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Prologue

Devil’s Rock
Prefecture VI, Republic of the Sphere

14 February 3134

Seven at night and il raining like hell in Faust City: afrigid rain, the near Side of deet, the kind that spiked a
man’sskin like anice pick and burned like a brand. The kind of rain that made aman hopeto hell he found a
cheap dive and fast: aplace with foggy windows and bored women with sagging breasts and pallid skin who
bumped and ground through clouds of blue cigarette smoke swirling around their legs like gauzy fabric; a
place where aguy could toss back a couple belts of chegp whiskey raw enough to knife histhroat and
explodein the pit of his stomach like ngpam. A place like Lucifer’ sFit.

C sat at asmall, round table tucked into the far Ieft corner, behind apillar and in inky shadow. Anyone



looking saw only a silhouette, but no one looked because everyone was too busy getting drunk, or stoned, or
laid, or dl three. C wasn't. He had agood view of the bar and the john was down ashort hall to hisright.

He d discovered afundamentd truth: Y ou never drank beer; you only rented it. Other than boozy men
weaving by to take aleak, no one frequented this little corner of the universe. That wasfine because C had a
man to kill and tonight was as good a night as any. In fact, tonight was more than good. It wasrainy, dark
and colder than awitch’stit. Hell, it was perfect.

C hefted his mug, sucked in what passed for coffee, forced it down. The coffee tasted likeit'd smmered
sncethe early Pleistocene; adank brew scummed with an amoeboid dick that shimmered suspicioudy like
engine oil and was sour enough to leave his mouth tasting like burned tar. He d have preferred whiskey, but a
good |SF agent didn’t drink on the job—not and keep a clear head. Besides, there' d be plenty of timeto
celebrate when the Bounty Hunter was dead. Payback for al the Combine troops the Bounty Hunter had
killed ayear ago, and along time coming.

C looked over the rim of hismug at histarget, aman who sat eight metersto the right on adiagonal, and
ringsde to the runway where the dancers did their routines. The Bounty Hunter’ s disguise was pretty good:
jowls, liver spots, a bottlebrush of thinning, white hair. The getup screamed civil servant douching toward
retirement: the kind of guy who got awatch and a handshake and was forgotten the moment he walked out
the door. He wore rumpled khaki pants, a frumpish blue VV-necked swesater and apair of owlish
sted-rimmed specs with thick lensesthat gleamed white as coinsin the light from the runway. But the thing
that redlly sold the package? The limp. The Bounty Hunter lurched like an old man favoring abad hip he
should' ve replaced ten years ago.

Only the Bounty Hunter had buried himsdlf in the part, inhabiting hisrole so well he' d developed habits, little
routines more predictable than the sunrise. Like coming to the Pit every afternoon at five and staying until
eight. What the Bounty Hunter saw in the bar was amystery. There were enough people puffing away tofill a
cancer ward. The Bounty Hunter didn’t seem to be there for the girls, ether, and histip wasn't anything
designed to endear him to the management (a half stone—big spender, but the coffeewas pretty lousy). No,
the Bounty Hunter just drank histwo cups of coffee and read the paper. Then, every night at eight, he tucked
the paper under hisarm and limped out for home sweet home—a dingy gpartment in a decrepit complex of
narrow warrens and dead-end dleys aklick southeast of the sulfur refinery. Along theway he'd shell out a
five-stone coin here and there and chat up one of the regulars, adown-on-his-luck drunk who squatted at
the corner of the Bounty Hunter’ s gpartment complex. Andbingo : The ideacamefor just how, exactly, C
might make the universe a better, brighter place.

Still, C was uneasy. He wasn't the first | SF agent to go after the Bounty Hunter. C was the third, and he had
no illusions about being any better than hisimmediate predecessor, who' d been ddlivered, diced and diced
into ajigsaw, in arefrigerated box to 1SF headquarters on L uthien three months ago. No one knew exactly
what had gone wrong, and the dead guy sure wasn't talking. So C had to act on ingtinct, and instinct
screamed that if he was going to make amove, he' d better do it tonight.

C’ seyesdropped to hisfinger watch: a quarter to eight. Fifteen minutes was enough; he' d timed it that
morning. Scraping back his chair, C stood, shrugged into hisraincoat, backhanded astone as atip, and then
wove hisway toward the door and around tables, moving not too fast and not too dow and being careful not
to avoid the Bounty Hunter’ stable, which lay on adirect line to the door. He passed so close, aquick glance
over the man’s shoulder let C catch aglimpse of the breathless headline: afollow-up story about that string of
murders on Kordavain the suburb of Little Luthien nine months ago. So close C felt hispulserampin his



temples and his ssomach cramp with excitement—one shot right behind his ear and, with the silencer, I’'d
get away before anyone noticed—and then the moment was gone, and C was moving past the Bounty
Hunter and pushing hisway into the night.

The door clapped shut, cutting the sounds from the bar in two like a ribbon snipped by sharp scissors. C
moved quickly now, grateful that it was still winter on this godforsaken planet. Night had dammed down
hard; the rain had dacked but not ceased. The streets would be deserted, the traffic light. No witnesses. No
onelikely to interrupt C'slittle téte-a-téte with one very-soon-to-be-ex—Bounty Hunter.

Fifteen minuteslater he was dripping wet, the rain trickling in shivery fingers down his neck and giving him
the shakes as he turned onto the Bounty Hunter’ s street. The Bounty Hunter’ s apartment wasin ared brick
tenement, second building down on the right. The wind was blowing in from the west, flinging sheets of rain.
The feeble glow from asolitary streetlamp threw out rain-fractured light, awavering halo edged with a
shimmering, rainbow-colored corona. The streetlamp stood at the near corner on the opposite side of the
street: perfect, because that meant that anyone coming that way would lead with his shadow.

C armed wet out of his eyes and blinked. No one around, the rain washing the drunks away. Fantastic. C
ducked into anarrow dley that was more pothole than asphdt. The dley was squalid with mushy garbage
that squelched beneath C’ s boots and reeked enough to make him gag. But the alley was good because it
was blind and windowless and, at the end, a bonus. an assortment of dented trash cans and one
indudtrid-gze rubbish bin.

All the better to dispose of unwanted Bounty Hunters, my dear .

If the Bounty Hunter was on schedule—and he would be on schedule—C had ten minutes. Quickly, he
stooped, ran hisfingers dong the dimy bricks, then smeared muck through hishair and over hisface. Then he
stuck his pistol in hiswaistband and pedled out of histrench coat. He let the coat fal into awater-filled
pothole, ssomped on it afew times, then inched his armsinto the now-soggy, filthy garment. He dipped the
pistol back into the right pocket of histrench coat, cupping the stippled grip in hispalm, hisright index finger
inthetrigger guard. Lolled back againgt thewall.

Ask for a handout and, while he’s digging for change, that’s when | shoot him—kill him and dump
himin one of the bins.

The sounds were so indistinct and irregular, so textured by the hiss of rain on brick, he nearly missed them.
Then his ears pricked to the hesitant tap of shoes againgt stone, one clap heavier than the other because the
Bounty Hunter limped. C had to admire the man. He hadn’t dropped the limp even to get in out of therain.

Nervestingling, C waited, mouth dry, pulsetripping in hisveins. Ten steps more, then five, and now he saw
the bobbing black finger of a shadow through the fringe of his lashes.

Five steps more, then four, three. . . and asthe Bounty Hunter came aongside, C hauled up his head, just
another drunk dragging himsalf out of a stupor. “Say, buddy,” he durred and tottered forward astep to close
the distance. “ Say, buddy, canyou . .. 7’

There was the unmistakablesnick of meta against metal, and the last thing C saw was something very bright,
asgtedy arc. And then it didn’t matter because, by the time his brain trand ated—knife—something cut
across his neck, going right to left. Therewas aweird, pulsing, splashing sound, like water from afountain



hitting tile. C was too surprised to fed pain and he was just reaching for histhroat when there was another
flash, thistime left to right, that sheared off the tips of hisleft fingersin the bargain. And then paindidn’t
matter because, suddenly, he couldn’t bregthe.

Choking, C clawed a his neck as his knees buckled and hisvision grayed. Hislungs burned, and the hiss of
the rain got whispery-thin and ddlicate asfine mist. As C sagged, hislast conscious thought was how the
sl of hisblood was like thiswagon he' d had as akid: awagon left out in the rain one too many times, until
it was pocked with rust blistersthat smelled of wet copper. The smdll of hisblood waslike that.

Theclick .

Theclick happened when he saw the | SF agent pretending to be adrunk pretending to hold up the wall of
his gpartment building. Then—click. A switch was thrown in some deep, dark crevice of hisbrain, and
suddenly it waslike hishead had filled with helium. Hismind drifted, his consciousness tethered to his body
like akid' s baloon and he watched things unfold like a choreographed dance: the way he' d pivoted,
snapping hisright wrist. The way the knife darted like the razor-sharp tongue of achame eon, uncoiling from
its sheath benesth the cashmere swesater. The instant he' d felt that unmistakable trangtion asthe knifediced
firgt ar and then flesh. The agent’ s shock, then confusion and, finaly, dull-eyed terror as the second cut
diced hiswindpipe. And blood, lots of blood, spurting in thick ropes that splattered to the asphalt and
mingled with mud, apulpy wad of discarded newsprint and the genera garbage that duiced down the gutters
inagood, hard rain.

Then heclicked again, hismind collgpsing like apirate’ s spyglass. Thiswas agood moment because he
needn’t hurry, and he could reve in sensation. His tongue sneaked over hislips. Something warm, brackish.
Blood. He looked down at the cashmere swester, purple now with blood and rain. Too bad; he' d liked the
swesater. He particularly liked theway it smelled of its previous owner: pipe tobacco and spicy aftershave.
Then heflicked hiswrists; the agent’ s blood spun from the blades in teardrops. Another flick and each blade
whirred into its hidden sheath, secured to his forearms beneath the old man’ s swester.

What lovely toys. Pity that he and the Bounty Hunter couldn’t have alittle assassin-to-fellow-assassin
chitchat. But thelast he’ d seen was the man’ s naked backside floating serenely downstream after he'd
shucked the Hunter out of hisarmor—and, lordy, lordy, if the man hadn’t been wearing a stitch except apair
of tatty boxers. Squatting, he studied the wisps of steam curling from cooling meet, the black blood apuddie
drooling over concrete. Humming tunelessy, he withdrew atwelve-centimeter hunting knife from a sheeth
strapped to the small of his back and got to work. When he was done, he held the agent’ s dripping,
bug-eyed head in hisleft hand. The agent’ s jaw was unhinged; histongue lolled like adead worm. Onan
impulse, he pressed his mouth to the agent’ s cold lips, histongue playing over the hard, uneven edges of the
agent’ steeth, and discovered: The agent had an overbite.

“Alas, poor Yorick,” hesaid, withasgh and awink. “I hardly knew ya.”

| p—

Katana Tormark’s Journal



Early morning, 1 October 3134

When | was eight, my father killed hisbest friend. When | turned fifteen, my mother died, and when | was
seventeen, | told my father | never wanted to see him again. Ever. So he went away, and that was that. Sort
of. For onething, | lied; | kind of wish he' d stuck around. My mother was a musicologist, and after my
parents separated—this wasright after my father killed Uncle—we often went to the Combine. | met one of
the most important peoplein my life there. And | learned alot about the Combine. Alot alot and | had
questions for my father he could never answer.

Atthesametimel was, like, thisposter child for The Republic: counsding little kids, getting my citizenship
ahead of schedule, saving Sir Regindd, going to Northwind, becoming duchess and then prefect while, at the
sametime, I'm studyingbushido ; I' m pretty damn good atkendo kata ; I'm abetter frigging samurai than my
father and . . . you get the picture. The only thing missing isthe holovid: She fights! She conquers! She even
cooks! LikeI’m somekind of new appliance.

Someone once said that, deep down in my gut, | must’ ve known or figured out somehow that The Republic
wasn't redly my home, or | was neverat homein The Republic in thefirst place; take your pick. Probably
right on both counts. I mean, think about it: Y ou got this Republic, and we' re all supposed to love each other
and not resort to violence and stuff. But here | am, kicking some serious butt—and getting rewarded for it.
Schizophrenic, you ask me.

And here sanother thing. As soon asthat network went down, | findly saw how fragile the whole thing was.
Factions and planets connected by a network of threads asinsubstantial as a spider’ sweb. One big blow
and the web disintegrated, and al of asudden, it's every woman for hersdlf.

Sowhy am | doing this? Bestsme.. . . no, that’salie. | know why. | dream about it alot, and sometimes
memory and dream blur: aholovid caught in a continuous loop projected onto the blacknessin my brain, and
no off button.

Early summer’ swhat | remember: the buzz of cicadas and the crunch of their husks under my feet. I'm eight;
we're on Ancha, where | was born. | remember, or maybe | dream it—it’ sal the same—my mother and |
had eaten dinner aonethat night. My father, Akira, was gone on some business or other, and | knew that
something was wrong. My mother played with her food, moving clumps of rice here and there with the points
of her chopsticksthe way | did when she made something | redlly hated. (Broiled squid was the worst; there
was just something about those tentacles.) Afterward, she played hershakuhachi. Even though shewasn't a
Combine citizen, my mother was crazy for al things Japanese. She was partia to the instrument because of
honkyoku , Zen meditation music. My mother’ s been dead for dmost twenty years, but | can still conjure up
her hands, the milk-chocolate cast of her skin and long, dender fingers caressing the ancient bamboo flute.
Hershakuhachi was lacquered red with urushi and cashew, with alion donein black brushstroke, and a
kanji inscribed in delicate cdligraphy that trandated tolion’s heart . When my mother played, you lost track
of who played whom; whether the instrument coaxed sadness from my mother’ s heart, or she smply
breathed sorrow. The Zen masters say thatshakuhachi ismusic from the soul, and that’ swhat | hear in my
mind’ s ear: the Sghing, mournful cry of awounded heart.

Now the next part getstricky because now the dream takes over, and | just don’t know what’ swhat.



Firg, I’'min bed. Dream or redlity: | can't tell. My room isvery dark, and I’m in the middle of that deep and
dreamless deep of childhood when something tugs me awake, reeling me to consciousness. | hear sounds.

Quick. Angry.

Then askip, likeafaulty holovid. Now I'm moving toward a bar of yellow light cutting adiagond into the
darkness; now I’ m peering into the kitchen where my parentsaren’t spesking. It sasif they’ refrozen intime
but tiny and very far away, the way things ook when you use the wrong end of atelescope. My father, tall
and proud, in acod black skinsuit, his swords nestled in aruby red obi, and his black eyes glittering with
determination, the strong line of hisjaw firm and utterly implacable; and my mother, still asastatue, her
brown eyes smoldering, the muscles of her neck astaut as the strings of atightly strungkoto .

And then I’'m outside, as silent asashadow. | can barely make out my father; he' slike a creature scissored
out of thefabric of night, asinsubgtantia asair. Theair isjust thisside of chilly, and I’'m shivering, gooseflesh
gippling my arms. Gravel pricks the soles of my barefeet, and they hurt, and | wish I’d remembered my
sandals, or even apair of socks.

Another skip: cool, dewy grassthat shushes under my feet, like dippers on carpet, and thetal, Sraighter
formsof trees. I’'m crouching behind . . . arock? A wal? My fingers skid over something cold and hard; my
knees are damp with dew.

Aheed, there are men: al in black skinsuits, faces obscured, each with the twin swords of the samurai. |
know my father by his silhouette: square, solid. Proud. But | also remember (dream?) two others standing to
either side of my father. | don’t know them, can’t see their faces. Y et afinger of fear pokes my chest.

Danger! That’ swhat my mind screams, and then awhispered afterthought: Blood and enemies.

The circle partsthe way a curtain opens, and even though it’ s night, everything' s clear asday. There, inthe
center, isaman in aloose white kimono. Hisslver hair’ sdonein the eaboratemitsu-ori topknot of the
ancient samural, and | recognize him at once: Uncle Kan. Not redly related, but my father’ sbest friend; a
man who followed Akira Tormark—O5P agent, lord, samura—when my father left the Combineto pursue
Devlin Stone' s dream. Uncle Kan knedls on ablack tatami, and he beckonsthe rest to sit, Sit. They kned,
and then they eat rice and pickles from ceramic bowls. | know with absolute certainty that their chopsticks
areanise, just as| know that each of the men has three dices of pickle on hisrice,mikire : three portions.
Cut skin.

There satray with asake jug and one blue ceramic cup. My father carefully pours twice with hisleft hand
from theleft, filling Uncle Kan's cup, which Uncle drainsin two spstwice done. Two plus two makesshi .
Desth.

Another skip: There sthesambo tray with Uncle Kan' skazuka , the blade wrapped in paper but leaving the
last two centimeters bare. Uncle reaches for the tray; his kimono fals open; thekazuka isin hishand . . .

And then—he' s cutting. No, not cutting. Slashing. Ripping. Grunting with the pain, thetip of histongue
clamped between white teeth. Left to right, unzipping hisbelly, and suddenly, thereis black oil on hishands,
hisblade, his skin, hiskimono. Only it’snot ail; | know it’ snot oil. | open my mouth, but nothing comes ouit.
I’m frozen in time, and the dream—memory?—dowsto that nightmarish pace where the mongter’ sright
behind, and you know that it’s only amatter of time.



Somehow, Uncle sl conscious. Not screaming. Grunting, then hissing as his blade snags. My father
stands at Uncl€ sleft sde, as hiskaishakunin , long blade drawn. He' swaiting for something, for Uncleto
do something. . .

And then Uncle does it—jerks hiskazuka free. Long, oily tongues of blood spill from Uncle sbdly. | seeit
al: pearls of swest beading hisforehead and upper lip, hisface twisted in agony. But ill he says nothing.
Instead, he replaces hiskazuka on thesambo tray and nods. Once.

Quick aslightning, my father brings his blade up and then down: awhip of light dashing through
darkness—and Unclée' s neck. Two dark ropes of blood pulsein arcs; Uncle' s head flops forward, lolling on
his breast the way a marionette goes limp when its strings are cut. But it doesn't fal off. My father’ sheena
superbkai shakunin , dicing through bone and muscle until Uncle shead is literaly, hanging by athin flap of
skin: the perfectdaki-kubi .

Andnow . .. | scream. Loud. Long. Terrified. The men whirl; my father, horrified, blood dripping from his
blade, reachesfor me. But I’ m screaming, flinching away. “Y ou killed Uncle Kan, you killed UncleKan !”

Here' swhat’ sweird. One of the two men who' d flanked my father peers at me strangely, head cocked like
an inquisitive spanid. Hisvisored faceistotaly black, but | fed hiseyes, hot aslasers, raking my body. And
then he asks my father, “Isthat her?’

Three smplewords: Is. That. Her. Question mark. But what the hell did that mean? | didn’t know then. |
don’'t know now.

Therestismemory, alittle hazy but real. My parentstalking, clipped, terse sentences shot in rapid-fire
staccato. Mother was angry; her skin feverish and pale. But my father wasn't. Hewas. . . sad. Not quite
broken, but resigned. He laid Uncl€ s katana andwakazashi upon the table, and then he said something to
my mother I’ ve never forgotten: “Kan chose the wrong master.”

Then my father reached down and touched my cheek; | remember that my cheek was wet with hot tears. |
felt hisrough, horny thumb on my skin, and | thought:He' s going away.

And hedid. | didn’t see my father again until seven years had passed, when my mother died in ahovercar
accident. By then, he was a stranger. We shared ahouse. | didn’t even pretend that he was necessary; |
could take care of mysdlf, thanks. We never redly talked. Instead, we argued, flinging words that stung like
the quick, lightning strikes of a perfectly honed blade. Ours was arelationship that died from a thousand
small wounds. Then, two years later, | turned the tables, andl lefthim . | didn’t care what he did, where he
went. Akira Tormark smply ceased being my concern—and now he' s gone. Probably dead; my God, he'd
be past ninety by now. So he'sjudt like that dream now, atissue-thin flap of memory like the flesh that held
Uncle shead to hislifeless body. Nearly severed, but not quite.

Okay, fine. Maybe |’ m crazy. But here swhat | figured out. My father spent dl histime extolling the virtues
of The Republic, but when push came to shove? He went the way of the warrior—even if hetried to deny it
with every fiber of hisbeing.

And me?Hell, | don't know. The Republic’s not my home, not redlly; and the coordinator is, what,



indifferent? Incapable? | don't know. There' sonly silence, and that silence reminds me of that icy, hard,
awful chasm between my parents, and my feding that if | tried hard enough to please them, they’ d stop, and
we d beafamily again.

Whoa. | had to stop there, look away, then read that last bit again. What, I’ m some snot-nosed kid
demanding, “Notice me, notice me, I'm here?’ | guessthere are worse motives, but I’d kind of like to think
there’ smoreto it than that. But I’ m on my course now, claiming worlds for the Dragon. People might think
I"’m nuts, tempting a power as awesome as the coordinator’s.

Andif Vincent Kuritademands my death?1’d do it. Gladly. Because then,finally , I'd belong. I'd be
someone' s daughter, not aghost’s or amemory’s, but ared, flesh-and-blood daughter: a Daughter of the
Dragon.

22—

Ludwig Nadir Jump Point

Benjamin Military District, Draconis Combine
1 October 3134

Katana Tormark.

Marcuswasn't sure what to do first: put hisfist through awindow, or murder his brother. Both were
impossible. For one thing, the windows (or portas, or portholes, or whatever was JumpShip-speak) were
triply-reinforced ferroglass, virtualy indestructible. For another, infinitely more important reason, Jonathan
was much more likdy to kill him first, not because Jonathan was necessarily stronger or more cunning but
because Jonathan had legs that worked and alot more practice. So what Marcus did instead was turn aside
and stareout at al that deadly, silent, beautiful space.

From the outside, his persona JumpShip looked like any otherMagellan -class vessdl: astout tube with a
bulbous nose collared with six capsule-shaped fud tanks. Nothing specid. (Unlessyou figured in the
windows:. they cost. Marcus was nearly as wesdlthy as Jacob Bannson, but while Bannson' s billions funded
his quest for the holy grail of respectability, Marcus bought the thing that revenge demanded: discretion.)

Inside, theOmega screamed wedlth. Besides the lack of agrav deck—something Marcus missed not at
al—and the addition of an onboard medical facility (sadly, anecessty), the ship was alavishly appointed
home stretched end to end and al around. There were computer workstations positioned at desks aong the
“floor” and illuminated by specidized full-spectrum UV-blocked lights from “above.” Therewererich,
handwoven Shirara rugs on grippads, teak and cherrywood furniture bolted to the deck; beds sheathed in
satin. Marcus even had ared library: actual |eather-bound books with marbled edges and gilt lettering.
Worth more than their weight in platinum, the books were held in place by specidly made retention belts, and
Marcus spent hours reveling in the sensation of cool, smooth leather. And there was ferroglass, whole
sections given over to eegant, trangparent curves that gleamed with a buttery yellow incandescence, or
displayed millions of hard, diamond-bright stars glittering like sequins sewn onto black velvet.



Now Marcus stared out, and his reflection stared back. Space had been kind to him even if life had not. At
fifty-four, he till possessed alean, wolfish face with high cheeklbones and sable-colored eyesthat took off
ten years. He wore his came-colored hair military short. Weightless the mgjority of the time, he' d escaped
gravity’ sfingers, the way they dragged through the putty of aman’sface. His shoulders were broad, hisarms
bunched with cords of muscle, his abdomen washboard flat, and his hands powerful enough to crush wanuts.

But if space had been good to Marcus, time had been better to Jonathan. Marcus' moody gaze did to the
reflection of hisyounger brother floating with infuriating nonchalance on the other sde of the room. Jonathan
was more than handsome. He was beautiful. Sensuouslips, alush mane of black hair shot through with silver
that might look ridiculousin zerog but cascaded in silken rivers under gravity, and apair of hooded,
smoke-gray eyes that suggested the pleasures of the bedroom. Even before the accident, Jonathan was a
quarter meter taller and had aleopard’ s sSinewy grace.

Marcus scowled. “Why do you insst on taking risks?’

“Because | can.” Sighing, his brother unfurled like a cat working out the kinks. “Where' sthe sport in afast
kill?’

“Sport,” Marcus grunted. Pushing off from the window, he twisted left, hooked hisleft hand into ahandhold
grategically located just shy of the curve of the room’s* ceiling.” His scrawny, paralyzed legs drifted behind
like wind socks snatched by awesk breeze. “ Thisisn’t agame, Jonathan. Katana Tormark must die. Getting

rid of the Bounty Hunter was a necessity; we needed to put you in her camp. But toying with 1SF agents, that
businesson Towne. . . “

“Notbusiness .” Jonathan peered through hislashes. “Practice.”

“Eight murders seems excessive.”

“Nine. Shu’s daughter was abonus.”

“Shewasn't abonus. Shu just didn’t know how to finish what he' d started.”

“Oh, don’t be such aspoilsport, Marcus. You're just angry because you couldn’t do the little twat yoursdlf.”
“That' s besidethe point.”

“Really,” Jonathan drawled. “So why did you insst | record them? Don't tell me you haven't enjoyed those
datacrystas. Y ou think you' re the only one who knows how to access acomputer and see who's been
ligening to what?’

“Jonathan,” Marcus began, then stopped, mortified. What Jonathan said wastrue. Listening to the women
plead for their lives, promise to doanything for Jonathan, and then watching, mesmerized, astheydid . . .
even thinking about them made Marcus' pulse jackhammer in hisveins, his mouth go dry. Marcuswas

fabuloudy wedlthy, yes, but he needed his brother to be his eyes, his ears. His body and thewomen.. . .

“That’ snot theissue,” he managed tersaly. “You can't go around . . .recruiting people on awhim, then
going on alittle spree.”



“And why not? What' salittle murder between friends?’
“Shuwas't your friend.”

“No,” said Jonathan, frowning in mock solemnity. “Y ou’ ve got a point there. Hewasjust in love with me.
Butwhat a stroke of luck, en? Stumbling onto Shu and hislovely daughter during one of their naughty little
games. . . the poor girl was half-dead by thetime| cut that scarf.” Grinning, he tucked, rolled, then planted
his feet againgt adim bulkhead and shot across the room, sailing for a high corner. There he wedged: a
human spider at the center of an invisible web. “Y ou know, I’'m beginning to understand what you seein zero
g . Sex must be quite the experience.”

“Don’t change the subject,”

“Spoilgport.” Then Jonathan sighed. “1 had to give the policesomeone, and dear little Shu was so eager. It
was like having a cocker spanid.”

“Hewasinept. What about that girl helet run off?’

Jonathan tsk-tsked. “Y es, well. Everyone s nervousthefirst time. But if | told him once, | told hima
thousand times: No, Shu dear, you cut out their tonguesafter they’re dead.”

“Thisign't funny.”

“I never said it was. | have to admit that when thoseidiot police only wounded and didn’tkill him, | had a
nervous moment or two. Very obliging of himto diein hospital.” Jonathan dropped hisvoiceto a
conspiratoria whisper. “Actuadly, between you and me? Shu was on the mend, going to regain consciousness
any second, that was the gossip amongst the nurses, and | thought, well ,that won't do. So | dipped alittle
something into hisintravenous, atiny bit of succinylcholine. Pardyzed hisdigphragm just like that.”

Marcus jabbed afinger at his brother. “ And that’ swhat I’ m talking about. Y ou poison the son of abitch,
and then you think that the police won't come looking?’

“Succinylcholineisvirtudly untraceable. | know what I’'m doing.” Jonathan screwed up his features the way
apetulant child wrinkles hisnose at limabeans. “Y ou think it'sessy imitating agood serid killer? Dreaming
up anovel signature took me aweek. There were so many details, like remembering that blood spatters
in—"

“I heard the news feeds. In fact, | couldn’t find anythingbut for weeks. But here swhat | don’t understand.
Y ou plant clues. Y ou lead the police on this wild goose chase before remembering that, oh, yes, there sthis
government officid I’ ve been sent to assassinate—for which I’m being well paid , thank you very much. You
even give yoursef adamn name!”

“Wadll, | didn’t like the onethey chose.” Jonathan folded his arms and dropped into a cross-legged squat,
like asultan on aflying carpet. “Little Luthien. Sounded like atroll living under abridge.”

“ButKappa? Why not just take out an advertisement? Better yet, why not send the | SF an itinerary?’



“Marcus, Marcus,” Jonathan sighed, wagging his head from sdeto sde asif hisbrother wereadull little boy
who just didn't get it. “Don’'t you understand? It' s only an advertisement for the preparedmind. |wanted the
|SF to St up and take notice.”

“Oh, they noticed dl right. Sent an agent out to assassinate you.”

“My point, exactly: Threelittle agents, al in arow, one on Northwind, one on Procyon,” said Jonathan,
ticking the planets off on hisfingers, “and thelast on Devil’ sRock, dl in anice sraight line leading right into
Prefecture V1. Let the |SF and Bhatia spin their rotors a bit, maybe send afew agents to Castor or
Connaught. It simmaterid, redlly, so long asthey’ re looking in one direction while | go another. Anyway,
things are going quite well. Getting rid of the Bounty Hunter was inspired, if | do say so mysdlf. What better
way to infiltrate Katana s camp than by assuming the identity of aman no one' s ever seen face-to-face?’

Marcus wasn't ready to let go of things quite so easily. “I’m not sure I’d call Devil’s Rock working out well.
That agent got too close”

“Ilet him get close. It was fun watchinghim watchingme . Besides, | wanted to try out my new toys.”
Jonathan paddled over to where Marcus still hung, fuming. “ Stop fretting, Marcus. Y ou worry too much.”

“Because there' salot to worry about.”
“No, thereisn’t. Everything' s under control.”

Marcus didn’t answer because things weren’t under control anymore, and Marcus knew it. Oh, it wasn't
that he worried they’ d be caught. Jonathanwas good,very good. The problemwas. . . Marcuswasn't sure
he could control Jonathan.

Their objective was clear: Katana Tormark must die. But would Jonathan do the job? Marcus stared into
Jonathan’ s eyes, gray as sform clouds and hard asflint, and saw something he didn’t like. Therewas an odd
gleam, asif Jonathan redlywas Kappa : not the code name he' d taken but the actual monster, a creature
from ancient Japanese mythology; a chimera of monkey, frog, turtle and human. According to legend, a
kappa drew strength from water set in abowl-like depression atop its head. The ancient Japanese had been
so terrified of kappas that they’ d devel oped the ritual bow—away of getting akappato tip its water and
loseits powers.

Andkappas were arrogant, sometimes fataly so.Kappa no kawa nagare , the saying went: Even akappa
can drown.

But Marcusdidn’t say any of this. There were things you didn’t say to Jonathan, not when you caught that
glint of something else beneath his skin and behind his eyes—not if you wanted to continue to enjoy what
was left of your life.

So Marcus said the only thing he could. “Y ou know best. Where to next?’

Jonathan' slips peeled back: not quite agrin and just short of asnarl. “ Junction. And after that? Whichever
way the wind—and Katana—blows.”



Wédl, now. Marcusmight be aproblem.

It was nearly midnight ship’stime, atime when Jonathan did some of his best thinking. So, as he peded out
of his clothes, he decided it was high time to do some heavy-duty thinking right now—about Marcus.

Naked now, cool air drawing sensua fingers aong his skin, Jonathan hovered over hisbed, inspecting his
toys. He dways stripped when he took inventory. He couldn’t explain it, but handling certain pieces made
him, well, warm and tingly al over. Hishungry eyesroved over makeup, syringes of silicon to change his
features, contactsfor hiseyes, and hislovely, wonderful wegpons: detonators, flechettes, an assortment of
pistols, the ever-popular needler, frangible explosves.

But his eyes settled upon the Bounty Hunter’ s gravity knives. Jonathan’slong, dim fingerstrailed over the
cool meta of theweapons shafts, and afrisson of pleasure shivered up his back and made his skin sprout
gooseflesh. On animpulse, he strapped on the knives, cinching the leather strgpstight. There was afull-length
mirror opposite his bed, and now he pirouetted in midair, turning dowly on aninvisbledais, hisblack mane
of shoulder-length hair undulating like seafans, the muscles of hisarms and legs smooth as water-worn
boulders beneath skin tawny from the sun. His body was atool he kept in peak condition.

Gravity knives were smplein theory. Deploying the blade required a quick extension of the wrist, which
depressed a hidden spring. Jonathan flicked both wrists. There was a metallicsnick then awhisper of meta
againgt metal asthe knives extended. He admired the effect in the mirror, the way the razor-sharp blades
caught thelight.

Wonderful gadgets, and thearmor! He inspected the bright, neon green suit spread on his bed: helmet,
segmented chest plates, bulky vambraces with their arcane shape, gauntlets, upper leg armor and cylindrical
boots. Relics, every article dready apiece of history when, over acentury ago, Michi Noketsuna appeared
on Deber City and nearly killed heir-gpparent Theodore Kurita. Michi was dead now, of course, but the
Bounty Hunter had existed before him, and lived on after: amoniker assumed by anyone with agrudge and
the gumption to nate his predecessor. So who, exactly, had thisincarnation of the Hunter, thisMichi
Fraser, if that was redly the man’ s name, been? Wdll, water under the bridge, or down theriver: the secret
had died with the man. A pity he’ d never find out now, but Jonathan had his own accountsto balancein the
universe' s Grand Cosmic Ledger: with one Katana Tormark to be exact. Only, lately, setting his sightsjust
on Katana was fedling somehow, well,limiting , and Jonathan didn’t like limits.

He retracted the blades, tucked and rolled to a computer. Riffling through an assortment of data crystds, he
popped oneinto his holovid and pressed <play>. The machine hummed. . . .

Sounds. A door opening, closing. The whimpering of an animal, adog perhaps, muffled by cloth. A faint
ripping sound—and then quick, breathless moans.

Spellbound, Jonathan listened as the woman' s cries became wave upon wave of screams, then shrieks, then
gabbled pleas for mercy and God—and then for death that couldn’t come quickly enough. How good it was,
theterror in their eyes and then the way they heaved and bucked as he strangled the life out of them, or
dowly carved out smd| chunks of meat while Shu watched . . . Jonathan shivered again with agrowing



excitement that sent heat licking into hisloins. He' d told Shu: Thetrick was to make the women last so the
pleasure could go on and on, like pulling afly’ swings and legs off, one a atime.

Would Katana Tormark scream? Would she beg? He liked to think that she wouldn'’t at first because then,
well, he dmake her. Then he'd belike agod.

Jonathan ligtened, his skin prickling with pleasure, hislungs pulling in air in huge, sobbing pants, and then he
thought:No, no, not likea god because . . . | anGod.

) —

Orange Flight, 5th Tactical Fighter Squadron, 276th Tactical Fighter Wing
Ogawa City, Tsukude

Prefecture |, Republic of the Sphere

28 November 3134

Two undenigble facts. The universe could kill aguy athousand waysto Sunday, and what the universe
couldn’t do, the Dracs were pleased as punch to finish.

Now, his onboard sensors shrilled awarning about five milliseconds before Lieutenant Adrian Penn’s
Lucifer hit another pocket of turbulence.Oh, yeah, baby, bring it on; peg that old fun meter one more
time . Penn’ sdtitude dropped, and his stomach balled in histhroat. Penn wrestled hisbird, angled off fifty
degrees, and then let out adow exhdation when he felt the fighter lift.

Static szzled in his headset: “Whoa, shake and bake.”
Penn grinned past the acid taste in hismouth. “ A chanceto excel, Menace.”

“Uh-huh,” said Menace, aka Brad Dennis, Penn’s Dash Two for what seemed like amillion years and was
closer to seven. “Punches my ticket.”

Penn grunted. A week ago, Centrd Command' s systems' boards had lit up like a Christmas tree when the
Drac JumpShip winked in at the nadir jump point. Count *em, boys and girls, numero uno JumpShiperino.
That mother coughed out a DropShip, the sphere blowing free like aspit wad shot out from a straw, and
Command got al kinds of beaded up. To top it dl, the sun burped, big time, and with dl that superheated
plasmagumming up the works, all Command could figure was that the DropShip had closed on the planet,
then deployed four aerospace fighters. Going where? Who knew? Some brainiac crunched numbers, figured
that fighters (plural) would hit Tsukude' s ionosphere roundabout twelve hundred over Ogawa City—he
guessed.

The preflight briefing came at oh-nine-thirty. A dour commander reminded them of everything theydidn’t
know. “But whatever happens, onething’ s crystal, boysand girls. Y ou will not fire unlessfired upon.”



