe would not only survive
t he Tukayyid conflict, she would emerge fromit as a Jade Fal con covered in

gl ory.

Horse was reluctant to nmake the junp. He wanted to stay at the bridge and go
down in flames. He knew that if the Cans lost at Tukayyid and had to honor a
fifteen-year truce, this mght be his |ast chance to die as a O an warrior

Not many freeborns had the chance to do so well, certainly not so well as he.
Freeborns rarely had the chance to go down at the front. It had taken the
reborn Fal con Guards to give Horse his opportunity, and he would regret |osing
it.



But he was still alive when Joanna called his name, and he had no choi ce but
to engage his junp jets and nmake the leap toward the center of the makeshift
Robyn's Crossing bridge. It seemed to sway beneath him as he came down j ust
behi nd MechWarrior Diana's Warhawk. They al nost collided when Diana's ' Mech
nearly toppl ed, but then she nanaged the second junp. Horse cane in behind
her, then went aloft again, cruising after Diana to the other side. Once
there, Horse joined the Fal con Guards in their covering barrage.

Later, after he had survived the battle of Prezno Plain, Horse would find that
his exploits were so confused in his nenory that he did not remenber what he
had done when. Whatever these exploits were, they earned hi m cormendati ons and
a nmention in the Jade Fal cons* Renenbrance. Two lines that extolled a freebom
who knew his pl ace.

In the back of her mind Joanna wondered if Ai dan Pryde woul d even nmake the
junp. She thought he night send everyone el se back, then buy sone mlliseconds
for the others by staying behind. As the nunmber of Fal con Guards | essened one
by one, the remaining warriors had to keep closing ranks. This went on unti
only Joanna and Aidan were left.

It was time for Joanna to junp, but, uncharacteristi-
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cally, she hesitated, the drillnaster disobeying the drill, to check on A dan
He was blasting away with his nediumlasers while at | east a dozen Conft ar
warriors were shooting back w thout much success. The shots that did hit sent
arnmor flying off fromall over Aidan's Tinber WlIf.

Then Joanna engaged her jump jets and began her |eap, calling over the
conmm ine for Aidan to follow her. dancing at her primary screen, she was
al nost surprised to see that he had junped and was, according to the drill,
ri ght behind her.

On the other side, the Falcon Guards were already di spersing and making the
junps up the cliffside to gain a better position to defend the genera

wi t hdrawal . Joanna requested perm ssion to stay at the bridge with any

vol unteers to pick off ContStar Battl eMechs as they crossed.

"Not this tinme," Aidan said. "We have to cover the retreat, and the retreat is
retreating fromus/'

The Fal con Guard stand at Robyn's Crossing had all owed the Jade Fal cons to
make significant progress toward the waiting DropShips, but the Com Cuards
were not done with the Jade Fal cons. Wien the Clan lines had retreated
sufficiently fromthe Prezno River, the eneny brought in DropShips full of
warriors and their 'Mechs.

"What are they up to now?" Joanna said. "Are we not retreating? Do they want
to wi pe us out conpletely?"

"That must be their intention," Aidan said. "W have danaged them sorely. They
need their honor satisfied."

4 'What has honor to do with it now? The battle is over.'
"It could turn, Joanna. It could turn."

"W have absorbed | osses, our supplies are depleted, our—



"But we are Jade Fal cons, and we are the best of the Jade Fal cons—+the Fal con
Guards. Maxthe once said of ne that | was a jade phoenix, a bird that dies
only to rise again."

"I have heard of the phoenix | egend, though this is the first time | have
heard of it as the jade phoenix."

"That was Marthe's idea, her fanciful thought that even if | fell into the
mre, | would always rise out of it on bright flames." Aidan sniled at the
exaggeration, but it touched himthat Mrine thought of himso. "Perhaps it is
really the Jade Fal cons who fit the | egend best. W are

FALCON GUARD 217

a fierce dan, and no adversity ever stops us. Perhaps we are the jade
phoeni x. "

"I think you should volunteer for a solahma unit. You are obviously old and
dodderi ng. Phoeni x? Sounds |ike freebirth nonsense to ne."

They had no tine to continue the discussion, for the newy arrived Conttar

' Mechs were now heading toward the Fal con Guards. The two sides net in a
ferocious and brutal struggle. The Fal con Guards, weary and | ow on anmunition
their 'Mechs pitted and scarred, neverthel ess held off nunerous attacks and
managed to keep the Com Guards from breaking through their lines until nost of
t he Jade Fal cons had been lifted off Tukayyid. Joanna was anong the fiercest
of the Fal con Guards, topped perhaps only by her commander, Star Col onel Aidan
Pryde.

Wth the retreat nearly conplete, it was time for the Falcon Guards to nmake a
dash for their own DropShip, the Raptor, which had just |landed in the pickup
zone. Aidan, Joanna, Horse, and MechWarrior Diana stood their ground, while
the others raced toward the ship. No matter how many ConfStar 'Mechs littered
the field, there always seemed to be nore, as though they had devel oped sone
ki nd of anoeba 'Mech that could split in two, then again, and again, and
again. Intelligence had by this tine broken down (nor had Ai dan heard from
Kael Pershaw for sone tine), so no one knew where the new ' Mechs cane from

Ai dan supposed that DropShi ps were | andi ng new ones behind the |ines.

"Everyone has reached the Raptor" Joanna informed Aidan

"So qui ckly?"

"There are not so many of us left, Star Col onel."

"Yes, | suppose so. Al right then, all remaining BattleMechs, evacuate!"
Joanna turned her Mad Dog toward the Raptor, Diana in her Warhawk right beside
her. She al most did not hear the whining sound of the missile coning at them
but her 'Mech was rocked with its explosion. A second passed before she
realized that the mssile had hit the Warhawk, which was now toppling over.
Joanna rotated her 'Mech and started to fire at the closest Conftar ' Mechs,
wi t hout any idea which was responsible for the hit against D ana's Warhawk.
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"MechWarrior Diana?" Joanna shouted. "Are you all right?"

The voice canme back weak, feint. "I am-nao, | amnot all right. Sonething
crashed through nmy cockpit. | amtrapped in ny seat. | cannot work the eject



nmechani sm "'

"What is wong, Star Captain?" It was A dan, who now stood al ongside the
fallen Battl eMech,

"It is MechWarrior Diana, sir. She is trapped. Sonehow the ejection—

"I heard that, Star Captain. It is unfortunate, but there is nothing we can
do. Qur orders are to get to the Raptor imediately. Die bravely,
MechWarrior. "'

"If I die," Diana said, her voice trenbling, "I plan to die bravely. *'
"W | eave her behind then?" Joanna asked.

"Al'l techs have left the planet, medic or otherwi se. There is no one to
extricate her.' *

"I wll extricate her," Joanna sai d.

"There is no tine. You nust not sacrifice your BattleMech for a single
warrior, Star Captain Joanna. Wat has gotten into you? Into the Raptor\"

Joanna di d not understand, never understood, what she did next. O why she did
it.

"I must tell you, Aidan Pryde, that MechWarrior Diana is the daughter of a
scientist naned Peri. You are her father."

"Father?" Aidan said in an odd voice

"You were not to tell,’
| ast word.

D ana accused, but her voice seened to fade out on the

Ai dan coul d never have expl ained to anyone the thoughts that went through his
mnd at Joanna's words. He renenbered a tine when he had sat by a | ake

consi dering the concept of father for a very long time. He had never really
been able to understand what the word nmeant, or what the hated words nother or
son or daughter or parent could mean to those people who assumed such roles in
one another's lives.