Terrific; an aerid quick draw. But Penn didn’t say anything, just suited up with hisflight—Menace;
red-haired Pettie “Red” McAllister; and Samantha® Power” Will—and blasted out of there. The upside:
They hadLucifers and could take on amedium-size DropShip, push came to shove. The downside?Lucifers
packed muscle, but they were dower than molassesin an atmosphere; hence, the decision to engage the
enemy in the upper reaches of the atmosphere where gravity didn’t count as much, and there was enough
ionized crap to hide their sgnatures. (And, oh, yes, had Penn mentioned that, in aL ucifer , aguy couldn’t
gect? Wdl, he couldn’t gject. Sweet .)

Penn’ sLucifer knifed through shimmering curtains of multicolored auroras that were shet-mah-mouth
beautiful, and a bitch to maneuver through. Orange Flight wasway up high: angdls
fourteen-hundred-and-change above the floor. They flew aclassic box: Penn and Dennisin front of
McAllister and Will by six kilometers, Dennis two-point-seven-four klicks behind and
point-three-oh-four-eight klicks above Penn’ sright side; Will the same for McAlligter. It was Penn’sjob to
search and report, Dennis' to watch histail, and as Dash Four, Will’ sto make like her neck was on ball
bearings and coverall their collective butts.

Suddenly, his computer blatted. Penn snapped to, felt his heart kick up, said, “ Tangerine One has two,
repeattwo contacts, forty right, angels sixteen-four.”

Aningant later, Red McAllister’ svoicefiltered in awash of atic. “ Tangerine Three confirms same. Read
two bogies, forty degreesright, dtitude now sixteen-three” A pause. “Confirm two, green for go.”

Menace: “ So where the hell are theother two?’

Good question. Penn chewed theinside of hisright cheek. Two unidentified fighters, angling down from
sixteen-thousand klicks and change—andgreen : not acquiring, not even hot. And two Dracs missing.
Headed somewhere ese? Or hiding in al that plasma soup, waiting for achanceto dip in at their six
o'clock?

Evidently the strike controller ticked through the same cal culus because there was a squdl of interference,
andthewords. “ ... change...eading...atch...and speed ... do...engage. .. conflict.”

Lord, help me. “Control, thisis Tangerine One, say again.” More fuzz and urps, though Penn caught
deconflict .

“Ho, boy,” said Menace. “1 don't frigging likethat .”

Penn didn’t either.Deconflict . Trandation: Wait until Command decided these were the bad guys. But he
sad, “Roger, Control, Penn Thirty-seventy.”

Penn watched as the bogies remained to hisright, forty degrees off the horizontal, but shedding atitude:
fifteen-six . . . fifteen-one. . . fourteen-nine. Then he made adecison.And screw Command. “Tangerine
Oneflight, check forty right.”

No one pointed out that Penn’s order turned themtoward the Dracsinstead of away. But they were too far
away to answer that old bogie-bandit question, so, by God, they’ d get closer. They executed hard rights,
Menace sturn putting him five hundred klicks ahead of Penn. Throttling down, Menace angled up to cover



Penn’ s rear. Penn stayed glued to hisHUD as the bogies squiggled, resolved, metamorphosed into . . .Oh,
hell . Just to be sure, he blinked, double-checked his|FF, said, “ Tangerine Oneistallyhotwo , repeattwo
bandits, zero, nine-point-six klicks.”

“Two?’ Menace again. And then: “Uh-oh.”

Now Penn saw it, too. First there were twoSholagars . And then there were four. Fanning out from their
flight-mates’ dectromagnetic shadows, two additiona Sholagars fell into adiamond formation—coming right
for them and closing fadt.

A second later, Red: “Tangerine Threeistallyho four bandits, nine-point-two klicks and closing. ID Friend
or Foe confirmsSholagars . Confirm, Control.”

Red was coal; he had to give her that. Penn watched as the pings streaked right for them. Suckers got the
speed of heat and can turn on a dime, so it’d be like a knife fight in a phone booth, and, yeah, we
outgun them, but they can evade, so where' sthe sensein that . . .

Three seconds went by, then ten. Penn rekeyed for Control: “ Tangerine Oneistalyho four bandits,
eght-point-six klicks. Request confirmation.”

His answer was a hissfollowed by apop, and something that sounded like a man gargling underwater. And
that was the extent of his contact with strike control. Then hisHUD flared, and Penn looked. Looked again.
Cursed.

Menace: “Tangerine Two, read bandits, coming in hot!”

Hot. TheSholagars were targeting, and Penn’d bet his bottom stone note the Dracs wouldn't wait around
for them to take their shots.Unless we shoot first . Penn’s thumb searched out hislaser override switch, one
0'clock on histhrottle. . . and hesitated as a new thought bubbled to the surface: But what if . . . “Red,
Power, throttle up, assume four at forty-five, two-point-seven klicks, go hot.”

No one argued; everyone did asthe lead pilot said and in ten seconds McAllister and Will had caught up to
assume positions right and | eft of hiswing as M enace dropped back and shed dtitude. Penn nudged his
gpeed to put on some distance until they were configured in aflat, e ongated diamond, Pennin thelead. And
they were hot.

Now it was atest of nerves and speed. Yes, theSholagars ™ turn radius wastighter. Onlyhis guys had
superior wegponry, so one of two things would happen. Either each would break off and start turning, hard,
cutting their turns and threading their fighters across ever-narrowing loops until one did in to their opponent’s
rear and took his shot. Or they’ d get aknifefight in the cold, hard, darkness of space: Dudling fighters
scissoring nose-to-nose, back and forth in sheer, fast vertica or horizontal turns, like knitting needles
crossing, uncrossing, crossing, until onefighter got insde the other’ sturn, did in behind, and let "er rip. And
gravity didn’t count for adamn in space because afighter never ran out of vertical velocity. Problem wasthe
Sholagars could run circles around them, and the last thing Penn’ d see would be alaser chewing itsway up
hisass.Unless ... hegot very, very lucky.

“Penn!” Red, her voice ratcheted way up tight. “VID bandits, closing!”



And now Penn had visud 1D, too: four black specksthat grew from the size of mitesto bal bearings, and
then resolved into stippled disks, and now he could see their contrails.Come on, come on . Penn watched as
hisHUD tracked the incomingSholagars , responding with autometic targeting information continuoudy
updated for course and speed. Histhroat was dry, the stuffy air in his mask smelled like mildewed rubber
and swest dithered down the knobs of his spine.Come on, you gotta know I’ m hot, you gotta see it; so
come on, you bad boys, show me what you got. The disks growing larger and larger, Tsukude s crazy sun
dancing bright sparklesthat bounced off theSholagars * hulls, turning their canopies amolten orange. . .
larger and larger, and the four Sholagars screaming full-bore. A game of chicken: Penn had to break at the
last possible second, praying like hell that the lead Drac would break first so he' d catch which way the lead
Sholagar ’snose went, up or down. Andthat would work to Penn’ s advantage becausethen he' d know
where the sonuvabitch was headed and match him turn for turn until he maneuvered into the Drac’ skilling
zone,

Except . . . theSholagars weren't breaking.\Would you look at how tight they are; they're practically on
top of each other; they ve got to be inside each other’ s wakes and in all that plasma that would . . .
Penn gasped.Plasma in their wake! Oh, shit, shit! “Break, break,break! ” Penn screamed—too late.

Hiscollison darms dhrilled astheSholagar s rocketed through, cracking Penn’ sflight wide open and
dragging their real andbest weapon: aroiling, churning cone of supercharged, ionized plasma

Penn caught one brief glimpse of the leadSholagar —aflash of red and black—before hisLucifer dammed
into the vortex of plasma. Hisfighter lurched and bucked, skipping like aflat stone on apond. He ricocheted
off aninstrument panel hard enough to send pain lancing into his skull. The taste of wet penniesfilled his
mouth, and he gagged againgt hot blood.

Then, awoman screaming, along rope of sound abruptly cut as Red' sLucifer , out of control, burst in an
orangefireball. Penn barely had timeto registerthat when his collison darms shrilled again. Menace' s
Lucifer dosngtoo damn fast. Screaming, Penn yanked back on his stick, forcing his nose up, up,up ; his
mind racing:Maybe I’ ve outrun it, maybe the worst is over, maybe it’s still okay, maybe. . .

Then there were no more maybes. Turbulence roared in like atida wave, smacking hisfighter’ sbelly,
forcing him not up butover in an arcing loop, and then Penn was barreling straight down, nose-first, with the
speed of afighter kicked into overdrive. Out of control; he was out of control ! Penn registered Menace
dead ahead, the way Menace’ swingswaggled, knew that M enace was battling his craft; saw the Republic
blue of Menace s hdmet, then Menace' s black visor as he looked up and saw Penn.

“No!” Penn screamed, and then he went againgt dl that was holy. Instead of easing off, hepushed his speed,
kick-jumping and throttling up before jerking hisfighter in ahard Ieft, splitting air and breaking wide of
Menace sfighter by ahair’ s breadth. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Menace careering past, Menace' s
Lucifer twirling dong its horizonta axis, out of control.

Then hisaarms screamed again, and Penn’ s heart banged into histhroat. Frantic, helooked right, |eft, then
faced front. There! AnotherLucifer whirling right for him: Power .

Later, Penn would wonder why Power wasn't spared. As Dash Four, her fighter was the farthest away,
highest up. Theoretically, Power should’ ve escaped the worst. Maybe, in those first few, critical seconds,



she' d reversed hard, intending to bleed dtitude and, in the confusion, lost Sight of Penn. Or she'd goneinto a
spin and was just recovering, unaware of everyone ese' s position. Or maybeit wasjust bad luck.

They did the only thing they could. They broke: Penn angling up, and Power dropping to adive. They
should' ve missed one another. But, somehow, they didn'’t.

There was aviolent lurch as Power clipped him, and Penn’sLucifer porpoised: breaching then faling,
smacking air, hard. Tethered in his harness, Penn flopped and bounced like afly in aspider’ sweb. Hisvision
swirled, the images zipping one after the other: ablur of aurora, then clouds, then the blackness of space
directly ahead and the bright eyes of the distant, impersonal stars, then the orange flames of enginesasthe
Sholagars shot themselves back into heaven.

Bucking, Penn’sLucifer climbed once more then flipped, bely-up, and now he saw the dizzying curtain of
the auroraagain, only directly overhead because he was upside down, and Penn had time for one jagged
thought: Please, God, don’t let the power cut out, don’t let . . .

The power cut out. His enginesfailed, and Penn tumbled out of the sky like an angel falen from grace.

Now, gravity counted. Penn was accelerating, shedding altitude at breakneck speed, the air shesting,
howling over his canopy. Gravity swelled like a gathering storm, then broke, washing over him like agigantic
wave hammering the shore. Gray ate at the edges of hisvision, and he was gasping, pulling for air, vagudy
aware of the bladders of his G-suit filling. Then, something took over: acombination of training and instinct
and maybe just good old self-preservation because Penn grunted, hard . Bore down with dl hismight, forcing
blood into the empty vessalsthat nourished hisbrain. And then he could think again. Not awholelot. Just a
little. But it was enough.

Got to reach the recovery switch. Struggling against unconsciousness, he moved one leaden arm, but it
was hard work and his arm was so damnheavy and he’ d never been so tired and banged up and beat up in
hislife. Hisright arm lifted with agonizing downess, hisfinger shoving through air thicker than molasses. For a
fraction of a second, maybe less, he couldn’t remember why that stupid spin recovery switch was so damned
important. His brain hitched over the problem.Airspeed’ s zero . . . got toroll theship .. . . angle. . . down

... gottoangledown . ..

There was pressure againgt hisright index finger; now, through his glove, he felt the bite of the switch, a
sense of something giving. Then, ashudder ripped through theL ucifer ’sframe, and there came aloud,
throaty rumble.

Then he saw something beyond his canopy, something whizzing in ablue-and-slver blur, then it was gone,
then it came again, then gone, then again, and . . .

“Pennl” A voicelasering hisbrain: Menace, right beside him, dropping with him, staying with him, trying to
talk him back from the dead. “ Penn, Penn, you' ve gotpower! Penn, damn it,answer me! Y ou’ve got
starboard engines, but you' ve rolled belly down, you' re spinning! Penn, throttleback, get your nose down,
get it down,get it down! ”

Control, get control! And now Penn remembered why getting his nose down was so damned important:
because his airgpeed was zero, hisLucifer spinning counterclockwise, belly to the ground. He wasn't



generating lift; there was no way for him to arrest his descent or break out of his spin unless he managed to
cant hisLucifer and dew left into acontrolled dide. . . but only if he went against instinct and notched his
powerdown .

Penn fumbled, searching for the throttle. Got to do thisjust right, can’t let it cut out again . He forced
himsdlf to move dowly and ddliberately, throttling back in increments. TheLucifer *sspin let up alittle, and
he dragged hisfighter’ s nose down ten degrees. Still not enough, but throttle back more and his engines might
just cut out again.

Then he did something that, when he thought about it later on, saved hislife and sure as hell wasn't in any
manud. But hedid it anyway.

Penn smultaneoudy throttled back and deployed hisLucifer 'snose and |eft landing gear—but not hisright.
Somewhere deegp in his brain was this cockamamie plan: create enough drag to cant his errant ship down but
left to break the fighter’ s horizontd plane enough to grab air.

Suddenly, he saw the horizon—and, dear God, he had dropped far enough for there tobe ahorizon—and
clouds spread in afoamy cushion. Thirty, forty degrees max . . . come on, come on, lemme seeit . . . The
Lucifer still spun, but more drunkenly now, asif the craft were atop running out of kinetic energy. He kept
inching back on power, knowing that, if push cameto shove, he could land with one engine. That didn’t
happen, though, and in another second, Penn knew he was going to live through this.

“Damn,” said Menace. “Y ou okay?’
“Yeah.” Penn was soaked through with swest. “ Power?’
A pause. “Look down. Starboard.”

Penn looked. There, so smadll and distant Penn was afraid to blink because then the ship would be gone, a
tiny speck plummeted, trailing a plume of dense, charcoal-colored smoke. And then Penn supposed there
must be agod because, in the next second, asthe full horror of what had happened broke against his mind,
the clouds swallowed up the speck, and Samantha Will was gone.

He couldn’t think anymore, not now. But much, much later Penn would float an idea: that the Dracsdidn’t
give two shits about Prefecture |. Dracs took; Dracs destroyed; Dracs conquered. Dracs didnot makelike
No-seeums on a buggy summer’s evening, teasing planetary militiasinto full-scale screwups. The Dracswere
up to something, sure, but it wasn't about Tsukude, or Prefecture |. But Penn had alittle problem: no
evidence.

Something e'se would happen, too. A flight mishap investigatory board would convene. Penn would be
cleared of negligence but only after countless repetitions of the disaster captured by a planetary satellite; and
each time he saw the replay, something would rip in Penn’ s heart.

But that would be then—and thiswas now and, for now, Penn and Menace turned. And they went home.

n——




Conqueror’s Pride, Proserpina
Prefecture |11, Republic of the Sphere
20 November 3134

Control.

Blinking away swest, Antonia Chinn clutched hershinai , seadying thetip on an imaginary line with her
opponent’ sthroat. Yeah, right, control; now if I could only getsome. . . She was so frustrated she wanted
to snap her bamboo sword over her knee; maybe use it for kindling. But she wasn't going to back down,
especidly in front of the Old Master, OtomeSensal , motionless as a statue at one side of thetatami -matted
dojo : asmdl manin traditiond keiko-gi andhakama : black, flowing jacket and split, skirtlike trousers that
brushed his ankles. OtomeSensal ' s weethered features were relaxed inzanshin , watchful dertness.

Chinn blew out, then pulled in another breath, her nose crinkling a the smell of old, swesat-stained leather
from the pad benegth her jaw. Hertenugui , ared headband snugged against her forehead, had soaked
through; herkeiko-gi clung to her spine; and clammy swest pooled at the waistband of herhakama.

Shewondered if her opponent was fagged out. Doubted it. Her opponent stood three metersaway, ina
picture-perfect stance: shoulders relaxed, back straight, feet afist’swidth apart, each hedl two centimeters
off thefloor. A pair of unwavering, jet-black eyes glittered with the intensity of two lasersfrom behind a
protective mesh of horizontal wiresthat formed the frontispiece of anavy blue hemet. To elther Sde of her
opponent’ smen , her face mask, athick cowl of protective fabric flared in adesign reminiscent of the helmets
worn by the ancient samurai. Her opponent wastaller by ahalf meter, but compensated for the difference,
angling hershinai a waist level and inscribing an imaginary linethat, had it been an arrow, would have
whizzed through Chinn’ s throat and pinned her to the wall, like a butterfly to cardboard.

Just one lousy hit ontargetso | don’t look like a completeidiot . It wasn't asif Chinn hadn’t hit her
opponentanywhere . Problem was dl her hits had been off-target and illegd. So she had to figure how to
trick her opponent into thinking that she meant to attack one place—say,shomen-uchji , aquick cut to the
head—but end up striking another. Chinn’ s eyes darted to the apex of her opponent’ smen , then her left
torso, and then back at hershinai . Okay, if she covered ground in aredly fastayumi-ashi , pushing off on
the ball of her right foot and springing forward on her |&ft, yeah, she could feint acut for the head but angle
|eft as soon as her opponent moved to parry and thenPOW! Left chest cut, just below theribs.

Chinn sucked in adeep breath, tasted the musk of sandalwood and the sdlt tang of sweat, pushed it out. *
Toh!” She lunged, bare feet dapping wood hard enough to send ripples up her shins. She bounded one step,
then two; at the second step, she saw her opponent take a haf step back—and stop.

Go,go! Chinn pressed her attack, angling hershinai ninety degrees—and redlized, too late, that she'd
created an opening by moving thetip of her weapon off center. Her opponent whirred forward in ablur, and
then there was a hardsmack to the top of Chinn’s head that she felt dl the way into her teeth.

The Old Master raised ahand. “ Yame!”



“Yeah, sopisright,” Chinn said, disgusted. Shelet hershinai drop with aclatter then pulled her leftkote until
the padded glove camefree. “I've had it.”

Her opponent said nothing. But the Old Master glided over, dmost soundlesdy, his eyes flashing with
disapprova. But when he spoke, histonewas mild. “Thisistheway of awarrior? To throw atantrum likea
spoiled child?’

The questions, so precise and to the point, made Chinn’ s face hot with shame. Y anking off the helmet, she
wiped sweet from her forehead to cover her embarrassment. “Maybe it’ s not the way of awarrior, Otome
Sensal |, but there are times when you can practice too much.”

“Perhaps.” The Old Master had very brown eyes, but the orbits were marred with splotches of yellow that
reminded Chinn of abroken yolk. “Y es, perhapspractice isthe problem.” Then he told Chinn and her
opponent precisaly what he wanted them to do.

“Fight? Without armor? Withoutanything? ” Chinn gawked, not sure she'd heard right. “Y ou’ ve got to be
kidding. We can't justfight ...” Shewanted to sayin the nude but didn't.

“Oh, of course we can,” said her opponent, shucking her helmet. Katana Tormark’ s face was so dick with
swest, her chocolate-brown skin looked oiled. She, too, wore atenugui saturated with perspiration, and her
hair, cut closein wavy locks, glistened and clung to her scalp. Her nimble fingers quickly peeled off herdo
and she dropped the body armor onto her helmet. “Don’t you understand, Toni?” she said,
unsdf-conscioudy high-stepping out of herhakama , then letting the black trousers puddie on the floor with a
whisper of fabric against wood.

Chinn swallowed. Katanawore a black loincloth snugged tight over her hips. Her legs were very long,
knotted with musclein calf and thigh, and perfectly shaped. Katana was the most beautiful woman Chinn had
ever seen, and it was al she could do to meet Katana' s eyes, keenly aware that her ssomach cramped with
longing. “Understand what?’ she said, her voice suddenly husky, her mouth as dry as sand.

Katanaworked the ties of her black cotton jacket, but her eyes never left Chinn's. “Aslong as you keep
practicing, you' |l never know red fear. Y ou don'tplay kendo ; youfight in theway of the sword. Y ou must
beinfear of your life. Then your mind will be one with your body, and the sword merely an extension of the
whole” Asshe said thislast, she pushed her jacket from her shoulders and let thekeiko-gi dither to thefloor.

Chinn’s chest squeezed. The sight of Katana s sweat-stained body—high, rounded breasts; the ridges of an
abdomen dewy with sweat; musclesthat corded along her forearms—made everything recede into the
background: her frustration and fatigue, even the Old Master. Her head felt hollow, and shewas dizzy and a
little bresthless.

Man or woman, Katana could have anyone she wants, and yet she' s pickedme.

“I,” she began, and swalowed again, struggling against asudden wave of desire. Her voice firmed. “1 can't
fight you that way, Tai-sho . | am Amaterasu and achu-sa . | have pledged my lifefor you.”

“Yes,” said Katana, her tone alow, melodic contralto. She stepped away from her clothes and reached out
to draw the ball of her thumb along Chinn’slips as her own curled into a haf-moon. “But pledging loydty



and fighting for your life aretwo different things,hai ? So,” she said, releasing Chinn and backing away, “
Kore o kudasai.”

Do thisfor me. Chinn’stongue flicked out to wet her parched lips; she could till fed the pressure from
Katana stouch. “Y ou know I’ll give whatever you desire, Tai-sho, ” she whispered.

Katana slips parted in aslent laugh. “Later. But for now . . .” Sheturned, strode to alacquered wooden
stand, and plucked up akatana, still in its sheeth. Balancing the blade in her hands, Katana' sfeatures
suddenly tightened, and her eyes narrowed. “Wefight .”

“Until oneisblooded,” said the Old Master. Chinn flinched; she' d forgottenSensal was there. But the old
man took no notice of her discomfiture and merely withdrew to his position to watch . . . and to judge.

In afew momentsthey stood, katanas unsheathed and at the ready position. After sweltering in her armor,
Chinn felt her sweat wick away, and aforest of gooseflesh suddenly erupted aong her forearms. Thisiis for
real. These are red katanas, and at best, they' Il hurt like hell. At worst . . . No, shewouldn’t think the
worst. The worst wouldn't happen. She wouldn't let anything happen to Katana, and she had to trust in
Katanato do the samefor her.

She cast her mind back over her lagt attack pattern. Now, in the calm after the storm, she knew her error. In
the split second after she' d begun the attack, she’ d been so focused onconnecting , she'd lost track of
Katanaherself . Katana' s counterattack had been as smple asit was devagtating: exploiting Chinn's
anticipation by executing a classcdebana-waza that took advantage of Chinn’sforward momentum. Chinn
had come to Katana, and Katana had waited until Chinn was committed and couldn’t pull back in time.

Chinn let her eyes run aong the length of her sword and to Katana' sthroat. They were close enough for
Chinn to see how Katana s skin bounded with her pulse, and the sight was alittle unnerving. In thedojo , the
exercise hdl, she was used to glimpses of Katana s dark eyes and the barest outlines of her face—all that
she could see when Katanawore hermen . Butthis . . . thiswaslike giving the enemy an identity. It
reminded her of something an instructor had told her once; that it was easier to kill a person when that person
was an anonymous cipher within the hulking carcass of a’Mech. Chinn shivered again, not with cold thistime
but with a sudden, sharp apprehension.

The Old Master hacked the air with hisright hand. “ Hajime!”

Instantly, Chinn sensed the change in Katana: the way Katana s muscles, strong as endosted, tensed ever so
dightly; the way her hedlsraised a centimeter from the floor so her weight balanced on the balls of her fest,
ready to spring. Chinn readied herself, feding Katana s eyes bore through hers and into her brain.

My mind is a pond. It was one of the Old Master’ s teachings, and now Chinn seized upon the words as a
precious mantra.My mind is a deep, still pond. | reflect everything and absorb all . Her eyeslocked onto
Katand s. peering past them and into Katana sthoughts.| ama pond; | am. . .

K atana made a sudden shifting movement with her upper torso, and Chinn's eyes flicked away from
Katana' s blade for a brief second.

It was al the opening Katana needed. “ Yah!” Even asthe word flew from her lips, Katana mounted an



attack. As she bounded forward, she brought her sword up intojodan, aready position over the head whose
attack angle wasimpossible to engage.

Startled back to aertness, Chinn resisted the temptation to glance up at Katana s blade and instead found
her opponent’ s eyes, read their intent—a head cut, right on center—and quickly thrust her own sword out
to parry. There was a clash of metal upon meta astheir swords met, and Chinn felt the force of the blow
shiver through the blade and into her arms as she batted away the attack, herkiai ahigh shriek: “ Toh!”

Disengaging, Katanatook a half step back, and then Chinn was spinning away to her left, her blade whirling
to the ready. Shefaced forward just in time to see Katana advance again. Chinn saw it dl in aflash: theway
Katana sright foot stayed behind her left, the way her blade turned dightly counterclockwise A cut to the
sdel AsKatanabrought her sword around in atwo-handed thrust, Chinn parried, pushing her left foot
diagondly left as shelifted her arms up and twirled her blade point-down and paralel to her |eft ear inthe
split second before Katana s blade diced toward her middle. A clang as blade met blade, and then Chinn
had disengaged, swinging her sword up and over her head as she did her right foot behind her | €ft.

“Toh!” she cried, whipping her blade down. The bright stedl seemed to move in an agonizing stop-motion as
Chinn’sbrain fought to control the speed of her thrust.Can’t hurt her, not really, | can't . . .

“Yah!” Katana dropped into a squat, rotating her hands clockwise and stiff-arming her sword. Chinn’s blade
cut againgt the reinforced, notchedhi . Chinn heard a scraping sound as sted did againgt stedl, and shefdt a
steady pressure pushing her sword aside. Suddenly, the pressure was gone and, without thinking, Chinn
pulled back, angling her sword aong the left side of her body, point-down, just as Katanaswung leftina
letha cut amed at Chinn'swais.

My God! Chinn bardly had time to register the clash of stedl before she had sprung back and out of range.
Too damn close. Shewaswinded, panting hard, dick rivulets of sweat coursing between her breasts. Her
shoulders burned, and she could fed her calves knotting with fatigue.

A glance at Katana showed that evenshe felt the strain. Y et, even as Katana gulped air, her lips peeled back
from her teethinafera grin. “ Y ou see?’ she said, her words punctuated by deep gasps. “Fighting . . . is. ..
different.”

Something tripped in Chinn’sbrain.If she’ s talking, she can’t be concentrating . She forced her breathing
to dow s0 she could hear over theroar in her veins. Something that Sensel had said very long ago: Sound
comes fird. If you wait until your eye catches the attack, then you will die.

Now Chinn concentrated al her effort into listening for the minutest change. She heard the thrum of her heart
and forced her mind away from that; she heard air whistle through her nose, and she blocked that out, too.
From Katana s position two meters distant, Chinn heard hertai-sho pullinginair: along inhadation, thenthe
rattle of air rushing from her lungs, in and out. And then, she heard a change so subtle that afterward she
couldn’t redlly describeit: ahitch and then asmadl, barely audible click, like the sound adry throat made
when a person swallowed.

Alarmsclanged in her brain.Now, she's coming right now! Chinn didn’t think; she acted. As Katana gave
aloudkiai at the sameingtant that she attacked, Chinn’s blade was already shooting out. Their swords made
contact, and Chinn heaved up and out with her left hand, hard. Katana s sword cut on empty air; before she



could retreat, Chinn leapt, her blade cutting for Katana s head. Katana ducked and bobbed to her |eft.
Momentarily off-baance, Chinn’sforward momentum carried her past Katana on her right and, for an
ingtant, she thought about fighting gravity, struggling around for aquick counterattack. But instead she let
hersdlf fal past Katana, twisting on the bal of her left foot and whirling in acomplete circle until she faced
forward. Just in time, too: Katana s left knee pistoned as she sprinted toward Chinn.

A flash of indght: She expects me to pull back. So Chinn did the opposite. Howling herkiai , Chinn erased
the distance between them. Their blades clashed as their bodies collided; Chinn, who was the smaller and
lighter of the two, staggered, then righted; and suddenly, they were nearly eyeto eye, two lengths of glittering
sted bracketing their facesin ashinyV , and so close Chinn felt Katana' s hot breath dash her cheeks.

Got to get out of here. They wereintaiatari , blades |ocked, the most dangerous position in which two
swordsmen could find themselves. Chinn knew that the only way she could escape would be to move
Katana s sword from center while angling her body away and trying to push Katana off balance. The
problem was that Chinn was too small, and she could dready fed Katana pushing,forcing Chinn’s blade out
of line. Grunting, Chinn tried holding the stance until her shoulders and forearms screamed with pain.
Gathering her strength, Chinn pushed back with al her might, up and left; and just when she thought she
couldn’t hold Katana anymore, she sucked in one last breath of air and thought: Push up and then drop into
a sguat and then when she'sfallen past . . .

And then Katana let go.

Startled, Chinn gave ayelp of surprise as she staggered forward, redlizing much too late that, somehow,
she' d betrayed hersdf again, and then she stopped thinking as she heard the high zing of metd dicing air, saw
the cut coming fast aslightning.

The Old Master shouted at the last possible second. “ Yame!”

Kaanafroze, and Chinn felt the bite of metal on the sengitive skin along the right sde of her neck. She
closed her eyes, avare that there was blood trickling into the hollow between her breasts, aware, too, that
Katana s breathing was harsh and rapid; aware that, when she saw the cut coming, she’ d thought she might
redly die.

Opening her eyes, Chinn looked into the eyes of hertai-sho and then let her sword clatter to the floor. “ And
soyou'vekilled me” shesad.

For amoment, Katana did not reply, and then Chinn saw the bunched muscles of Katana' sjaw relax, her
shoulders dacken. Katana lifted her blade from Chinn’s neck, and Chinn saw that the steel was marred by a
smear of bright red blood.

“Killed you? No,” said Katana. Then she moved closer, and in the next instant Chinn felt Katana stongue
tease her neck, linger over her cut flesh. Chinn’ s knees went to water, and her breath caught as a sudden
wave of hot desire flooded her veins.

Kaanatook Chinn’sfacein her hands. “I haven't killed you yet,” she whispered, running her tongue dong
Chinn’slips, and Chinn tasted the salty metallic tang of her own blood. Moaning, Chinn closed her eyes,
drowning in sensation, and she heard Katana say, softly, “Not quite yet.”



Imperial City, Luthien

Pesht Military District, Draconis Combine

15 December 3134

Vincent Kurita ceased speaking, and the resulting silence in the Black Room was so complete thet it was
amost asound itsdlf. | SF Director Ramadeep Bhatiawas aware of the rush of his bresth whistling through
his nogtrils, the creak of aleather boot as an aide shifted uneasily. Y et sllence was aso valuable, atool that
was as useful and potentidly lethal asthe most accurate assassin if one knew how to useit, when to exploit it.
Bhatiadid, and silence was, he decided, one of Vincent Kurita s few talents—such asthey were.

Bhatia looked through his lashes, his coa black eyes diding round to the others gathered at the table, the
warlords he could observe with relative ease because they sat directly opposite, ranged down the long axis
of the smoky glass-topped table. (There were dso three irrdevant aides hugging the far wal, onefor each
tai-shu .) One warlord who had not been the target of the coordinator’ s pointed remarks—Pesht’s Doppo
Saito—looked decidedly uncomfortable, even alittle frightened, and this was probably a good thing because
afrightened man was easily tamed. Saito might not be aweakling but he was aworm nonetheless, corrupted
by luxury: aflorid, doughy man, with puffy cheeks and stubby, bejeweled fingers, fat around as sausages and
dimpled at thejoints.

By contrast, Bhatia thought that New Samarkand’ sTai-shu Matsuhari Toranagalooked hungry. Solidly
built, of above-average height, Toranaga had a square face it by glittering black eyes.More and more, he
always wants more, though his territory is the largest and borders on the Federated Suns . Highly
intelligent and motivated by aboundless avarice for more and more power, yet ableto bide histime,
Toranagawas, Bhatia thought, just the man he might require.

Might. Bhatid s eyes did to the third man, abull: Mits-ura Sakamoto, Warlord of Benjamin, descendant of
Ta-hara Sakamoto of the First Sword of Light . . . and adamnable hothead. If he wasn't so valuable, I'd
leave Sakamoto to his wine and women and focus on Toranaga, and what my spiestell meis a rather
interesting wild card. But not just yet.

The silence was broken when Sakamoto swallowed hard. “ Tono, | must protest. | havenothing to
gpologizefor, and even lessto explain.”

And let us see how the Peacock handlesthat. Bhatia kept his eyes averted, as custom and manners
demanded. One did not look to the coordinator for answers until the coordinator deigned to speak, yet
Bhatiasaw him well enough. The glass was polished to a high gloss; the coordinator wasto hisimmediate
left; and from beneath his hooded lids Bhatia observed Kurita' sreflection: ghostlike and alittle eerie, the
head seemingly floating above the jetshou jacket shot through with rich golden embroidery that twinkled like
thelight of faraway stars. Y es, Vincent Kuritawas a peacock, al pomp and showy feathers and hollow at
the core; abitter pill, and one the Combine had to swallow—for the time being.



“No?’ Kurita stonewas mild, and Bhatia strained to detect any undercurrents—of displeasure or
malice—and found none. Bhatia suppressed asigh.And just what will shake this man from his
complacency? He looked up, aready knowing what he would see: abroad smooth brow surmounted by
raven-black hair coiffed into a high powder puff like astorm cloud (moretinsd and glitter: Bhatiaknew that
Kurita sred hair was white as spun sugar); hazel eyes set in an ova, ddicate, dightly feminine facejust
beginning to show itsyearsin the tracery of fine wrinklesfanning from the corner of each eye. Kurita's
features were bland, the corners of his mouth hooked in the quizzical, palitic expression of ahost who can't
quite place the name of the man to whom he'sjust been introduced.

Kuritasteepled his ddicate, manicured fingers. “ Y ou ddiberately crossthe border into Prefecture|; not
once, not twice, but a dozen times? Y ou risk good men and val uable materiel ? For what purpose?’

“Purpose?’ Sakamoto pushed out amouthful of air in abreathy grunt of angry amazement. “We arethe
Draconis Combine, and you ask about purpose? Our purposeshould be clear.”

Not cowed in the sightest. Bhatia gave the warlord an gppraising look. Sakamoto was big, taller than
Kuritaby ahaf meter, with the squashed face and hefty physique of abarrel-chested wrestler going to seed.
His bulbous nose trembled with suppressed rage, and a pulsing network of spidery, bloodred capillaries
spoke of aman with earthy appetites who took his pleasure in the conquest of women and one too many
late-night bottles of plumwine A drunk and a womanizer, he brays the loudest of the three and makes
the Peacock look like a fuzzy dowager decked out in her Sunday best.

Kuritawas speaking. “ Tai-shuSakamoto, our purpose liesin the security of the Combine, nothing more or
less. We have enough to occupy us. Thereisno need to expose our people to potential privation and
bloodshed.”

“Privation,” Sakamoto grated. “What do they know of that, of anything but their own comforts?’

“And areyou 0 very different, Tai-shu ? Y es, true, we' ve only known three decades of true peace after the
second war with Clan Ghost Bear, and if memory serves, we defended ourselves. We did not set out to
conguer. Since 3102 our armies have been”—Kurita paused—* culled. Of course, we till know how to
wage small-unit actions, but do you or any of your troops redlly know how to wage afull-scae, multiworld
operation? What, pray tell, doyou know of that kind of war?” Again, Kurita stone was mild, and although
Bhatia despised Kurita s pretentiousness—the royal we —he had to admit that the insult was as pointed as
thekissaki of awell-honed blade.

Sakamoto opened his mouth to answer, then closed it again, and Bhatia put a hand to his mouth to hidea
smile. The man looked like a beached fish that had swum too close to shore and been tossed on the sand.

But it was aman to Kurita' s right who spoke next. His face was square, the skin tanned and |lesthery from
sun, and the features heavier, like the work-coarsened face of aday laborer. But he had the frosted-blue
eyes of the Kuritas, and the same broad forehead, though his hair was alion’s mane of lush black streaked
with comets tailsof slver. “That may betrue, Tono , but even you know that alargely unblooded army may
be formidable nonethel ess. And we' re not talking about an enemy with the resources to mount any serious
resstance.”

“Ligtento your son, Tono .” An dmost silken purr from Toranaga. “ Theodore Kurita speaks true.”



“Redly?’ said Kurita, with ahint of dryness. “And does he spesk foryou , Tai-shu ?’

Toranaga blinked, but before he could reply, Theodore leaned forward. “ Father, the Combineisvast. The
Republic does't have the will to conquer, nor to defend itself. With the HPGs gone, The Republic will
amog certainly fdl, the prefectures toppling one after the other like dominoes; we al know that.”

Well played. Bhatiaapproved. Theodore Kuritamight not have the intellectual nimbleness or fiery spirit of
his namesake, but he was a prudent, clear-sighted man.A pity he has no heirs, else he might be an
acceptable replacement for the Peacock . It was awell-known secret that Theodore' s Chomie was
infertile. After four miscarriages there were mutterings about adoption, or € se the Combine faced the
unthinkable: alessthan pure Kuritaas subgtitute. Why Theodore refused to take alover mystified Bhatia.
W, perhaps Theodore loved hiswife—andthat particular display of sentimentality Bhatiaconsdered a
fateful flaw. A trueruler never let little thingslike matrimonia vows and fiddlity interfere with the smooth
running of the machinery of Sate.

Sakamoto seized on the brief silence. “Y our sonisright, Tono . The Republic will not fight, or if they do,
they will not do it well and thefight will be brief. Their forces are negligible, and what men they do have are
untried and untrained, as soft as ripe peaches.”

Theodore opened his mouth, but Kurita held up asingle finger without glancing at his son, and Theodore
subsided. “ That may betrue,” said Kurita, his placid eyes never wavering from Sakamoto’ sface, “but we
have not given you permission to taste the fruit of that particular tree.”

“And why not?" Sakamoto demanded, belligerent asamule. “ Surely you don't regard that V ega fiasco last
year as a setback? There' snot ashred of evidence The Republic had anything to do with it, and even if they
had, why should we let that deter us? If anything, our failure to take Vega should impel usto erasethe
dishonor! Y ou don’'t see The Republic standing in Katana Tormark’ sway!”

“Her courseis her own affair and will not dictate how we navigate ours, andwe say it isnot yet our time.”

“Then when? What, are you waiting for asign to drop from the heavens? An auspicious omen? Every day
we do not act is another day the Clans muster the will; every moment that passesis opportunity for the
Capellansto launch anew campaign. What better moment thanright now, while The Republic’ sbesieged on
different fronts?’

“Wehavetried.” And now Kurita sgaze fell on Bhatia. “We havefailed. Vegawasasign that we are not as
strong aswewould liketo believe.”

Ouch. Not as caustic arebuke as other, more paranoid coordinators would have made; Takashi sprang to
mind. Still, the barb stung, and Bhatia knew that he couldn’t let the moment pass without an attempt at
defense, and mogt particularly not when thislittle dramawas being played under the watchful eyes of the
warlords. “Yes, Tono , we were sabotaged. But we have reason to believe that we were compromised
through the misdeed of one particular mal content, someone with an ax to grind againgt the Combine, and we
are seeking for waysto bring him to swift and certain justice.” (A little piece of flummery and purefiction, but
appearances, appearances. Bhatiawas certain they could dredge up some anonymous soul to put to an
ignominious degth.) “Our intelligence gpparatus has been”—and Bhatia chose the word with exquisite



care—" hamper edby the HPG outage, nothing more.”

“Oh, don't play at words, Bhatia,” Sakamoto said, histone just the near side of asneer. “Y ou and your | SF
haven't the teeth anymore; you' re as ineffective as atoothless old grandmother, and you know it.”

Bhatia heard someone suck in a horrified, melodramatic gasp—Saito, probably, the worm—»but Bhatiapaid
no attention. Instead, he leaned forward, snagged Sakamoto’ s gaze with hisown, and said, “ Take care,
Tai-shu , ese you might discover that | have no need for anyone to feed me soft, swest rice just yet.”

The menace was clear, and Bhatia saw by the nervous click of Sakamoto’'s eyes away then back that the
warning had struck itsmark. “I . . . gpologize, Director,” said Sakamoto, though he said theword asif it |eft
abad tastein hismouth. “1 meant no disrespect. | let the heat of the moment go to my head.”

“Indeed,” said Bhatia, and he did not smile. “ Someday you may discover that, much to your regret, your
head lacks atongueto wag.” He saw the struggle in Sakamoto’ s eyes, could practicaly hear theticking in
the man’ s brain as he calculated just how aggressively—and if—he should respond. Oh, Bhatia s threat was
real enough. The ISF might’ ve been scaled down by the original Theodore s reforms, and those of his son
Hohiro. Y et even those mighty rulers had known this truism: One cannot prick atiger too sharply or often,
and expect to live very long.

“Indeed,” Sakamoto finaly managed, though his tone was less brutish. His face had drained of color like
water trickling through asieve, and the tremor Bhatia saw twitch at the man’s mouth was not rage but fear.

Sakamoto turned his gaze back to Kurita, clearly the easier target, and when he spoke it was with less hest.
“Nowis our opportunity to strike. Why do you hesitate? The Republic’ sforces are thin as tissue paper, and
the miserable excusesthey have for their planetary militias—bah! A lowly farmer with a scythe or pike would
make for a better adversary. Every moment you delay heightens the perception of our weakness. Look at the
Capdlans; they’ re scum, and yet they honor their dead chancellor as agod and have struck the first blow,
driving into the heart of Prefecture V and securing Liao. A prefecture capitd! We haven't dipped atoe
across any border since last year!”

“Not counting your unauthorized, illegd foraysinto Prefecturel,” said Kurita, “no, we haven't.”

Thewarning was clear, but Bhatia saw that Sakamoto was too carried away by his own argumentsto hear.
“Y our ancestor ceded valuable lands and planets to a Republic built upon ahouse of cards that has now
begun to topple. They areweak ; they will not act, and we must. And what about Tormark? Her family’s
disgraced, their lands confiscated, their status worse than beggars, and yet you dlow that little girl to use your
namel”

Careful . Much as Bhatiaadmired the man’ s tenacity—Sakamoto was like a pit bull that way—first the
swipeahim , then Hohiro and nowthis insult . . . Bhatia s eyes swiveled to gauge the reactions of the others.
Saito was, predictably, nibbling the cuticle of one pudgy thumb; Toranaga s eyes were hooded in calculation.
Perchance a very useful man if Sakamoto fails. And what of our noble heir? Bhatia saw that Theodore
was thin-lipped; his cheeks ruddy with anger and . . . wasthatshame? Bhatia s eyes narrowed. Yes, he
could seeit: the quick tick of Theodore' seyesto hisfather and then to scrutiny of a spot on the glasstable
that seemed to be of intenseinterest.He is ashamed because in his heart he agrees.



Kuritawas unruffled. “We remind you that thislittlegirl , asyou call her, has managed, with few resources
and sheer charisma, to conquer worlds and sway others.”

“Which she has claimed in the name of Dragon’ s Fury,” said Sakamoto.

“And which she has now ceded to us,” Kurita corrected. “A little latein coming, and a bit roundabout. The
fact that she claimsworlds for the Combine reveals our strength, not our weakness.”

“Ligten to yoursdlf!” Sakamoto threw up his handsin disgust. “ All the more reason toact! First, it was
Dragon’s Fury; now she says she battles in the name of the Dragon! Don't yousee , Tono ? The people will
not care. All they will know isthat you st in your palace day after day, swathed in luxury and decked out in
finery, while afemae from adishonored family isthe one who gets dirt beneath her nails and blood on her
sword. You ... must. . .act ,” sad Sakamoto, emphasizing every word. “Y ou.Must. ”

“Or what?’ Kurita s hazel eyeswere mere divers now, and when he spoke there was a subdued yet
discernible hiss, like the whisperings of asnake. “Do you have other plansfor yoursdf? Forus? A
replacement, perhaps? If so, then please, share thiswith usfor we are most anxious to know your mind.” He
paused, then added asif in afterthought, “ Our Tai-shu.”

His meaning was clear: You serve at my pleasure. Nothing less, and certainly not more . And asthe
mortified Sakamoto stammered out an gpology and the coordinator gave orders that there were to be no
more unauthorized foraysinto Republic space, Bhatiahad to admit that the man till had avestige of the old
Kurita spark, that fire of history and myth.

A pity that, in Bhatia s opinion, the flame wasn't quite bright enough.

O —

Imperial City, Luthien
24 December 3134

T he teacup wasimmensdly old; stippled brown with smooth, ted enamd. Asfingers of scented steam
caresed hisface, Vincent Kuritainhaled, held the breath, then let go with asigh. Then hetook asmall sip,
the delicate flavors of frothy green teaexploding on histongue. The taste conjured memories of laughter and
hiswife and their three children, beforethingsgot so.. . . grim.

Grim, yes. Vincent eyed Theodore, who knelt upon histatami and gazed into the middle distance. The
bal cony overlooked the paace gardens—mossy green hummocks and still pools festooned with green
saucers of lotus. Vincent said, “Y ou are very quiet, my son.” They were at their ease, so Vincent felt no
imperative to employ the roya we ; an affectation that was amazingly effective.

Theodore flinched out of hisreverie. “I gpologize, Father. It' s just”—and now he turned his blue eyesto
Vincent—"maybe Sakamoto has a good point.”

“Indeed? Tell me.” And then, as he saw Theodore hesitate, Vincent said gently, “I am no Takashi. | am



securein your love, my son.” He was rewarded by seeing the tension drain from Theodore' s features.

“I understand your concerns completely, Father. But Sakamoto’ sright and youknow he sright. The
Republic thinksit’ sinvincible, with Terraat its center and the prefectures ringing round. But they’ re wrong.
Devlin Ston€ sgone, and whatever heis, Levin’ s no substitute. Without something to bind the prefectures
together, the corerots, and the tree dies.” He leaned forward, earnestly. “ Youare the core of thetreethat is
the Draconis Combine, Father. The Kuritas are the sap running through its veins. But we ve lost the throne
before and might againif you remain slent.”

“Just as| am not Takashi, | am not Robert Kurita either. And who would be my Nihongi Von Rohrs?
Sakamoto? | think not. HE sabully, and his ego drives him to assume too much.”

“Then why dlow him to continue aswarlord?’

Vincent gave a careless shrug. “ Because he serves my purpose. When he no longer does, hewon't beina
position to argue the point.”

“And Katana Tormark?’
“What about her?’
“Fether, she'sout there saizing planetsin the Combing sname . . .”

“A recent development, as Sakamoto so inddlicately pointed out. Good thing, too; she had meworried for a
while”

“Father, thisisserious! Katana sfamily was disgraced, their assets seized after Akiratook his O5P cell and
defected to Devlin Stone' scause! Y our inaction is anendor sement that thisdaughter of a disgraced
Combine lord speaksforyou! Father, she's chalenged you to aduel, to come out of hiding. Why don’t
you?’

Well spoken, well reasoned. Vincent was impressed yet again with how astute his son was.He will be a
fine ruler some day. Then, on the hedls of that thought, a darker one, edged with sadness. But will House
Kurita survive if Theodore cannot escape the curse that swimsin our blood? Vincent clamped down on
the path where that thought would lead. He stalled, choosing a pastry from a platter and popping it into his
mouth. The swest, rich bean paste melted into ataste like nuts and honey.Just as one does not cry over the
sweetness of candy, so | shall not grieve now. He swalowed and said, “What | do, | do. Wewill not
engage The Republic, and we will notdirectly interfere with Katana Tormark.”

Theodore missed the emphasis. “Even if that threatens the Combine.”
“lam the Combine. So. . . yes” Vincent waited a beat. “Should | be concerned about you?’

Theodore blinked, and Vincent saw awash of first astonishment then anger flood across his son’sface.
“You know | stand with you, Father.”

“But someday you must be coordinator, and that may mean, for the good of the Combine, you might haveto



depose me.”

Theodore' s Adam’ s apple bobbled in ahard swallow. “1 will succeed you, Father—never depose or
replace you.”

Chuckling, Vincent patted his son on the shoulder, then cupped Theodore' s neck with hispam. He d done
that often after eight-year-old Theodore declared he was aman, too old for hugs. So Vincent met the
boy—and now the man—hafway with a gesture of love acceptable to both. “Very good. You'll makea
politicianyet.”

He was relieved when Theodore laughed, snaked his right hand around, and squeezed Vincent' shand. “I’'ve
had an excdlentsensel ,” Theodore said.

“Indeed. Now, | have something to show you.” Withdrawing his hand, Vincent reached insde histea blue
slk jacket, enjoying the fed of therich materia .My one weakness. Well, better than a woman. WWomen
get you into trouble. Extracting an envelope made of rice paper, he handed it to his son. Theodore thumbed
open the flap and Vincent saw his son’s keen eyes moving over the paper; saw shock and then delight.

Theodore' s head snapped up. “Arlington? And the Fifth Sword of Light!”

Vincent laughed. “High time you had something important to do, and | guarantee you, with the Federated
Suns close a hand, you might see battle. But al in good time. First, settle into your new command, though |
promiseyou: These are not the riffraff Veganswho so plagued your namesake. These are good men and will
serve you well when the time comes. Now, tell me, where are you off to next?’

If Theodore was perplexed by hisfather’ s sudden shift, he didn’t show it. But the happiness drained out of
hiseyes. “| thought to visit my sster and”—he hesitated—and then my brother and . . . our mother.”

“Ahh,” wasal Vincent said. But it was asif his son had dipped aknife between hisribs, found his heart and
given the knife agood, solid twist. Thistime when he met his son’s gaze, he saw his sadness mirrored there.
“Give your mother my love” said Vincent, “if shewill haveit.”

Then, he picked up his cup and turned aside to watch the sunset. “Now drink your tea, my son, before it
getscold.”

Luthien Nadir Jump Point

Draconis Combine, Pesht Military District

24 December 3134

If Proserpina Prefecture Commander Tai-sho Carol Worridge knew anything, she knew this. Sakamoto was
adecent warlord but alousy drunk. A damn nuisance, too, because the man commanded hisdistrict with a

mixture of bribery, threats and—at times—downright brilliance.

“Until thetimeisright.” Sakamoto threw back another goblet of plum wine, burped loudly, then waited,
snorting like a horse through his nogtrils, as hisaide, Sho-sa Aki Mori, refilled hisglassfrom atal, cut-glass



decanter. Satisfied, Sakamoto gave Mori abackhanded wave that sent the man scuttling. Sakamoto took
another huge swalow. “Whenisthe timeever right?’

Worridge judged thiswas rhetorica, and considering that Sakamoto gtill wore his swords, she didn’t reply.
Give the wrong answer, and he' s as liable to bite my head off as give me a promotion . Anyway,
Sakamoto wasjust talking. She was used to Sakamoto’ s moods, which became particularly foul when he
was cooped up in a DropShip the way he was now.

“I'll tell youwhen it’ stheright time,” Sakamoto said, florid from too much plum wine and festering rage.
Never! That' swhen.”

“I’'m sure the coordinator has hisreasons,” she said diplomaticaly.

“Bah!” Sakamoto inhaled wine, sucked air through histeeth at the sting, swallowed. “ Thewors of it isthat
littlegirl from adishonored family claiming lands for the Dragon while | twiddle my thumbs. Bah! I'ma
samurai! " he said, thumping his broad chest with his bunched Ift figt. “I'm awarrior , not someold,
toothlesswoman!”

“Absolutely not,” said Mori, looking grieved. Worridge thought thesho-sa did righteousindignation rather
well for an obsequiouslittle runt. “But until the coordinator . . .”

“Damnthe coordinator!” Sakamoto bellowed. Wine doshed over therim, drizzling across hisfingerslike
watery blood. “ Damn themall! ”

Mori glided forward, patting a ngpkin over Sakamoto’ s fingers with something close to thetut-tut of afussy
mother hen. “If anyone has more right to act on the Dragon’ s behdf than Tormark’slittle girl, it’ syou. After
dl,who isAkiraTormark?’

Sakamoto sucked plum wine from histhumb. “ Dead, for one.”

“That’ sright. And disgraced, for another. So, | ask you, who better? Besides’—Mori folded the
now-stained napkin into neat, perfect squares four times over and tucked the offending linen in hiship
pocket—"it may be that the coordinatorrequires someone to show him the correct path.”

At that, Worridge' sjaw dropped. The bridge became quite still and, for amoment, al Worridge heard was
thebleep-blip-blap of various contral circuits. Sekamoto’s glass had been hafway to his mouth, but now he
lowered it and his eyes narrowed to dark, glittery dits. “What did you say, Mori?’

Worridge saw Mori’ sthroat working. Yeah, I'll bet your neck’ s wondering if it’s going to have a job in
this next two, three seconds.

Mori squared his shoulders. “ Perhaps you need to show the coordinator the error of hisways, myTai-shu .

Wéll, either the guy had guts, or he was insane. Whichever, he was spouting treason, and Worridge knew
there were troops here who needed to be reminded of that. For that matter, she had to rein in Sakamoto
before he got them dl killed. Worridge said, cautioudly, “ Sho-saMori, you areindelicate.” There: smple,
direct.



Sakamoto’ s head swiveled, his eyeslingering long enough to make her sweet, and then back at Mori. “ She
means you' re talking treason. She' sright, you know.”

Mori squared his shoulders. “ Never theless”

“Nevertheless,” repeated Sakamoto, histone thoughtful. “Never . . . the. . .less.” Then, hislipslifted from
histeethinadow, dy smile. “And, in thiscase, lessisnot more, isit . . .Mori 7" Sakamoto threw his head
back in aloud cackle. “ LessisnotMori !”

Oh, puh-leez. Worridge suppressed a groan.

Mori hedtated for afraction of asecond, and then let out alittle giggle—ajoke at his expense, ha-ha, very
funny. “No, Tai-shu ,” he said.

“Allright then!” Sakamoto threw back wine and brought the goblet down on aworkstation so hard
Worridge was amazed the glass didn’t shatter. “ Hereiswhat we will do, my dearLess Mori ! Weshal
amass strength at Algedi, Waddesdon”—he ticked them off on histhick, rough fingers—*“and . . . Kurhah,
hal ?'Y ou're getting this?”

Mori, that little suck-up, was scribbling madly in atiny notebook he kept tucked in his breast pocket for just
such an occasion. “Absolutely.”

“Then half-strength troops to Homam, Matar and Klathandu IV.” Sakamoto put his hands on his hips,
nodded once. “Yes, Less Mori. That should do it.”

Half-strength troops? If The Republic struck back, Worridge would be sending perfectly good men to their
deaths.Not gonna happen on my watch. She cleared her throat. “ Pardon me, Tai-shu , but you must
receive the coordinator’s. . .”

That was asfar as she got. In the blink of an eye, Sakamoto’ s face went from red, to pale, to the colored of
clotted blood. “ Iwill worry about where and howmy troops are to be deployed, not the coordinator, and not
you. | amthefind authority; it retswithme because | tell you this: by hisinaction, the coordinator haslost
theright totdlme what to do and what to think! Areweclear onthis?’

Worridge did aswift cdculation. No, shedidn’t likeit. And, yes, if she perssted, Sakamoto would have her
head, and then, well, redlly, what was the point?“ Hai, Tai-shu. It was not the coordinator | was thinking of
S0 much as wondering where we |l get the manpower for an operation of this magnitude.” Sounded redlly
good, and it helped that it was the truth. “I am simply worried about materiel and troops.Informing the
coordinator’—yes, she liked that word better thanasking permission —*“would likely befollowed by the
requisite troops.”

Sakamoto made an impatient gesture, shooing her away. “1 have other resources.” And to Mori: “Get word
to Kobayashi, Ame and Endo. They are to be on Benjamin within the next two months, understood?’

Who? Worridge frowned, and she was about to ask when Mori said, “| anticipated that, myTai-shu , and
took the liberty of digpatching messages aday ago.”



Okay, Worridge was impressed: Mori was a suck-upand clairvoyant. For his part, Sakamoto squinted at
Mori, waited a begt, said, “Did you now?’

Then, before Worridge had time to blink, Sakamoto reared back. There was ablinding flash, a high-pitched
whistle asair cleaved in two. Mori stood there for a brief instant, abemused expression on hisface. And
then abright red ribbon leaked through an invisible seam and dribbled down to soak the collar of hisuniform.
Mori’ s head lolled asif hisneck had turned to gelatin and then plopped to the deck, face-first. The sound
was indescribable, redly, but it reminded Worridge of when she was ten and dropped awatermelon on the
porch, and the watermelon had burst.

Mori’s body didn’t follow right away. Instead, bright, apple-red blood arced to the deck, sounding like
water againgt aceramic basin. Mori’ s body wasn't exactly stiff, or limp, but his hands jerked up in asort of
surprise, like the hands of a marionette whose puppeteer’ stwitched the wrong string. And then Mori, who
was ddfinitdyless now, toppled like afelled tree.

In the compl ete and absol ute silence that followed—save for computers chittering avay—Sakamoto
ingpected his sword. The blade was clean; he’ d struck that quickly. Then he resheathed his katana, the metal
rasping into its scabbard, and casually uncorked his decanter. Wine glugged into Sekamoto’ s goblet and
Worridge caught the faint squeal of the decanter’ s stopper as Sakamoto re-corked it.

Sakamoto lifted hisglassto Worridge in atoast. “A person who anticipates you has aready succeeded you
in hismind, Worridge, and actions follow hard upon thought. Please remember, Tai-sho : Thereisonly room
for onetai- shu.”

Then he threw back his drink and exhaed with satisfaction. “ And Worridge—get someone to clean up this
mess.”

Imperial City, Luthien
24 December 3134

The gardens were coal; the sky a brilliant pink that faded to purple asthe sun’slight refracted against the
skin of theworld, and at hisfeet was a sea of white stone. Bhatid s eyestraveled over the carefully etched
linesthat curled and eddied around an idand of rock, ahillock of moss. The center of the stone seawas an
absolute magterstroke: aspird twining to asingle, absent point, like an endless pinwhed .

And that is the Combine, the unseen pivot about which the universe turns. Bhatia considered that it
might aso be an apt metaphor for what the best coordinators were: the null space at the center of awhed!.
Only Vincent Kurita, that Peacock, was smply null.

And Sakamoto was wrong about one thing. The I|SF hadn’t lost itsteeth, but with the HPG outage it might
aswdl have logt its eyes and ears. Couriered messages till trickled in, but often the information was
outdated and usdless. Bhatia grunted. That they’ d found out about the Capellans was a stroke of luck, a
piece of information that crossed his desk from areliable source long embedded on Liao, thoughthat source
had gone silent—a disturbing turn that had Bhatiawondering if the Capellans had managed to penetrate far
enough to conquer Liao.



And therewas also Katana Tormark, that little witch! Bhatia felt a sudden headache thump to life behind his
eyes. Oh, justthinking about her set histeeth on edge! A father, once the pride of O5P, turned Republican
sympathizer, and then a planetary governor, no lesst Thank heavenhe' d the foresight to embed an agent into
her command, no thanks to the Peacock. That idiot had blathered on about letting others fight and blah, blah,
blah. Oh, it wasgalling : the offspring of a discredited, dishonored man laying bare the Combine' s weakness!

Find yourself a high pedestal, little girl, because it will hurt that much more when you fall.

Sakamoto wasthe key. Y es, Toranagawas cunning and might still be useful, and hadn’t there been
something in Toranaga s eyes as he' d turned to go? Bhatia thought. Y es, for afraction of a second, he and
Toranaga had exchanged significant glances, and it was asif the warlord had shot some invisible message,
reminding Bhatiathat . . . what? There was yet this other card that might be played?

Perhaps. Bhatia shook his mind free of Toranaga. For the moment, ifany warlord stood a chance of
reclaiming Combine worlds while eiminating the tiresome Tormark, it was Sakamoto. True, Sekamoto wasa
drunk and abully, and Bhatiafound the idea of Sakamoto’ swagging tongue minusits mouth supremely
pleasing. But Sakamoto was still an asset, and if he could be played? Then the Peacock would have two
choices, tota disavowal, or an unconditiona sanction. In the first case, Sekamoto would die, and Bhatia
wouldn't necessarily weep. In the second, though, the Peacock would take credit andthat was good for the
Combine.

But | will have to play thisjust right: let Sakamoto start his little invasion and then bide my time,
choose the precisely correct moment to tell the Peacock.

And if Kuritawanted Sakamoto’' s head? No matter: Sakamoto was merely the tool Bhatia needed to pick
the lock of the treasure chest that was House Kurita, and Combine honor. And who knew? There might be
an unexpected bonus or two; perhaps the bitch would stand against Sakamoto, and if shedid . . . A shiver of
unexpected delight rippled dong Bhatia s skin and made the hairs stand on end. Squashed underfoot like a
bug . He laughed slently, like adog, and ran his pdms aong histhighs.

Hisright trouser pocket crackled, and his good humor evaporated like mist on ahot morning. A report he'd
aready read, and didn’t like. Pulling out the paper, he reread the message, taking histime, letting the words
brand themsalves on hisbrain.

Kappa. Theword legpt from the page. Every time he cameto it, hismind tripped, asif he'd stubbed a
mental toe against arock. Kappawas—had been—a Son of the Dragon, amember of a cadre of dite
agents. the legendary Subhash Indrahar’ s eyes and ears and teeth. A powerful mystic and utterly ruthless,
Indrahar had been the greatest | SF director in Combine history as well as a persona friend to Takashi Kurita
and mentor to Takashi’ s son, Theodore. Y et Indrahar’ s power hadn’t been his Sons. The agents had died in
the Jihad, and their records had disappeared. Bhatia had resurrected the Sons—the idea of such a useful
inner circle wastoo brilliant to ignore—but development of the group was dow and expensive.

But nowhere was Kappa, and without his knowledge of the Sons, Bhatia till mightn’t have made the
connection. A serid killer on an obscurelittle world, what of it? But there was that veryodd victim—aman
whaose body hadn’t been mutilated—followed by atgpe from the killer caling himsafKappa : acreature from
ancient myth . . . and one of the mogt brilliantly eccentric and lethal deep-cover agents Indrahar ever created.



Asif he wanted to catch my attention. But he can’'t be the same man. He' d be nearly a hundred .
Kappa sher, perhaps? And why surfacenow?

Hedidn’t know. But | SF Director Ramadeep Bhatia shivered al the same, even though it wasn’t cold.

[ —

Makuhari Beach, Quant-tze, Biham
Prefecture | I, Republic of the Sphere
24 December 3134

The seaar wasmercifully cool and crisp, with an aromaof salt and the faintest lacing of duminum. A light
gust of wind skimmed Sir Regindd Eriksson’ sforehead, fingering the thinning remnants of what had once
been asilky cap of hair the color of corn tassels but was now bleached white as a sun-dried bone. Eriksson
patted his hair into place with hisleft hand, but that meant he moved hisfeet alittle to compensate for the
way the sand shifted, and aneedle of pain stabbed at hisright hip. Annoyed, he leaned into his caneto
redistribute hisweight. Like him, the cane was ardic. wood-kilned amaranth with abright violet grainand a
brass L-shaped handle worn smooth by three generations of Erikssons. Sir Reginald’ s only child, Rachd,
had died in childbirth forty years ago, her baby stillborn. With them went the hopes of anobleline.

A wave crested, curled and then fdl in upon itsdlf, foaming dong atawny stretch of sand before withdrawing
in lengthening fingersthat pulled away with asoft hiss Time' s like that sea, always moving, forever
impatient. And if time was the remorsdless sea, then he was the sand, he supposed, being dowly eaten

away by time' s passage.

The sand whispered again, though thistime from behind; boots trudging over pulverized earth. And then he
heard her voice: “Y ou'reahard manto find, Sir Reginald.”

Eriksson gave adry chuckle as she came dongside. “ Perhaps, Katana, | want to discourage the
fainthearted. | could have you arrested, you know. Y ou’ re quite the outlaw.” He eyed her, liking what he
saw. By God, she looked good, fit. The sun made her skin glow. Her deep black hair was abit longer now,
edging her ovd face with undulating waves. The style made her ook less severe and highlighted the high
bones of her cheeks, the dightly felinetilt of her black eyes. Besides her calf-high black lesther boots,
Katanawore olive green combet fatigues, a stylized, apple greenkatakana numerd five on her left collar sst
off againgt acherry red background. Stitched over the right breast pocket was her faction’s symbol: ariff of
the Kuritadragon edging acircle of fiery red on which three black diamonds and one white formed the four
sdes of adiamond standing on point. His eyesflicked to her waist, and his brows lifted. “No swords?’

She amiled. “I didn’t expect you’ d need saving today, Sir Reginald. Last | heard you' d chased dl the
bandits off Biham.”

“Hardly. Biham' s got nothing worth smuggling, though. I’ ll never forget how you looked that day. Teeth
bared, swordsflying . . . I didn’'t know hands moved that fast.”



Katanawrinkled her nose and shrugged, a peculiarly girlish gesture, and Eriksson’s mind flashed back to
3119, when she was seventeen, and he' d nearly lost hislife.If Katana hadn’t happened out of that gym at
precisely the right moment, I’ d have been sliced and diced by those smugglers . Katana made hash of
two men in little more than thirty seconds, probably less. Put the fear of God inhim , too.

“What are you smiling at?’

Eriksson blinked back to attention. “Oh, nothing. Mind wanders a bit, years catching up, that' sal.” He saw
her eyes skip to his cane, the hand clutching its brass head, and he looked through her eyes: at the age spots
gtaining his hands, his swollen knuckles, the way his shoulders had rounded his upper torso into the
beginnings of aquestion mark. “Not apretty sight,” he remarked lightly.

“WE€ re both older.”

“True. You've changed, and | don’t mean just with the passage of years. What you are doing now, taking
worlds, claming them for the Combine. . . that’s not theloya woman | knew.”

Her gaze never wavered. “Weall change, Sr Regindd.”

“No, despite your shifting adlegiances, you haven’t changed. Y ou were a brash young thing at seventeen, and
you're just as pig-headed at thirty-two. Y ou’ ve got guts, talent, determination . . . but most of al?Y ou' restill
anangry, logt littlegirl.”

Her bemused smilewilted. “Y ou're being unfair, Sr Reginad.”

“If anyoneisbeing unfair, it' syou. I’ ve known you for along time, Katana. Thething driving you hasn't
changed one whit. Y ou’ve never fit in. | didn’t know you before your mother died, but you and your father
had a parting of the ways about the time you met me, wasn't it?’

Now Katana made no pretense of hiding her anger and hurt. Her cheeks flushed copper with blood and
emotion. “I didn’t trade my father in foryou, and | didn’t jiltyou for the Combine.”

“No? Tell me, Katana, what does that”—he flicked afinger at her Dragon’ s Fury patch—*that design, what
doesit stand for?’

Katana expelled a breath of surprise. “Thisisthe Kuritadragon, only it’snot quite the same. Thecircle's
made by the Dragon itsdlf, not the Dragon contained within or by the circle. The black diamonds signify the
three didtricts of the Combine, Benjamin, Pesht, and New Samarkand,; the white for what's missing, the hole
made when the Combine gave away the Dieron Didgtrict. And then together the four diamonds make up the
fifth dement: the didtrict lost to the Clans”

“Redly? Areyou quite surethat what' smissng isn't inyou? ” He saw that shock quickly replaced her hurt.
“Katana, wefought sde by sidefor ourlives . | sponsored your admission to Northwind Academy. | was
honored to be at your side when you were made a prefect. But you' re the one opening agulf | can’t bridge. |
am aknight, and though The Republic may be crumbling around me, there are some things that must not
stand,” he said, and then, with a sudden ferocity added, “ This path you' re on will lead you todestruction,
Katana, or you will destroy everything | hold dear in your wake. Y ou have disgraced the trust our Republic



has given you, and thisshdl not sland! Thisshdlnot stand! ” With an angry gesture of dismissa, he pivoted
on hisleft foot, jerking away, facing again toward the relentless sea. Hisright hip shrieked with pain, but he
hardly felt it. He hurled hiswordsinto thewind. “I am old and | am broken, but I amnot beaten. You may find
it easy to discard honor, but | fill havemine , by God, | ill havethat! ”

Overhead, seabirds whedled and screamed, and his heart banged wildly againgt his chest. He thought,
grimly, that if he had aheart attack here and now, well, at least he' d gotten what ailed him off his chest. And
who to tell her if | don’t?

When she spoke, her voice was low and subdued. “ The Combine must be made whole again.”

Heturned to face her. Anger made him bruta. “ Becauseyou’ ve decided? Who areyou , Katana? Y our
family’ s been disgraced; your nobility’ samatter of history, not fact. And you are not the coordinator.
Vincent Kurita has not declared awar.”

“| fight in the Dragon’ s name.”

“Really?Snce when? Kuritaissilent . And don’t blame the outage; we haven't been blown back into the
Stone Age. Kurita s silence means he neither condemnsnor endorses you. Y ou’ re on your own, Katana.”

“And you, Sir Regindd?’

“I willnever support you. But”—he dragged in abreath—*| will not speak out againgt you either . . .unless
you invade Biham or crossinto Prefecture 1. If you do, then Iwill fight you.”

“Then | would regret having to defeat you.”

All at once, hisflame of anger guttered and died. He looked away, his shoulders sagging. He felt very old.
Helooked down at his hand and saw that the fingers trembled. “Katana.” His voice grew thick, and he had
to clear histhroat. “My dear,wh y are you here? For my blessng?’

“No.” And then, for thefirst time, shefdtered. “I ... 1 wasonmy way . .. tomy baseat Anchaandl . . .|
guess| just wantedto seeyou . . "

“Onelast time?’ Hereached out, touched her cheek. Her eyeswere very bright, and her skin was
wet—though not with sdt spray. An image swam before hismind’ s eye; of hislittle Rache when she'd
scraped her knee and how he' d cupped her cheek, told her that everything would be dl right. But now,
nothing would ever beright again.

It was dmost too much for his old heart to bear. “ Katana, if my daughter had lived, | would' ve been
overjoyed for her to call you sster. But, my dear, | fear for you. | fear for us both.Please, Katana,
please. . . don't force me to become the agent of your degth.”

Helet hishand fall away and turned again toward the sea and setting sun. They stood awhile, side by side,
asthe sea stole land from beneath their feet by imperceptible degrees. Then hefelt the brush of fingerson his
right cheek and he heard the rasp of sand as she walked away.



He turned at the last possible second. She was atop the doping dune once more, unmoving, her back to
him. The setting sun painted the sand orange and bronzed her skin. His old heart hoped that she’ d turn and
come back to him—even as his reason knew she wouldn't.

And, inthisat least, she didn’t disappoint him.

o —

Katana’'s Journal
26 December 3134

Wall, that hurt like hell. | don’t why I’'m so surprised, though. What did | expect? That Sir Reginald would
pat me on the head and tell me what agood, brave little girl I’ ve turned out to be? Dumb.

And, of course, Sully noticed, damnit al. Let me haveit as soon as| was aboard the DropShip. “Well, ain't
thisafine and pretty picture?’

| tried asmilethat didn’t work. “ That noticeable, huh?”’

Sully blew out like ahorse. HE sabear of aman: thick-necked, barrel-chested, alittle grizzled because he's
aways got afive 0’ clock shadow, even at ten in the morning, and arich Scottish burr that makes me think of
crackling wood fires, smoky whiskey, green heaths. He still wore his cook’ s gpron, and he smelled like good
steamed rice: rich and nutty. “Y our face gets any longer you gonna need awheelbarrow to cart around your
chin. What’son your mind, girl?’

So | told him. Helistened. Sully’ s good that way, dways has been, and it probably explainswhy hisbar on
Northwind was aways packed. The best bartenders are just a step away from being psychiatrists, | guess.
Anyway, when | started up Dragon’ s Fury and recruited my Brotherhood, there he was at the head of the
line, asking where to sign. So now | take my best cook everywhere. My one failing—»but he' sthat good.

Sully gave his chin athoughtful rasp with hisnailsand said, “All right. Now we could talk about why you
even bothered going to see Sir Regindd . . ”

“I"d rather not.” I’ d been playing with my breskfast, pushing natto beans around with my bow! of rice, and
now | balanced the tips of black lacquered chopsticks on their holder. “ There' sreally no point.”

“Oh, there’ sapoint, Kat, there' salways apoint.” Sully gave me a shrewd going-over with those baby blues
of his. “But that ain’t dl that’ s bothering you, isit?’

| shook my head, sighed, picked up my teacup and took asip. “Dragon’s Fury’sintrouble,” | said flatly.
“WEe ve reached the limit of our available resources, and we smply don’t have any way to stretch oursalves
further. It'snot just men; it smateriel, supplies,everything . If one of those occupied worldsgot it inits head
to mount arebellion, I'm not surewe d quash it, or get there in time. Crawford said that unless we secure
stockpiles, and I'm talking lots and | ots of weapons, hardware, fighters, ' Mechs, we' re going nowherein a
hurry.”



Sully grunted. “Thought it might be something like that. Peopletalk, you hear thingsif you' ve got your ear to
the ground. And that Andre Crawford, | know he's one of those agent-types, O5P, and | don’t usually take
to that cloak-and-dagger stuff. But he'sgot ahead, and he’sloyd. If hesaysit'sso...”

“Thenit'sn.”

“Couldn’t asaid it better. But what about that McCain fella, and Miss Viki? Y ou heard from them yet?”’
When | shook my head, he said, “Wdll, now, Kat, I’'m not oneto lord it over ya, tell you that | didn’t like it
one bit what you did, ordering them Junction-way, dedling with them lowlifes, and you never no minding what
| said, 'causeif there’ s one thing a man knows what keeps a pub isthat them crimind-types, they’ sdicey. |
told you from the very beginning, Kat, only you' re astubborn one.”