Ri ght now, he could imagi ne MechWarrior Diana in her cockpit, but what did it
mean that she was his daughter? She m ght be a product of the |iaison between
himand Peri, but that was as far as he could proceed with the idea. Even al

t he books of his secret library, with their frequent tales of famlies, could
not prove the
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meani ng of what he had just been told by Joanna. He had been Aidan of the
Matt | ov/ Pryde sibko, then Cadet Ai dan; he had posed as the freeborn
MechWarrior and Star Commander Jorge; he had reassuned his identity as Ai dan
then won the Bl oodnane Pryde; had been a Clan warrior for alnpst two decades,
had becone Star Col onel Aidan Pryde of the Fal con Guards. Those were enough
identities for anyone's life. How could he be anything to this MechWani or

D ana?

"CGet to the DropShip, Star Captain Joanna!"

"And you?"



"You do not run a drill on nmy life, Joanna. Go!"

Joanna did not | ook back as she ran to the Raptor, nor did she think again of
MechWarrior Diana for sone time. She was astoni shed when she and her Mad Dog
were taken into the Raptor and away fromthe now despi sed pl anet of Tukayyid.
Later, when she was honored for her role in the retreat, she scoffed,
especially as the honors did not carry with them a permanent promotion back to
Star Captain. But she accepted the comrendati ons and the medals that went with
t hem

El enental Star Commander Selima stood outside the Raptor, guiding the
survivors fromthe Elenental Stars into it. The [ast ones had entered, with
Selima taking one | ast | ook around when he saw Diana's ' Mech take the hit and
crash with an inpact whose trenors reached all the way to the DropShip.
Characteristically, Selima did not stop for even a nonent to think. He
instantly began to sprint toward the fallen ' Mech, the | oping sides of his
battlesuit bringing himto it quickly.

dinmbing onto the machine, he saw the crack in the cockpit. It was a fairly
narrow crack, but an Elenental battle suit could rip through it, given enough
time. Stepping up to the breech, he grasped one edge with his hand and braced
his foot on the other. The servos on his suit's exoskel eton began to whi ne and
strain. The heads-up-display flashed with warnings of stress tol erances
exceeded and overl oad conditions. Selima continued to pull. Then with a sharp
crack the tw sted arnor gave way, and he was | ooking into the cockpit.

MechWarrior Diana was in her command couch, |arge
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pi eces of twi sted netal holding her down. One piece seemed w apped around the
ej ection |ever.

"MechWarrior Diana?" Selim said. There was no response. A passing |ight
illum nated her face for a nmonent, and he saw her eyes were closed. Then the
light went away, and he could not see her face any nore.

Selima never stopped to speculate on possibilities. He just went to work,
using his great strength to pull away pieces of netal that m ght be renoved
wi thout further injuring the pilot.

As he reached for the neurohel net, the Battl eMech was rocked by another hit,
apparently in the lower torso. Selima noticed an odd odor. Not being a
MechWarrior, he could not know what it was, but he was able to sense danger in
many ways, including through the sense of snell.

"Who is that in there?" boomed an anplified voice outside the Warhawk. Selima
i medi ately recogni zed the voice of Star Col onel Aidan Pryde com ng through
hi s external speakers.

Quickly, Selima followed Aidan's instructions and identified hinself.

"Star Commander Selima, report the situation inside the cockpit as sinply as
you can."

"The pilot is trapped in her seat. | have renoved some of the constraints.
can renove the others, | believe."

"I's MechWarrior Diana still alive then?"



"Yes, sir.
"Continue, Star Commander —

Ai dan coul d not finish the sentence because suddenly he was fending off an
attack froma trio of ContStar BattleMechs. Selinma could hear himfiring, and
he caught his breath when he heard a m ssil e expl ode agai nst some part of the
Ti nber Wbl fs surface.

Delicately, he lifted the neurohelmet off Diana's head. Her black hair spilled
out as her head dropped back. He lifted her head and exam ned the rest of the
cockpit seat. Keeping hold of her head with his right hand, he worked at the
twisted metal with his left. For a nonent, it |ooked as though the nmetal was
too interlocked to cone | oose, then suddenly the whole mass of it freed up
enough for Selinma to slide Diana's body slowy upward and out of the cockpit
seat .

It felt as if she were all right, with no major bones
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br oken. Hol di ng her against his side with his right arm her feet dangling
down to his knees, he used his left hand to wi den the canopy crack
sufficiently to get both of them out.

As he was squeezing themthrough, Diana said suddenly, "Selinm?"
"Be quiet," he told her

"W . . . father ... | mean . . .’

"Quiet. Do not try to speak now "

When they cane out of the cockpit, Selima | ooked up and saw that Star Col one
Ai dan Pryde was taking on several Conttar BattleMechs at once. Sone of them
had come around to block his path to the Raptor, while all were firing on him
at will. He was rotating his 'Mech's torso back and forth, getting off shots
every whi ch way at the eneny.

"Take her to the Raptor, Star Commander Selima," Aidan's voice roared out of
t he external speakers.

Selima responded i nmedi ately, activating his junp pack and sailing for the
DropShip with MechWarrior Diana cradled in his arns.

Selima was prai sed anong El enentals for his rescue of the Can warrior, but
recei ved no conmendations or nedals. Even those MechWarriors who knew of his
nane and his deed soon forgot all about him Except for one MechWarrior. Diana
never forgot him

As soon as her 'Mech took the nmissile hit, D ana blanked out, coming to only
| ong enough to hear the exchange between Joanna and Aidan. She tried to
protest, but could not focus her speech coherently. Wat had possessed Joanna
to tell Aidan Pryde who she was? The next nmonent she was dream ng that Aidan
was in her village, living with Peri. Diana was a snmall child, so snmall she
did not seem capabl e of speech. She wanted to talk to her father, but she
could not speak. She could not even nmake a coherent noise. He spoke to her
She saw his nouth nove, but she could not hear what he was saying. She was
sitting on a rug. He reached toward her to pick her up, and suddenly she was



| ooking at the vi-sored face of Elenmental Star Commander Selinma. He was in her
cockpit. What was an Elenmental doing in her cockpit? They were not allowed
there, were they? She could
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not nmove. In the darkness Selim's high cheekbones seemed nore pronounced. He
did not see her | ooking at him Her eyes cl osed again.

In the new dream Selinma was talking with Aidan. Selima said that he wished to
be Diana's |ather and asked Aidan to declare himher father. A dan refused.

Ai dan said she was not his daughter, but he would not allow anyone else to
have her for a daughter either. She screamed that she had to have a father
sonewhere, did she not? He said no. He said she was a trueborn, like him
Trueborns did not have parents. They were tnie-borns and they were warriors,
he said. For sone reason, his words nmade her feel good.

She woke up again and saw that Selima had carried her out of the cockpit. She
heard her father's voice ordering Selima to take her to the Drop Ship. She
tried to talk, to shout to her father that he need not accept her as his
daughter. But her voice was gone and she was drifting back into sleep

Later, after her citations, she thought back to that nmoment and wi shed t hat
her voice had not, |ike her BattleMech, been disabl ed.

Star Col onel Aidan Pryde noticed with some anusenment that neither his primry
screen nor his secondary one showed any information. The effect, in this dark
Tukayyi - dan ni ght, was sonething like pillowfighting in the dark. He was
shooting off clusters, launching mssiles, filing pul sing beans at targets
that were only shadows hi his viewport. Perhaps Horse had been right about
this Tinber Wl f. Perhaps it was jinxed. Something in it always seened to be
going off track or not functioning at all

"You cannot get back to the Raptor, Aidan Pryde," Kael Pershaw said. "Wy in
t he nane of the Kerenskys did you delay? Just to allow tine for one El enental
to rescue one MechWarrior? It makes no sense to ne."

"Remai n puzzl ed, Kael Pershaw. "

Ai dan wondered if he were really hearing Kael Pershaw or whether the voice was
in his mnd. It nust be the real thing. No one would want to imagi ne Kael
Per shaw.

What woul d Pershaw say if he knew that the rescued Mech Warrior was Aidan's
daught er ? Kael Pershaw, after all, was one of the nost virulent haters of
freeborns.
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Ai dan had | earned that back on G ory Station, when he had endured Pershaw s
trenchant and devastating insults against all freeborns.

The two of them mi ght even have a | ong argunent about how the rescue was not
the way of the C an. Aidan m ght have to explain about the jade phoenix. He

m ght have to say that the rescue was another incarnation of the rise fromthe
flames, this time with Diana being given the chance

Al'l Aidan Pryde knew was that he was satisfied about the MechWarrior's rescue.
That was enough. There was no time now to consider anything el se.



When a cluster of mssiles expl oded against the Tinber Wl fs right |leg, he
felt it shift a bit. Wien he tried to make the leg nove, it did not respond.
What did it matter? There was nowhere he coul d go.

He wondered how nmuch ammunition he had | eft.

"To your right, Aidan Pryde, fifteen degrees,"” Kael Pershaw said. Aidan fired.
"Good. A head hit. That one is down. It was a Rifleman. Now, twenty-five
degrees the opposite direction. Launch a mssile salvo. Good. Direct hit. You
hit one in the torso, the other near the cockpit. I think it is going down."

A bl ast of heat rushed over himlike wave. The targeting systemfor his

ri ght-arm weapons shorted out, then the one for his left. He was out of

m ssiles. Another hit on his | egs nade the surface of his Tinmber WIf seemto
shudder. But it did not fall.

Kael Pershaw s voi ce had stopped. Aidan discovered that the small laser in his
left torso still worked. He kept firing it. Qutside the viewport there was a
huge flash. He had hit sonething.

There was no way he could cone out of this battle alive. The flames would
envel op himagain. For one of the fewtimes in his life, he laughed. Firing
blindly, he laughed again when he felt the reverberations of a nearby Conftar
Batt| eMech expl odi ng. Anot her bl ast, and anot her 'Mech went down.

H s death could not be fearful, he thought. Was he not, as Marine had said,
t he j ade phoeni x?

Epi | ogue
"Joanna, when you told ny father the truth about me—why did you do it?"

"I amnot sure. | could not |let the noment pass. Perhaps 1 have grown so old
that ny judgnent is inpaired.”

"I would not say that. | nmean, |ook at the way you whi pped the Fal con Cuards
into shape, then ran the unit with so much precision during the Tukayyid
battles."

"I did ny craty, D ana."

"More than that. What of all the comrendati ons you won?"

"Meani ngl ess. W |lost the battle, did we not? W nust now accept a disgusting
fifteen-year truce period, playing the part of nere occupation troops on the
wor | ds we conquered instead of advancing victoriously toward Terra."

"Al'l true, but the Fal con Guards distinguished thensel ves on Tukayyid."

"And nost died, too."

"Yes, but no one can say the Jade Falcons did not fight well. Except for Cd ans
Wl f and Ghost Bear, all the others lost their fights. Qur campai gn was at

| east judged a draw "

"Adraw is a loss for the Clans, especially since Can WIf was victorious.

And | amno better off now than before. They have denmpted me back to Star
Conmmander , "



"And what about the honors awarded ny father?"

Star Conmander Joanna paused for a nmonent. "Yes,
i mpressive. Very inpressive indeed."

she said, "They were

* k%
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Di ana, Joanna, Horse, and the remmants of the Fal con Guards were call ed back
to the Jade Fal con planet of Ironhold. Not having been inforned of the reason
for the sumoni ng, they were astounded by the respect with which they were
addressed and the honors showered on them once they arrived. During the course
of the cerenonies, they heard words that the Fal con Guards, |ed by courageous
Star Col onel Aidan Pryde, had so distinguished thenselves in the Tukayyid
canpai gn that they had earned a prominent place in the history of the d ans,
even sone lines in The Remenbrance. Although the name of Twycross was never
mentioned officially, it was clear that the shame of the Great Gash had been
washed cl ean.

But the best cerempny was saved for |ast. The Fal con Guards were sunmoned to a
| arge building that stood al one on the shore of a beach whose sands shone even
whiter in the bright sun. The light glittered and danced over the sands al nost
as nuch as it did on the waters.

The broad two-storey building stretched fromone end of the beach to the
other, built just in front of a | andscaped, al nost scul pted, woodl and
preserve. The trees were heavy with | eaves and their bark | ooked scrubbed. As
the group flew in over the building, D ana caught sight of a colorful garden
nestl ed deep anobng the trees.

"What is this place?" she asked Horse, as they stood in front of the
buil ding's thick gray netal doors. Diana was enthralled by the door's nany
engraved synbol s, none of which she could interpret.

"It is a gene storage center. Cenes of Jade Falcon warriors are kept in |large
underground vaults, where they are tended by the scientist caste.' *

"Horse, you have been speaking wi thout contractions for a long while. You are
i npressed, | can see that. Why?"

Horse only shrugged at first, then seened to reflect briefly. "I amnot sure,
but | think it has sonething to do with forbidden territories.™

D ana frowned. "Forbidden territories? What does that nean?
"Di ana, we are freeborns, and no one wants us ever to forget it. Trues walk

anong us |ike gods, dispensing favors and granting privil eges. Their way may
be wong, but it is the life we live and to which we adapt, especially
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"I would not. | am happy enough as a warrior.*'

"Happy, a strange word. But yes, you are neant for exactly the life you | ead.
As aml. But we will never be the gods. That is the way of the Cans."

"I should not want to be a god. Al this genetic stuff and the honor that goes



withit, it is too nuch responsibility. | prefer to mount the cockpit of a
Battl eMech and do ny job. That is all the life |I need.”

Horse's eyebrows raised quizzically. "You are young. And |ucky. You have yet
to experience some of what | have as a freeborn or what your father did when
he pretended to be one of us."

"Horse! You knew he was my father. How? Did Joanna tell you?"

The bearded warrior nmade a face. "Hardly. Joanna is not likely to inpart any
i nportant secrets to ne. No, | saw his face in yours the first time | laid
eyes on you."

"And you said nothing to hin®"
"No. | knew that if he wanted to find out, he would."'*

"Thank you, | think. But what about this place, Horse? Wy does our being born
differently make you hold the gene center in such awe?"

"This is where the tnieborns cone from That makes it magi cal. Wether or not
the scientists do create such perfect warriors as they think through stirring
up the genes, the magic of it starts here. The essences of two warriors are
m xed together with a wand, dropped into the nagic hat, and the future

tni eborns of the sibko fly out of it.

"As a freeborn, I may think ny |ot sonetimes unrair, but | amnot inmune to
magic. If it is ame that | feel for this place, then that nust be the reason
why. It is like a church, but not just any church—perhaps a church from

medi eval times on Terra, with high spires, crouching gar-

foyles, saints grasping mitres and orbs, clerestories with irds flying in and
out. The nedi eval church had its awesone nysteries, and the gene center has
its own. Am | confusing you enough, MechWarrior D ana?"

"Definitely. You do often speak strangely, Horse. As if your words conme from
anot her place." "And, in truth, they do."

228 Robert Thurston

"Now what are you sayi ng?"

"I will show you after the cerenony," he said, snmling nysteriously.

Horse kept his word. He showed Diana the secret library of print-on-paper
books that Aidan Pryde had carried with himeverywhere. He told her about how
he and Ai dan had snatched time to read them of how they had di scussed them
qui etl y—away fromthe other warriors—usually in the dark of night. He told
her of how they had to be so careful in their conversations with others not to
reveal what they had | earned in the books.

"These volunmes are also full of awesone nysteries, Diana. Your father often
admtted that he did not conpletely understand them especially anything
connected with bizarre social custons |ike parenthood."