“Gee, don't hold back, Sully. Tell mewhat you redly think.”

“Now, don't you go mouthing your betters.” Sully wagged athick finger. “Y ou got to face up to the
unpleasant facts, Kat, or else what you got’ |l be gone. Y ou’ ve done things asight faster’ n better than even
Theodore Kurita, Bob'syour uncle.”

Bob? Sully saysthe strangest things. “It’ s not a contest, Sully.”

“Just you listen to what old Sully’ s saying, because I’ [l tell you something else. | don't see the coordinator,
al hot and fevered-like, roaring down in a DropShip and clapping you by the hand and saying what agood
job you done. Y ou keep saying you want the Dragon to wake up, am | right?’

| opened my mouth, but Sully breezed on. * ' Course I’ m right. Only maybe you ain't figured that heis
awake, and just don't care. That's part of why you ain't letting well enough aone, is’ cause you want the
coordinatorto care.”

“Look, | won't arguethat it’ d be nice for the coordinator to sanction what I’'m doing. Maybe then I’ d get
some support. God knows, | need it. But, Sully, The Republic’ sagrand experiment that’ sfailed, and that's
dl thereistoit.”

“With alittle help from you.”

“And you think I’ d have gotten so many peopleto follow meif they hadn’'t wanted to? Look at me. | don’t
have millions of troops. I’ m not pulverizing worldsinto subatomic particles. But people want to belong to
something greater than themsdlves. ..

“Likeyou?’

Heat crawled up my neck. Sully’ s better than a sensor that way; he dways knows how to push my buttons.
“And you, | might add. Why elsejoin up with the Brotherhood? Because you worry | won't get asgquare
med?

“Widll, youwouldn’t've.” Sully held up amesaty paw. “Kat, you don’t have to convince me, girl. I'm only
saying that you’ ve snatched plenty. Now . . . rest easy for awhile. Count yersdlf lucky you' ve still got your



head screwed on proper.”

Weleft it at that, but, damnit dl, if Sully has't hit the nail on the head—again. I’ ve never fdlt a home
anywhere except the Combine, ever. Oh, sure, my father was governor on Ancha. But he' d been Combine
before; the Dragon ranin hisveins, | know it did. It wasn't just bad luck or routine timing that hisfirst
marriage went down faster than a DropShip with no engines, because what did he do? He married my
mother, Rachd Jefferson: musicologist, specidist in al things Japanese and Combine.

But | got my first taste of what home, ared home in the Combine, could be when | was eleven. That’ swhen
I met Uncle Kan’ s brother, Oniji Otome. | had gone to return Uncl€e s swords. | remember that Otome-san
seemed very old, even then, with deeply lined features and his brother’ s gray-blue eyes. He listened without
comment as Mom told him how Uncle Kan had died. Then | presented the swords, which we' d placed upon
agpecid, pure white silk pillow, because white isthe color of death. | remember being very nervous, worried
that I’d mess up the bow because | had to knedl, put the pillow down, then hunker down into asittingrel and
get both hands on the ground and do the bow just right.

Otome-sandidn’t say anything for along time. My face was down, my eyes on the pillow, and | inspected
every inch of those swords:. thetsubas of gold and slver enamd, with their exquisite detail of amantiseating a
cricket but unaware that a golden oriole eyedhim for its dinner; the deep cobdt blue leather wrap of both
swords mirrored in lacquered sheaths of the same color.

At last, Otome-sancommanded meto rise. We were close enough that | caught afaint, sweet licorice smell
of star anise on his breath. He said, “'Y ou mourn Kan Otome?’

“Y es, Otome-san. | loved Uncle Kan very much.”

“And your father? Do you love him, too?’

“No.”

“And why not? Heisyour father.”

“And you are the brother of the man my father killed. Don’t you want revenge?’

“Each man carries the seeds of hisundoing. Y our father does not require my help for them to take root.
Besides, you are doing such agood job.”

Heat rose up my neck, and I’'m sure | fidgeted. “1 don’t understand, Otome-san.”
“I see only your mother here.”
“That’ s because he' stoo ashamed to face you.”

“Y ou are mistaken. Y our father discovered afundamenta truth. A brother isthe most fearsome and mortal
enemy of dl. Your father did not wish to shame me further for my brother’ s misdeeds.”

“Misdeeds?’ | wasthoroughly confused. “My fatherforced Uncleto. . .”



“Heforced my brother to face his dishonor and then he helped reclaim his honor as hiskaishakunin . | knew
your father well, Musume , my Daughter. Trust that | speak the truth.” He pinned me with alook that seemed
to hold me by the ankles and give me agood shake to see what fell out. “Y ou have greatkokor o , Daughter,
afine soirit. But thereisasogaijin , astranger, in you. In that you share much with your father,hai ? Akira-
sandiscovered atraitor, aman who wasgaijin, and cut him from hislife. Y our father knowsthat the act
aone does not bring healing. Only time doesthis. Y ou are very young yet, but thisis somethingyou must do,
Musume , ese you will never find peace.”

In the end, Otome-sangave me Uncle Kan' swakazashi . No accident: it’ s the sword Uncle Kan used to cut
out hisguts Gaijin , | guess, because the sword’ s message is clearly pounded into thattabu , the one that
shows the bird stalking the mantis that eats the cricket. Just another namefor that universal law: Watch your
back.

Because you never really know what’' s going to happen next.

O ——

Two Forks, Junction
Benjamin Military District, Draconis Combine
27 December 3134

Four months, waiting for something to happen. Four months of crummy food, crappy pay and alumpy
mattressin arat-infested tenement block. Four months of Saturday night shoot-’ em-ups, when Dr. Mait
McCain wasthrowing in centra lines and opening them real wide for someidiot who' d scored someredly
bad shit the week before and till couldn’t get it through histhick skull that McCain didn’t need to see him
again, likeever . But Two Forks wasthat kind of town. Yakuza territory: lots of drugs, lots of sex and, being
south of the equator, hot enough that garbage soured in an hour and tempers spiked to the boiling point.

Saturday night had been bad. Really bad. McCain stared at hisfeet, watched water spiral agurgling funnel
down thedrain.Four lousy months on thistoilet of a planet, and no closer now than when |
volunteered for this crazy mission . And he was sosure amonth ago that he' d findly caught a break.
McCain fumbled for sogp and lathered. Viki had it dl figured, she'd said: reliable cutout, an assassin with a
reputation.

Except whoever this n guy was, he had lousy aim, because McCain'd redlyworked & putting the
save onthekid. Oh, it wastheright kid because of the tattoo: gold chain-link around the kid’ sright wrist.
Only none of the kid' syakuza buddies had shown up, kind of putting the kibosh on that old saw about honor
among thieves.

Therewas, of course, another possibility. The party he was so very interested in meeting might be checking
out his cover story: down-and-out drunk booted off New Samarkand for malpractice, reduced to grunge
work in the armpit of the galaxy. But, right kid or not, they’ d screwed up somehow. A month was plenty
long to check him out.



McCain toweled off, shaved, combed out hisratty mane of black hair and shrugged into civvies: worn jeans,
black tee. On hisway out, he backhanded awave to the receptionist, an attractive, bespectacled redhead in
her late twenties. She waved back but McCain could tell she'd be just as happy if their next view of Junction
was the planet receding in their rearview, and fast. Outsde, the heat smacked hisface, and by thetime he'd
taken five steps, sweat beaded on hisforehead. By the time he made it to his hoverbike, his shirt was soaked

through.

Hisbikewas at the far end of thelot in ablot of shade thrown by one forlorn-looking, droopy maple next to
apicnic table where hospita personnd ate lunch and griped about how crummy their lives were. HE d gotten
the secondhand bike as soon as he set foot on Junction, athough calling the bike “ used” wasajoke. The
thing rode like it was held together with chewing gum and baling wire. But it got him where he needed to go.

Except thismorning. He twisted the key in theignition, pulled out the fuel petcock, thumbed down the starter
and ligened astheenginerrr-rrr-rrred . He checked the kill switch; he pulled out the choke; he cursed a
blue streak. No go.

Then, amidnight blue hovercar—four-door sedan, tinted windows, mirror-perfect chrome—hissed to astop
alongside. The back door did open. A bal of cold air ballooned out, followed by aman in ablack,

crewneck tee and gray sharkskin trousers. His skin was sallow and he had very small, almond-shaped eyes
st in aflat box of aface. Another man joined him: identical in dress but much shorter, closer to McCainin
height, and so muscle-bound that M cCain thought the guy’ s biceps would rip the seams of his shirt if the guy
sneezed. McCain's eyes dropped to the men’ sright wrists, and suddenly his heart kicked into overdrive.
Because there was the tattoo: gold chain-link, circlet of ablack dragon against red background.

The muscled one said, “Need alift, Doc?’
“Naw.” McCain waved him off. “ Thanks. But if you' ve got jumper cables. . .”

“Naw, we don't got cables,” said Muscle. “What we got isanice cool car, good stereo. Take you
anywhere you want to go.”

“I'll be okay.”

“Naw, Doc.” And thistime McCain saw aglint of blue sted. Maybe apistol; maybe anice, pointytorigato
designed to make shish kebab out of hisheart. “Y oureally want aride,” said Muscle.

“Wdl,” said McCain, “when you put itthat way.”

They blindfolded him. McCain tried keeping track of twists and turns. They were climbing, and that meant
they were headed east. The only thing east of the city was the lake, and ritzy estates beaded the coastline like
pearls on astring, homes of the very rich and filthy rich. McCain figured thiswas redly good, or redly bad.
Good, since the tattoos meant these were theright yakuza , but redlly bad if they’ d figured out that he wasn't
who he said hewas.



As soon asthey let him out, and even before they tugged off the blindfold, McCain knew they were at the
lake because of the smell: wet and sweet with lavender and green grass. Onelook at the estate and McCain
knew something es=: filthy rich. The mansion looked like something out of ancient history: athree-tiered
wedding cake of a castle with bone white mortar walls and gray-tiled roofs edged with elaborate iron
scrollwork.

Inside, two men, both in black and with the chain-link tattoo, materiaized out of twin shadowed a coves st
right and left of the main entry. Muscle said something in aburst of rapid Japanese and got areply that made
his face darken. He turned to McCain. “ Thisway.”

Muscle led McCain through alabyrinth of halls and screened roomsto aroom set well back in the house.
The room’ sshoji was shut tight, and two more guards flanked the entrance. At Muscl€' s approach, they
sketched quick bows then did open theshoji . Muscle ducked in and motioned for McCain to follow.

McCain smelled the boy before he saw him: clotted blood and sour sweat. The boy, not much older than
fifteen, lay on alow futon, a sheet pulled up to his neck. His eyes were shut and he moaned periodicaly. A
woman knedlt, mopping the boy’ s sweet from his forehead then wringing out the rag in water from an
enameled basin by her knees, and McCain figured he didn’t need to be arocket scientist to get thisone,
either. “Jesus, you' ve got to be kidding. That boy needs a hospital.”

Muscle, hisvoicelikeflint. “Y ou got to work here.”
Tabletop surgery definitely wasn't on McCain's agenda. “What happened?’

“He was ambushed aday ago, coming home from school. We think it wasKabuki-monoe .” At McCain's
perplexed expresson, Muscle said, “ Ronin. Street punks and dedlers carving out their territory. Anyway,
whoever hewas. . . hegot away.”

“So why haven't you taken this boy to a hospita 7’

“No can do. He had bodyguards, but they’ re dead. Anyone that good can get into a hospital, no problem.
Y ou got to take care of him here.”

“Look, I'mjust an ER doc, dtrictly treat and street. I...”

“Look, you don't doit, I got to kill you. Y ou seen the place. But you put the save on him, | don’t kill you.
Y ou do for me, | do for you, you know?’

“What if he dies?’
“You got to ask?’

Okay, thishadnot been the plan. Knedling, McCain peeled the sheet from the boy’ sbody. A swath of
rust-colored gauze the size of McCain's hand covered the boy’ sright side. Gingerly, McCain lifted away
tape and then groaned. The bullet had punched aragged, fleshy hole just above and to the right of the boy’s
navel. The boy writhed just then, and asquirt of plum-colored, half-clotted blood dribbled down the boy’s
flank. McCain looked at Muscle. “I suppose it’stoo much to hope there’ s an exit wound.”



“Naw. Bullet'sill inthere”
“Great. How long has he been out?’

“Sincelagt night.”

“Ah, Jesus.” Oily swesat dicked the kid' s face and chest. He felt the boy’ sforehead. Burning up, but when
McCain pressed down on the kid' s cold, white-gray nail beds, they were dow to refill with blood. “L ook,
thisisbad. Y ou guyswaited too long.”

“That’ swhy you operate here.”

“Y eah? With what? My trusty pocket knife?’
“Anything you need, we got. We got aclinic.”
“So where’ syour doctor?’

“Dead,” said Musclein aflat tone that suggested McCainreally didn't want to know how. “Y ou'rethe
runner-up, Doc.”

“Wél, now’ sthe perfect timeto just say no.” McCain pushed to his knees. “ At the risk of sounding
hackneyed, | have no intention of running, and | will not run if nominated.”

Muscle sfacewas grim. “Look, you don't doit, | kill you. You doit, and hedies, | won't be dancing in the
ades, but you say dive”

“I thought you said you' d kill me.”

Muscle shrugged. “I incentivized.”

McCaindidn't likeit. But he did it anyway. Like he had a choice.
Two Forks, Junction

27 December 3134

Viki Drexd swayed aong in ahoverbus. The vehicle was jammed with too many people crammed into too
small aspace, the overheated air smelling of cigarettes, sour rice and sweety feet. Drexd inhaed, regretted i,
thought: Oh, man, what can go wrong next? McCain was gone; snatched, but by whom and where to? She
sure didn’t know, and unless someone dropped a helpful clue or two her way, she was stuck.

Nothing was going right. They’ d dipped across the border between Prefecture 111 and the Combine, their
JumpShip winking in and out at a pirate point. They had amission and even kind of aplan. So far, other than
McCain working himself catatonic and her pushing paper al day, their time hadn’t been particularly well

spent.



On Junction, shewasjust Dixie Lever, catchy anagram, because she couldn’t afford to be anyonebut Lever.
Viki Drexel wasn't notorious, but she wasn't exactly unknown. Anyone with half hisbrain on life support
would' ve put it together eventudly, even if shehad dyed her hair red from her God-given brown. All those
stories about how her Shockwave had made short work of amunitions battery on Ancha. She could just see
it now: someone giving her adouble take and then,Oh, thatViki Drexel.

Matt McCain was just Matt McCain: doc and al-around stand-up, gutsy, nice guy. He d wielded a scalpd;
she’ d done dl the complicated stuff: securing the cutout, contracting the hit man, specifying the target. She'd
thought for sure they’ d nailed it amonth ago when McCain pulled the save on that one kid who had gotten,
wel,aerated . And had McCain give her an earful aboutthat onetl’ m a doctor, not a gangster! Well,
maybe, except they were dedling with gangsters, and monkey see, monkey do. They couldn’t very well go
knock on theoyabun ’ s door: Excuse me, but we're from Dragon’s Fury, and we're making a tour of
your neighborhood and wanted to know if you and the missus had anything you’'d like to donate, say,
a couple of 'Mechs, maybe some troops . . . Shewanted to meet the idiot who' d dreamed up this
harebrained scheme, maybe shake his hand, buy him adrink. Problem was. She wastheidiot.

Faceit, toots. You blew it. So what you going do now, wiseass?

A little lessthan aklick from her place, she got off, squirting like awet watermelon seed through the bus
open doors. She dwayswalked the last part, keeping her eyes pedled, thetick-tick-tick of her hedsagangt
cracked concrete keeping time. As she rounded the corner toward her building, she glanced |eft—and froze.
There was a street vendor, awoman by the looks of it, hawking noodles and fresh tamago. But it’ s the
wrong time of day unless. ..

At Drexd’ s gpproach, the vendor, a short lumpy woman with aflat face, gave her apleasant smile. “Help
you, miss?’

“Yes” sad Drexd, heart fluttering in her throat. “ Are your eggs good?’

“Oh, yes. Very good, very fresh. | make up nice tamago.” Drexd watched as the woman cracked eggs,
whisked them with soy sauce and sugar, drizzled the mixture on arectangular, cast-iron omelet pan, and
deftly flipped the omelet three times before diding the piping hot treet onto foil. “There” she said, sedling the
packet. Then, reaching beneath her cart, she brought out a paper sack. “And maybe you like some good
eggsfor later on, nice hard-boiled eggs.”

Drexd practicaly ran up the stairs, the bag of hard-boiled eggsin her left hand, the dim, still-warm fail
packet in her right. A quick glance at her door confirmed that the red hair she’ d placed on the knob that
morning was il in place. Satisfied, she pushed open the door, flipped on the light—and stopped, cold.

Her holovid was on. A disk was squared on the table.

Carefully, Drexd put the foil packet and sack of eggs on asquare, rickety chair by the entrance. Then she
fished apistol from her purse, screwed on asilencer, thumbed off the safety. Sipping out of her heels, Drexd
edged down ashort hal in stocking feet, high-stepping over the creaky floorboard near the bathroom. The
bathroom door was haf open, and she wasn't sureif she'd left it that way or not. At the jamb, she dropped
to alow crouch, straight-armed her pistol, kicked open the door. The door banged open on squalling hinges,



and Drexel was through, whipping down and around, sweeping with the pistol from sdeto side. No one
there. But—her eyes narrowed—the shower curtain was pulled, and sheknew that was wrong. Maybe
someonethere . ..

A dash of shadow, and then she wasfiring,bap-bap-bap ! Curtain dancing, shredding, and she kept
expecting a scream, but al she got was thecrack-crack-crack-thwack of metd splinteringtile.

Oh, for heaven's sake. Disgusted, Drexd pulled the curtain aside, and the mystery of the shadow was
solved. It was her own, thrown in stark relief by the bare bulb just behind and above her head. There was no
one in the bathtub, and awhole lot of smashed tile. The bathroom reeked of burned cordite and singed
rayon. “Good work, Drexel,” she said. “ Y ou killed the shower curtain.”

She searched the rest of the gpartment, didn’t kill anything else, went back to the holovid and stared at the
disk for afull three minutes The Knave blew away a bunch of police, and all of it wired to a playing
card. Probably whoever’ d been here could do the same with aholodisk. Only oneway tofindout . . . She
did the disk acrossthe table with her right index finger until one corner jutted over the desk. Gingerly picked
up the disk. Waited to blow up. When nothing happened, she dipped the disk into her player, till expecting
aka-boom .

What she got was aclick , and then audio. “ Good afternoon, Miss Drexd.” The voice was smooth, male,
sensud. “Lovely doing business with you. Y ou know how to reach me again if needed, but | doubt that now.
Y our friend, Dr. McCain, likely has his hands full. Only aword of caution, Miss Drexdl: Watch out for those
egos. Mogt are fresh, but every now and again, you get onethat’ sgone abit off. A little. . .bad. And the
funny thing is. . . you just can’t predict when abad egg might turn up.” The machine clicked again, and then
Slence.

Hecdled herDrexd . She' d never given her name. That means he knows who | am. But how? No onein
the Fury knows we're here; Katana’ sthe only one. . .

And what was that weird stuff about eggs? Drexd retrieved the sack, took it to her sink, opened it, and
peeked insde. There were Six eggs. After abrief hesitation, she plucked one out and tapped it againgt the
edge of her sink. She waited again forka-boom . Instead, there was a crispsnap-crunch , and then she was
pedling eggshell away from hard white.

It was on the third egg, donein black; an ancient Terran trick with alum and vinegar. Two words He' sin .

McCain,in! Finally, abreak. Still . . . abad egg: Every now and again, you get one that’s gone a bit
off . ..

“Gonebad,” she said dloud. “ And no telling when, or where. Or who.”
Junction Nadir Jump Point
Benjamin Military District, Draconis Combine

4 January 3135



Marcus said, “And don’t we look like the cat that ate the canary?’

Oh, Marcus was peevish again. Understandable. He' d badgered Marcus to accel erate enough so he could
have a proper shower and wash away Junction’ sfilth. Now, weightless once more, Jonathan felt wonderful.
Hishair was still wet, and as he turned alazy somersault, water pearls drifted like beads from a broken
necklace. “What' s the matter, Marcus? Jeal ous?”’

“Absolutely not,” said Marcus, stiffly. “But when | killed, it wasn't agame.”

“Oh, Marcus, lighten up! Have alittlefun! ” Jonathan stretched with a catlike purr. “We have reason to be
very pleased. | got in some practice, and we were nicely rewarded.”

“Y ou know we don't need the money.”

Thiswastrue. But Jonathan enjoyed hisjob in dl its permutations. Oh, dl right, strangling was a bit of a
bore. After afew gurgles and splutters, wasn't much to it. So, he chested. Let up atad to makeit last. Gave
new meaning to thetermtaking a breather .

Jonathan thought it best to change the subject. “ So what’ sthe chatter?” Civilian JumpShip captains were the
biggest gosspsin the known universe. Marcus people knew how to explait this because channel chatter was
aso amagnificent way to disseminate misinformeation.

“Some gossip about Sakamoto,” Marcus began reluctantly. “Troop movements, maybe incursonsinto Atlas
gpace. The only thing solid isthat there are DCM S supply convoys moving in on Homam and Matar.”

“Along the border with Prefecture 11 and within spitting distance of Proserpina. . . you think he' s after our
agn?

[13 M wm”
“Wadl,that won't do.”

“WE I go around them.” Marcus outlined their captain’s plan: steer clear of Homam and go in at Sadabari.
“And sncewe re headed in that generd direction. . .”

“WE Il drop in. Excellent. But let’s muck up the works,” Jonathan said. “Have the captain dip in some
comm chatter, very casud, thathe' s heard Katana s people are flitting about the Combine. But makesure he
mentions Ludwig and Junction so our dear Bhatiawill send agentsto investigate.” Else why go to the trouble
of warning the intrepid Miss Drexel? “ And speaking of Bhatia, Brother, | think it's high time we sent dong
that little token of our appreciation to the esteemed director.” Jonathan gave adow, lazy smile. “Don’'t you?’

——— Bl
Imperial City, Luthien

10 January 3135



What never failed to impress Emi was how well Luthien and, especidly, Imperid City had been
reconstructed at the end of the Jhad. The reconstruction had taken the better part of twenty years, not
because of the Combine' sinefficiency but because Jabuka teak treestook haf acentury to reach maturity.
Unity Paace rose from the ashes, eegant yet profoundly smple: aseries of seven airy structures juxtaposed
lengthwise in anear sawtooth. The azimuth of every structure faced nineteen degrees to the southeast as
ancient Terran tradition demanded, so that the giantshoji might be pushed aside for the coordinator to view
the harvest moon in autumn aswell astake advantage of winter’ s sunlight and summer’ s cooling breezes.

The Throne Room—ahdll, really—was easily twenty meters wide and thirty meterslong, with the Dragon
Throne occupying the far end. Decorative scrolls,kakemono , hung on elther wall, depicting idedlized
representations of Luthien’ s landscape: snowcapped black crags, rushing waterfals, swaying willows. There
were no chairs and only scarlet tatami mats upon which asupplicant might stand or knedl. The only furniture
in the room was the Dragon Throne.

She had been in this room a thousand times over but still, when she stared up at the throneresting on a
raised daisthree steps above a swath of scarlet tatami, Emi was awed to immobility. The Dragon Throne
was carved teak done in an orange-gol d-lacquered openwork lattice featuring high-relief carvings of
five-clawed dragons swirling in undulating loops and curls across the back and down the throne' sarms. She
knew that the five-clawed dragon had not alway's represented the coordinator; in ancient Terran times, the
Chinese had used the dragons with five claws, the number representing nobility. Rulers of ancient Japan had
favored the Chrysanthemum Throne, though no one redlly knew what the throne had looked like—only that
thekiku was the emperor’ s coat of arms, and the emperor was the high priest of the Shinto religion. Perhaps
Shiro Kurita had borrowed emblems and symbols that he thought represented the power the coordinator
held over the Combine; or perhaps he just liked dragons. Certainly a dragon was much more awe-inspiring
than aflower.

The Dragon Throne was not very high, only one hundred and eighty centimeters, and it was perhaps half as
wideasit waslong. A gold sk cushion formed the seat, and amatching bolster snugged againgt each arm,
providing arest for the coordinator’ sarms and elbows. A matching carved footstool, three steps high,
allowed the coordinator to mount histhrone. At either side of the throne stood two vertical censers, capped
with gold; acoil of white smoke rosein apencil-thin curl, and Emi caught the fragrance of sandalwood. In all
these details, the throne was an exact replicaof the origind.

But thiswasn’t so with the dragon mural just behind the throne. The deep, dark ebony of a polished dab of
solid obsidian dominated an entire wall. The Kuritadragon lay at its heart, precisely centered: aperfect disc
of deep, bloodred carndlian spanned four meters and was edged by a narrow rim of rich rose-gold that
tricked the eyes and made the disc seem to leap out from the ebony background. The scales of the dragon
were etched with gold; the eye was alump of amethyst; the dragon’ s teeth were the purest ivory. Y€,
beautiful asthiswas, her eyesdrifted over not the Dragon, or the enamel of Terrawith its blue oceans and
green continents, but to the representation of the Combine itsdlf.

Though they, the Combine and the Dragon, are one and the same. Her keen eyes picked out what they
aways had, ever snce shewasalittle girl. Some of the jewels were missing. There was no misteke; she'd
double-checked with the old records, and an entire swath of territory, the Dieron Digtrict as well as disputed
territories and holdings of the Federated Sunsthat had taken abite from the Combine' sflank, was missing.



A voice sounded at her right hand. “ Y es, they are beautiful. We like looking at them ourselves.”

Smiling, Emi cocked her head to look up &t the coordinator. “1 would think you' d find them easy to
overlook, Tono . Y ou see them nearly every day.”

“Ah, you must mean that the more often an object of value and great beauty is seen, the more quickly do
those same qudities recede until they are not seen at al.” A mischievous grin madeit al the way from the
coordinator’ slipsto hisremarkably clear hazdl eyes. “In other words, familiarity breeds contempt.”

Emi had to bite on theinsde of her cheek to keegp from laughing out loud, though the coordinator clearly
guessed she was having trouble because his grin turned into a broad smile, and his eyestwinkled. Despite his
years and the deepening lines marring hisfeatures, Emi had yet to find the smallest trace of agethere —no
teltae milky rim encrding theiris As it should be, for the Dragon must possess clear sight. Yet thiswas
more difficult to believe as every day passed and The Republic fell gpart—and the coordinator said nothing
and did nothing but dressin hisfine clothes. An uncharitable thought, perhaps, but true nonetheless. Emi’s
eyes clicked over the coordinator’ s outfit: his sumptuous brocaded jacket of |otus flowers woven in vibrant
red and gold; adragon clasp of obsidian enameled with asparkling ruby red inlay; an equaly princely
hakama of the finest black slk. Even his blacktabi sockswere shot through with goldthread dragons.

Her thoughts must have shown on her face because the coordinator’ s expression became grave. “Well?’

Remember, he isfirst and foremost the Dragon incarnate.Emi chose her wordswith care. “How clearly
the Coordinator sees, registers,understands al. And yet, does not the Coordinator fulfill the very axiom the
Coordinator disparages?’

“We cannot fathom your meaning, Lady.”

“Your attire, Tono . The Dragon doesn’t need to advertise his power, only useit.”

“Ah, that. Wise words. We expect no less from the Keeper of the House Honor.” He paused. * Perhaps we
merely wish to remain vauable in our peopl€ seyes.”

“Then asKeeper . . . isnot the Dragon’ sfirst duty to be that which isnot?1 do not recall ever seeing so
grandly gppointed ahub.”

The coordinator’ s expression remained mild. “From you, we will forgive agreat ded, Lady, and we thank
you for your concern. On the other hand, we wonder if you' ve spent as much time studying that which lies
below asthat which resdesin the clouds of theory, philosophy and imagination.”

And takethat. Emi’ s cheeks flared with embarrassment. Of course, she knew her history, and knew that
chariots and whedls and hubs could be very decorative and yet functiona. “My apologies, Tono ; | have been
too familiar.”

“No, you haven't. We know what the people call us. the Peacock. All style and no substance, not afangin
the Coordinator’ s head.” The coordinator made a dismissive gesture. “What of it? House Kurita still stands.”

Ah, and had the coordinator put a subtle emphasis upon that word, <till”? She thought so, and a pang of



sadness bit into Emi’ s heart.

The coordinator must have read her emotions because he said, “All right, Lady, dl thistalk about the
Dragon this, the Dragon that. Why don’'t you . . . cut to the chase?’

She smiled as he' d meant her to, though it made what she had to say next dl the more difficult. “ Tono, the
Combine hasn’'t moved to reclaim any of itslost worlds. Thereistalk that the Dragon is more concerned with
hislooksthan hishonor.”

“Old news. Tell ussomething new. Tell us,” the coordinator continued, asif the thought had just occurred,
“what you think of Katana Tormark.”

Emi was caught off guard. She' d been prepared to talk about the warlords, and Sakamoto, in particular.
The coordinator’ s son had told her all about it; she and Theodore Kurita shared a specid, private bond no
wife or father could replicate. After a pause to gather her wits, Emi said, “Katana Tormark is brave and
aggressive. She' s acted with honor, even before she began to claim worldsin the Dragon’ s name.”

The coordinator gave adry laugh. “Yes, well, better late than never. And her troops?’
“Her troops are reported to be quite humane. That can only comeif their leader is, aswell.”
“I agree. What do you think of the woman hersdlf?’

The coordinator’ s sudden shift from third person to first didn't escape Emi’ s notice, and her eyes narrowed.
Themovewasasgnd:Drop the formalities and go for it. Emi said, “My honest opinion isthat Katana
Tormark isapsychologica refugee and very much like arecent convert. Her mother’ s dead; she hasn’t seen
her father in dmost twenty years. She was one of the best and brightest starsin The Republic's heaven, but
she' sturned her face—and her loyalties—to the Dragon.”

The coordinator was nodding, afinger resting on his chin as he thought over what she'd said. “But you said
that she'slike aconvert.”

“That’ sright. Has the Coordinator ever noticed that the zeal ots are not the ones born to the religion, but
those who convert? That's Katanato atee. She’' s more Combine than manyin the Combine; from what our
intelligencetdls us, she egts, drinks, thinksand livesin the manner of the samurai. Honestly, | think Katana' s
trying, very hard, to find her place within the universe.”

“And only the universe?’

“No. | think she'slooking for afamily, aplace to belong. She’ s an orphan in many, many ways, soit’s not
surprising that she might idealize away of life or aperson ”"—she paused to give that last word added weight
then continued—*that orwho will be the parent she hungersfor. And like dl parents, when the pedesta
crumbles. . ”

“It' salong way down.” Then the coordinator said something quite extraordinary, something that caught Emi
completely by surprise. “Then, doesit not behoove usto care for such alost child asmuch as| cherish you?
There have been many jewes, many black pearlslost to the ages, like the murd above the throne—beautiful,



but lacking. | am determined that this should stop, and very soon. After dl, a crown—and ahome, large or
smal—isonly asvaduable asitsjewes, new and old.” The coordinator held Emi’sgaze. “Don’'t you agree,
daughter of mine own heart?’

A lump of emotion balled in Emi’ sthroat, and she couldn’t speak for amoment. “Y es, Father,” she
whispered, finally. The coordinator’ s face blurred as her eyes pooled with sudden tears. “1 do.”

Salt Plains, on the outskirts of Armitage, Ancha
Prefecture |11, Republic of the Sphere
13 January 3135

Usaudly,Chu-sa Andre Crawford was a pretty nice guy, with sparkling emerad green eyesand acurling
mane of hair as deeply red as hisBlack Knight , “Phantom.” At the moment, though, Crawford wasin the
kind of crappy mood when you redlly,really didn’t want to cross him. So maybe it was agood thing that he
wasin hisBlack Knight because, in a cockpit, no one can hear you swear. Or see you Swest.

Crawford was doing plenty of both. He was miserableand angryand broiling. The outsde temp wasa
blistering forty-five C. His cooling vest was performing at only thirty percent efficiency because he d rerouted
power to keep hiscircuits from frying and his’ Mech from freezing—kind of a perverse little oxymoron. He
fet oily and dirty; even his couch was damp. He d been chugging eectrolyte replacement fluids by the liter
every hour, something he hated doing because the potassium made the lemony concoction taste like liquid
duminum. And now,sha-zaam! He had to pee something fierce only he couldn’t because, well, honestly, he
was kind of busy, what with trying to track down the enemy before the enemy found him.

So where are they?Crawford squinted at hisinfrared. Big waste of effort: Ashot as a BattleMech got, the
sdt plainswere hotter. His sensor was a monotonous red blob. Sighing, Crawford squinted out hisferroglass
canopy and saw two things, one that he expected and another he didn’t like. Thefirst wasthe plains. a
featureless pan of bone white salt, the remains of an ancient sea. Unfortunately, the pan wasn't flat. If it had
been, finding their enemy would’ ve been a piece of cake because there d have been nowhereto run,
nowhereto hide. Asthe briny seawater had evaporated, the residue hadn’t dried flat but rippled into uneven
belts of calcium and sodium salts mounded into rock-hard hummocks. The plains themsaveswereringed on
three sides by rust-colored cliffs and studded with rock behemoths that seemed to bob on the white hardpan
likeicebergs. Theflats ended in abluff that, in turn, became a shifting, orange, sand-choked desert. There
was no vegetation, and no water hereabouts. Above, the sky was ahard, stedl blue, unmarred by anything
save alone bird that was so far away it looked like ablack bead.

But it swhat hedidn’t see that made him swear again. His eyesflicked up and right to the only thing on his
HUD that was of any use out here: seilsmic distortion tracking and his Beagle. He looked, did a double take,
and then sworelikeasailor. “Chinn, wherethehdl are you?’

A click inhishemet, and avoice, hairy with gatic: “ A klick west of your position, minusthirty-five, eight
o'clock.”



“Ex-ACT-ly! And where are yousupposed to be?’

Chinn’ s annoyance was pal pable even through the channd fuzz. “Y our left flank, and that’ s precisely wherel

“But not over aklick distant. What are you going to do if | take fire? Come roaring to the rescue? By the
time you haul ass, I ve taken mgor hits.”

“Look,” Chinn began, and stopped. Crawford had a menta image of the petite woman, swet dripping from
her exposed arms and legs, biting her lip, something Chinn did when she was angry. He heard her sigh.
“Okay, you'reright. | guess | was hanging back because, honestly, | think they’ ve given usthe dip. | don’t
know about you, but I'm roasting in here. Let’ spack it in.”

Unbelievable. Crawford' s jaw went dack. Sure, there had been talk. How Chinn wasn’t really herself
anymore. How Chinn wouldn’t pursue and close on Republic forces but hung back. Oh, sure, she went with
the speed of heat when they tangled with anyone el se. Since Katana had transferred Chinn to
Proserpina—wagging tongues about that one, too—Crawford hadn’t had much opportunity to test the
diminutive woman's mettle until today. They’ d been at thisfor two days, and he didnot like what he' d seen
sofar.And if Katana won't listen to reason, then I'll just have to sit on her until she does.

“Listen, Chinn, I don’'t know what’ s going on with you, but thisis serious business. Let’ s be very clear about
this| amin charge of thismisson, andonly | will decide when it’ stime to turn back. Right now, heat or no
hesat, we' re not leaving until we hunt these people. . .”

The blare of an darm cut off histirade, and Crawford jerked his attention back to his sensors. “ Oh, Jesus!”
“Incoming!” Chinn shouted. “ Crawford, you’ ve got incoming! And I’ m getting movement just beyond . . . !”

But Crawford stopped listening because he saw it—no, them, too. First there was the swarm of six
snub-nosed missiles cutting a seam in the sky, and then, in the next ingtant, a Republic Baac Strike VTOL
rocketing up from its hiding place just beyond the bluff and arcing away in ascream of rotor wash. Then,
there was movement on hisleft, and he swung the torso of hisBlack Knight around to see this new threat: a
date-grayPanther darting from the cover of atowering rust-red monolith protruding from the dead sdt sea
like athick, severed thumb. There was a blinding blue flash as an azure bolt of PPC fire spurted from the
Panther ’sright arm.

“On my way!” Chinn shouted. “Hang on, Andre, I'm coming!”

She wastoo far away to be much help. She knew that. Crawford knew that. If thePanther didn't kill him,
the missleswould, PDQ; and ifthey didn’t, then the VTOL would swing around for another attack run, let
loose with both racks this time and finish the job. Kind of whittled down the optionsright there.