Di ana flipped through the pages of several books, picking up first one, then
anot her, then another, eventually filling her arms with them

"]l cannot understand sone of the words, and sone of the names are nout hful s.
But you are right, Horse. They are inpressive. Wuld you let nme read sonme?"



"They bel onged to your father. Now they are yours, Diana. You can take over
the tedi ous work of transporting themfromplace to place. | am happy to be
quit of that particular duty.'*

Not knowi ng what to say, Diana said nothing. Instead she i mediately sat down
and began trying to nake sense out of one of the books. Wen she becane aware
of her surroundings again, several minutes |ater, Horse was gone.

At the gene center Joanna, resplendent in cerenonial robes decorated with an
array of colorful feathers, joined Diana and Horse, who were also in formal
dress.

Joanna peered at the insignia on the uniformpartially reveal ed beneath
Hor se' s robe.

"You have been pronoted, | see," she said to Horse. He nerely nodded in
response. "Star Commander Horse. That is a real tongue-tw ster. And
unconfortable in the bargain. Considering our past, | will find it hard to get
used to."

"Perhaps | will be transferred."
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"Let us hope so. Years ago, | would never have expected that we woul d one day

share the sane rank."

"For what it is worth, Joanna, | think that it was wong of themto reject
your field pronotion because of age, after your val orous—

"Shut up, Star Commander. | still am senior enough to berate you."

The ushers had opened the magnificent doors of the gene center, and the group
was waved inside. They were | ed through long, barely lit halls whose
undecorated walls seened curious to Diana. After the ornate entrance, she had
expected a sinilar magnificence inside.

A large platformtook the group downward, into the depths of the building. The
pl atform stopped and three of its walls seened to drop away, revealing a sight
that made even a veteran warrior |ike Joanna draw in a quick, astonished

br eat h.

They were standing in a large hall, so enormous that its wall seened

kil ometers apart. But the Fal con Guards were not concerned with the walls or
t heir whereabouts. What dazzled themwas the crowd of people seated in tiered
benches all around the hall.

Scanning the multitude, Diana realized that alnost all the Bl oodnaned warriors
of the entire Jade Fal con Clan were present. The audience, if that was what it
was, maintained a dignified silence as the ushers led the Fal con Guards from
the platformto a massive center table whose |egs were sculpted to duplicate
the I egs of a BattleMech. Sone people were already seated at the table. Diana
saw her nother, Peri, standing behind the table anobng a group of scientists.

Li ke the others, she wore the long, flowing white robe with black piping that
was formal dress for nmenbers of the scientist caste. Al though not surprised to
see her nmother in the gene center, Diana did wonder why she was present for
this cerenony and dressed so cerenonially.

Joanna strode up to the table and peered into the eyes of a bald nman whose



face was heavily lined, its winkles crisscrossed with a series of deep scars.
He wore crisp fatigues.

"Nomed, " she said, "is that you?"
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"I see you still have good vision, Joanna. For an old person, | nean."
"Rudeness and sarcasm It could only be Nonad. They told me you were killed.*'

"I nearly was. You see the proof of it on ny face. | was trapped under sone
girders for several days. But | will tell you about all that |ater. They are
about to begin the cerenony."

The Fal con Guards took seats around the table, but only those who had fought
on Tukayyid had been invited. The new repl acenents, none of themmsfits, none
of themtoo old, had been |eft behind.

In the welcoming rituals the Fal con Guards were again praised for their many
acts of courage and honor at Rob-yn's Crossing, their near-victory at Qalla
and their dogged defense during the Prezno Plain retreat. Many warriors stood
up and delivered heartfelt encomuns. |If doubt remmined in anyone's mind about
the vindication of the Falcon Guards, it faded away during these speeches.

Then Marthe Pryde stepped forward.

"It is ny honor to serve as Loremaster for House Pryde and | am especially
honored to guide the officers of Can Jade Falcon in the ritual we perform
this day. Ferocious bravery is the hallmark of all Can warriors, but at tinmes
there are those who transcend even that. These warriors deserve particul ar
prai se and a special place in the history of the dan."

"Seyl a," whispered several warriors seated anong the tiers. Some others

i medi ately echoed them the word "Seyl a" spoken slightly |louder. Then it was
the assenbl ed nultitude who joined in. "Seyla!" they shouted, the chorus of
voi ces deep and strong.

"Such a warrior was Star Colonel Aid an Pryde."

D ana | ooked at Joanna, whose face remai ned expressionless. As far as the
young warrior knew, Joanna, Peri, and now Horse were die only people in this
room who knew that she was Aidan Pryde's daughter. Wat fantastic |uck, she

t hought, to be included in this cerenbny so accidentally, as just a nenber of
t he Fal con Cuards.

VWhil e Marthe was cerenoni ously nam ng the exploits of Aidan Pryde (only the
heroi c ones, none of the tainted episodes), Diana felt many m xed enoti ons.
She rued not having had nmore chance to get to know her father
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especially regretting falling into unconsciousness just at die noment he
finally learned of her identity. He had fought to protect her, to save her
but he was dead by the time she regai ned full consciousness.

He had di spatched so many Com Guard Battl eMechs that the exact nunber could
not even be recorded on his codex. Yet, pleased as she secretly was to see him
el evated to such high status, Di ana wi shed she could have seen his face when
he had | earned who she was, w shed she mi ght have tal ked to hi mabout how she



had i nagi ned hi mthroughout her chil dhood and even deci ded to becone a warrior
because of him It was not Canlike to be sentinmental, and Di ana was not
sentimental. She had never expected that Ai dan woul d accept her as his

of fspring in any way. That woul d not have been the way of the Can, after all.
It was just that she wished sinply that they m ght have spoken together once.

"And finally," Loremaster Marthe Pryde was saying, "it was the | eadership of
Ai dan Pryde that kept the retreating Jade Fal cons from bei ng destroyed by the
enemy. He and his Fal con Guards courageously held the |line agai nst the Com
Guards. Because Ai dan Pryde and the Fal con Guards destroyed so many Confttar
Battl eMechs, d an Jade Falcon did not [ose the battle, but earned a draw. For
that act al one, he deserves all the honors we can bestow upon him™"

"Seyla," called out the assenbled warriors.

"Wth the approval of Khan Chistu and by a unani mous vote of the O an Jade
Fal con Council, the giftake of Aidan Pryde will give life to the next
generation of Jade Fal con warriors."

D ana was astoni shed at these words. Even the normally inpassive face of
Joanna showed a flicker of surprise. Mdre often than not, the giftake, a gene
sanmpl e taken froma dead warrior, would be stored for years before transfer to
t he active gene pool —+f ever

"Do you realize the honor?" Joanna whispered to Diana, |leaning in toward her
"I amnot sure."

"The genes of Aidan Pryde will enter the active gene pool immediately, without
the customary interval between acceptance of the genes and judgnent that they
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may be used to form sibkos. Diana, it is anmong the hi ghest honors."

Marine Pryde raised her right hand and gestured toward a control panel raised
on a dais next to the black wall to her right. A tech came forward and
mani pul at ed several buttons and switches of the panel. Wth a tremul ous groan
the wall began to cone open, gradually revealing an honor guard standi ng on
either side of a rather short woman wearing the uniformof the scientist

caste. The woman was quite old, a shock to Diana, who had seen old people so
rarely since her village days. In the warrior caste, those considered old were
about half the age of this wonan.

The wonman was hol ding a snmall wooden box of black wood set on a black cloth.
Engraved on the top of the box was a delicately rendered picture of a swoopi ng
jade fal con. Falcons were also stitched into the edges of the black cloth.

Slowy, in precisely neasured steps, the worman wal ked forward, the honor guard
form ng up behind her. Wth the honor guard's change in formati on was reveal ed
anot her figure, a man wearing the plain uniformof the active warrior instead
of cerenonial dress. The uniformwas crisply starched and decorated with many
nmedal s and honor patches. This was a warrior with |ong service, D ana thought.

"Who i s he?" she whispered to Joanna.

As the man linped into the dimlight, which reveal ed his hal f-mask, she knew
that she had heard of this particular warrior many times.

"His nane is Kael Pershaw. He must be here to represent the Khan, Notice what



he is carrying."

In his good hand Kael Pershaw was hol ding a bl ack | eather fol der that, D ana
realized imredi ately, mnmust cany the official papers relating to the cerenony.

"He | ooks |ike a ghost,'* she observed.
"Some think he is a ghost."

The procession stopped in front of the table. Led by Peri, the entourage of
scientists that had been standi ng behind the table came around to neet the
woman carryi ng the box.

"Do you carry the spawn of the honorable warrior, Aidan Pryde?" Peri asked the
worran.
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*' This box contains the spawn of Aidan Pryde,"” the woman replied.
"I am enpowered to accept the spawn of Aidan Pryde. | do so, conscious of the
honor it confers upon ne."

Peri accepted the box fromthe woman, who bowed slightly and noved to the
side. As Peri turned, the honor guard forned around her and the other
scientists. Marthe Pryde gestured toward the opposite wall, where a tech
operated the controls to open it.

As the two sections of the wall parted, they reveal ed a bl ack cabi net about
two neters high. Above the cabinet was a series of hol ograms picturing the
jade falcon in various stages of flight.

Peri wal ked slowy to the cabinet, with the cadre of scientists and the honor
guard keeping deliberate pace with her. Kael Pershaw, in spite of his poor

| eg, al so nanaged to keep an even, cerenonial distance fromthe others. For
years afterward the transfer of the spawn of Aidan Pryde was vividly
renenber ed because of the phantasmal presence of Kael Pershaw

At the cabinet Peri stopped. Another scientist activated a nechani smon the
side of the cabinet and its top slid open. Frominside a small shelf rose up

Peri held the box toward the cabinet and said, "I offer the genetic |egacy of
Ai dan Pryde for the O an Jade Fal con gene pool. The I egacy of this noble
warrior is of fine heritage, with outstanding skill and splendid courage. C an

Jade Fal con benefits greatly by the acceptance of this genetic |egacy."

Then she placed the box on the shelf and stepped back. The peopl e behind her
separated so that Kael Pershaw could come forward. Hol ding up the | eather

fol der, he spoke in a solemm but oratorical voice. "This folder contains the
of ficial documents of honor for Aidan Pryde, whose codex shows himto be anong
t hose Jade Fal con warriors who have particularly distinguished thenselves in
virtuous conbat." He placed the fol der beside the genetic |egacy container on
the shel f. The shelf descended into the cabinet, whose top then cl osed.

The entourage turned and wal ked away fromthe cabinet. The walls cl osed behi nd
t hem

"Al'l hail the genetic |egacy of Aidan Pryde," Marthe shout ed.
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"Seylal" sang out the assenbled warriors.
"All hail his deeds in battle."

"Seyl al"

"All hail his life as a Jade Falcon warrior."
"Seyl al"

As Marthe continued to lead the ritual, Diana glanced at Joanna, wondering
what she was thinking, especially the part about Aidan's life as a noble Cl an
warrior. Was she thinking of the taint that had clung to him now officially
renoved by this cerenony?

As the ritual ended, a hush fell over the assenbl ed crowd, broken suddenly
when a warrior several rows behind D ana stood up abruptly.

"I am Star Col onel Caro Pryde of Trinary Bravo of the TWelfth Jade Fal con
Cluster, and | herewith nonminate ny finest warrior, MechWarrior Isak, to
conpete in the Trial of Bloodright for the nost honorabl e Bl oodnanme bequeat hed
to the Jade Fal cons by the warrior Aidan Pryde."

Bef ore Marthe could even respond, two other Jade Fal con warriors from House
Pryde had stood up.

' 'l am Star Conmander Darya Pryde of Trinary Charlie of the Second Jade

Fal con Cluster, and | herewith nom nate the brave and di stingui shed
MechWarrior Nov-alis to conpete in the Trial of Bloodright for the npst
honorabl e and eternally adm rabl e Bl oodnane bequeathed to the Jade Fal cons by
the warrior Aidan Pryde."

"I am Star Captain Mansoor Pryde of Trinary Echo of the Fifteenth Jade Fal con
Cluster, and | herewith nonminate the gallant and superbly resourceful Star
Conmmander Velyn to conmpete in the Trial of Bloodright for the nost deserving
and honor ed Bl oodnane bequeathed to the Jade Fal con |ineage by the warrior

Ai dan Pryde."

At first Diana marveled at the subtlety with which the various warriors of
House Pryde enbel lished their nom nations, as each one rose to offer his or
her candidate for the val orous |ineage of Aidan Pryde's Bl oodnane. However, as
t he cerenmony continued, she could not hold back tears. This was her father
and, though it was not the way of the O an, Diana was happy at the
unprecedented renown that had cone to himand his name on this day, a day she
woul d renenber forever.
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Finally she was at peace with Aidan Pryde. They had known each other only in
her mnd, and that indeed was enough.

After the cerenony, when all had returned to the upper |evels of the gene
center, Peri stepped out froma doorway to confront Diana.

"So," she said, "It seens you found your father."

"He never knew who | was, except perhaps at the very end of his life, and I am
not sure about that."

"You | ook well. Being a warrior has made you even nore beautiful ."



"l do not care about that."

"I know you do not. But at this monent | wonder what you rust be feeling
toward ne."

"I do not understand the question. You are ny nother."

"And what does such a concept mean to you, as one who comes from a union that
has muddl ed both the true-born and freeborn concepts of parenthood? |I am
asking you as a scientist whose |ifewirk has been the study of genetic
heritages in and out of the sibko."

Di ana shuddered involuntarily. "You are like him you know, |ike Aidan Pryde,
distant."
"Do not forget that I, too, was once a warrior cadet," Peri said. "I am

trueborn. If | seemdistant, it may be only because of that. But tell ne how
you interpret parenthood."

"Well ... | do not know what to say. During this cerenpony |I felt confused.
amtoo trueborn to be a free-born, too freeborn to be a trueborn. I am sone
kind of misfit and naybe that is what he neant!"

"What who neant ?"

"Ai dan Pryde. | asked himwhy | was a Fal con Guard, and he nerely said because
he wanted ne there. Maybe he sensed that | belonged with the Guards because, |
was as much a nmisfit as the rest, caught between two worlds."

Peri nodded and began to walk away. "lIs that all?" Diana called after her

Peri turned and smled in a way that was neither true-born or freeborn. "You
have given ne ny answer."

"May | cone to see you in a few days, and you can explain it to ne?"
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"No. "

Peri turned around and strode away, |eaving Diana still saying, "Mther?"

The cerenmony over, Marthe Pryde was alone in the large hall. She stared at the

wal | behind which Aidan's genetic | egacy had taken its place as part of the
gene pool

She remenbered that she and Aidan were to neet after the battle in the
quarters of one or the other. It was too bad, she thought, that the neeting
had never taken place. In some way, it would have rounded out both their
lives, fromthe sibko to their brief reunion

Well, she thought, it did not happen. Tears had sprung to her eyes during the
giftake ritual, but she would forget Aidan Pryde now. There was too nmuch to
do.

A shuffling sound in the darkness made her rise quickly, ready to fend off any
attack.

Looki ng nore spectral than ever, Kael Pershaw came into the dimlight.



"You did well, Marthe Pryde," he said. "The cerempony was stirring; die
nom nations for Bl oodright were positively inspiring."

"What will happen now? What of the O ans? Must we be content to nerely
adm ni ster the conquered worlds while this fifteen-year truce drags on?"