Training and ingtincts took over. Quick as thought, Crawford spun right and hunkered into a crouch asthe
plasmabolt cut abright gash in the superheated air just above his cockpit. And the enemy of my enemy is
my friend . Whirling left, Crawford put on aburst of speed, the massvelegs of his’Mech pistoning,
shattering rock and salt. He drove hisBlack Knight dead on for thePanther and anyone watching would ve



thought he was insane. Except now the missileswereright on histail, and he was headed straight for the
Panther .And you don’t have any choice now, big boy, you got to fire. Thumbing thekill button on his
right joystick, Crawford dodged right, twisted, then blasted six laser bursts at theincoming missiles. At the
same moment, ahail of eight missiles bulleted past his cockpit, followed by a series of muted explosions
Crawford didn’t see but heard, and he knew: thePanther had fired and destroyed the incoming spread—not
to help Crawford but to save his own buit.

It had al happened in less than ten seconds, and Crawford was already moving again, pushing hisBlack
Knight to close the distance to thePanther. His enemies had the element of surprise, but Crawford was
bigger, stronger and, even without Chinn, he had more firepower per square millimeter than thePanther
could combat. But with thePanther and Balac Strike together, his odds suddenly went from pretty good to
only so-s0. Maybe, if he got even closer to thePanther , the VTOL threat would be neutraized, its pilot
stymied because his missles would damage his own man. Besides, Crawford was hoping the missile blasts
would distract thePanther s pilot, and even though that ' Mech was lighter and faster, his enemy would
expect him to be movingaway now, not for him at breakneck speed.

If Crawford had another five seconds, he might have made it. But he didn’t have the time, and he saw
disaster coming right beforeit arrived. ThePanther whipped itsright arm up so quickly it wasamost a
blur—or maybe it was atrick of the mind, Crawford's perceptions dulled by fatigue and heat and the sudden
grim redization of certain death, time dilating to showcase every moment. ThePanther 's PPC crackled to
life once more. Crawford felt ahuge jolt that shuddered into the well of his seet, and his diagnostic
interpretation computer flashed the information: a hit on Phantom'’ sleft leg, just at the critical juncture
between the upper and lower actuators.

“Chinn!” Crawford bawled as he canted right, taking weight off his’Mech’sleft leg and bringing hisright
medium laser to bear. But his adversary saw it coming, and Crawford’ s shot went wide. “ Dammit, Chinn,
where areyou? | need help herel”

Time spun out, the next instant seeming long as an age. ThePanther ducked and weaved, |0osing another
PPC bolt that struck Crawford in the chest, right in Phantom’ s heart and taking out the |eft torso laser. The
Black Knight rocked and swayed, and then Crawford felt another shudder rippling through myomer bundles
and titanium bone, and he had a brief vison of the VTOL barreling down for akill.

But it wasn't. Jackhammering into the hardpan, Chinn’sThor jumped in, landing to Crawford’ sleft and
sngp-firing dl itslasersat once. ThePanther sprang away on aroar of jump jets and smultaneoudy loosed a
spread of missiles: both racks, right down Crawford’ sthroat.

Asthe missiles closed, Crawford had time for one thought: Oh, crap .

The missilesthudded against hisferroglass canopy, one right after the other, with a sound that reminded
Crawford of when hewas akid and thought it was totally cool to drop water balloons from second-story
windows. Bright flowers of yellow paint bloomed before his eyes, and his systemstold him the rest.

A voicein hishemet, not Chinn: “And you're dead.”

“Y eah, thanksfor the information, Measho.” Disgusted, Crawford flopped back in his command couch and
felt the fatigue spread over him like a hot, wet blanket.



Chinn’svoice camethen. “I’m sorry, Andre.” A pause. “It was my fault.”

“Yes, actudly, it was,” said Crawford. He pivoted hisBlack Knight so he could see her around the yellow
blotches dowly 0ozing over his canopy. 1 told you not to go so wide.”

“It wasamistake. And then | thought | had alock, but | didn’t. | overshot.”

“And so | got splattered. Paint, dud weapons, or the real thing, the end result’ sthe same, Chinn. I'm dead.”
Hefdt abloom of fury bunchin hischest and radiate in hot fingers until his head felt so full he was certain
he' d have a stroke, right then and there. “Chinn, you neverever |eave such alarge gap dong your
lancemate s flank; you know that. Otherwise, what will happen is precisely what did. Y our performance
rating is getting worse dl thetime. Itsucks , Chinn.”

There was amoment’ s silence when Chinn didn’t respond and neither of their Republic “ enemies’—Sho-sa
Wahab Fusilli, who' d brought his Baac Strike around and was now hovering above the salt pan tirring up
clouds of white grit, andTai-i Abeda Measho in Katana s “Kat”—said aword for or against. Whatcould

they say?
Finally, the sllence was broken, but not by Chinn. “All right, stow it.”

Still steaming, Crawford turned. The huge bulk of an olive greenBattleMaster reared up from an arc of
flat-cut boulders ahaf klick to the right. He waited until the” Mech was nearly nose to nose before he said,
“I'm sorry, Tai-sho . | lost my temper.”

“Understandable when you' ve just been killed.” Katana s voice was without irony or sarcasm. “But that’sit,
people. War' s over. Now everyone go home and hit the showers. Coal off.”

Sage advice. Crawford brought his’Mech around and began picking hisway back to base.In more ways
than one .

12—

Katana’'s Journal
14 January 3135

W e met after breakfast—Crawford, Fusilli, and Measho, but not Toni because | wouldn’t do that to
her—and Andre let me haveit. “ Tai-sho, youmust consider the possibility.”

No one e se said aword. Measho suddenly found something of intenseinterest in hislap. Fusilli, O5P to the
core, took everything in, those baby blues of hisnot missing atrick and giving nothing away. And, asaways,
the Old Master stood sentry at theshaji . | said, “Do you see Chinn here? Isn't it obviousthat I’ ve aready
considered it?’ Then | gave Andre one of my best hard stares. Most people flinch away.

Andreisn’t most people. “Obvioudy,” he said, scrubbing at his green eyes with the hedl's of both hands. He



still looked limp asawet noodle. Roasting in a’ Mech will do that to you. Crawford sighed and then,
blinking, looked up. “But, Tai-sho , alance must function as one heart, one mind. Chinn’s heart and mind are
divided. It's become more apparent as we' ve gone along and most especially when we tangle with Republic
troops. She doesn’'t want to hurt them, plain and smple. If she can cut them alittle dack so they withdraw
from thefidld, that’ sfine with her. | won't argue the fact that it's humane. There’ sno honor in chasing down
an enemy who cannot defend himself. But honor is onething. Aiding the enemy is another. Whatever ese she
is, Chinn’sacresture of The Republic, and she' sblue dl the way through.”

Fusilli cut in then. “Y ou have to admit Chinndoes have an excellent record. Without her, we' d have lost
againsgt the Swordsworn six months ago. As| recdl, she savedyour butt, Crawford, when that Sohinx was
doing its damnedest to melt it off.”

Crawford opened his mouth to reply, but then Measho broke in. “But we can’t expect the past to smply
disappear. The past exerts astrong influence on the present.”

Crawford and Fusilli subsided, with good reason. Measho talks so rarely that anything he' sgot to say is
usualy novel—and good. HE' smy thinker, asfine apilot and loya as any man whose veinsrun with
Combine blood. | gave him the nod.

Measho said, “1 understand how the past taints someone; it’ s like going around with a brand on your
forehead. But the wordt thing you can do is not acknowledge that the past makes you who you are. You dl
know that my father worked with theyakuza on Buckmingter. When that came out, he lost his money,
prestige and, most importantly, his self-respect. It smply destroyed him. | nearly alowed it to destroy me,
thinking that his shame became mine. Maybe | worked harder because of it, | don’t know.” His soft brown
eyeslocked first on Fusilli’ sand then Crawford's. “But not aday goes by that | don’t think about it. And the
only reason I’'m here, instead of dinking around somewhere esg, is because ourtai-sho saw past that.
Tai-sho Tormark gave me achance. So I'm sure she sees past Chinn’ sfaultsto her warrior’ s heart. We
should trust her judgment.”

The others were silent. Even | was a bit shocked. | was also embarrassed. Measho tendsto idolize me, |
think, because | loaned him our family’ sPanther . It' s nice to hear when someone absolutely worshipsyou,
but you can't be agood commander if you thrive on worship. Eventualy, your people will find another god.
“Toni’ safine warrior. Shewouldn’'t be in my lance otherwise. But Andrée sright. If | didn’t want to hear and
weigh opinions, | wouldn't ask.” | Sighed, hating this part. “ So, based on Andre' s assessment, Toni’ sgot
work to do, and she can’'t do it on Proserpina. She hasto want to excel again notbecause of but inspite of
me. Better for her if we swap. Measho, you come back with me. Toni will stay with you, Andre.”

Andrelooked wary. | could understand; he didn’t know if | was smply making my problems his. Everyone
was. . . no,is aware of my relationship with Toni. I’ve had my share of lovers, male and femae, but Toni
touches my heart, and | know | can’t be objective—and when you' ve lost that, you risk everyone else.
Andresad, “If that’ swhat you want, Tai-sho , of course. Y ou know I’ll work with her.”

| gave asmadl inward sigh of relief. “Yes, | do, and | know you' [l work her hard. That’ swhat she needs. We
can't afford asingle weak link anywhere. We re hanging on by our toenals asit is”

A pause, then Fusllli said, “ Then you intend to move forward.” He didn’t sound asif he was very happy
about it.



| nodded. “ That' s dways been my intention.”

Fusilli’ s eyebrows crawled for his hairline. “No disrespect intended, but with what, exactly? We barely have
enough people and materid asitis”

“I’'m aware of that. But stagnation smply buys more time for our enemies, and those who would take
advantage of others weakness.”

Measho said, “I1sn’t that what we' re doing to people dready?’

He said it without sarcasm or reproof. “Yes,” | sad, without hesitation. Well, al right; 1 did hesitate long
enough to dlow the Old Master to butt in, only he didn’'t. So | plowed on. “ Except we rein theright. I'm not
taking back anything that isn't rightfully the Combine's.” A lawyer could probably poke amillion holesin
that, but Measho isn't alawyer and neither am 1.

| dismissed everyone ashort time later, but Fusilli lingered. | saw those keen blue eyes of his snap toward
the Old Master then back at me. “ Tai-sho, you know | would never openly oppose you in front of the
others. But you aren't serious, are you? Thismoving forward . . . intellectudly, | understand. But face redlity.
We d be serioudy compromised if anyone decided to attack on multiple fronts.”

Well, firgt off, hewaslying. Fusilli’ s opposed me alot in front of other people. Some commanderswouldn't
tolerate that. | do because he’ sa damned good intelligence officer. But | don't trust him theway | trust
Andre. (Although, how much do I really trust Andre?This much: Crawford doesn't know athing about
McCain and Drexe’ s mission to Junction. Come to think of it, neither does Toni. | don’'t completely trust
anyone but the Old Master. Probably why | deep with apistol under my pillow, and my katana unsheathed
initsgtand.)

“WEe ll take dl comers. Are you having second thoughts, Sho-sa Fuslli?’
Thetipsof hisearsflamed. “Y ou know that’s not the issue.”

“No? Then why bring it up?ls there someone out there, mobilizing to strike us? Or are you in the dark
agan?’

He blinked, and | knew I’d struck anerve. I’d meant to. Lately, O5P hasn't exactly been afont of
information. Crawford’ stoo busy with hiscommand duties, so | let him off the hook. Fusilli doesn't have an
excuse, and sometimes | have the fedling that he knowsway more than he lets on.

Hesaid, “With al due respect, the best agents have their limitations. Without ready access to JumpShips
and with no communications, my net can only be so wide.”

“ S0 you' re saying nothing’ s happening in the Combine.”
“I didn't say that. Theinformation | have so far is't that interesting, that' sall.”

“Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?’



“Of course” Fudllli ticked items off on hisfingers. “One: Theodore Kurita sleft his post on New
Samarkand. No one knows where or why. On the other hand, no oneredlly cares. Theodore' s as much a
null ashis father. Two: The coordinator doesn’t seem to care about us one way or the other. Three: Only
Tai-shu Sakamoto openly disagrees with the coordinator, and hisfighters have stepped up their foraysinto
Prefecturel.”

| wasintrigued. Sakamoto's a hothead; aways has been, dwayswill be. I ve never met the man, but | know
him by reputation. HE ssamurai dl right, but the kind that gives samurai abad name: brutd, narcisstic,
relentless; theronin kind who used to walk around old Terra hacking up peasants and raping their wives.
Sure, they ruled, but with an iron fist, not honor. “What about the coordinator? Does he sanction the raids?’

Fusilli shrugged. “He sslent. Nothing new. So either hedoesn't care. .

“Or he' sgiving Sakamoto tacit assent.” Well, now,that wasinteresting. Certainly, I’ ve done atad more than
initiate petty skirmishes. Maybe the coordinator’ s slence was anod to keep going?

The next moment, | was cursng mysdf. Looking to the coordinator solved nothing, like waiting for your
father to pat you on the head. “ Do you think Sakamoto’ s planning araid—for Vega, maybe?’

Fusli thought, then shook his head. “1 haven't aclue. The problem s, I'm way out here and he' sway over
there. 1t' sthisdamn outage. | might aswell be blind and deaf. But if | could get closer to the action, | might
be ableto give you something.”

He had apoint, and maybe | felt bad—ypoking him in the eye with that snipe about hislack of information.
Whatever doubts | have about Fusilli, and I’ ve got plenty justbecause , they’ re probably no more or less
than Andre has about Toni. Maybe | need to cut Fusilli some dack, give him the tools he says he needs for
hisjob.

So | gave him amission: find out Sakamoto’ sintentions. The only drawback isthat, without communications
and considering how tight our funding is, he' Il only report back when there’ s something redlly big. I'll just
haveto trust that he knows what that something is. But before heleft, he did avery curiousthing. He' d
aready bowed and turned on his hedl, then looked back. “ Tai-sho, Prefecture I’ s hdll and gone. It'l take
forever to get word back and forth. So if | see an opportunity to act on my own, perhaps plant afew seeds
of dignformation, mayl ... 7’

Nowthat was new. | shook my head. “Fusilli, | appreciate your good intentions, | do. But anything doneto
Sakamoto comesfrom me? Understood?’

From the way those baby blues shuttered? He understood. He just didn’t likeit. | can appreciate that. But
I’ve kept O5P in the dark about some things. Fusilli has no ideawhat Andre’ sorders are, and viceversa. A
necessary evil. It only paysto let the left hand know what the right is doing some of the time because given
half achance, people will dways disappoint and surprise the hell out of you.

That's something | understand pretty damn well. Way back when, Otome-santold me alot about my
father—stuff | didn’t know. Like, and this floored me, Akira Tormark was an O5P spy who'd married
twice, divorced once and hadother kids. Sons? Daughters? Otome-sandidn’t know. And then my father



wasjust . . .gone . But to where? Who the hell knows?
Thinking about that brings back that horrible night: my father holding Kan Otome' s blood-smeared katana,

Uncle Kan' s Sghtless eyes starting from their sockets. And then that strange young man by my father’ sside,
and not onlywhat he said buthow hesad it:* Is that her?’” Asif he knew, or had knownof , me but never

seen meand . . . asif | should knowhim.

Ugh. Just felt asif someone walked over my grave. Anyway, can't think about that now. Got to look ahead
and pray that the coordinator wakes up and realizesthat he, too, standsto lose agreat dedl. Hisempire. His

identity. And dl of us, hischildren.

| wonder if Toni will understand. | wonder how much she' Il hate me.

When | was leaving the Old Magter findly stirred. “ A bitter lesson,Musume : A |eader tends to the needs of
the whole, not the benefit of the one.”

Asif he/ d read my mind.
——— W

Imperial City, Luthien

Late evening, 20 January 3135

An hour trying to meditate and her thoughts <till jumped like ahummingbird zipping from one blossom to the
next; her feet ached from knedling, and her toes had cramped. But she couldn’t free her mind of what her
father had said: A crown is only as valuable asits jewels, new and old . And that reference to black

pearls. .. What could it mean?

Sighing, Emi opened her eyes. Her room was very dim, lit only by two fat candles set upon her private
kamidana . She used a standard arrangement: two evergreensasaki branchesin vases, thejinja , an ark
containing sacredo-fuda , front and center; two miniature jarsfilled with sake and atiny water jug at center,
flanked on either Sde by two shallow ceramic vessdls: sdt on theright, rice on the left. There was one
difference between herkamidana and everyone ese's. an elaborate, ivory-carved Kurita dragon centered on
the sake jug, and it was this upon which her eyeslingered. The Combine was the Dragon, and the
coordinator the Combine, asort of haly trinity upon which her universe hinged.

Exasperated, Emi pushed up from her knees, bowed, clapped her hands twice, and then bowed more
deeply before backing three steps until she felt hardwood floor beneath her stocking feet. The floor had
cooled asthe evening progressed, and her feet whispered over the burnished wood as she paced.

It behooves usto care for such a daughter.Obvioudy, that was Katana Tormark. But did her fathertruly
mean for her to act? Despite his assurances, perhaps he was just asworried as she was that House Kurita
would crumble.If the other, silent corruption of our blood doesn’t destroy usfirst. . . . Emi dammed
down on that particular line of thought. There was nothing she could do aboutthat anyway—not unless she
was willing to throw honor to the wind. Besides, she had caught the cunning |ooks Bhatia sometimes threw



her father’ sway.| know your thoughts, Director, and they are deep, but | see your ambition; a tidal
wave that would sweep my father from power, and my brother, too. . .

Her thoughts were interrupted by a series of knocks upon ashgji , then, no more than taps: acode. “Come,”
she said. The tranducent rice paper screen did to one side, and Joji Ashida, her persona bodyguard and one
of her most trusted O5P agents, entered. Ashidawas thirty-five, ayear older than Emi, but he carried himsdlf
with the bearing of amuch older, more experienced man. Hisblack eyes glittered with akeen intelligence,
and ashoulder-length fall of hair, ashade of black like the raven’ swing, was bound to hishead in a
traditiona topknot.

Ashidabowed. “ Jokan, | have news.”

“Tai-shuSakamoto has called ameeting of oyabuns : Atsutane K obayashi from Kitalpha, Jazeburo Enda
from Shibuka, and Minukachi’ s Hideki Ame.”

A prick of darm stabbed her chest. “Why would Sakamoto . . . what couldyakuza ... 7" Then Emi
gasped. “ Sakamoto wantswar .

“But agenerd needs armies, and the armies need supplies. So he turnsto theoyabuns . They'rerich
because Sakamoto suffersthem in exchange for three itches that require periodic scratching”—Ashida
sniffed—" sweets, women and wine.”

“Y ou forgot power,” Emi murmured, but her mind was aready jumping ahead. How could she usethis
information to her father' s—and the Combine’ s—advantage? “What about Bhatia?’

“Anyone s guess. Either he' sturning ablind eye to treason, or he doesn’t know.”
“What would he gain if hedoes know?’

“It depends on histiming. He may wait until Sekamoto faters, or he might let the chipsfal where they may,
even if House Kurita collgpses, hoping that he'll gain Sekamoto’ sfavor.”

Emi cameto adecision. She crossed to her writing table and pulled out a drawer, from which she extracted
aholovid disk. At the touch of abutton, ascroll of wood retracted; aflat screen unfolded and locked into
position, and awash of blue light indicated that the system’ s holo-projector was ready to record. “We aren't
going to wait around for either dternative. Go, bring Miko. | have an errand for her.”

She was done by the time Ashidareturned afew moments|later, ayoungjukurensha in tow. The girl’ seyes
were heavy with deep, her hair mussed and her smple gray kimono improperly knotted and dightly askew,
thefabric fdling away and reveding atantalizing swell of breast. She bowed. “Y ou summoned me,Jokan .”

“Yes,” said Emi, gected the disk from her computer and standing. She hated giving the duty to anovice, but
Miko Tanakawas one of her most advanced and learned girls, bright and quick. Neither Emi nor Ashida
could be linked to the message in any way. Emi handed Miko the disk. “I want you to send thisas a priority
communiqué,” and she gave the girl the link number and destination.



The shadow of afrown marred Miko's smooth forehead. “A priority message, Jokan 7’ Miko'seyes
narrowed amost imperceptibly. “ To afabrics merchant?’

Emi saw that the girl was thoroughly awake now. She managed asmall chuckle that she hoped telegraphed
embarrassment. “ Y our Keeper’ s been remiss. There' s a state banquet in two months, and | must have anew
kimono.”

A lie. Emi watched asthe girl tucked the disk into her deeve, bowed and hurried out. Keepersweren't
supposed to lie. But needs must that shelie, and so shedid. Y et Emi wondered how many more rules she
would bend. Or break.

Ramadeep Bhatia’s Mansion
Midnight, 21 January 3135

Bhatia couldn’'t deep. He d ordered the easternmostshoji opened and stood there now. A breeze skimmed
L ake Tonada, and brought the scent of water and jasmine. Hewore aplain, black dressing gown, liking the
fed of glk and air whispering over his skin. Perhaps awoman’ sfingers or the fan of her hair would' ve been
better. Maybe when he' d camed down . . . but not right now.

Weeks gone and Mori still silent.Bhatia gnawed theinside of hislower lip. The agent’slast contact was six
weeks ago, and Bhatia sinstructions then had been specific. Push Sakamoto into action by whatever means
necessary. But Mori had gone silent; anecessary evil of intelligence work but for solong . . .

If he'sdead, I'min the dark. A finger of wind raised the gooseflesh on Bhatia' sarms, and he shivered. If
Mori was dead, then it might’ ve been an accident—Sakamoto in one of hisfamoudy ill humors, perhaps—or
Mori had been discovered, then executed. That Sakamotohadn’t informed Kuritamight mean that the
warlord was waiting until the time was right—say, if thingswent badly during hislittle campaign. Then
Sakamoto could accuse Bhatia of treason; lay it out for the Peacock that, here, one of Bhatia’s men had
goaded him to war and poor Sakamoto, what was he to do? Bhatia could practically hear Sakamoto now:
Tono, | could only assumethat Bhatia acted with your approvd . . .

Wouldnothing go well?Damn this outage anyway! Bhatia sfists baled and hisfingersitched with the urge
to bresk something.

I’ ve only got one other option. Two, actually: one in Katana's camp, and the other close by, but if
either ploy fails or, worse yet, I’ mdiscovered . . .

He was s0 preoccupied he didn’t hear the person behind him until much too late. Suddenly his unconscious
mind spiked an alarm, and he haf turned, but an arm locked around his neck; there was acruel pressure on
histhroat. Choking, Bhatiatried reaching behind to gouge out his lant’ seyes, but his hands met empty
ar. It wasonly then that he redized—his assallant was small, light. A woman . . .

Againg dl ingtinct, Bhatia let his body sag, and when he heard his assailant grunt under the sudden dead
weight, Bhatiareared, then rolled right. His assailant gave amuffled cry asthey tumbled to the floor, and
Bhatiathought he had her for amoment, but then somehow she managed to wriggle free, roll onto her back;



hefelt her grab hisleft arm at the elbow and his kimono with her right. Hiskimono fell open, and she pulled,
planting her left foot againgt hisright hip. A tug, and then he was salling, flipping over her head. Thefloor
rushed at hisface; he managed atuck and roll, but then shewas on him again in aflash. In another second, or
maybe two, his shoulders were tacked to the floor by her knees, her weight on his bare chest. Then she
laughed, adeep, husky sound. And then she did something more remarkable: kissed him so thoroughly his
mind reded.

“Missme?’ Miko Tanakasaid. Her hair flowed in loose black rivers and he shivered, thistimewith lugt, as
her hair skimmed dong his skin.

“God, yes.” Bhatiadid a hand benegth afold of Miko's kimono. She was naked and hisfingerstraced the
smooth curve of her |eft breast. Impatient now, Bhatia tugged the kimono apart, and as the fabric puddled
around her waist, he caught the scent of lemon and couldn’t wait any longer. Pulling her down, he moaned
with pleasure astheir skin met. “Y ou don’'t know how much.”

Bhatia’s Mansion
Noon, 21 January 3135

Bhatia hummed as he towe ed off from his bath. What a minx: awoman who knew enough to dip avay so
there would be no awkward questions come morning. A terrific piece of luck, too—that night one of his
informants reported that Emi’ s littlejukurensha had been avery naughty girl with one of the Peacock’s
palace guards. The hapless guard was moldering at the bottom of avery long, very abandoned mining shaft.
And Miko had ended up in his bed.

And poor deluded Emi Kurita, thinking she can play at a game in which she’san amateur ... Emi’s
plan was laughable. What, marshal deeper agents, thedescendents of the origina O5P cdll that defected with
AkiraTormark, en? To her credit, she' d narrowed it down to a particular agent, but what made her think
he’ d answer her call? He wouldn't, for avery smple reason: Because little Emi doesn’t realize that | had
him first. Bhatia s grin widened to reved hisvery white, very perfect teeth. A double agent, yes, but the
beauty of it . . . he'sreally till mine

Then he thought about the other, more cryptic message on Emi’ sdata disk. Junction? A fabrics merchant?
Why? Naked, Bhatia padded to his bedroom. He saw that his lunch had been ddlivered while he bathed, and
his appetite, roused from the exertions of the night before, roared to life, and he did nothing more for afew
minutes than drink his soup and dip up rice bals and swest rectangles of tamago.

When he was sated, he settled in for agood think. The message was addressed to a merchant, an
importer-exporter of exotic fabrics. Nothing unusua about that, but the message was clear, brief and utterly
indecipherable: Black goes well with a littlered .

Black? Bhatiainhaed amouthful of green teaand rolled it on histongue before swalowing. Asin afabric?
But black was the color of night and evil. And red was a bad omen; the color of blood and fire, of passion.
Not colors a Keeper would choose.

Therewasarap at hisshoji , and an | SF agent—Bhatia couldn’t remember al their names; who could keep
track?—entered. He cradled a bulky packagein hisarms. Bowing, the agent averted his eyesfrom Bhatia' s



nakedness and said, “A package marked for your eyesonly, Tono . Thereisalso adatacrysta.”
Bhatiafrowned. “The origination point?’

The agent looked over Bhatia s head. “ Unknown, Tono . But the package and crystal have been scanned,
and are free of explosives or listening devices.”

Dismissing the agent, Bhatia studied the package. Perfectly square, plain black plasticene exterior, with a
combination catch centered on one of the faces. But to obtain the combination, he'd haveto listen to the
message. He studied the crystd for along minute, then did it into his player. The player clicked and then a
voice seeped from hisholovid' s speskers. The voice had been dectronicaly distorted, but Bhatiafelt his
stomach bottom ouit.

“Good day, Director. | hopethisfindsyou well. 1, on the other hand, am more than alittle peeved. Haven't
you learned yet? The only reason | |et the last pup get so close was because, well, he seemed so eager. But
then we had ameeting of the minds, and | told him listen, you’ ve got to relax and not |et the job go to your
head.

“But, no hard fedlings, and to show I'm sincere |’ ve sent this small token of my esteem. Sorry, | know it'll
have taken adog’ s age to get to you, things being what they are. Honestly, you can’t get a good postman for
love or money. The combinationis. . . oh, do get apen, Director, I’ [l wait.” Bhatiajerked out of his shock,
scrabbled for apen. The voice reded off a series of numbers while Bhatia scribbled.

“Oh, onelast little bit of advice, Director,” said the voice. “Watch your back. Y ou can be surel will.” The
recording clicked off.

No mistaking the malevolencein that voice. And that last bit about watching hisback . . . There must bea
cluein the package. Swesat dewed Bhatia s upper lip, and his heart stuttered. But, in the next moment, Bhatia
was curang himsdlf asafoal. Idiot, thiswas what thatmonster wanted! Bhatia snatched up the paper and
punched in the combination code. Well, he' d see aboutthat .

Therewasatiny, metalicsnick . The outer shell cracked, reveding an ova, gunmeta gray, plexipolymer
shell. Another mechanical hum, and then the gray egg split intwo with along sgh asif it'd held its breeth.
Rearing back, Bhatialet out an inarticulate cry, something between amoan and a scream, asanoxious, foul
miasma of decay dammed againgt hisface. Bhatiawanted to ook away but couldn’t, and the Sight seared his
eyes and skewered his brain like ared-hot spike.

Thefirst wave of blowflies had gone on with their business of feasting upon the fleshy remains. But they had
died, and the maggots hatched from the millions of eggs deposited on C'seyes and in his gaping mouth and
nose and ears and the mangled stump of hisneck had liquefied to gray-green, gelatinous ooze. The agent’s
hair had doughed off in ablack, matted mass and puddlied aong what was | eft of C'sleft ear.

Gagging, Bhatiaflinched away; the tablejittered. C'shead lolled, with a squelching, sucking sound. The eyes
were gone, the carrion eaters had nibbled away hislips, and in that ghastly rictus grin, C reveded another
faling (beyond the obvious that he was rather bad at surveillance). He hadn't taken very good care of his
teeth, either.



A ball of sour, hot gorge rocketed up Bhatia sthroat and, stumbling back, Ramadeep Bhatiaturned aside
and logt hislunch.

14 —/——

Conqueror’s Pride, Proserpina
Prefecture I 11, Republic of the Sphere
Just before dawn, 29 January 3135

K atana popped awake, then frowned into the grainy darkness of her bedroom. Something was wrong,
enough to drag her from deep. The east-facingshoji was softly lit, tranducent, the wooden lattice vishleasa
grid of neat squares and rectangles. An hour or so before dawn, sheimagined. Then she heard what had
seeped into her mind as she dept; atiny, barely audiblescreeee , like the sound a hinge made when it needed
all.

Shewasingtantly on the dert. Her swords were cradled on their stand across the room. Too far away. Still,
she had her pistol. Sherolled onto her |eft Side, careful not to rustle the bedclothes. With what seemed like
agonizing downess, she did her right hand under her pillow where she kept her pistal. In the next ingtant, her
breath caught in a stifled gasp—because the pistol wasgone .

Movement now, and she started to roll but wasn't fast enough. Hands—no, metal —dliding off her bare
back, snagging her |eft arm, and then she was being crushed into the soft mattress as someone straddled her
back, forcing her face into her pillow. She struggled for air, tried twisting her face to the side, but whoever
was there was very strong and she couldn’t breathe. Her hands were free, though, and her fingers did across
metal before she managed to get ahandhold. But then her assailant shifted dightly, pried her handsfree and
used hiskneesto pin her shouldersto the bed. Her hands fluttered uselesdy againgt the bed. Her lungs
screamed for air; her chest burned; the blackness before her eyesswam . . .

At what must have been the last possible second, she was dimly aware that the weight on her back was
gone. Someone flipped her onto her back and again pinned her to the bed by her shoulders, but that didn’t
matter because there was air. She couldn’t think of anything else for severad seconds as her tortured lungs
recled in abreath, then another. “Wh . . . what?’

The Bounty Hunter boomed a huge laugh, the speakersin his hemet distorting the sound so hisvoice came
out hollow but with an undercurrent of e ectronic hum, like an echo transmitted through a cable down adeep
shaft. “That' I teach you. Next time, it might be someone who doesn't like you asmuch as| do.”

Fury replaced panic. “Wha. . . what,” she began then was seized by afit of coughing. “What are you
doing?’ shesad, findly, in astrangled wheeze. “How . . . how didyou get . .. get . . . why . ..” She broke
off as another fit of coughing racked her body. “Where' sthe...theOld...?

“The old man? He sfine. A bit dozy, like your guards. The amnesic gaswill wear off in ahaf hour or s0.”

“If ... if you'vehurt him, any of them, I'll . .. I'll kill you.”



She couldn’t see hisface, but she heard the smile. “Careful, Katana. | just might take you up on that
someday. | ventureto say that our sStruggle might prove very interesting, certainly for me. Andisthis
gratitude? Here | go to dl thistrouble, expose acritica lapsein your security and you're so peevish.” He
paused then, staring down at her and, even though the light was il very dim, Katanawas aware of his
attentiveness, those keen eyes behind that visor, roving over the contours of her body. She sensed a subtle
change, asort of expectancy, asif he had just realized something previoudy hidden away in hismind.

Katanaglared. “Wdll, either rgpe me, or talk. But make the right choice. Otherwise, the consequences will
be quite unpleasant.”

Again, that bizarre hesitation . . . and then he gave a short bark, alaugh that was somehow forced, and the
weight on her shoulders was gone as he rolled from her body, the movement accompanied by tiny metalic
squesks. “Go on,” said the Bounty Hunter. “But put some clothes on. The view’ stoo distracting.”

“That’ syour problem. Y ou barge into my room in the middle of the night, you livewith it.” Calling for lights,
Katana pushed to her feet and stood, afist planted into each hip. Arms akimbo, the Bounty Hunter stood at
thefoot of her bed, hisbright green armor twinkling in the yellow-white fluorescents. Katana spied a pistol
snugged in aholgter at hisright hip. “What do you want?’

“I cameto warn you.” Histonewasall brisk business now. “ Tai-shuSakamoto' s going to mount an
offensve”

“What?Warn me?HasFu . .. 7’ She broke off. Not only couldn’t Fusilli have gathered the information that
quickly, he'd never trust the Bounty Hunter. “How did you get your information?”

“Now, Katana, | can’t revea all my sources. I’ m your mystery man, remember?’

“Fine. Play it that way, and I’ ll just say thanks and we go our separate ways. But you want in? Thenl give
the orders, andyou take them. Otherwise, get the hell out of my bedroom.”

The Bounty Hunter tut-tutted. “ Temper. Y ou're hardly in aposition to play high and mighty. If Sakamoto
moves againgt you, the Fury will be squashed like abug. | have no objection to parting with news, but you
need to ask nicely. Y ou may not trust me, Katana, but you can’t dismiss me either.”

It was on thetip of Katana stongueto tell him just exactly where he could go and what he could do when
he got there, but she bit the impulse back. “Please,” she said, and managed not to growl.

“Now, see? That wasn't o hard,” he said. Then, serioudly, “ Sakamoto’ s quietly moving unitsto Homam
and Matar—and closer to you.”

That got her attention. “Does he want to join forces, or get rid of me?’
“Thelatter. Sakamoto has no love for the Tormarks, as| think you're aware. Didn’t his

great-great-great-grandfather once swear vengeance on your family? Or something like that. Honestly, it's so
hard keeping track of the feuds you nobles wage.”



Another jab, but Katanawasn't listening. If Sakamoto arrayed his might against her Fury, she'd lose.
Worse, her people would die—fighting, to be sure, but die nonetheless, and for very little. Surrender was
unthinkable, of course, but she might be able to buy some time and send her people out of harm’ sway. After
al, Sakamoto wantedher . “When will he strike?’

“Can’t say.” The Bounty Hunter shrugged; his armor squeaked. “ There’ sword histroops are fed up,
though. Y ou know what a pompous ass he can be.”

“That’ snot news.”

“Yesbut ...wordisthat histroopswouldn’t weep at his departure.”
Katana arched one eyebrow. “Now, how can you know that?’

“I have asource in Sakamoto’'s camp.”

Katana knew she' d never pry out whom, so she switched gears. “ Speaking of camps, what are you doing
here? Y ou'resupposed to beon Irian.” Privately, she thought this particular incarnation of the Bounty Hunter
to be much better off than his predecessors.Must have an entire fleet of JumpShips at his disposal, the
way he keeps turning up out of nowhere . ..

“l wasn't aware | required ahall passto go to the lavatory.”

She breezed past the sarcasm. “What you need isto be more compliant. My people are antsy enough about
you asitis, and you popping in and out whenever you please; they don't like it. Why not stay awhile? My
fiddd commanders should arrive within the next month. Then you can tell them what you' ve told me, and we
can reassess, figure out our next move.”

“Oh, happy day,” said the Bounty Hunter dryly. “I’'m dl atingle with anticipation. Y ou and | both know
your field commanders have about as much faith in me asthey do in the second coming of Devlin Stone.”

“They might have fewer doubtsif you weren't so damned evasive. Let us double-check your information.
What' sthe harm?If it’ svdid, then they’ Il trust you more.”

“What | livefor: to climb the ladder of Chu-sa Crawford' s good opinion. Y ou know the man acts asif |
have something to hide.”

“Gee, you wear amask; | wonder why?” Despite her irritation, Katana had to work not to smile. Onething
about the Bounty Hunter: he was never boring. And she actudly liked him, found it very easy to dip into
repartee, asif they’ d known one another for avery long time. She changed the subject. “Where are you off
to next?’

“For meto know and you to discover. But fed free to send word through my secure ComStar account, and
Il deliver whatever you require, or bein myMarauder inaNew Avaon minute.”