"Ch, | amsure we will find reasons to fight soneone. If not the |Inner Sphere,
some other eneny. We are of the Cans, after all. We are warriors. W fight.
That is the way—

"I know. The way of the Clan. But is that all, Kael Pershaw? Honor and conbat
and Bl oodnanmes and Bl oodri ght s?"

"I's that not enough for you, Marthe Pryde?"
"For me, Kael Pershaw? Yes, enough for ne."

"Then it is enough.”

"Seyla," Mrthe whispered, then swept by Kael Pershaw out of the hall.

"I had not expected the cerenpny to be quite so inpressive,"” Joanna told

D ana. "I stopped Kael Pershaw when it was over and asked himif he had

i nfl uenced the decision to transfer the genetic | egacy so soon."
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" And?"

"He acted |ike Kael Pershaw. He refused to speak with me. He just reached up
hi s hand, nade sone tiny adjustment to that foul mask of his, and wal ked away.
| hated that man when | served under himat Gory Station, and | hate himeven

more now.'1

"But you say you hate everyone, even ne."

"Wl |, perhaps not you, Diana. You are no prize, but | do not feel a trace of
hatred for you. As for everyone else, well, yes, | suppose | hate nost of
them™

"\What about ny father? What about Ai dan Pryde?"

Joanna seemed to ponder the question. "He was a different sort of warrior
that is certain. Wen he first arrived on Ironhold with his sibko I predicted
that he would test out all the way. And so he did."

"Did you like himthen?"

"No, | did not like him Sonetines | hated himnore than anyone el se.™

Seeing the disappoi ntnment Diana could not hide, Joanna was amazed at the
contradictions in this superb warrior. Wiy did she care about a father whom

she had nerely observed from afar?

"But | think I hated himless than nost," Joanna went on. "Definitely. |I hated
him |l ess than nost."

D ana sm | ed, then frowned.



"He tested out all the way," Joanna said.
A ossary

Can mlitary unit designations are used throughout this book. The structure
of each unit is as foll ows:

1 'Mechs or 5 infantry 5 'Mechs or 25 infantry
2 Stars

3 Stars

4-5 Binaries/Trinaries

3-5 Custers

1 *Mech Star and 1 infantry Star

1 'Mech Binary and 2 infantry Stars
Poi nt

St ar

Bi nary

Trinary

Cl uster

Gal axy

Nova

Super nova

ABTAKHA

An abtakha is a captured warrior who is adopted into his new Clan as a
warrior.

AUTOCANNCN

This is a rapid-firing, auto-loading weapon. Light auto-cannon range from 30
to 90mm cal i ber, and heavy aut o-cannon may be 80 to 120nm or nore. The weapon
fires high-speed streans of high-explosive, arnor-piercing shells.

BATCHALL

The batchatt is the ritual by which Can warriors issue conbat chall enges.
Though the type of challenge varies, nost begin with the chall enger
identifying hinmself, stating the prize of the contest, and requesting that the
defender identify the forces at his disposal. The defender al so has
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the right to name the location of the trial. The two sides then bid for what

forces will participate in the contest. The subconmmander who bids to fight
with the | east nunmber of forces wins the right and responsibility to make the



attack. The defender may increase the stakes by demanding a prize of equal or
| esser value if he wns.

BATTLEMECHS

Battl eMechs are the nost powerful war nmachines ever built. First devel oped by
Terran scientists and engi neers, these huge, man-shaped vehicles are faster
nore nobile, better-arnored, and nore heavily arned than any twentieth-century
tank. Ten to twelve neters tall and equi pped with particle projection cannons,
| asers, rapid-fire autocannon, and nissiles, they pack enough firepower to
flatten anything but another BattleMech. A small fusion reactor provides
virtually unlinited power, and Battl eMechs can be adapted to fight in
environnents rangi ng from sun-baked deserts to subzero arctic icefields.

BLOODHERI TAGE

The history of the Bloodnamed warriors of a particular Bloodright is called
t he Bl ood heritage.

BLOODI NG

Bl ooding is another nane for the Trial of Position that determines if a
warrior cadet will qualify as a Can warrior. The candi date must first
denonstrate physical prowess in personal conbat by defeating at |east one of

t hree successive opponents. If he defeats two, or all three, he is imediately
ranked as an officer in his Clan. If he fails to defeat any of his opponents,
he is relegated to a |ower caste. If the candidate is successful in the trial
a conpl ex cerenony takes place. He or she nust be ritually defended by severa
C an warriors when chall enged by other representatives of the Can, or else
face those representatives in nortal conbat.

BL OODNAME

Bl oodnane refers to the surname of each of the 800 Warriors who stood with
Ni chol as Kerensky during the
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Exodus Civil War. These 800 are the foundation of the C ans* el aborate
breedi ng program The right to use one of these surnanes has been the anbition
of every Can warrior since the systemwas established. Only 25 warriors,

whi ch corresponds to 25 Bloodrights, are allowed to use any one surnanme at one
ti me. When one of the 25 Bl oodnamed warriors dies, a trial is held to
determ ne who will assune that Bl oodnanme. A contender must prove his Bl oodnane
lineage, then win a series of duels against other conpetitors. Only Bl oodnaned
warriors may sit on the Can Councils or are eligible to becone a Khan or

i | Khan. Most Bl oodnanmes have gradual ly become confined to one or two warrior

cl asses, but certain prestigious names, such as Kerensky, have shown their
genetic val ue by producing excellent warriors in all three cl asses
(MechWarrior, fighter pilot, and El enmental).

Bl oodnanes are determined matril Uneally, at |east after the origina
generation. Because a warrior can only inherit fromhis or her female parent,
he or she has a claimto only one Bl oodnane.

BLOCDRI GHT
A specific Bloodnanme |lineage is called a Bloodright. Twenty-five Bl oodrights

are attached to each Bl oodnane. A Bloodright is not a |lineage as we define the
term because the warriors who successively hold a Bl oodright mght be rel ated



only through their original ancestor. As with Bl oodnanes, certain Bl oodrights
are considered nore prestigious than others, depending largely on the
Bl oodright's history.

BONDSMAN

G ans can keep prisoners taken during conbat. These are call ed bondsnen, and
are consi dered nenbers of the |aborer caste unless and until the capturing

G an rel eases themor pronotes them back to warrior status. A bondsman is
bound by honor, not by shackles. Custom dictates that even Bl oodnaned warriors
captured in conbat be held for a time as bondsmen. Al bondsnen wear a woven
bracel et called a bondcord. The base color of the bondcord indicates to which
C an the individual is now bound, and the striping indicates which unit
captured him
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G an slang for the eugenics programof the warrior caste. It can also refer
specifically to the artificial wonbs.

CASTE

Clan society is rigidly divided into five castes: warrior, scientist,

nmer chant, technician, and | aborer. Bach caste has nmany subcastes, which are
based on specialties within a professional field. The warrior caste is based
on a systematic eugenics programthat uses the genes of prestigious,
successful current and past warriors to produce new nenmbers of the caste (see
Si bko). These products of genetic engineering are known as trueborns. O her
castes maintain a quality gene pool by strategic marriages within each caste.

CHALCAS

Anyt hi ng or anyone who chal |l enges the Clan caste systemis considered a
chal cas.

CLANS

During the fall of the Star League, General Al eksandr Kerensky, commander of
the Regul ar Star League Army, led his forces out of the Inner Sphere in what
is known as the first Exodus. After settling beyond the Periphery, nore than
1,300 light years away from Terra, Kerensky and his followers settled in a
cluster of marginally habitable star systens near a | arge gl obul ar cluster
that hid themfromthe Inner Sphere. Wthin fifteen years, civil war erupted
anong these exiles, threatening to destroy everything they had worked so hard
to build.

In a second Exodus, N chol as Kerensky, son of Aleksandr, led his followers to
one of the worlds of the globular cluster to escape the newwar. It was there
on Strana Mechty that Kerensky first conceived and organi zed what woul d one
day be known as the d ans.