And how does he afford a secure ComStar account? Acts like he's got his own HPG stashed away
somewhere. “At least stay for amea. Have breskfast with me, and we can talk.”



Thereit was again, that little heditation, something that wasadmost . . . Katana s eyes narrowed. Not
something shesaw so much assensed. Asif he's attracted to me somehow, but more than physically . . .

“Thanks, but no,” said the Bounty Hunter, and Katana knew that the moment, whatever it had been, had
passed. Her eyestracked him as he moved to theshoji closing off her ba cony. The paper was suffused with
agolden glow, and the Bounty Hunter paused there, silhouetted against the amber hues of first dawn. “I'm
afraid | got into abatch of bad eggs afew weeksago and, well . . .” Thewood frame let out amuted squall
ashedidittoonesde. “Let’sjust say, it's put me off my food.”

And before Katana could say anything more, he' d vaulted over the bal cony railing and was gone.
DropShipDelta, in lunar stationary orbit
Ship’s night, 29 January 3135

“You didwhat? "

A faint Szzle, like grease on ahot griddle, and Marcus waited, lips compressed and eyes narrowed to dits.
Damn thetime lag in transmissonsto and from the surface, anyway! A waste of vauabletime. .. Ashe
counted off the seconds, Marcus thought that, yes, things were dipping away from him now. Thingswere
getting out of contral.

Hedidn't kill her. He had the opportunity and the means andtill . ..

Findly, there was atiny pop and crackle, and then Marcus' face burned as he heard Jonathan' s laughter.
Even distorted because of distance and interference, Marcus knew at once that the laughter had no humor,
nor was it smply indulgent. No, Jonathan’ slaughwas. . . malevolent. “I let her live,” Jonathan said.

“I undergandthat . What | don’t understand iswhy? ” More waiting again as the message traveled to
Proserpina. Something odd about Jonathan: he was beginning to act asif . . . Marcus struggled to pin his
fedingsdown.As if I'm a bother he tolerates .

“Becauseit’s o much more entertaining thisway,” said Jonathan. “Where sthefunin just killing her?’

“Damnfun.” Marcus gripped the edges of his communications console with both hands. Metd bit into his
pams. “That' snot how we planned it.”

Thingsweren't going well; no, they were not going according to plan. What was wrong with Jonathan? They
were supposed to be ateam, the way they’ d been when they were younger.

Yes, a team, but Father always favored Jonathan. What, did Father think | was blind, that | wouldn’t
notice? | noticed all right. | wasn't born yesterday, justfird. Well, I’ ve done my sharing of killing.
Through various channds, Marcus had managed to recapture some of their family’ slost wealth. Withouthim
, they’ d never have comethisfar.

“You've had alot of chancesto get rid of Katana,” he said now. “ Get it over with so we can move on.



There smoreto life than chasing after Katana Tormark.”

After alag: “I'm not disagreeing,” said Jonathan. “But part of the project has been to make her suffer. Well,
we know that there are many ways to suffer, don't we, Brother? There sthe physical, of course, but there's
aso confusion, misdirection, loss, shame . . . so many different and interesting waysto suffer.”

“Don’'t tak tome about suffering,” said Marcus. “ Our mother suffered for years after Father turned his back
on us. And then therewasthe accident . . . me. . . Why should Katana slife be any better?”’

Thetime delay was only ten seconds but felt like ten centuries. Then therewas aclick, ahissand findly,
Jonathan: “Don’t worry, Marcus. It won't be.”

Conqueror’s Pride, Proserpina
Night, 29 January 3135
Drip...drip...drip...

Something was wrong. Jonathan douched over the kitchen table, listening to the dowdrip-drip-drip . Likea
leaky faucet. And afly must have piggybacked in because he saw it: fat, black, doing loop-de-loops over a
bowl of gray, greasy soba.

Jonathan threw his head back and sucked down another mouthful of bourbon, grimaced at the burn. His
head felt hollow. He knew when things started going wrong. “In Katana s bedroom,” he said out loud.
“When | had her, when she. ..” He broke off, not wanting to say it because then it would beredl. But he
remembered; the dark gloss of her skin, her longlegs. . .

Hedrank again, the glass clicking againgt histeeth. After talking to Marcus, he' d been restless. Ready to
prowl. Finding awoman had been easy. Leaning againgt bricks at the mouth of adark, moldy-smelling aley,
he' d watched the parade: 1eggy women with high breasts; bored women with breasts that sagged like
deflated balloons; scrawny ones so sick from drugs or drink they were walking skeletons. There were men,
too, advertising in black lesther cups, thigh-high bootsand asmile.

He found the one he wanted. Not young; around thirty. Tawny, chocolate-colored skin and long, muscled
legs. Not astall as Katana, but her face was unblemished, her teeth very white, and when he went up to her,
he caught a scent of cinnamon and vanilla. She brought him to her apartment, and then things had started.
Things had happened. Things had gone wrong.

“I mean, there' sno other way to put it,” he said, swinging his head lft. “Wouldn't you agree?’

The woman didn’t answer. Her head was thrown back; her glassy eyes bulged; the red-black crater that
had been her throat oozed blood thatdrip-drip-dripped , but more dowly now because she’ d been dead
awhile and the blood was starting to coagulate. But hisvoice d startled the fly. 1t abandoned the soup, landed
on thewoman’ s glazed right eye. Didn’t like that much and flitted to the left and then darted into the cave of
her gaping mouth, open in asilent scream.

And things had gone so well in the beginning. He d fet theclick . Things were under his control. But then



things went out of control and when it was done, when the woman wasfinaly deed, it fill wasn't enough. It
was like someone had pulled out his guts, reded out loops of pink intestine and yellow fat. Because he was
gill hungry, still crazy-nutsfor more, and he knew why.

For him, only Katanawould be good enough.

— ) (—

Deber City, Benjamin

Benjamin Military District, Draconis Combine
2 February 3135

Iwant, | want, | want. Stone-faced, Atsutane K obayashi waited while Sakamoto rambled on. They’d
arrived on Benjamin two days ago: Kobayashi and hisSaki-mono from Kitalpha, Hideki Ame s party from
Minukachi, and last but certainly not least, no, never least, Jazeburo Endafrom Shibuka, aretinue of pretty
geishas and sweset plum winein tow.

Sakamoto, the great warlord, with hisl wants : the man could bleat like agoat.| want this, andl want that,
andl want the other . It would never occur to Sakamoto toask politdy. A lowlyoyabun would, of course,
not worry about honor. Of course Kobayashi had known that, eventualy, something like thiswould come; if
not during Sekamoto’ s time then from the next warlord craving more power and higher glory.

Yes, but there is a way toask,and a way to demand.He lets us know that we yakuzaoperate at his
pleasure, under his protection. So, he will have what he wants, and he will have it whenhe wants—as
if he’s never profited from our ventures.

Hefdt heat crawl up his neck. No, that would never do. Kobayashi took refuge inzanshin, watchful
dertness. An ancient skill practiced by samurai and it served Kobayashi now, caming his heart and cooling
his skin, and just in the nick of time because Sakamoto swung his bull’ s head and regarded him with

suspicion.
“You'reaclose one, Kobayashi,” said Sakamoto, not bothering with an honorific.

Another opportunity to rub my nose in it. Kobayashi kept hisface till, though his blood boiled. Who was
Sakamoto anyway; who was he to order Kobayashi to do this or that? He knew the answer, of course:the
man who suffers my Wakashuto continue in their activities unmolested. Kobayashi watched asif from a
great distance: saw Sakamoto come round in aswirl of red-and-black-and-gold brocade kimono, belted
with adtiffkaku obi that echoed the coil of dragons spilling over the kimono; felt Sekamoto’ s bresth in his
face, and noted, with an amost wry detachment, that Sekamaoto might not smell like plum wine but the liquor
had left itsimprint in aclot of burst capillaries threading through Sekamoto’' s nose.

Sakamoto |eaned close enough that his spittle wet K obayashi’ s cheek with afine spray. “What say you,
eh?



Kobayashi inclined his head—just enough to show respect yet not enough to injure his own honor. 1 say
nothing, Sakamoto-san. | have nothing to offer, save to observe that the Ghost Regiments were disbanded
decades ago, their men and women scattered as surely as a strong wind carries away the individual petals of
the most perfect cherry blossom. For an operation of the magnitude you propose, however, we will haveto
cal upon people who have never fought a battle, have barely mastered the skills necessary to survive a
smulation.”

“Bahl” Sakamoto waved Kobayashi’ swords away. He turned his back on K obayashi—another
insult—and faced the otheroyabuns . “Y ouyakuza have operated with impunity for years. I've not lifted a
finger to stop you, never asked for your services.”

Untrue, Kobayashi knew. Sakamoto took his pick of the finest they each had to offer, and it was not for the
first time that he was thankful for the fact that Sakamoto didiked pachinko and baccarat, his clan’s particular
stock-in-trade.

“Wel, now it’'stimefor alittle payback,” bawled Sakamoto. He pinned Amewith asharp look. Ame, a
corpulent little man with gold rings squeezed onto pinkies that looked more like sausages, visibly quailed.

“And there' sno use your pleading that you can’'t get the men or materid either,” said Sakamoto, drilling
Endawith the same glare. But Enda merely blinked. He was as thin as Ame was corpulent—aman with a
lean, perpetually hungry expression capped with hair as black and oily as sedlskin. “1 know you' ve got them.
If you don’t ddliver, I’ll shut you al down, kick thelot of you down the street, and promote the hungriest pup
inlineto your pogt.”

“Sakamoto-san,” said Enda, bowing that deek head of his. When he spoke, histone was so honeyed and
unctuous that K obayashi was amazed the man could talk through all that sweet goo. “Y ou have been
magnanimous in overlooking our . . . activities. Smply tell uswhat you require, and we shal ddliver.”

Soeak for yourself. Kobayashi listened with growing dismay as Sakamoto rattled off troop complements
and weapons needs. An operation of this magnitude would gut K obayashi’ s effective workforce by
two-thirds.

“And BattleMechs, | want them primed, their pilots ready for action. And no use pretending you don't have
them; | know you do. Y ouyakuza never throw anything out. Y ou're like pack rats. And | want them all,”
said Sakamoto, planting hisfistson hiships, “in four months' time.”

Ame' s gasp was audible, and Enda s jaw went dack. Kobayashi was stunned. Four months? To marshal all
those men and materiel ? K obayashi almost shook his head but checked himself before he made what would
be a supreme error. Sakamoto had had men’ s heads for less, and K obayashi was very attached to his, thank
youl.

Yet if thisis what the coordinator wishes . . .Kobayashi bowed hishead inrel asfar as he was able with
the accursed table in the way. (Insult to injury, not seeting them on tatami butchairs . Maddening.) “ Of
course, we serve the coordinator at his pleasure as we have dways done.”

He would have said more but Sakamoto cut him off. “No,” he said, histone sharp as the snap of awhip.
“Thistime, Kobayashi, you serveatmine .



The pronouncement was 0 stunning that Kobayashi smply gawked. Therewas adight scuffle behind them
as eachoyabun ' sSaki-mono , stationed aong the wall, reacted in kind. Evidently Sakamoto read their
expressions because when he continued, his tone was more conciliatory. “ The coordinator suggested that no
one act until the time wasright. We met with him, the other warlords and me, and that’ swhat he said. Well,
now is precisely theright time.”

When hedidn't elaborate, theoyabuns exchanged |ooks with one another in a pantomime of surprise, asif
to askAll right, who wants to go first? Findly, it was Kobayashi who cleared histhroat. “ Of course,
Sakamoto-san, it will be asyou wish. And you may rest assured that we shall be discreet.”

But Sakamoto had one more surprise in store. “On the contrary: | want somenoise, and | will tell you
precisely whenthetimeisright.”

When the time isright, eh?Sakamoto’s words niggled at the back of Kobayashi’ s brain like a cloud of
gnats. He stood behind his DropShip pilot and watched the viewscreen as they broke orbit. Benjamin fell
away, abrown ball of aworld with its twenty semi-suns strung around in orbit like gaudy beads. And
good-bye, Sakamoto. Not good riddance: whatever €l se Sakamoto was, he was gtill tai-shu . But the way
he' d reacted at mention of the coordinator . . .

Kobayashi replayed therest in his head: how they’ d been dismissed—summarily, it seemed to K obayashi,
asif Sakamoto worried he might let something else dip; and how Enda had hung back, of course.
Kobayashi’ slip curled in distaste. The oily youngoyabun had practicaly purred, assuring Sakamoto theat, of
course, the Cholobara wine waswonderfully full of body, and his crop of lovely young geishaswerea
vintage lot. Sakamoto had practicaly drooled. Cholobarawas prohibitively expensive, spoiled quickly and
had to be drunk within amonth’ stime. (And how would Endafareif heturned over as many of hisfreighters
as he' d promised?) The wine was a potent aphrodisiac besides. Y es, Sakamoto had sampled both wineand
women.

But whattime? And by whose right? Kobayashi would have to be as foolish as Ame—who wasn't afool,
redly, just fat—to believe that Sakamoto hadn’t twisted the coordinator’ swords to suit his purpose. Which
brought up avery interesting question: How much had Sakamoto lied? Not that deception bothered
Kobayashi on principle; every businessman mastered the finer points of deception. Kobayashi was nothing if
not astute and a practitioner of the art.

But businessis business, and war is about honor . Kobayashi would have to be deaf and dumb not to
have caught the mutterings flying around the Combine. No love lost between Sakamoto and Katana
Tormark, that was to be sure, and now, perhaps, no loveat all for the coordinator—andthat was adifferent
métter.

Hiseyesfdl to hisright wrist. He pushed back the folds of hiskimono to reved the chain-link tattoo, donein
gold with aKuritadragon. The Dragon perfects the circle.

He debated, then turned to his ship’s communications officer. “Wewill send amessageto our brethren. We
will inform them of the Stuation and tell them—we may have need.”
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Command Center, Phoenix, Al Na'ir
Prefecture | I, Republic of the Sphere
25 February 3135

T here were days when Legate Zachary O’ Mallory hated hisjob. Today was one of them. Pulling aface, he
rubbed a hand across his substantial middle—he hadn’t seen the toes of his bootsin over twenty years—and
wished there was something he could take that would make this bellyache go away. He knew there wasn't,

though.
S0 Legate Fuchida in Prefecture | wasright after all.
“You'resure,” hesaid. “You' re confident of your sources?’

Hisvigtor shrugged. “As much asyou can bein this business, yeah. The Dracs arefortifying positionson
Buckmingter, Gram and Shimosuwa a ong the border with Prefecture | and Homam, Matar and Klathandu
IV dong Prefecturel1.”

“Damn.” O'Madlory heaved to hisfeet and turned to Stare out at the city. His office was nearly al windows,
and the building a thirty-story pillar, the bull’ s-eye in a sea of endosted-and-glass buildings arranged in
concentric circlesto conform to the shape of the dome just beyond. The weather outside the dome was
miserable, of course. The weather on Al Na ir was always miserable: a combination of dust ssorms and
ion-rich tornadoes swirling in athin atmosphere of sulfurous poison.

Sighing, O’ Mallory ran ahand through his thatch of sand-colored hair. It embarrassed him that he was
relieved Al Nair wasn't atarget. No one in hisright mind would want the accursed place anyway. Al Nair
wasrich in minerd wedlth, yes, but hardly avacation spot. The Jihad had been ruinous, devastating the
domed cities, alowing the planet’ s poisonous atmosphere to do itswork. The irony was that the miners,
certainly the most wretched of the planet’ s population, had survived the longest, holing up in settlements deep
underground. A smple matter, though, to wait them out. The settlements were not self-sustaining, and the
miners who hadn’'t emerged to be daughtered by the Blakists were crushed when skillfully placed charges
brought their tunnels crashing around their ears.

Pity the poor soulsin Prefecture |, though. O’ Mdlory tucked hishandsin his pockets. Hisfingers stirred
loose change. “And their plan?’ he asked, without turning around.

“Best intelligence suggests atwo-pronged attack. One arm will drive toward Vega. Theforces dong the
Prefecture 11 border are skeleton troops, with one aim: to lurein Katana Tormark. Once they’ ve got her,
her troopswill surrender quickly enough.”

Wall, it was adecent plan at that. If O’ Mallory had been leading the campaign, that’ s how he' d have done
it, too; keep everyone guessing. It al added up: the Dracs mobilizing for astrike at Vega,and gunning for



Katana Tormark, and that was good. With her out of the way, thingson Al Na ir would be alittle less dicey.
The Tormark stuation was asticky one; Governor Reinaldo Tormark, based in Homai-Zaki Dome, had
denounced his second cousin in no uncertain terms, but that didn’t mean he was immune to the rumors
making the roundsthat Tormark wasin league with his swashbuckling cousin. Perhgpsthis Drac invasion was
ablessng indisguise, so far as Al Na'ir was concerned.

A little problem, though. O’ Mallory chewed on theinside of hisleft cheek. Their forcesdidn’t need more
action, what with the exarch’ s attentions turning toward the Jade Falcon assaultsin Prefecture 1 X, and the
continued Capellan problemsin V. He and Fuchidamight be able to beg, borrow and steal men from the
planetary militias of Rukbat and Shitarato beef up support on Tsukude, Altasand Alnas. Still, they wouldn't
be enough if the Dracs came on, full-bore. “What about troop strength? What do the Dracs intend to throw
a Vega?

“Sakamoto’ sforceswill attack within the next two or three months, you can count on that,” said hisvisitor
with anair of authority. “Asfor fighting awar on two fronts, evenif oneislimited . . . wdl, | think thiswill
stretch even the Combine' s capabilities. The Dracs tradein black-market ' Mechsredly took a begting after
that businesstwo years back when Katana Tormark broke up that ring in Prefecture [11.”

“Y es. Some of those supposedly decommissioned BattleM echs would' ve comein handy right about now,”
sad O'Mdlory. Heturned and did back into his seat, easing his paunch into the gap between chair and
desk. “On the other hand, Sakamoto won’t have them either.”

“Sneaking ' Mechs across the border to Combine space was a pretty lucrative business,” hisvisitor mused.
“Makes you wonder if Katanawishes she' d hoarded some of those ' Mechs hersdlf because, let metell you,
her resources are stretched to the limit, if they’ ve not downright run out. I’ ve seen it with my own eyes. Her
troops are so low on supplies they’ re resorting to paint-ball battles, for God' s sake. Take my word for it.
Sakamoto so much as sneezes at the Fury, the whole thing will topple like ahouse of cards.”

“Some comfortinthat,” said O’ Mdlory, his mind toying with the possibility that his people might have the
option of gtting thisone out. If Sakamoto were gunning for Vegaand Katana, Al Na ir might come out of
thiswithout a scratch, and wouldn't that be the best of al possible worlds? He gave hisvisitor an intent,
searching look and could find nothing in the man’ s face but confidence and atotal lack of guile. O’ Madlory
nodded to himsalf. That settled it then. He would support Fuchida s request for troops, and then it back and
wait to see what happened. Y es, the best of al possible worlds.

“Thank you for coming forward,” he said. He stood and held out his hand. “We can only hope your
information is correct.”

Smiling, Wahab Fusilli stood and grasped O’ Madlory’ s hand. “Legate, have | everonce let you down?’

Conqueror’s Pride, Proserpina

Prefecture |11, Republic of the Sphere



20 March 3135

Sully James folded his arms across his barrel chest and watched as the new cook poured a concoction of
besten eggs, sugar and soy sauce onto ahot, rectangular cast-iron omelet skillet sputtering with two, andonly
two, teaspoons of vegetable oil.Watch him now; the blighter’ |l botch it and then won't | be giving Kat
an earful. | ain’'t never asked after 'nother cook and don’t want one now.

Except the new cook didn’t botch it, and when Sully forked amouthful of tamago into his maw, he was
forced to admit that the man knew hisway around akitchen. Sully swallowed, dlowed: “Y ou doneit fair
enough. Where you say you was from again?’

“I didn’t,” said the new maninanasa country twang. He was sixty-five if he was a day—a sparse nest of
thinning white hair, rheumy blue eyes, knobby knuckles and aface that was aroad map of wrinkles and
folds. “Ran alittle place on Galatialll; bar on the south side atown. Troopers get right powerful thirsty after
ahard day’ sfight.”

“Sowhen did you join?’

“’Bout ayear after the Fury cometo town. Thing | like, Dragon’s Fury don't seem too partic’ lar about
where abody’ sfrom nor’ n how old afdler is—just whether or not he’ swilling to do what needs doing.
Widl, I'm old.” The new man fetched asmile. “But | can ill ding a pretty mean hash. Mainly, though, joined
up on account of the missus. Tai-sho Tormark’ samighty fine woman. Makes aman proud to serve.”

“Ain’'t no one better’ n me Kat, that’ safact,” said Sully, pleased. He offered his hand. “ Sully James.
Everyone calls me Sully, or bastard, take your pick.”

“Not hdf the bastard | am,” said the new man, taking Sully’ s hand and wringing it solemnly. “Buit, for now,
the name’ s Jake.”

“Jake, you cook aswell asyou tak, we'll get long just fine, Bob's your uncle.”

Jake nodded. “Y e bet yer life”

23 March 3135

“I’'m positive.” Fuslli knocked a cigarette from apack, screwed it into the corner of hismouth, flicked a
lighter to life, inhaed. “ Sakamoto will attack Proserping,” he said, blue smoke jetting from hisnogtrils. He
flicked ash into an empty rice bowl. “ Andmake a push for Vega.”

“That doesn’'t make sense.” Scowling, Crawford plucked his chopsticks from the genera wreckage of
luncheon dishes and drummed afretful rhythm on the low wooden table. “Two fronts? Without HPGs,
coordination will bealogigtica nightmare.”

“Not if you’ ve got enough JumpShips playing tag team, it'snot.” Fusilli turned his attention to Katana. *

Tai-sho, I'd give my left arm to make this untrue. But Sakamotowill invade Prefecture |, and hewill strike
Proserpina”



Katana s scowl was the mirror image of Crawford's. “What about the coordinator?’
“No one knows where the coordinator or his son stand.”

Chu-saLiz Magruder, Katana s fidld commander from Sadachbia, grunted alaugh. She was atal woman
with close-cropped blond hair, and a snub nose that was too smdll for her height and made her aways ook
disdainful. “No newsthere.”

“We don’'t know that Sakamoto hasn't gotten the official go-ahead,” countered Wedey Parks. Thefield
commander, asho-sa , hailed from Sirius. He was scrappy and compact, with ablack beard liberdly
streaked with gray and as gnarly asa briar patch, a scar that bisected hisleft eyebrow and a chipped front
tooth, the right. When he amiled, he looked downright sinigter. “Ifwe know, you' vegot to believethe
coordinator does.”

“And doing nothing,” said Crawford. He d progressed from drumming tor at-tat-tat-tapping his chopsticks
together, ignoring the arched eyebrows fromSho-sa Ichiyo Rusch, atermindly dyspeptic man with ahatchet
face who was one hdll of agood MechWarrior and commanded the Dragon’ s Fury contingent stationed at
Irian, andChu-sa Hampton Rhodes from Galatialll. “He Il just look the other way, let Sakamoto do his
thing then make a speech and hang amedal around the guy’ s neck.”

Presuming he still has a neck to hang something around. Katana glanced at her other guests: Sho-sa
Thaddeus Hiwari from Ronel and Abeda Measho. Hiwari looked undecided, and Measho was frowning.
And the Old Master’ s been pretty quiet . She snuck a peek at the old man who stood sentry at theshoji ,
but he gave no sign and she turned back to Measho. “Wel?’

Measho hesitated and his dark eyes regarded Fusilli amoment before coming to rest on Katana. “1 am not a
commander, or apalitician,” he said in hisdow, deliberate way. “But isn't the coordinator’ s slence the
reason you' ve pushed yoursalf and us so hard? When we began, we claimed nothing for the Combine, not a
world, not a system. But now we claim for the coordinator. Perhaps the coordinator is sillent because there
are choices, but they are only onesthat you can make and they must be of your freewill, without influence.
I’m sorry, but | don’t think we can help you with that.”

Measho was right. Katana knew it. No one said anything for the space of few seconds, and then Crawford
looked at Measho. “ So does that mean you don’t know?’

Therest burst out in relieved laughter. But Katana sobered quickly. “Measho’sright, asusud. But a
head-to-head confrontation with Sakamoto is out of the question.”

“Yeah, we' d get squashed into grease smears.” Parks tugged at his salt-and-pepper beard. “Why don’'t we
joinforces?”’

Rusch screwed up hisface asif he' d smelled something very bad. “ Oh, I’ m sure Sakamoto’ d be happy to
have ustag along, seeing as how he's massing forces across our border.”

“Okay, it doesn’t look so hot,” said Parks. “But he’ s got to worry about cutting hislosses same as us, and
what do we have to lose? We stay out of the fight, Sakamoto chops those Republic forcesinto sushi, and
we ve gill got those guys across the border. Now, on the other hand, if hereally intended to strike at us



here, then I’ d lay odds he wouldn't leave his people undermanned, not if he' s serious.”

Rusch looked unconvinced, but Magruder dowly nodded. “ Okay, | can seethat.” She combed her
close-cropped hair with her fingers then looked over at Fusilli. “ Sowhat about that? Those guys bait, or a

waning?’

Fusilli squinted through smoke curls. “Neither. They're going to attack . . .”

“Wait asec,” said Katana, cutting him off. “Magruder’ s got apoint. | was stupid not to seeit before. Think
about it for a second. Put yoursdlf in their place. Y our commander’ sjust got donetelling you that you'll have
one hdl of agood fight and you' re so important and blah, blah, blah. But then you get stuck hell and gone, so
far away that not only are you cut off from the main force, you' ve got no prospect for backup if something
does happen. If they’ re undermanned, then we re more than evenly matched.”

Fusilli sucked, then stabbed out his smokein arice bowl. “1 hadn’t considered that. But, cometo think of it,
thatcould explain something dse”

“Andthat is?’

“Thetroops across our border are undermanned, yeah, but they’ realso full ofyakuza conscripts.”

“Criminas?’ Crawford said. Rat-tatta-tat .

“Thesearen't just any oldyakuza ; they’ re the descendants of the old Ghost Regiments, the onesthefirst
Theodore created a century ago. The Ghost Regiments have been disbanded, of course, dong with afair
number of the Combine sregular forces. But, don't you get it? If Sakamoto’ sturning over rocks looking for
troops, then he' sgot to be acting without the coordinator’ s consent, maybe even his knowledge. Otherwise,
the coordinator would justgive him troops.”

Ratatattat-tat.“| still don’t see how thishelpsus” Rat-tattatat-tat.

“Will youquit that?" asked Parks.

“It helpsmethink,” said Crawford, but he tossed his chopsticks onto the table before him. “There.
Sidied?

“Vay_”
“Guys, put asock init,” said Katana. “Go, Fusilli.”

“Like | wassaying, | think thishelpsus,” said Fusilli. “I heard that the guys on Homam and Matar are redly
pissed off. Morale€ sinthetoilet.”

“So you' re saying they might beturned.” Katana smoothed her lips with her forefinger, thinking. “ Interesting
idea”

“Criminds?” said Rusch again, sounding even more disparaging than before. “ Gangsters?’



“Soldiers,” Katana corrected. “ Personally, | have no objection to anyone who wantsto join the party. It's
not asif we' re just overflowing with troops.”

“Soit’'saninteresting idea,” said Parks. “So how do wetest it?”

“I’'m not sure. Inthe meantime, let’ s play it safe but smart. Andre, you and Magruder send what
reinforcements you can to Proserpina. Don't gut yoursalves, but if Sakamoto’s men strike Proserpina, | want
to have alittle bit more muscle, maybe make them think twice. Y our border’ s been pretty quiet anyway,
what with the Stedl Wolves and Swordsworn having deserted Shinonoi, Deneb Algedi and Telos1V.”

Magruder nodded, but Crawford was shaking his head again. He began twirling one of his chopstickslikea
baton. “Y ou’ re banking on The Republic being deaf, dumb, blind and stupid.”

“Wél, they are,” said Parks.

Crawford ignored him. “They could turn right around and launch a push to retake Anchaand Sadachbia.
Anddon’'t say it.” Thishe directed to Parks, who was eyeing the twirling chopstick. “I haven't tapped it
once.”

“I wasjust making sure.”

Katanacut in. “We'll just have to take our chancesthat they don’'t want to, or can’'t. War’ s about risk; you
want something nice and safe, then you didn't read the job description. Fusilli, | want you to go back with
Magruder to Sadachbia. Our job now isto consolidate and get ready for afight.”

Parks fingerswere busy in his beard. “Well, now that you mention it, Tai-sho , there’ sbeen alot of channd
chatter down our way from Prefecture V, about action down by Poznan, even Liao. Nothing definite, you
understand, but from the sounds of things, there’ sthinning of Republic ranks on Liberty and Eridani. We
could make astab at those worlds, try and get them under our belt.”

“I don't likeit,” said Crawford.

Parksglared. “| didn’t ask you.”

“And| dill don't likeit.”

“Andre,” said Katana, and then gave Parks arueful shake of the head. “Nice asit sounds, no can do, Parks.
WEe re going to have our hands full when andif Sakamoto shows up. But if what you say istrue, Parks, then
Bannson's Raiders on Saffel and Athenry might push into Prefecture X based on the same information.”
“Meaning we get to stay put,” said Parks, and then nodded a Rusch. “Y ou, too.”

“Just aswell.” Rusch snorted. “We re dready down a’ Mech and not ashot fired. Tai-sho , Itold you the
BH wasn'treliable.”

Crawford's eyebrows reached for the hairline of his ruddy mane. “Y ou mean, he's gone?’



“Vanished,” said Rusch. “Poof.”

It was on thetip of her tongue to mention the Bounty Hunter’ s early-morning visit to her bedroom, but
Katanahit it back. What had he said? Something very odd: A lot of bad eggs floating around . A turn of a
phrase she' d dismissed, but now, getting conflicting reports and confusing Sgnas, shewasn't at al surethat
the Bounty Hunter wasn't trying, in his own inimitable fashion, to warn her about something. A traitor,
perhaps?“ One MechWarrior more or lessisn’t going to turn the tide of any battle, Rusch.”

Rusch looked unconvinced, but Parks said, “ So | guess|’m not going to fight. Damn, | was kind of hoping
for one”

“You might just get your wish,” said Katanawith agrim smile. “ And, Parks, it's never agood day to fight.
It'sonly agood day when you' ve won.”

Katana dismissed her field commanders. “All except you, Andre,” she said, then waited until the rest filed
out, Parks shooting Crawford alook:|1 told you to stop tapping with those damn things and now see
what happens . The Old Master pulled the squalingshoji shut and returned to his post.

Katanatook a moment, debating how to begin. Crawford didn’t help her, just sat, armsfolded, damn him.
“So how is Toni doing?’ she said, forcing alightnessinto her tone that she didn’t fedl.

“She'sangry,” said Crawford. “ She' s hurt. About what you' d expect.”

Katanafelt her cheeksflush. “1 understand that, but what | want to know is how she' sdoing,
MechWarrior-wise.”

“Ooohhhhhh.That . She' s doing much better, thanks. Not enough so I’d stake my life oniit, but she's
getting there. | think she'll be okay when the going gets tough. And speaking of going, what are you going to
do next?’

Sighing, Katana pushed to her feet and began to pace in the space backed by an elaborate tapestry: an
embroidered dragon with an amethyst eye. “1 don’t know. Just when | think | understand Sekamoto's
srategy, it gets away from me. You said it. It’ sthat damn distance between the forces.”

“Put yoursdlf in his shoes. It may be no more complicated than that he' singtalled commanders he truststo
get the job done.”

“Mmmm,” said Katana. “ And there was something else redlly weird. What’ sthe only planet Fusilli didn’t
mention? Across the border, | mean?’

Crawford thought for asecond, said, “Klathandu IV.”

“Klathandu’ sjust as close. Maybe closer than Homam and Matar.”



“And your point?’
“Why aren’t those forces on Klathandu?’
“Maybetherearen’t.”

“But maybethereare . Think about it. Fusilliknows about the Ghost Regiments; heknows about the drive for
Vega, heknows the names of very specific planets. So how come hedoesn’t knowthis? ”

Crawford pushed out hislower lip. “Wdl, now you put it that way, okay, | see your point. Doesn't mean his
information’ swrong.”

“But maybe he was compromised; maybe someone found out he worksfor us. So maybe. . .”

Crawford' s face brightened. “Maybe information got leaked with an eye toward forcing our hand, or baiting
atrap. We get dl hot and bothered about Homam and Matar, and then the guys on Klathandu dip in behind
and clobber the hell out of us.Or Sakamoto takes Vegawhile you hunker down on Proserpina. Once Vega's
in Sakamoto' s hip pocket, then Sakamoto goes back to the coordinator and says, see, here |’ ve brought you
al thisglory and Katana s been too chicken to join in the fun. Okay,” said Crawford, giving asow nod. “I
can buy that. Still doesn’t answer the question about Klathandu 1V, though.| could go to Klathandu . . . why
the hdll not?’

Katana was shaking her head. “Because | need you on Ancha. No arguments,” she said when he opened his
mouth to protest. “Whoever planted thisinformation for Fuslli to pick up aimed to have me steeraway from
Klathandu. Makes sense. But Klathandu is the closest and most isolated of the three planets on the border.
So I'll go there”

“Let megowith you.”

“Nope. Just me and”—she glanced over her shoulder—*and the Old Master. Whenhe speaks, they’ll
ligen.”

She saw that Crawford struggled with this one; hisface had turned a shade of red only dightly lighter than his
mane of fiery hair. “1 don’t think that’ swise,” he said, finally and pushed to hisfeet. “If the commander on
Klathandu isn't on the up and up, you' Il bein front of the coordinator in ten seconds flat and, twenty seconds
later, your head will be looking at the inside of arefrigerated box. If something happenstoyou. . .”

“If I'm taken, you go to the head of the class. Y ou'rethe oneman | trust to do thisright. I’ll giveyou al time
to get back to your various posts. Then I'll head for Klathandu IV and seeif | can persuade their
commander to see things our way.”

“You'reassuming ahell of alot. Look, I'd never disobey you, but I’ m begging you. At least wait until we
hear from Drexd and McCain. If Sakamoto's persuaded otheryakuza, maybe Drexel and McCanwill .. ."

“We can't afford to wait, and | haven't heard from them in months. Junction was agamble, anyway.”

“Y ou should've let me go.”



“McCanwas. . .is best for the job, and the least conspicuous. He doesn't look like a soldier, or aspy, and
Viki blendsin enough to cover hisrear. After dl, I’m not sureI’d want to be on the receiving end of your
scapel.” When hedidn’t laugh, she said, “L ook, either they haven’t sent word because there' s nothing to
report, or . .."

“They'redead,” said Crawford, flatly.

Katana nodded. “Y eah.”

In aback storeroom of the kitchens, next to the refrigerated mesat locker, Jake straightened. Therewas a
smile on Jake' sface, and that was the curious thing. Jeke' sface was old, but his smile was not. After aquick
glance to make sure there was no one around, Jake plucked atiny receiver from hisright ear and dropped it
into a pocket of hislong, white apron. Then he tugged open a sack, scooped rice into abasin and made his
way back to the kitchens.

An hour later, Jake, wicker basket looped over one arm, wandered the city’ s central market. March was a
good month on Proserping; the days were still warm but the nights cooled enough to require alight sweeter.
It was close to X, and the market was very busy thistime of day, people picking out fresh produce for that
evening's supper, or smply out enjoying an evening stroll. Jake squeezed melons, sniffed the spiked
orange-ydlow skin of Helenian passion fruit. Jake stopped at one vendor and pointed at abox of passion
fruit neatly arrayed on green-and-white tissue paper. “Arethey loca, or imports?’

The vendor, around-faced woman with aruddy nose, snorted. “Imports, & course.”

“But | heard Helen had a poor summer, bone dry.”

The vendor narrowed her eyes. “Wadll, that’ strue. But it rained late.”

“Wdll, yaput it that way . . .” Jake selected four passion fruits and dropped them into his basket.

“Two for abill,” she said. Jake pressed the money into her hand, and she dipped the bill into her pocket.
“Come again now.”

Jake smiled, bobbed his head. Then he turned and shuffled on hisway.

Another customer wandered by the fruit vendor ahdf hour later. “Local or imported?’
“Imports,” the vendor said promptly. “From Helen, they are, and none finer.”

“But | heard that Helen was very dry.”

“A laterain, that’ swhat they say.”

“Oh.” The young man looked dubious, then pointed again. “What about these lemons?’



“Oh, they’ sfrom Mdlory’ sWorld.”
“Mmmm.” The young man thought, said, “I'll take two passon fruits.”

“Coming right up.” The vendor selected two, wrapped them in tissue paper and handed them over. “ Two
for abill and blessya, ar.”

“Right.” The young man turned and strolled through the market until he came to an open-air café. Round
green metal tables dotted a square, red-brick patio, and the young man took an open table furthest from the
market thoroughfare, with his back to thewall of the café. He ordered hot tea, with lemon, no sugar. When
the tea came, steaming hot with awedge of lemon on the Side, the young man waited until the server had
moved on then dug out his passion fruits. He peeled off the tissue paper, smoothed it on the table, glanced
right then left. Then he took up the wedge of lemon, held it over the paper, and squeezed. Nothing
happened . . . and then asingle word appeared, in black: Junction.

Fishing out hislighter, Wahab Fusilli flicked it to life, then held the paper over the flame and watched asthe
edges curled, blackened and the entire square burned to ash. He sideswiped the ash with one hand, then dug
out his pack from his breast pocket, shook out asmoke, lit it. Inhaled and smiled.

Now was anexcellent time to make hisreportsto his many masters.

——ilgl——

Waddesdon Nadir Jump Point

Benjamin Military District, Draconis Combine
22 April 3135

T here redlly was nothing in the galaxy more beautiful than JumpShips poised to unleash an assault. They
were arrayed in arough V shape, his ship the point of the arrow. Waddesdon' s sun brushed the massve
JumpShips hullswith adelicate wash of light, turning them silver, and Sakamoto thought he had never seen
anything so wonderful.

He shifted dightly, the soles of his gripshoes unzippering from the gripcarpet then remeshing with a sound
likefabric tearing in two. Heinhaed. He d dways hated JumpShip air; it smelled like burned cordite mingled
with ozone, but today was a good day to be alive. To command was good. To do battle was better.

Four months ago, he' d had power, of course.A warlord is power’s synonym, and now | shall wield
mine. Let every living being taste my wrath for | will allow no sanction, no quarter. Hewas
unconscious of the smile that spread dong hislips. Well, and theoyabuns had grumbled, hadn’t they? But
he' d beaten them, as he knew he would. Thoseoyabuns , theyakuza , they were like pack rats or
chipmunks, never throwing anything away. So they’ d ddivered, and in such quantity! Enough troopsto swell
Sakamoto' s available manpower by haf; enough to keep some troopsin reserve against any attempt to
reduce his power base or diminate Sakamoto himsalf. Not to mention JumpShips.Monoliths ! Chimeishos!



And twoStarlords ! Oh, Sakamoto bet there was a story behind those little beauties. And there were
"Mechs, not those lowly, refitted construction * Mechs elther, but the red dedl; tanks, Gaussrifles, hand
weapons, and even abaker’s dozen of VTOL.

And if hisown troops grumbled at theiryakuza compatriots, he didn’t care so long as they got the job done.
The best way to defeat theyakuzas * loyalty to one another was to divide and conquer. Otherwise, they'd
be, well, asthick asthieves. Privately he understood and had, very quietly, assured his commandersthat, in
the end, theyakuza werenot their equals. Use them as PPC fodder, he' d said with awink and anod. Better
them than DCM S men any day.

At the pilot’ s station ahead and to the right, there came a soft burble of an alarm. “ JumpShip on approach,
Tai-shu ,” the pilot announced. “ Ten seconds.”

As Sakamoto watched, the space beyond his ships wavered asif the void were about to melt. The light from
the stars around the distortion subtended then broke into rainbows as space folded, contracted, opened and
coughed out aMagel lan -class JumpShip.

“Message coming in,” said the pilot. He paused, then added: “I’ m informed that it’s prerecorded, audio
only.”

Sakamoto nodded. “Play it.”

A soft crackle saturated the sudden, preternatural stillness on the bridge, asif each crew member was
holding his breeth. Then, avoice, mde: “Greetings Tai-shu Sakamoto. Katana Tormark’ s agents are on
Junction and will be dedlt with. By now the traitor hersdlf isen route for Klathandu IV, but she goes only with
an old man for company. The rest of her commanders have returned to their posts. Y our path is clear. May
your day end in victory and honor.”

Sakamoto waited for more but there was nothing because nothing more was required. Turning in asow haf
circle, he scanned the faces of the bridge crew: the communi cations officer, wegpons, tactical. At last he
cameto Worridge, who stood alittle behind and to hisright. Worridge stood tall in her battle uniform; her
features were expressonless.

Ah, and you' re a deep one, Tai-sho.His eyes crawled over her face, searching for weakness or doubt, and
finding none.So long as you do my bidding, you may have your private thoughtsin that head of
yours—else you might find yourself without a head to store anything in.

Worridge frowned dightly when Sakamoto grinned. “ Tai-shu?”

“Nothing.” He waved the comment away, then clasped his hands behind his back and addressed the bridge
crew. “ The coordinator assured methat | should not act until thetimeisright. Well, | say thereisnotimelike
the present. Captain?’ He looked toward the ship’s command chair. “If you will be so good asto go to
baitle stations.”

Then, asthe ship’s comm came dive, Sakamoto nodded at Worridge. “ Now.”

Sharpendale Airspace, Uranday, Chichibu



Prefecture | I, Republic of the Sphere
26 April 3135

At 0300, Mgor Todd Hammond made love to hiswife. At 0430, he stood over hisinfant daughter’ s crib.
When he bent to kiss her round little cheek, heinhaled an aroma of sweet talc and warm milk, and he
lingered for another moment, fixing the smell in hismind. At 0515, there was a preflight briefing, and he st in
ameta chair so cold the chill leeched into his bones. And at 0720, Mg or Todd Hammond got ready to die.

Ancther blast of swirling turbulence crashed into the aerospace fighter head-on, punching the nose of his
craft with aferocity that shuddered into Hammond' steeth. TheLucifer 'sengineslet out ahigh sputtering
whine, like the coughing turbine of amotor about to stal. Cursing, Hammond grappled with hisstick asthe
fighter bucked, lost angels, and then heaved heavenward again. Thank Christ, he wasn't flying the lighter
Sparrowhawk ; battling goo like thiswould be what a pea fdt like being shaken in an empty tin can, and
Hammond supposed that, al things considered, he ought to be grateful for this at least. TheSpar rowhawk
flew recon ahead of Hammond' sflight, TACAN sweeping the upper atmosphere for bearing and dant range.
Find the suckers, and then theSparrowhawk wasto fal back and get the hell out of Dodge without getting
vaporized—if it could.

The storm had been a surprise, though not as surprising as what had happened four days ago when the
Dracsflickered into existence. Caught everyone with their britches down and picking their noses. Two
JumpShips, with near enough DropShips to wipe out the whole planet, if that’ s what the Dracs had in mind.
Given that alance of Republic aerospace fighters had been reduced to subatomic dust aday ago . . . well,
you could say that was a pretty clear message of Drac intent. Loud and clear.

Of course, none of thiswas supposed to happen. With al the commotion the Dracs were raising over the
border with Prefecture I, and the rumors about them going after Tormark in 111, no one was prepared, least
of al The Republic's Central Command, what with al their fighters pulled back to deal with chasing &fter the
Stedl Wolves and Swordsworn. Whoever’ d made that redlly bright move essentialy quashed any hope of
Chichibu being able to mount anything you might cal resistance. Chichibu’ s planetary militiahad aways been
ajoke, skeletal at best. So Command had decided to defend the planet, rather than trying to take the Dracs
out near the jump point: specificaly, Hammond' slance, and another flying mop-up athousand klicks back
led by aguy named Kirk Jameson. Hammond didn’t know Jameson well. Had figured he had plenty of time
to get to know him. Probably, given how things were going, he' d figured wrong.

Everyone was going in hot, Hammond in the lead, their Lucifers nearly line abreast in afinger-four. They
knifed through thick roiling masses of ionized clouds that worked both ways—a blessing and a curse, one of
those good for goose and gander kind of things. Sure, he couldn’t see worth shit, and his sensors had been
reduced to green-and-red jittering hash, with only theSparrowhawk and hislance clearly visible because
he' d ordered they stay two hundred klicks apart, a distance roughly equivaent to alucifer *sturn radius.
Elbow room for maneuvering and attack; no sensein their making tac turns only to fly up each other’s

tailpipes.

His comm was't much better: amishmash of gabbled voices sfted through Satic that he only half registered
because none of the Command-babble was worth agood goddamn. The only thing that brightened his day
was the sure knowledge that if things were bad for him, they had to be just as bad for the Dracs. Maybe.



A cracklein hisheadset: “Ray 36. . .ine...acts...ight. .. spect!”

TheSparrowhawk , or the pilot, was reporting contact. “ Say again, Ray 36,” barked Hammond. “ Say
agan.”

Fizzle, pop, then asplutter: “Ray 36.. . . nine.. . . forty right . . . Sixty klicks, high. .. hot . ..!” Spritz,
crackle, and then Hammond glanced at his sensors and saw that the little red speck that had been the
Sparrowhawk was gone. But Hammond understood: nine contacts, forty degreesright, sixty klicks, high

aspect.

For abrief ingtant, as he prepared hisflight to turn hard right to intercept, a stream of memory burned atrail
across his consciousness, like the bright stresk of ameteor. He felt the good, warm body of hiswifein his
arms, the fed of hisdaughter’ s hair, the softness of hiswife slips and the way they tasted. He remembered
fingers of wind on his cheeks and the wonder of aleaf in hishand. He remembered living. He remembered
hislife. It had been agood one.

Magor Todd Hammond said, “Ray 31 flight, check forty right, throttle up, now!”

No one acknowledged, but they didn’t have to. They turned, and Hammond fired his aft thrusters. A lion's
roar of power competed with the violence of the ssorm, and agiant fist punched Hammond against his seet as
hisLucifer legpt into battle. The suddeng sleft him light-headed for agiddy ingtant, and he grunted
automatically, railsing hisvascular pressure with an ingtinctive Va salva maneuver that forced blood back into
hisbrain until hisg -suit compensated. HisLucifer gobbled up air, and he was climbing, climbing . . .

And then it was asif the Dracs materiaized out of athick mist: first the churning clouds, and then aqueer red
glow lighting the atmosphere with fire, and then Hammond' s contact alarms screamed. A rain of ruby red
laser fire diced the air, dancing around Hammond' s canopy. The lasers were so close their glare burned
through Hammond' s protective visor and left purple afterimages Szzling on hisretinas. The Dracs thundered
out of the clouds, nine sirong, their lasers darting ahead like fiery tongues, followed by the massve hulk of the
DropShip close behind.

“Mother of God,” said Hammond, and even as his computer shrilled that the Dracs were acquiring; even as
his lance broke formation for evasve maneuvers, even asthe air over his canopy burned—he knew.

It would be the last prayer he'd ever say.
Tranquil Seas Resort, Tranquil Bay
Shangai, Shinonoi

Prefecture | I, Republic of the Sphere

6 May 3135

Oh, and to hell with Phillip. Sherry Platt squeezed a puddle of sunscreen into the palm of her right hand. She
worked the sunscreen into her left shoulder, wincing as beach grit sanded her skin. When had anyone ever



accused Phillip of listening to aword she said? If she'd told him once, she' d said it ahundred times: For
God'’ s sake, put on some sunscreen so you don't end up like a boiled lobster .

Butnoooo . Sherry massaged more goo onto her legs and the flabby, fish-belly white rolls of her somach.
Capping the sunscreen with a sharp snick, Sherry flopped back onto her towel and squinted. The sun was
very bright today, bright enough to bring tears. She shaded her eyes with her right hand. Perfect beach
weather, not acloud in the sky, blue as far as the eye could see. Blue sky, blue water, white sand . . .Finally
, Phillip gets some time off, and they go to the beach, and then what does Phillip do? Phillip doesn’t listen.
Phillip does’t use sunscreen. Phillip spent four hoursin the sun yesterday, and now Phillip was flopped like a
beached whae on their beautiful king-size bed—and a Jacuzzi included, too, she could havekilled for a
Jacuzzi bath; you could sail ayacht inthat Jacuzzi, and the sex! But no sex now, not with Phillip'sskin
flash-cooked to the color of aboiled lobster. No, redder than that, asred as afire truck, that was how red.

Sherry flicked sand from her nails—green, this month. Some vacation, with her watching Polly soloand. . .
Sherry paused, frowned. Cometo think of it, wherewas Polly? She pushed to a sit, then struggled to her

feet. Hummocks of sand tilted and dewed under her feet and made her wobble like adrunk. Sherry shaded
her eyes and peered left down the strip of white beach. The sand was so hot the far horizon shimmered likea
mirage. There was aforest of gaily colored umbrellas and oiled bodies strewn at haphazard angles on towels,
but no Polly. To theright, there were more umbrdllas, avolleybal net, thelifeguard’ s high wooden platform,
and abank of portable toilets snugged beneath the underbelly of aboardwalk. Then, straight ahead, she
spotted a blue polka-dotted bum and two dimpled legs standing at the water’ s edge.

“Polly!” But Polly didn’t turn; probably couldn’t hear her over the noise of the sea. Exasperated, Sherry
picked her way around bodies that reeked of suntan oil and swest. “ Polly?’

Thistime, Polly turned. Her sunglasses did to the nub of her nose. They were child’ s sunglasses, the kind
with mermaids at the corners and tangles of colored plastic seaweed aong the brows. “L ook, Mommy!”
Polly jabbed a chubby finger up at the sky. “ Sars!”

“Thesun'sout,” said Sherry, crosdy. “When | cal, | expect you to snap to. Come on.” She clamped ahand
around Pally’sleft wrigt. “We ll play . . .”

“Nooooo!” Polly went rubber-chicken limp, dewing sideways as dead weight. A neat kid' strick that made
Sherry stagger. “Lookit the stars, lookit thestars! ”

Now, other bathers at the water’ s edge were turning to gawk. Mortified, Sherry hauled back on her sagging
daughter. Shapshot: mother with screaming child . If there hadn’t been so many people around, Sherry
would probably havelet go. “All right, dlright! If I look at the stars, will you come along?’

The transformation was immediate. Polly beamed and scrambled to her feet. “Therel” she cried, pointing at
agpot behind Sherry’ s shoulder and high to the right.

Sighing, Sherry turned, shaded her eyes, and looked. Seawater foamed around her ankles. The things you
do for kids ... Then, she stopped thinking, felt her somach get cold, the warmth drain out of her toesand
soak into the sand.

“Pretty!” Squealing, Polly clapped in excitement as the shooting stars screamed toward the sea. “ Pretty!”



“Oh, God.” That wasdl Sherry said, and then the roar of the fighters sonic boom rolled like thunder, and
with so much force that Sherry felt theimpact in her chest.

And then, the stars opened fire.

——— 19 —/—

Two Forks, Junction

Benjamin Military District, Draconis Combine
Evening, 10 May 3135

T he café was named Cuppa Joe, and McCain smelled the place a block before he saw it: an aroma of
freshly brewed coffee mingled with spicy cinnamon. He sucked in alungful, grateful a the prospect of aredly
good cup of coffee and the freedom to walk without keeperstrailing a discreet distance behind. The café
was located in a cobblestone walking district that ran for seven blocks north and south, and four blocks east
and west. Pedestrians and vendors only: no hovercraft, not even abicycle. The evening was cool enough to
be just the other side of brisk; the streets were jammed with people loitering before shop windows or
wandering aimlesdy; street performers strummed guitars or did magic tricks; clots of tables set in outdoor
patios werefilled with couples eating, talking, drinking.

Cuppa Joe' sred-brick exterior wasthe last of astring of storefronts on that particular block, and packed,
natch. But then he spied an empty table set back aong thewall and at the corner: dark green lacquer with
spindlelegs and two black wrought-iron chairs. Sauntering over, his eyesflicked to a soft pack propped
againg the bricks Lucky . When he looked, he saw eight smokes | ft, filter-tipped.

Luck be a lady. As McCain dipped the pack into the front pocket of hisleather jacket, he felt eyeson his
back and, turning, he met the frankly curious ingpection of ayoung couple the next table over. McCain gave
asheepish smile, shrugged. “Trying to quit, but you know . . .” Trailing off, he shrugged again to put aperiod
onit.

“Mmmm.” The woman, a nondescript brunette with hair down to her waist and hoop earrings trimmed with
beads, eyed him, then turned her attention back to her date.

The coffee was black and tall, and just as good as he remembered; strong and laced with chicory. He
spped, scalded his mouth, put the cup—one of those heavy white ceramic jobs—aside to cool.

It had been touch and go for awhile, but Akata, the kid he’ d been commandeered to treat, pulled through.
Somewhere along the way, Muscle, aka Tony Ito, decided McCain was on the up and up because he'd
made a proposd: work for them. That the “them” was theyakuza danRyuu-gumi , Family of the Dragon,
was precisdly the bresk McCain and Drexd had been hoping for. But McCain played his part, feigning
reluctance until Ito pointed out that the hospital would be unlikely to rehire arecovering drunk who'd
disappeared for dmost five months.



“Okay, you got methere,” McCain had said. It had been evening, and Ito had invited him to share a pot of
green tea—an offer McCain wanted to but could not refuse. During the preceding months he' d had enough
green teato float a battleship. The sacrifices one made for duty . . . “But I'm not exactly sure that working
for adrug cartdl isastep up.”

Ito, indignant. “ Sure, yeah, I'mWaka-gashira , but no way I’ m gonnabe Number Two running drugs. Man,
you been reading too many novels, you know. Not everyyakuza ' sKabuki-mono .”

“I didn’t say you were crazy.” McCain had held up hishands, pam out. “But I’ m crawling out from under
here. | need to stay squeaky clean.”

“Yeah?' Screwing acigarette into the corner of his mouth, 1to’d scratched amatch to life, sucked in. “How
fast you think you gonna get hired back when you don’t show for work for four, five months, huh?’ said Ito,
his voice strangled around alungful of smoke. “Man, they gonnathink you were off on some bender.” Twin
gray streamers flowed from hisnose. “ Y ou never gonnawork there again.”

“But there are other hospitals, other planets.”

“Yeah, sure.” Ito let out a horsey snort. His eyes ditted against smoke, and when he spoke, his cigarette
marked time. “When they ask you for references, what you gonna say? L ook, thisisagood gig. Good
money, good life, no mapractice.”

Then it had been McCain' sturn to smirk. “Except | say no, next thing | know I’ m deeping with fishes.”

McCain remembered the brief flare of violencein 1to’sdark eyes, there and gone quick as aflash of
lightning, and for an ingtant McCain thought he' d gone too far. But then Ito relaxed, laughed, settled back
into hisshell of smoke. “Man, don't say no until | take you to meet someone.”

Only it hadn’t been just someone, but MatsuroKamikuro . In. The. Flesh.

Just what the doctor ordered. Cupping his coffee mug in his hands, McCain dlowed himsdf amoment’s
satisfaction. Y es, now he had an in with theRyuu-gumi ’ selderlyoyabun , but he couldn’t make the next
move without Viki Drexel, and what the devil was keeping her? McCain let his gaze wander aimlessly right,
and then | eft, his eyesflitting from one anonymous face to the next. The pack’ s here; that’ s the signal, eight
cigsfor eight o’ clock and it’s quarter past now, so where. .. ?

Then he saw something very familiar: awheded cart rounding the far corner. McCain’ s chest spiked with
hope. Thetamago lady’ s cart, heading hisway; had to be, so maybe Viki was sending word through their
cutout. Chrigt, this espionage stuff was for the birds, al the hoops. . . Impatient now, McCain watched the
cat’'s dow progress up the block. Twilight had given way to true night, and so he couldn’t quite make out
the color of the awning or the woman' sface, but he thought the cart was right, except he wouldn't know for
sure until the cart got closer.

The cart drew amost but not quite even with Cuppa Joe, opting for abank of inky shadow just beyond a
cone of yellow light from a streetlamp. Too far away for McCain to pin down the awning or make out the
woman, damn it. He' d have to go see.



Scraping back his chair, McCain stood. A moment later, the young couple aso rose. The couple turned left;
McCain headed right, and as he passed their table, his gaze skidded over and registered the curl of a paper
sack benesth the chair where the brunette with the hoop earrings had been—and then flitted away asthe
tamago lady’ s back came into view. He continued on, forgot the sack.

Bad mistake,

Two meters from the cart, McCain wasjust able to pick out the awning’ s colors. Red and yellow. Hot
damn . But then there was movement, and the tamago woman turned, came out of shadow. McCain frozein
midstride, the smile mdting off hisface. Becauseshe was ahe .

McCain had timefor one gartled hdf thought:Holy sh . . .
Then, ashout to hisright and just behind: “McCain, down,down! ”

The man at the cart flinched, but McCain was dready diving left a the same moment that there was aloud
crack . Something hummed in the air, cutting a seam just above McCain's scap. McCain hit the brick hard,
absorbed the force of the blow in ashoulder roll and righted onto the balls of hisfeet just in time to seethe
man at the cart jerk, backpedal two steps, then fall.

There was amoment of absolute, ssunned silence.. . . and then the café erupted in a stampede of screaming
patrons. Crockery crashed to the brick patio as tables and chairs were butted out of the way. Someone
kicked over the paper sack just off to McCain’sright, and he half saw something round tumble out—an egg,
isthat an egg, what the hell’san egg . . .—and then hewas pivoting, still crouched, looking right.

Viki Drexd was tearing down the street, right arm cocked at the elbow, straight-arming a path through
fleeing patrons with her left. “McCain, stay down, take cover! Stay down, stay . . !”

Jesus. McCain looked at the egg, the sack, the cart, and it dl clicked into place like tumblersin alock:
Bomb, Jesus Mother Mary Joseph, the bag, it'sa. . .!

And then he was up, launching his body in arunning dive for the nearest table—one that was lying on its
side, round surface propped like a bulwark—hitting the deck so hard the breath whooshed from his
lungs. . . just asthe bomb went off.

Awhump , asound the same as throwing amatch into paper soaked with gasoline, followed by asmell of
something burning and awhirring noise, more sensation than sound. Crouched behind the table, head tucked
into his chest and arms over his neck, McCain heard the crackle of glass bresking, the papery rustle of
leaves being shredded, and wet splats like grapes being squashed as flechettes tore into flesh, and more
screaming. Then, at hisear, aseries of dull pock-pock-pocks , asthe flechettes struck metd. Then—they
stopped.

McCain waited a second, then two and dowly lifted his head and peered around the table. Flechettes
quivered in the wrought iron like porcupine squills. Further on, he saw the ill, sprawled figure of the man,
and to theright, in the cone of the streetlamp, an 00zing tongue of something black and thick asail.

Panting, Drexel dropped beside McCain. “Y ou okay?’ she asked, pushing hair from her face with the back



of one hand.

“Yeah.” McCain armed sweet from hisforehead. He heard the faint wail of srens mingling with the cries of
the wounded. “ Jesus, how did you know?’

Wordlessly, Drexd pulled a peeled hardboiled egg from a pocket of her jacket and turned it over so
McCain could read the message.

A singleword, in black: Bad.

—— i ——

Lake Marshall, Junction

10 May 3135

| to stopped talking, and the study, aroom filled with books and comfortable red-brown leather chairs, was
S0 quiet that when McCain swalowed he heard the click in histhroat. Matsuro Kamikuro, head of the
Ryuu-gumi clan, didn’t say aword. Instead, he stared at McCain. “I see” said Kamikuro, findly, though his
tonewas cold asiced stedl. “But you will tell me, please, why you and your friend”—anod toward
Drexe—" areimportant enough to kill

A damn good question.Well, see, we' re sorta spies,and oh, yeah, by the way, man, I’ m redlysorry we
had to contract some guy to shoot up your people some, but war ishell and . . . McCain hestated then
sad, “Because, Kamikuro-san, our enemies want the coordinator to fall.”

“Indeed.” Kamikuro had small, dmond-shaped eyes that had once been bright blue, but that age had faded
to the same sharkskin gray as his suit and hair. Helooked every millimeter the highly successful businessman,
not theoyabun of apowerfulyakuza family. “Andyouare...?

“My nameis gtill Matthew McCain, and | am still a doctor, but | am also achu-sa. | serveTai-sho Katana
Tormark.”

Kamikuro's eyes shifted to Drexd. “And you?’
“Viki Drexd.”
Kamikuro looked impressed. “ You, | know. Y ou pilot aShockwave , am | correct?’

“Hai, Kamikuro-san,” said Drexdl, and she executed aquick bow so well that McCain wished he' d thought
of that, too.

“Most impressive.” He returned his attention to McCain. “What makes you believe that we have the
resources ordesire to serve your cause?’

“I admit that | can’t be certain of your resources, Kamikuro-san, but you have the desire. Y our father



served with Wing Commander Sho-sa Thaddeus Shotoko of the Seventh Ghost Regiment, those who were
Cleansed by Dragon’ s Dark Passing; and you said it yourself: Ryuu-gumi is notKabuki-mono , but
Machi-yakko . Y our men keep order.”

“Just because we serve the people, it does not follow that we serve the coordinator.”

“But youare bound by honor, and you honor your past. Y our family’ sirezumi binds you.” McCain nodded
at the gold chain-link tattoo on Ito’ sright wrist and the hint of the same that wasjust visible beyond the gray
cuff at Kamikuro' swrigt. “It’ s the same as the emblem the Seventh painted on its’ Mechs.”

“Phantoms of the past. The Ghost Regiments were disbanded, the men scattered throughout the Combine.
Whatever factions remain, they serve at the pleasure of their respectivetai-shus , not the coordinator. Y ou
have come on afool’serrand.”

“If you truly believed that, we' d be dead dready.”

“Do not overestimate your importance.” Kamikuro' s voice was no harder than before, but there was no
mistaking the lick of menace just beneath. “Tell me, McCain, just what does your esteemedtai-sho offerus 7’

“Y our honor.”
Kamikuro laughed outright. “ That and astone will buy acup of coffee”

McCain pushed on. “ Tai-shoTormark hasn't forgotten the service the Ghost Regiments rendered to the
coordinator in times past. Besides, your support for Tai-shu Sakamoto is conspicuous by itslack.”

Kamikuro dismissed the comment with anegligent wave of hishand. “A circumstance easily explained if we
have nothing to give.”

“But not believable.” Then, at the sudden flood of color in Kamikuro'sface, McCain sad, “ Forgive me,
Kamikuro-san, but | think you have many resources you choose not to share because your alegianceis,
ultimately, to the coordinator, not Sekamoto. Katana Tormark acts out of honor and duty to Vincent Kurita.”

“Redly?1’ve heard nothing fromhim .” Dark blossoms of color stained the old man’ s cheeks, and emotion
thinned hisvoice. “Why should | fly to the aid of awoman who sanctions murder? Did yourtai-sho order
you to target members of my family and the families of my people?’

“I ordered nothing, Kamikuro-san,” said McCain, grateful that, technicaly, thiswastrue. Drexd had
arranged for al that. He just hoped Kamikuro wouldn’t askher .

The old man’s hard gray eyes clicked from McCain to Drexd and then back again. Then, after along
moment, he turned to Ito, who stood behind and to theoyabun ’ sright. Something wordless passed between
the two, and then Ito rapped an order in Japanese at the bodyguards, who bowed and left. Kamikuro waited
until the door had clicked shut. Then he folded his arms upon his desk and gave McCain afrankly appraising
look. “Asit happens, I’ ve been pondering arequest for many days and still cannot decide what to do
except . . . hereyou are, and hereis Ms. Drexel, and so perhaps fate and circumstance have pointed the
way. Last week, | was contacted by akurumako , ago-between. His message was smple: that | should go



to thead of my brotheroyabun on Kitaphain circumventing an act that can only bring dishonor.”

McCain and Drexel spared one another abrief, mystified glance. “1 don’'t understand,” said McCain. “You
have abrother?’

“Not intheflesh,” said Kamikuro, then tapped afinger againgt his chain-link tattoo. “In spirit. Hisnameis
Kobayashi, and it seemsthat Tai-shu Sakamoto has not forgotten weyakuza either. But Kobayashi believes
that Katana Tormark actswith honor and that Sakamoto does not.” Kamikuro made a sour face. “1 will be
frank. We have enough headaches on Junction to keep us occupied for quite sometime. But thereis
this’—again the finger tapping that tattoo—" our brand, you might say, and now here you are, and the
decision isthrust upon me. Serve you, or Sakamoto? Eh? What do you think, McCain?’

“I’m adoctor, Kamikuro-sama, not apolitician. But I’ m sworn to the side of awoman of honor just as
Ryuu-gumi stands for the people. Y ou have to do what your honor demands.”

“Evenif you must die?’
“I enjoy living,” McCain said, without irony, “so I’d redly rather not.”

Kamikuro regarded them both without expression for severa long moments during which Ito stared, Drexel
fidgeted, and M cCain thought that if they were going to die after dll, he' d ask for alast cigarette because,
what the hell. Then Kamikuro said, “Wdll, asit happens, | might bring abit more than just men.”

That seemed to be asigna because Ito cameto life, bowed and left the room. Kamikuro still said nothing;
the minutes passed; and McCain could hear the muted whistle of Drexd’ s breathing. Then the door to the
study opened again. First, one of the bodyguards, bearing what looked like a heavy metal chest, and then Ito
regppeared, ateak tray in hand. A stone sake jug stood on the tray, along with three tiny ceramic cups, and
at the sght, McCain's heart rebounded with sudden hope.

Kamikuro rose, beckoning McCain and Drexel to around wooden side table upon which 1to had set the
teak tray. Taking up the stone jug, Kamikuro poured chilled sake into each of the three ceramic cups. He did
this with hisright hand, and he was very careful to make sure that each cup held the same asitsfellows, no
more and no less. Then, Kamikuro offered a cup each to McCain and Drexe before taking the final one
himsdf. “Drink withme,” hesaid.

The sake was of good vintage, and McCain's nose tingled with the heady, sharp aroma of strong liquor. He
dearly wanted to pound down a couple of belts but forced himself to take first one sp, then two, and then
three, draining the cup. Eyeing him over therim of his own cup, Kamikuro nodded asif in satisfaction. He
replaced his cup on thetray, and then he began flipping a series of metd catches studded along one side of
the chest. “We will save our second drink for abit later,” he said, as he worked the catches one by one.
“Thisisvery old, but it works. We have others, but very few, for some have been lost to time. While we
might have made use of them ourselves or manufactured more, our charge has been to guard them, with the
ingtruction that they are only to be used by the right person at the right time.” Folding back the lid, Kamikuro
reached in and withdrew a heavy black box and placed it dmost reverently upon the table as I1to removed
the chest. “I believe Katana Tormark isthe right person, McCain, and the time is now.”

McCain stared at the object, which he saw now was not asmple box, but adevice: dl black meta stippled



with dias and switches. “What isit?’

“A communications device that alows for contact between planets without an HPG. Theodore Kuritacalled
them black boxes.”

Drexd gave amuffled gasp. Kamikuro spared her aglance, and when his gaze returned to McCain, he saw
amischievoustwinklein the old man’seyes. “ Chu-saMcCain, do you think that Katana Tormark might put
them to good use?’

But before McCain could recover himsalf enough to answer, Kamikuro had dready refilled their cups and
raised hisin atoast. Then Kamikuro said, very serioudy, “Regrettably, | do think it would be best for all
concerned if you were quite,quite dead.”

Pirate Jump Point, Proserpina Space
Prefecture |11, Republic of the Sphere
10 May 3135

M arcus had flayed the muscles of his upper body, stopping only after two hours|eft his arms screaming.
Then Marcus had ordered lights off in hisgym, and now, weightless, he stared into space, literdly. He
pamed swest from his cheek, gathering the salty water into ashimmering globule that undulated like
something living. He turned his hand thisway and that, fascinated as dways that the globule smply hung
there.

Marcus had big hands, larger now with exercise, though they’ d dways been powerful; so strong, in fact, that
he remembered thefirst time he' d killed aman by snapping his neck. That quick twist and jerk, the small
bones crackling asif he' d popped his knuckles. They were hands that had never known the intimate hollows
and vadleys of awoman but were, nonetheless, useful hands. Killing hands.

A sray thought levered into consciousness, unbidden: If necessary, could they kill Jonathan®?

He was surprised that he wasn't upset, and he gave more thought tothat than theideaitself. The question
wasn't whether he should kill Jonathan. They were brothers, Marcus needed him to carry out their plans, no
question about it. Despite Jonathan' sflair for the drameatic, things were going precisely asthey’ d hoped. Only
Ramadeep Bhatia knew, or suspected, that Kappa, the Little Luthien Killer, and Subhash Indrahar’ s Son of
the Dragon were one and the same. Doubtless, Bhatia believed he had a cunning weapon in hisown | SF
double agent who operated under the cloak of theKeeper s O5P while masquerading as one of Dragon
Fury ’s O5P contingent.

Y et neither Bhatianor Emi Kurita suspected that the go-betweenboth had employed not only fed
misinformation toboth camps, but knew what both were plotting because the man they’ d never met but both
employed was—Jonathan.



So, Bhatia s best-laid plans were for naught. For example, that | SF agent he’ d sent to masguerade asa
tamago vendor and sanction McCain was certainly dead by now; truly, abad egg. Jonathan’ swarning
Drexe ahead of time not only reassured her that her source was unimpeachable but virtua ly guaranteed that
Dragon Fury’ s O5P would use him again.

Seghts of hand and feats of magic: Jonathan was talented enough to play any role. Oh, Marcuswas
important ; money and what it bought—discreet pilots, tight-lipped couriers, a cadre of JumpShips—were
essentid. But, without Jonathan, Marcus was nothing more than a very wedthy, very bitter man.

Because here was Jonathan' s masterstroke: murdering the Bounty Hunter and assuming hisidentity, then
using that identity to muddy the waters. Infiltrating Katana Tormark’ s camp, warning her of turncoatsin her
organization, while turning around and tipping off the | SF agent Bhatia had inserted into her O5Phimself .
Yes, itwas brilliant because little Katanawould work hersdlf into knots, wondering who the traitor was.

Marcus mouth tugged into areluctant grimace—part smile, part frown. Y amata might’ ve been a better
code-name than Kappa. Y amatawas a vengeful god, a serpent with eight heads and as many faces. Aswas
Jonathan: Son of the Dragon, 1SF, O5P, or Bounty Hunter, but aways a step ahead, weaving his serpentine
path, playing faction againgt faction and leaving each to wonder.

So Marcus should be happy,ecstatic . They had money, and Jonathan had the means, and their goa wasin
sight. Bringing down the proud Kuritas would be their revenge against the House that had taken away thelr
honor; againgt theirfather , by using thetraining he' d given them to destroy his heritage. And the killing blow
for Katana Tormark, the symbol of everything they’d lost.

My legs. Our father. And our poor mother. Oh, | want Katana to suffer, so much she'll beg for death,
and be grateful when it comes. Thatdata crystal | shall listen to and savor for the rest of my life. But if
| have to do something about Jonathan . . .

And there Marcus mind stuttered, tripping the way afaulty holovid recycled an imagein an endless|oop.
Finally, astab of pain that was not in his heart brought him back, and Marcus saw his hand clenched in atight
fig, hisnailsdigging into hispams.

| can’t think of this now.Marcusrdaxed, his strong fingers unfurling like the petals of an exatic flower. The
shimmering globe of his sweat had shattered into spheres no bigger than apinprick. Tiny baloons of bright
red blood clung to historn flesh.

Tomorrow, I’ll think about this tomorrow; or maybe in a month, or maybe two. But not now, | don’t
have to think about it now.

Heflicked his hand, and now his blood was free, rising to mingle with his swest and drift in alazy synchrony:
the shattered heart of afractured Star.

Conqueror’s Pride, Proserpina
Prefecture |11, Republic of the Sphere

10 May 3135



“Something’' s got to be done about that Kat, you mark what I’'m saying.” Sully clattered pans together with
far more noise than necessary. Three assistants stood in afar corner and quailed. “Her going off half-cocked,
no one knows where, and me sitting here, thumb up me arse, and not even so much as a by-your-leave.”

“Cut that inferna racket!” Jake squinted at Sully, hiswrinkled visage framed in ascented cloud that smelled
of buttery leeks and savory barley. “Land’ s sake, yer astwitchy asalong-tailed cat in aroomful of rockers.
Man can't hear himselfthink, much lesswork; al this commotion and you like to pee your britches.”

Sully began to splutter, but the old man cut him dead with aglare. “None of your lip, you hear?” Jake took
am with along, wooden spoon. “1 ain’t your pappy and don’t cotton none to the job, but you ain't too old a
good tanning wouldn’t set you right asrain. Now, go on.” He punctuated thislast by giving theair avicious
jab with his spoon. “ Git outta here, take awalk, git yersdlf laid if you gotta, but you cool down, and don’t
come back less nyou aim to behave.”

Astonishment choked Sully’ sface red as abeet, and the big man’ s hands bunched. For a split second, the
only sound was the bubble of soup. Then Sully sagged, dmost visibly deflated. “ All right.” Sully jerked his
apron from hisneck. “1 s pect you'reright. But I'll be back to start . . .”