CODEX

The codex is each warrior's personal record. It includes the nanmes of the
original Bl oodnanmed warriors
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fromwhich a warrior is descended. It al so records background information such
as the warrior's generation nunber, Blood House, and codex ID, an al phanumneric



code noting the unique aspects of that person's DNA. The codex al so contains a
record of the warrior's nmilitary career. See al so Master Codex.

COVBTAR

ConfStar, the interstellar conmunications network, was the brainchild of Jerone
Bl ake, formerly Mnister of Conmunications during the latter years of the Star
League. After the League's fall, Blake seized Terra and reorgani zed what was
left of the communications network into a private organi zation that sold its
services to the five Successor Houses for a profit. Since that tine, ConStar
has al so devel oped into a powerful secret society steeped in nysticismand
ritual. Initiates to the quasi-religious ConStar Order commt thenselves to
lifelong service

CONTRACT

A contract is an agreenent between the commranders of two units that allows the
conmander of one to include the units of the other in his bidding for rights
to a battle or trial. During the invasion of the Inner Sphere, Custer
conmanders within Gal axi es frequently nmade contracts to allow greater, and
often nore extravagant, bidding, while still maintaining a good m x of

Battl eMech, Elenmental, and fighter conbat units.

CUTDOMN

The m ni mum force necessary to win any trial for which there has been bi ddi ng.
Bi dders who can push their opponent into making a bid bel ow the cutdown are
consi dered cl ever. Comranders who win with a force snaller than the cutdown
are greatly honored.

DEZCGRA

A fighting unit that disgraces itself is known as a dez-gra unit. The nane
also refers to the ritual whereby that unit is narked and puni shed. Any unit
that refuses or-
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ders, panics in the face of the eneny, or takes dishonorable action is
di sgraced.

DROPSHI PS

Because interstellar JunpShips nmust avoid entering the heart of a solar
system they nmust "dock" in space at a considerable distance froma systenis

i nhabited worl ds. DropShips were developed for interplanetary travel. As the
nane inmplies, a DropShip is attached to hardpoints on the JunpShip's drive
core, later to be dropped fromthe parent vessel after in-systementry. Though
i ncapabl e of FTL travel, DropShips are highly maneuverable, well-arned, and
sufficiently aerodynanmic to take off fromand | and on a planetary surface. The
journey fromthe junp point to the inhabited worlds of a systemusually

requi res a normal -space journey of several days or weeks, depending on the
type of star.

ELEMENTALS

El enentals are the elite, battle-suited infantry of the O ans. These nmen and
worren are giants, bred specifically to handl e C an-devel oped battle arnor.

FREEBI RTH



Freebirth is an epithet used by trueborn nenbers of the warrior caste,
general | y expressing disgust or frustration. If a trueborn warrior refers to
anot her trueborn as a freebirth, it is is a nortal insult.

FREEBORN

An individual conceived and born by natural means is freeborn. Because the
O ans val ue their eugenics programso highly, a freeborn is automatically
assuned to have little potenti al

G FTAKE

This is the sanple of DNA taken froma warrior who died with great glory in
conbat. The giftake is considered the warrior's best DNA sample and the one
nmost likely to produce inproved warriors.

FALCON GUARD 245 HEG RA

Victorious Can warriors sonmetines extend the courtesy of hegira to defeated
opponents. Hegira all ows the opponent to wi thdraw honorably fromthe field
wi t hout further conbat or cost.

I NNER SPHERE

The I nner Sphere was the termoriginally applied to the star enpires of

human- occupi ed space that joined together to formthe Star League. The states,
ki ngdonms, and pirate domai ns just beyond the Inner Sphere are known as The
Peri phery. Wen Al eksandr Kerensky led his exiles out fromthe I nner Space,
they travel ed even beyond The Periphery, to regions yet unknown.

| SCRLA

The spoils of battle that warriors can claimas their right, including
bondsnmen, are known as isorla.

KHAN

Each C an elects two | eaders, or Khans. One serves as the Can's senior
mlitary commander and bureaucratic adm nistrator. The second Khan's position
is less well-defined. He or she is second-in-comuand, carrying out duties
assigned by the first Khan. In tines of great internal or external threat, or
when a coordinated eifort is required of all Cans, an il Khan is chosen to
serve as the suprenme ruler of the d ans.

KURULTAI

A kurultai is a Can war council. A Grand Kurultai is a war council of al
Khans of the Cans. Only the il Khan can convene a Grand Kurultai at any tinme
or place. A normal Grand Council, on the other hand, may only be convened by

petition of three or nore dans, and nust be held in the Hall of Khans on
Strana Mechty.

JUMPSHI PS

Interstellar travel is acconplished via JunpShips, first developed in the
twenty-second century. These sone-
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what ungainly vessels consist of a long, thin drive core and a sail resenbling
an enornous parasol, which can extend up to a kiloneter in width. The ship is
naned for its ability to "junmp" instantaneously across vast distances of

space. After making its junp, the ship cannot travel until it has recharged by
gat hering up nore sol ar energy.

The JunpShip's enornous sail is constructed froma special metal that absorbs
vast quantities of electromagnetic energy fromthe nearest star. Wen it has
soaked up enough energy, the sail transfers it to the drive core, which
converts it into a space-twisting field. An instant later, the ship arrives at
the next junp point, a distance of up to thirty light years. This field is
known as hyper-space, and its di scovery opened to mankind the gateway to the
stars.

JunmpShi ps never land on planets. Interplanetary travel is carried out by
Dr opShi ps, vessels that are attached to the JunpShip until arrival at the junp
poi nt .

LASER

An acronym for "Light Anplification through Stimulated Em ssion of

Radi ation.'1 When used as a weapon, the | aser damages the target by
concentrating extreme heat on a small area. Battlenech | asers are desi gnated
as small, nmedium and large. Lasers are al so avail able as shoul der-fired
weapons operating froma portable backpack power unit. Certain range-finders
and targeting equi pment also enploy |owlevel |asers.

LOREMASTER

The Loremaster is the keeper of Can laws and history. The position is
honorabl e and politically powerful. The Loremaster plays a key role in
inquiries and trials, where he is often assigned the role of Advocate or
I nterrogator.

LRM

This is an abbreviation for Long-Range Mssile, an indirect-fire mssile with
a hi gh-expl osi ve war head.
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The Cat hmaster is the honor guard for any official O an cerenpny. The position
is simlar to that of an Inner Sphere sergeant-at-arnms, but it carries a
greater degree of respect. The Cathmaster administers all oaths, and the
Loremaster records them The position of Cathmaster is usually held by the

ol dest Bl oodnanmed warrior in a Can (if he or she desires the honor), and is
one of the few positions not decided by conbat.

OVKHAN

This is a termof respect reserved for soneone of higher rank

PERI PHERY

Beyond the borders of the Inner Sphere lies the Periphery, the vast donain of
known and unknown worlds stretching endlessly into interstellar night. Once

popul ated by col onies from Terra, these were devastated technol ogi cal ly,
politically, and economically by the fall of the Star League. At present, the



Periphery is the refuge of piratical Bandit Kings, privateers, and outcasts
fromthe I nner Sphere.

PONLESS

Pow ess is the vulnerability that a warrior, particularly an Elenental, feels
when forced to fight wi thout his accustoned weapons. The word is probably
derived from "powerl ess.”

PPC

Thi s abbreviation stands for Particle Projection Cannon, a magnetic

accel erator firing high-energy proton or ion bolts, causing damage through
both inmpact and hi gh tenperature. PPCs are anong the nost effective weapons
avail able to Battl eMechs.

QUI AFF/ QUI NEG

This C an expression is placed at the end of rhetorical questions. If an
affirmati ve answer is expected, quiaffis
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used. If the answer is expected to be negative, quineg is the proper closure.
RANSCOM

Clan customdictates that a warrior who has been successful at his Trial of

Bl oodri ght nmay be rewarded with a gift by the C an. Dependi ng upon the
warrior's success during the Trial, the ransom mi ght range fromthe right to
choose what type of weapon he will use as a warrior to the right to command a
special unit. At the time Khan Natasha Kerensky returned fromthe | nner Sphere
and then underwent her second Trial of Bloodright, ilKhan Uric Kerensky

awar ded her a ransomof the right to formthe Thirteenth Wl f Cuards.

REDE

One of the many fornms honor takes in the Cans, a rede is an honor-bound
prom se. Breaking a rede may be puni shed by deat h.

REMEMBRANCE, THE

The Renenbrance is an ongoi ng heroic saga detailing Can history fromthe tine
of the Exodus fromthe Inner Sphere to the present day. The Renenbrance is
continually expanded to include contenporary events. Each Clan has a slightly
different version reflecting their own opinions and experiences. Al Can
warriors can quote whole verses of this nmarvelous epic frommenory, and it is
conmon to see passages fromthe book | ovingly painted on the sides of

Omi Mechs, fighters, and even battle arnor.

Rl STAR

This termrefers to a particularly gifted warrior on his or her way to high
position. It is probably derived fromthe expression "rising star."

SATARRA

A Can council may cast a veto, or satarra, to settle or postpone disputes
bet ween castes within their juris-
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diction. Satarra is invoked only when negotiati ons seem at an inpasse and/or
threaten to disrupt the work order of the Clan. It seens to be nore a ritua
than an act of |egislation.

SAVASHR
A d an epithet.
SEYLA

This word is the ritual response voiced in unison by those w tnessing solemm
C an cerenonies, rituals, and other inportant gatherings. No one is sure of
the origin or exact neaning of the word, but it is uttered only with the
greatest reverence and awe.

S| BKO

A sibko consists of a group of children produced fromthe sanme male and fenal e
geneparents in the warrior caste eugenics program The nenbers of the sibko
are raised together, then begin to undergo constant testing. As various
menbers of the sibko fail at each test, they are transferred to the | ower
castes. A sibko consists of approximately 20 nmenbers, but usually only four or
five remain at the time of the final test to become warriors, the Trial of
Position. These tests and other adversities may bind the surviving "sibkin"

t oget her.

SRM

This is the abbreviation for Short-Range Mssiles, direct-trajectory mssiles
wi t h hi gh-expl osi ve or arnor-piercing explosive warheads. They have a range of
| ess than one kiloneter, and are accurate only at ranges of |ess than 300
nmeters. They are nore powerful, however, than LRMs.

STAR LEAGUE

The Star League was formed in 2571 in an attenpt to peacefully ally the mgjor
star enpires of human-occupi ed space, or the Inner Sphere. The League
prospered for al nost 200 years, until civil war broke out in 2751. The
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League was eventual |y destroyed when the ruling body, known as the High
Council, disbanded in the nmidst of a struggle for power. Each of the G eat
House | eaders then declared himor herself First Lord of the Star League, and
wi thin nmonths, war had engulfed the Inner Sphere. This conflict continues to
the present day, alnost three centuries later. This era of continuous war is
now known sinply as the Successi on Wars.

STRAVAG

A C an epithet, probably a conmbination of the Can words stran, meaning
i ndependent, and vagon. neani ng birthing.

SUCCESSOR LORDS
After the fall of the Star League, the remaining nenbers of the Hi gh Counci

each asserted his or her right to become First Lord of the Star League. Their
star enpires becane known as the Successor States and the rulers as the



Successor Lords. The Can invasion has tenporarily interrupted the centuries
of war, the Succession Wars, that first began in 2786. The battl eground of
these wars is the vast Inner Sphere, which is conposed of all the star systens
once occupied by Star League's nenber-states. The Successor Lords tenporarily
put aside their differences in order to neet the threat of a comon foe, the
d ans.

SURKAI

The surkai is the R ght of Forgiveness. The C ans honor uniformty in thought
and belief above all else in their society. Wen warriors di sagree, when a

C an disagrees with the dan Council, or when a nmenber of one caste offends a
menber of another caste, surkai is expected. It is a matter of pride that the
of fending party freely admt his wongdoi ng and request puni shment. Those who
show great surkai are held up as exanples to others for their willingness to

accept the consequences of their independent thoughts. Those who do not show

surkai when it is expected of themare viewed with suspicion
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The Rede of Forgiveness, or surkairede is the honor-bound agreenent between
the majority and any di ssenters. According to the surkairede, once a dissenter
accepts puni shment for having disagreed with the majority, he should be
allowed to resune his role in society without suffering any further disgrace
for having spoken out.

TOUVAN
The termgiven to the fighting armof a O an
TRI AL OF BLOCDRt GHT

A series of one-on-one, single-elimnation contests deternines who w ns the
right to use a Bloodnanme. Each current Bl oodnanmed warrior in that Bl oodnane's
House nomi nates one candi date. The head of the House nom nates additiona
candidates to fill thirty-one slots. The thirty-second slot is fought for by
t hose who qualify for the Bl oodnane but who were not nom nated. The nature of
the conbat is determ ned by "coining." Each conbatant places his persona
nmedal I i on, a dogids, into the "Well of Decision." An Gathmaster or Loremaster
rel eases the coins sinultaneously, so that only chance determ nes which coin
falls first to the bottomof the well. The warrior whose coin |ands on top
chooses the nmanner of the conbat ("Mech versus 'Mech, barehanded, 'Mech versus
El enental, and so forth). The other warrior chooses the venue of the contest.
Though t hese Bl oodnane duel s need not be to the death, the fierce conbat and
the intensity of the conmbatants often | eave the | osing candidate nortally
wounded or dead.

TRI AL OF PGCsI TI ON

The Trial of Position determ nes whether a candidate will qualify as a warrior
inthe dans. To qualify, he nust defeat at |east one of three successive
opponents. |If he defeats two, or all three, he is imediately ranked as an
officer in his Can. If he fails to defeat any of his opponents, he is
relegated to a | ower caste
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This trial resolves conflicts in which two or nore Clans claimthe right to

the sane thing, be it territory, a warrior's genes, or even suprenacy in a
di fference of opinion. This trial uses the formal challenge of the attacker



and the response of defending forces, and favors those comuanders fromthe
attacking Can skillful enough to bid mninml forces.

TRI AL OF REFUSAL

The O an councils and the Grand Council vote on issues and | aws that affect

the community. Unlike Inner Sphere |egislation, however, any decision can be
chal | enged and reversed by a Trial of Refusal. This trial allows the |osing

side to demand the issue to be settled by conbat.

The forces used in the Trial of Refusal are determ ned on a pro-rated basis.
The faction rejecting the decision declares what forces they will use. The
si de defending the decision (the attacker) can field a force equal to the
ratio of winning to losing votes. For exanple, if the contested vote carried
by a three-to-one margin, the attacking forces can field a force three tines
the size of the force challenging the decision. Bidding usually results in a
smal | er attacking force, however.

TROTHKI N

Used formally, this termrefers to nenbers of an extended sibko. Less
formally, a warrior will use the termtroth kin when referring to soneone he
consi ders his peer.

TRUEBORN TRUEBI RTH
A trueborn is a product of the warrior caste's eugenics program
ZEL LBRI GEN

This is the Can word describing the body of rules used to regul ate and
ritualize duels. Zellbrigen means that conbatants engage i n one-on-one duel s,
even if both sides have many warriors. Those not inmmediately chal -
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| enged are honor-bound to stay out of the battle until an opponent is free
(meani ng he has defeated his eneny). To attack an eneny already engaged with
an opponent is a major breach of Can code, usually resulting in at |least |oss
of rank.