But Jake was aready shaking his head. “Y ou got the rest of the afternoon and night off. They’ sthree of
them.” A jab with the spoon at the assistants. “ And that’ s aready three too many. | don’'t want to see yer
mug agin till tomorrow breskfast.”

Sully didn’t likeit, but he did as he wastold. Later on, the scene would passinto apocrypha, astory that
proved there really had been no one quite like Jake at bringing Sully to heel—and theat fact one should've

given them pause.

L unch passed without a hitch. Crockery cleaned and stowed, pots washed and drying on arack, the kitchen
eased into an afternoon lull that habitualy went from two to five when dinner preparations began. The
ass stants napped.

But Jake did not. Instead, wicker basket hooked over an arm, he ambled to town. The last anyone saw of
Jake was his back.

After half aklick of climbing a steady rise toward town, Jake stopped, turned, glanced back the way he'd
come. The university campus that housed Katana' s headquarters was out of sight; any sentries couldn’t see
him either.

It had taken Jake more than forty minutes to make hisway out but less than twenty to backtrack because,
for onething, heran. He circled into the compound viaatwisting, boggy route knitted through a swamp.
Access through the swamp was poorly defended because the planet provided its own sentries: blood limpets,
shdls gaping and patiently waiting in the black ooze for the unwary. Thelimpets preferred food was
Proserpina’ s dragon iguana; however, more than afew of Proserpina’ s early settlers had ended up as
between-meal snacks. Jake was not, however, one of them.

In twenty-five minutes, Jake was padding on cat’ sfeet down ahdl in Katana' s private wing. With Katana
off-planet, the vaunted Amaterasu security was alittle lax. Jake found the conference room with no problem.



After dl, he' d been there before, ddivering food for the Fury’ s field commanders—and once even before
then. Sipping into the room, Jake cut a bedine for the dragon tapestry. He tweezed a minute transceiver
from the center of the dragon’ s glittering eye. Thetiny listening device had performed very, very well.

Once back in the kitchen, he glanced at awall-mounted chronometer. It was half past three, more than
enough time. The kitchens were arranged in a series of interlocking squares, each connected by a short
hallway. The last room housed the heedquarters stores: seven rows of meta shelves running ten meterslong
and crammed with flour, rice, sugar and dry goods; two walk-in refrigerated lockers (one for vegetables and
the other for meat and fish); awalk-in freezer. Jake headed for the last row of shelves. At the very back, ina
corner, stood awide-mouthed oak barre filled to the brim with brine and dill pickles. Jake squatted, patted
behind the barrel, and brought out a knapsack.

Then, tugging the bag open, he reached one hand behind his neck, pulled . . . and peeled off hisface. The
mask gave grudgingly, with the same kind of sucking sound aboot makesin thick mud. Once free of hisface
and hair, he reached up with an index finger and popped out hisright eye.

Then, something rustled. Something very big moved, then banged into something else and cursed.

Jake froze ingtantly, blue contact in one hand, hisface and scalp in the other, muscles coiled tight asa
spring—as Sully James, red-eyed and reeking of juniper, sumbled into view.

Sully hadn’t gone to town. He hadn’t gone to hisroom. Instead, he’ d taken refuge in hisfavorite thinking
spot; asack of potatoes, behind which he kept a private stash of fine gin, guaranteed to put hair onone's
teeth. Sully had one paw wrapped around the neck of his bottle, the other up in greeting, and ahearty grin on
his face that dribbled away as he gawked at Jake, whose face hung in one hand.

“Herenow ... now, wush. .. wush?’ Thewords came out mushy, not only because Sully’ stongue
wouldn’t cooperate but because Jake was staring: one eye blue, the other anaked, steely gray. “Wush. . .
wushthehdl ...?

Tucking hisface into aback pocket, Jake sighed. “Oh, Sully,” he said, shaking his head and ambling up to
the bigger man, who still stood wresthed in gin fumes. “Y ou know, | really wish you' d goneto town.”

Quick aslightning, Jake sright hand flashed out, hisfingersrigid as spikes. They speared Sully at the hump
of the big man’s Adam’ s gpple, and there was an audible crackle asthe cartilage of Sully’slarynx fractured.

Sully’ shandsflew for histhroat; the gin bottle exploded againgt the floor, the fumes so strong they made
Jake seyeswater. Choking, Sully staggered back, banged against a shelf and then collgpsed inahail of tin
cans. He writhed, big feet running a path to nowhere, mouth open and gaping the way afish doeswhen it
suffocates on a dock.

Jake stood over Sully for an ingtant, then dropped to his haunches. “Go to deep, Sully,” he said, then
palmed the back of the big man’s head in hisleft hand and grabbed the angle of Sully’ sjaw with hisright. He
gave Sully’ s head and neck aquick twist. Therewas a crackle like egg shells crushed underfoot, and Sully
went limp.

It was over and donein less than fifteen seconds, but Jake lingered afew seconds more. He'd made Sully’s



end as painless as possible, yet there was alittle piece of him—so tiny that its voice was reed-thin—that felt
aqueer pang of remorse. “lam sorry,” he said, and thought that maybe, wherever Sully was, Sully knew.

A tinny buzz from his finger watch, and Jake saw he had an hour |eft before thefirgt of the assstants arrived
to prepare the evening meal. Working quickly, he keyed in the combination to the mesat locker, palmed it
open. Thelocker sghed open; abdl of chilled air that smelled vaguely of blood and fresh fat rolled out.
There were two long rows of meat—sides of beef and pork—hanging in opaque plastic bags. Hooking his
handsin the big man’sarmpits, Jake heaved back on his heds. Sully’ s body hesitated, then hissed over the
gtoreroom floor, trailing adick of gin. Sully’seyeswere still open but turning glassy, and histongue lolled at
the corner of his mouth. His neck wasfolded nearly in two, Sully’ s ear touching hisright shoulder.

It took Jake ten minutesto truss Sully’ sarms and legs to his beefy torso; another fiveto jockey himinto
position, lay him on an empty plastic bag and skewer hisflesh at the hollow of Sully’s clavicle with ameet
hook. The hook wasthick as Sully’ swrist and solid sted; Jake was swegting by the time he' d forced the
hook through skin, bone and mest. A rivulet of blood dribbled dowly from the puncture wounds, but Jake
knew that without a heart to pump, the cozing would let up soon and cork the holes with purple-jellied clots.

Then Jake zipped up the bag, attached the hook to avacant eye on arail of sides of beef and hoisted Sully’s
body until the bag was even with itsfellows. He surveyed hiswork with acritica eye, then nodded. It would
take them time to miss Sully, even longer to find him because. . . Jake pried open the magnetic combination
pad and eased out its memory chip. Then he swung the heavy door to and grinned asthe lock clicked.

There. Now they’ d have to use alaser torch, and even then they might not find the body for days because
refrigeration would cut down on the stink, and by the time Sully’ s body bloated with rot, Jake would be long

gone.

And in fact—Jonathan popped out his other eye—Jake was gone already.

A few hours later, safely ensconced in his brother’ s private DropShip and hurtling toward the pirate jump
point, Jonathan had time to think.

First off, hisreationship with Fusilli had netted unimaginable rewards. Bhatia had been correct in bringing
Fusilli under hiswing; the young man was quite rliable and afont of knowledge. After al, what was alittle
invasion plan between fellow double agents, especidly when Jonathan knew al the right passwords and
Fuslli’d never lad eyeson him?If Fusilli was right—and he usudly was—Sakamoto’ sfirst wave would have
overwhelmed the border worlds. By now, Shimonita, the most distant, ought to be sewn up; Albdii,
Piedmont, Chichibu al gone days before, Republic forces trampled and their resources scavenged. Theforce
from Kurhah would have deployed in two fronts, one to Shinonoi and the other, more massive front, hurtling
for Halstead Station, where The Republic’ sforces, squaring off with Sadachbiaright across the border,
would be most heavily fortified. And then the second wave would begin, but that’ swhere things got, in
Jake-speak, about as reliable as a one-eyed dog in ameat locker.

And where was Sakamoto? Thinking, Jonathan sucked on hislower teeth. Y es, the good warlord might just
want to bein on the fight for Biham, but the same could be said of Ancha. Anchawas agood placeto dart,
anyway, with or without Sakamoto. Because Crawford’ s there, yes, and the disconsolate little Chinn,
too.



Sighing, Jonathan alowed his body to sag into a plush custom-made accel eration couch—another luxury
Marcus money bought—and nearly groaned with pleasure as the automatic sensors set to work kneading

hissoremuscles.Ancha, itis .

Ashe drifted into deep, Jonathan’ slast thought was that Andre Crawford would be very happy to see
him—uwould, indeed, be waking up to an unpleasant fact any day now. And if Crawford wasn't quite awake
just yet? Well—Jonathan' s lips curled in a dreamy smile—that would happen, and very soon.

Red Sands, Devil’s Lot, Klathandu |V

Benjamin Military District, Draconis Combine

29 May 3135

Another gust of wind sandblasted his stinging cheeks, andTai-i Sagi figured another couple of days of these
godforsaken sandstorms and he' d never have to worry about shaving again. He screwed apair of digital
binocularsto his goggles. Not that there was anything to see. HE' d said so to the radar tech. Said the tech
must have sand for brains. Oh, yeah, sure, they’ d seen whatlooked like a JumpShip flicker in at the nadir

jump point—~but that was six days ago. Count ’em,days .Sx .

Sagi let the binocularsfal to his chest, the neck strap trying to tug free, jouncing and bouncing in the wind.
Here he was, virtualy marooned in the armpit of the Inner Sphere, him and histrusty band of Unproductives.
Okay, correction, hisinfantry and some equally miserable flyboys. . . not that he gave a shit one way or the
other. When the HPGs went on the fritz, the first thought through Sagi’ s mind was, Yeah, baby, bring it on, |
wanna kill me a mess of Blues. Butnoooo . He was bait.Bait! What alaugh.By the time those eggheads
in strategic command decide this Katana character’ s not gonna bite, the fraccing war will be over,

and all I’ll getisa skin peel.

The sand was onlyone problem. The company, another. Sagi threw anarrow look at theshujin standing to
his right. The master sergeant was a head shorter and compact, with awell-muscled torso; adiver of tattoo

wasjust visble below the soldier’ sright cuff.
“This...is...pointless” Sagi had to scream even to hear himsdlf.
The wind snatched away theshujin ’sreply. “What?’ Sagi cupped ahand to his ear. “ What?”

“I said, anyone brave enough to come, unannounced, islikely to regard this storm as agolden opportunity. It
hides their approach, and we cannot launch an intercept.”

Sagi was about to point out that, yeah, maybeyakuza did numb-nutsthingslikefly blind in asandstorm, but
he was damned tired waiting around forsomething to happen . . . and thensomething did.

At firgt, hewasn't sureif what he' d heard was just the cry of afresh gde, ahigh, grating whine that



reminded Sagi of those pneumatic drills dentists used. Then, out of the coppery murk, the ghostly outlines of
afighter coalesced; al_ucifer , itsthrusters spurting controlled bursts that bathed the sand clouds orange.
Blown to anear standdtill, theL ucifer seemed to hang above the sand a brief second and then the craft
touched down with a decrescendo engine-whine. Sagi glimpsed a hazy emblem just below the cockpit: a
near-copy of the Kuritadragon, but with four diamonds—three black, and one white.

Holy crap. Sagi was stunned. TheL ucifer ’s canopy levered up like the top haf of aclamshell, and through
his binoculars Sagi picked out two figures clambering onto the smadler wing to port.Must be redesigned to
hold two, or one of them made like an accordion; Lucifers only hold one guy. Wind tugged their
clothing. Thelead figure—the pilot, Sagi assumed—resolved into the contours of awoman. Tal and willowy,
she had adetermined set to her stride, and now Sagi saw that she aso sported the twin swords of the
samurai: not in the manner of alow-rankingbushi , but behind and to the side. The second figure, following
two steps behind, moved with the great deliberateness of age. Both wore a hooded, ceremonia kariginus ,
though the woman’ s had been modified to amore traditiona cloak, clasped at the throat and open to alow
her access to her weapons.

Thetwo cameto ahat ameter shy of Sagi and theshujin . Nether party said anything. Then, twitching her
hood back, the woman reached behind and withdrew her katana with her right hand, using her index finger to
secure the guard—asign of trust. She held the sheathed weagpon out in both hands, edge pointing toward her
ascustom dictated: asigna that she meant no harm.

“Good day, Tai-i ,” she said, and even with astorm raging al around, Sagi heard each and every strong,

steady word. “I am Katana Tormark, and thisis my esteemed companion. Either we are your guests, or your
prisoners. The next moveisyours.”

——— e

On the outskirts of Siang, Hoshina, Biham

Prefecture | I, Republic of the Sphere
30 May 3135

T hey would attack from the west and take advantage of the setting sun; asmall advantage to be sure but,
considering the circumstances, Sir Reginad Eriksson would take whatever he could get and Fortune alowed.
But as he guided hisOrion into battle, he saw that the air ahead was dready fading from azure blue to pewter
gray asalate spring storm blew in from the east and ate up the sky.

Eriksson’ s booted feet nudged hisOrion ’s bulk into asteady march upon arock-strewn dope. Theincline
was forty-five degrees; hisOrion , acenturies old rdlic that’ d survived the Jihad, canted forward at its pelvis,
lumbering over rock and scree with the dogged determination of avery weary man carrying avery heavy
pack. Eriksson was hot and uncomfortable despite the fact that he' d stripped down to asimple cooling vest
and skivvies. Hisold man’s bonesfelt each and every step of the old " Mech as seventy-five tons of titanium
sted ground rock and earth and sent up gray-white puffs of dugt, like smoke. TheOrion 'sexterna mikes
picked up the squesaling groans and pops of small boulders exploding under the’ Mech’ sweight. And it had
been along time, decades perhaps, since he' d donned a neurohelmet; the helmet chafed the tender skin of



his neck and shoulders.

Hislancemates were asorry lot, a hastily refitted ConstructionMech and two MiningMechs. The hornet
ydlow CongtructionMech was the heaviest, weighing in at thirty-five tons, and had been outfitted with an
autocannon jury-rigged to replace aright titanium claw used for levering blocky concrete into place. Thetwo
MiningMechs were much smaller, only twenty tons apiece, and each had aflamer spot-welded to the right
arm. Their pilots were brave men—boys, really; none had seen ared battle, and Eriksson’s own memories
of his struggleswith smugglerswere dim with time.

In fifteen minutes, Eriksson’ sOrion topped therise, hisfellows pulling up to hisright and lft. The clouds
were closer now, and so heavy that their bellies seemed to graze the earth. A jag of lightning cut aflaming
seam in the sky and burned purple afterimages that Eriksson saw when he blinked. But he picked out the
DropShip, abulbous ball that reminded Eriksson of amushroom, the kind he squeezed to release a cloud of
spores. Butthis particular mushroom was spitting cold blue bolts of PPC fire at two lances of Republic
aerospace fighters that bobbed and weaved in the sky over the DropShip like gnats. The air was dive with
the stuttering ruby lash of their lasers scorching over Drac infantry and hovertanks released by the DropShip.
The scream of missles and the shrieks of the dying and wounded reverberated through his cockpit, and he
toggled off his external mikes with ahand that trembled. A column of black, oily smoke boiled from the
gutted skeleton of a Demon medium tank—and al the while the sky flared with lightning and thunder boomed
acrossthevadley inawall of sound he heard even though hisOrion was, technically, desf.

Lightning sparked again, much closer thistime because theroll of thunder billowing out of the sky was
amogt immediate. There was a brief, trembling pause asif the world was holding its bregth.

Eriksson brought histargeting syslems on line asthe first hard drops of rain shattered againgt hisferroglass
canopy with asound like therapid fire of arifle. Then he gave the command.: “ Attack.”

And it was asif the heavens had been waiting, too, because as Eriksson pushed hisOrion into alumbering
run that he felt in every bone, the storm broke. But he had one comfort at least. The engine of his degth
would not be Katana Tormark.

Dartmoor Valley, Normandy, Ancha

Prefecturell1, Republic of the Sphere

2 June 3135

Question: How do you kill awhole passdl of 'Mechs?

Answer: Very carefully.

Sho-saWilliam “Buck” Bruckner had ordered histanksto get the hell out of Dodge just as soon asthey’d
churned the peaty swamp that made up the floor of Dartmoor Valey into alumpy quagmire of black ooze.
At intervass, rough-hewn granite boulders jutted out of the tarry dudge, and the air was saturated with the
rotted, dightly yeasty and fermented reek of fen vegetation dowly turning to goo. The peat steamed as

methane vapors, warmed by putrefaction, hung over the bog in awhite, misty veil, and the smdll reminded
Buck of acow barn: fetid, warm and ripe.



Buck’ stank company—a DI Schmitt and two Arrow 1Vs, yeah, some company—was positioned to either
sde of him on the ridge above, with the Schmitt a quarter klick further on sinceits range was longer, and
Buck was hoping, praying he got achanceto lob some of those armor-piercing missileswherethey’ d do the
most good. Either that, or wait to get ssomped into gopher guts.

Buck’s mission was smple enough: buy time. Borrow it, stedl it if he had to, but his tanks and people had to
sguare enough time for Crawford and the others to make it to Normandy Beach, where there wasa
DropShip Crawford had ordered away from their base after their fighters got blown into subatomic particles.
It wasn't that Crawford was acoward; it was one of those live-to-fight-another-day kind of things. Problem
was the DropShip was, oh, still thirty-plus klicks away due west, and it was gonnaleave them behind if they
couldn’t catch up, so Buck figured he’ d punched one of those one-way tickets.

Baancing one ooze-dicked boot on anotch worn into a massive granite boulder as big around as three men
and two meterstall, Buck snuck a peek around the rock through apair of digital binoculars. They weredtill
coming: three Draconis Combine BattleM echs a most close enough to touch—aCatapult that, despiteits
twelve-meter height, resembled a hunchback; a blockyPack Hunter ; and the leader of the bunch, a
towering, heavy ' Mech with aflashing scimitarlike katana married to its right hand and an autocannon dung
beneath itsleft arm. A scarlet banner emblazoned with the black Kuritadragon was attached to a
right-angled staff that appeared to be connected to the’ Mech between its “ shoulder blades.”

That is one big honking ' Mech.Buck screwed up hisfacein afrown, then let loose agob of blacker’n tar
spit before tonguing hiswad from hisleft lower lip to hisright and settling into some serious chewing. He
didn’t have the dightest ideawhat the’ Mech was; hadn’t ever seen it before. Clearly, Kuritan. That banner
reminded Buck of ancient stories from Terraabout armies bearing their flags and colorsinto battle. The
"Mech bore adight resemblance to theNo-Dachi but, whereas the older-style’ M ech sported two SRM
racks, amedium laser and a PPC, this BattleMech only had the single PPC.Because he' s one confident son
of a gun, that’s for sure. Buck wore his regulation tanker’ s uniform—nut-tan jumpsuit, brown boots, thick
nutmeg-brown jerkin outfitted with cooling coils, matching gloves. Instead of ahelmet, he' d clapped on his
prized, bark-colored ten-gallon Stetson, swest stain ringing the brim, and now he reached up to give hisright
ear agood, hard scratch. That boy’ s built for in-your-face, up close and personal . That’s how confident
the Kuritans were.

Probably they had aright to be. Compared to those’ Mechs, his guys were like abunch of villagerswith
pitchforks and clubs going after somefire-breathing lizard asbig as a skyscraper. Buck’ seyesrolled over a
straggly line of Brotherhood troops, a platoon strong, taking cover behind the sheltering ridge created by
granite outcroppings. The men weren't talking. Ther facesweretight, the skin tented down with tengon until
their bones showed. If they lived through this cockamamie plan, Buck was gonna put them al up for medals.

He' d tucked two mortar squads, each with aquartet of portable, armor-piercing SRM launchers, behind
rocksin the bowl of thevaley at ten and four o’ clock. No suicide mission; he' d made the men be especidly
careful to leave anarrow swath of green and rock to use for getting their asses out when the time came. But
he needed those launchersin the valley. Besides the tanks, these squads were Buck’ s heavy hitters. Therest
of their amswas piddly stuff: aragtag collection of pulse lasers, dug throwers, laser riflesand one
bonus—three Thunderstiruck Gaussrifles.

From adistance, the quagmires looked like mud, easily crossed. Only someone brought up on Anchawould



recognize that the peaty bogs, once disturbed, went down for agood half klick and were as deadly as
quicksand. This particular bog extended for five klicksin every direction except here at this choke point, and
Buck was counting on . . . well, he was counting on arrogance and plain old dumb luck.

Buck raised hisbinoculars again. The’ Mechs jumped into focus. His digital readout told him that in about
five minutes, wdll, things were going to get pretty busy. Squirting black juice, Buck hauled off his Stetson,
armed away swedt, then dammed that hat back into place. “Boys? Time to bag us some’ Mechs.”

Question: How does a BattleMech make short work of renegade traitors?
Answer: Eadly.

On the other hand, the guy with that crazy hat . . . well, hewas alittle different. Perched high in the cockpit
of hisshiny, saventy-five tonRokurokubi , Fourth Sword of LightChu-sa Terry Merrick searched theterrain
dead ahead. Absently, he gave the back of hisneck agood scratch, grateful that he had one of the newer,
lighter neurohelmets that perched upon rather than encased his head. He and hislance were two klicks avay
from theridge, and Merrick saw at once that the hat guy’ s plan showed aflash of brilliance. The valley wasa
rough bowl, about five klicks wide and long. A fine web of mist hung over the churned earth like the
interlacing weave of acobweb: Smple matter to wade across. The only thing that |ooked remotely daunting
wasthelip of asteeply canted cliff dead ahead. Tongues of gray-and-white scree on the cliff face licked
rocks heaped at the base of the ridge. He saw that the rocks were rotten, granite mixed with crumbly
limestone and calcite.

His helmet buzzed, and theCatapult ’spilot said, “Merrick-san, I'm picking up body heat behind those
rocks up there.Kasu. Scum might aswell take out an ad.”

“Probably waliting for usto makeamove.” Thisfrom thePack Hunter . “ Chu-sa, may | suggest we fan out
instead of trying the diff directly?’

“Hai, my thoughts, exactly,” said Merrick. “We Il wade into the valley about a hdf klick. That way, we' re
gtill out of range of those tanks and that Schmitt.”

“Nothing to worry about.” TheCatapult ’s pilot laughed. “ Give me aclear shot, Merrick-san, and thatKono
yaro ?Higtory.”

“I'll hold you to that,” Merrick said, but with less enthusiasm than he should' ve fdt. Thing was, he didn’t
mind blowing a couple hundred Blues to kingdom come, and he was proud of his’ Mech, knew that his
ten-meter-long katanainspired redl fear. The entire design was ddliberately and carefully constructed to
resemble asamurai’ s helmet and armor, and that was as it should be because Merrick was of the Sword of
Light, amember of the Combine smost ite units.

Y et, was there honor here? There' d been talk about Sakamoto ordering attacks on civilian targets asiif the
Ares Conventions hadn’t existed for hundreds of year. Only bullies murdered civilians, and they were
warriors. There was no honor in killing defenseless civilians.Or shooting at forces that clearly had orders
to pull their punches . The Fury had dedlt them haf-hearted blows in stylized combat, Sgnding their



disndination to fight their spiritua brethren.And we answered with killing blows, and there is no honor
there, either .

Irritated, Merrick shook his head. What was he thinking?l exist to serve; honor demands obedience and
my duty isto fight. Whatever his persond thoughts, one thing was certain. Now, the Fury would kill them if
they could. So, morality later. Whatever Merrick thought of Sakamoto’ s tacticswould have to wait. They
had an enemy to engage, and the battle should be short. And what were afew dozen infantry and creaking
treads against the Sword of Light?

“Temae!” said Merrick, and grinned as his mouith filled with the familiar and welcome tang of adrendine that
surged through hisveins. “Let’ sfight.”

Buck watched asthe ' Mechs waded into the bog, that katana-wielding fellafirst, and his heart banged
againg his chest liketo bust. The ground immediately around and before the’ Mechswas just solid enough to
reassure them, and Buck knew they wouldn't hit the bad stuff for another severa paces. He saw the’Mechs
plan immediatel y—the dower, heavier 'Mech led the charge into the valley, with the lighter Catapult and
Pack Hunter right behind but pegling off right and left, respectively. And they’ d have to watch that Pack
Hunter ; that baby had jump jets and the last thing they needed was a’ Mech screaming down their throats.
The lead honcho, that katana guy, probably figured to take on whatever Buck’ s boys could muster, keep
them busy while the other two camein at their flanks and bound them up tight, like the pincer-grip of a
lobster’ sclaw.

Y eah, good plan. Buck’slipssplit inagrin.But there' s plans, and then there' s plans. . .

He saw it as soon asit happened; in fact, heheard it, the sucking, squelching sound of mud, and then that
katana’ Mech’sright leg sank up to its knee, the”’ Mech pitching the way Buck had seen happen with horses
snagged on atrip wire. The’ Mech teetered like an axed tree, and the pilot tried backing up, with agrinding
rrrr-rerr sound that set Buck’ steeth on edge, same as ateacher scratching her nails over a chakboard.

Buck keyed hismike. “Lock and load and let ’er rip!”

The bluff exploded.

Merrick registered something wrong a split second before his computer screamed an darm. In hishelmet
came the echoes of darms going off in the cockpits of the other *Mechs, and mingled curses from the pilots,
but by then Merrick’ sRokurokubi was mired up to itsright knee, hisinterna temp had spiked, and then,
when hejerked his eyesfrom hisHUD indicatorsto his status screens, he knew he wasinbig trouble, and
how.

“What . . . 7 Merrick yanked back on his primary throttle and powered up to backpedal. He heard the
rrrr-rrrr of hisgyro and the squal of meta grinding against metd, but he was't moving; fracit dl, hewasn't
moving...!



“Chikushou!” someone cursed—theCatapult ? ThePack Hunter ? Whoever it was sounded more
pissed-off than anxious. “I’m not getting traction here.”

“Throttle back.” Equaly vexed, Merrick wrestled with histhrottle. What a nuisance, and no wonder the
valey was barren of Fury troops. “ There' s got to be firm ground somewhere, just throttle back and

well . ..” Hetraled off as hismind raced through anew calculus:No troops, and no firmground, and I'm
pretty heavy . . . no wonderthose kono yarodidn’t hang around . . .

He d not turned off his external feed, and now Merrick’ s ears pricked with the unmistakable
pock-pock-pock of wegpons' fire, and then, just as he moved to dap the feed into silence, awhistling shriek
asmissles—theSchmitt, yeah, gotta be . . .—arced in and boomed againgt hisright chest. The sound nearly
cracked hisbrain in two, and Merrick gasped as the explosion rocked itsway into the pit of his stomach, like
apunch to the solar plexus. His’ Mech wobbled from its forward-thirty tilt, and Merrick’ svison swam asthe
scenery skewed, dewed sideways and then he was looking at blue sky and the great yellow bal of Ancha's
sun as he overcompensated, rearing back. Ingtinctively, he jammed down on theRokurokubi ’sleft leg,
draightening it ramrod stiff. TheRokurokubi s seventy-five tons shifted, and then horror bloomed in
Merrick’ s chest like ablack rose, and he was cold and hot and dripping thick, oily sweat—because he was
stuck fast now, boyo, no doubt about it, the legs of his’ Mech splayed in agymnast’ s plit.

Ingtantly, histemperature soared; his HUD was dive with winking indicators, pulsing like angry red fireflies;
and his cockpit filled with the grinding of actuator assembliesin theRokurokubi ’s knees and ankles. Then he
saw them: through agray haze of wegpons fire, the Fury’s men bobbing, weaving, darting, boiling aong the
bluff liketermitesin the rotted guts of an old log.

TheCatapult was|eft and alittle ahead and he saw that the machine wasin trouble. . . no, no, not just
trouble. Though its autocannon spit defiant uranium dugs at the bluff and that particular’Mech wastons
lighter than his, theCatapult was mired on its back-canted chicken legs nearly to its gyroscope housing.

Then Merrick saw puffs of smoke out of the corner of hisleft eye, and hiseyesjerked left toright. . . .
Incoming! “Look out!” Merrick yelled, and pivoted historso right in awild, desperate arc, Smultaneoudy
squeezing off asizzling blue bolt of PPC fire to intercept. But he wastoo dow; the hissing tongues of missile
firelicked empty space, and then there was a series of hugeka-BOOMS Merrick heard, even though his
externd mike was off, asthe missiles scored hitsto theCatapult ’sright shoulder. TheCatapult reeled—and
then itstwin racks of fifteen misslesignited. First the right, and then afew milliseconds later the left, and
Merrick blinked, the orange-yellow fireballs of exploding munitions searing his brain. The ground shook hard
enough to send granite boulders crashing down the bluff. Merrick imagined the high wails of men hurtling to
their deaths: some dow asthey sank ever deeper into the cregping ring of ooze that sucked at their legs, their
arms, and filled their lungs; and others quickly, astheir bodies broke open like water balloons, spraying
crimson founts of hot blood and ruptured flesh.

And then the concussive force of the multiple blasts dammed into Merrick’s”Mech. Asthe machine
staggered left, Merrick jerked right, overcompensated, and then felt his’Mech cant at aweird, absurd angle.
Hewasfdling, hewasgoingto. . .!

No, no, nononononono! Merrick had just enough time to register the world turning on adow, lazy axis, the
sky diding by to be replaced by aview of the cliff just ahead, and then theCatapult , itstorso enveloped in a
halo of roiling smoke and fire, and then the rush of black muck toward hisface. . . Merrick screamed, and



flexed hisright arm, jamming the point of theRokur okubi ’ s elbow into the quagmire. His cockpit hovered
twenty meters above the bog, and the move bought him time, and that wasdll.

A muffledWHUMP and Merrick flinched astheCatapult blew apart at its core, like the collapsing heart of a
dying sun. Gobbets of molten armor and endosted rained in afiery storm, and a piece of theCatapult
—Maerrick was never sure whai—came rushing at Merrick’ s canopy, and he flinched, turning away. There
was aBANG! The canopy didn't just crack, or break open like an egg; it imploded. Shards of ferroglass
showered over Merrick, and he was helplessto avoid the glittering, jagged edges. He heard the hollow
bock-bock-bock of ferroglass banging into his neurohelmet, and then he wished he’ d had an older
neurohel met because the skin of his cheeks was flayed open, and he felt the hot spray of blood dick his
neck. Glass punched his chest; his cooling vest burst, gray fluid spraying, turning adirty, noxious date asit
mingled with Merrick’ s blood. He screamed as one shard, sharp as aknife and long as a spear, skewered
his right shoulder, dicing through red, quivering meat and bone, and pinned him to hispilot’s couch. Pain
exploded in hischest, and helet out along, wailing roar of agony.

The only reason he didn’t dieright then and there was because a man' s heart is on the left. Smple asthat.

Merrick’ svision sparkled orange, went red and then black as awave of nausea clogged histhroat. Gagging,
Merrick tried taking shalow bresths, praying that, God, please, please. . . But every breath was afresh
agony, and then it was harder to breathe, like trying to stuck air through astraw from thirty meters under and
now he tasted something brackish and sdty, something dudgy and thick pooling in the floor of his mouth, and
he vomited out aspray of bright red blood.

Got the lung. Merrick labored to pull inair.Lung’ s been hit, | can’t breathe . . . Hetried not to panic, but
he was drowning and suffocating at the same time; he could fedl the blood boiling out of his mouth and going
down histhroat. . ..

You're going to dieright here, right now, if you don’t focus!

Okay, okay; hetried marshaing his addled thoughts, grappling for some mental handhold. His cockpit, yes,
his cockpit was breached; the stench of the bog billowed in, mixing with the acrid tang of disintegrating armor
and spent munitions. A goddamned piece of ferroglass tacked him to his couch like anote to corkboard.
Sounds roared into his breached cockpit; the air was aive with the screams of men, the hollow
whump-whump-whump of wegpons' fire. Something very bright, very red cut sesamsin theair directly over
his head, and then he heard fresh screams, caught the unmistakable oily smell of roast mest.

ThePack Hunter . His thoughts were duggish, dow as molasses on acold morning. Y es, thePack Hunter
was behind and to theright; it must be directing fire, lasers, at theridge. But the machine hadn’t moved to
flank him so0 he knew that thePack Hunter was stuck, too.

Then he heard voices. Somehow the Fury’s men had away to go in and out of the valey; soon they'd fall
upon him, hacking him and hisfadlen’ Mech to shreds the way holovids dways showed cavemen swarming
over afresh kill. He braced himself because, by God, he was awarrior and he' d fight until hislast breath . . .

But the killing blows never came; theriver of sound parted on either side and flowed past, and he redized
then that the Fury had made a big mistake—becauise now, even though he wasfilled with so much pain he
wasn't sure how he was gtill conscious, and even though every new breath was a fresh agony and he wasn't



sureif he'd drown or suffocate firgt, he saw something ese. Red and jittering, asintermittent as avisua
sutter—for an instant, he thought he was blacking out for sure, but then he redlized that, by some miracle, his
targeting sysemswere till intact.

His katana blade was usdless, itstip aiming for some spot high in the sky, but he till had the PPC married to
his’Mech'sleft arm, the one that was il free. Thiswas his best and only wegpon, but could he till move it?
Hesppedinair, gagged. Then, grimacing with pain, heinched theRokurokubi ’sleft arm up afraction, then
another . . . just needed clearance, that was dl, just one chance. . .

Something fizzled in his ear, and then he heard thePack Hunter ’spilot: “Merrick-san! Merrick, if you hear
me, go for the ridge with your PPC, go for theridge , but low, amlow ! Do you copy?Doyou. .. 7

Copy that. Woozy with pain and loss of blood, Merrick took aim—and fired.

Much, much later, when Merrick awoke drugged to the hilt and sprawled in anest of intravenous lines, with
atube stuck in his chest and another down his throat, he discovered three things. One was that thePack
Hunter hadn’t sunk nearly asfar astheRokurokubi , and so had activated itsjump jets at the precise ingtant
that Merrick sent PPC bolts damming into the bluff. ThePack Hunter ’sjetsdidn’t blow the’Mech free, but
they did boil the bog and the Fury’ s men in flashes of superheated plasma so hot that what the jump jets
didn’t brail, the steam did.

The second was that Merrick’ s PPC blasted a horizonta trench directly benegth the granite-strewn ridge,
and thePack Hunter , catching the movement of theRokurokubi ’sleft arm, had let fly afull spread of its
elght extended-range microlasers and single PPC at exactly the same moment. The energy wegpons fire
cored into the bluff; the cliff buckled, blew apart; haf came sheeting down in adurry of stone and chunks of
earth. An Arrow |V tank hurtled barrel-first into the quagmire; ariver of bodies hit the bog; and as some men
clutched at handholds, thePack Hunter *s pilot fried them with lasers to smoking, black, twisted corpses.

And thisthird: asthe Fury retreated toward the distant humps of the Bourges Mountains, thePack Hunter ’s
pilot saw men running and others hanging on for dear life to a second Arrow—and aman perching aop a
Schmitt, the unmistakable silhouette of aten-gallon Stetson held high, yippee-kay-ay.

But that was dll later. For the time being, Merrick did the only thing he could, given the circumstances. He
fanted.

Bourges Mountains along the Dover Coast
3 June 3135

Asthe hours passed, the sun danted toward the horizon, and Buck didn’t show, Crawford knew they
couldn’t wait any longer. So, nerves jumping with anxiety, they descended arock-strewn pass corkscrewing
between jagged spires of black basdt. Then they waded into a meadow tangled with fronds of browning
seagrass, bent nearly horizontal by a strong wind whistling in from the seajust beyond. Then Crawford saw a
ribbon of cobdt edging the horizon and knew: They’d madeit.

Their luck still had to hold. Just another hour, maybe two, and then he and what was | eft of his command
would load into a DropShip that squatted on agleaming ribbon of sand beach at the base of abone-white



cliff. They'd leave, take their chancesthat Sakamoto hadn’t blown their remaining JumpShip to hell and
back; and if he had, they’ d take their chances out in space, because Crawford would be damned if he came
back to Anchaand let his people be daughtered.

| should never have ordered my men to hold their fire, never. Hisbrain was gummy with fatigue; every
step he pushed his battered, scarredBlack Knight , heimagined that this, surely, would be the great
machine slast. His body bounced and bumped in his command couch because his shock-dampening systems
had been damaged. He felt everybang andjolt down deep in every joint, every bone, like an arthritic. His
ar-purification sysemwas at haf capacity and his cockpit was stuffy; what little clothing he wore—his
skivvies, acooling vest—rancid with swest.

The Combine had caught him off guard, but he' d followed Katana s ordersto the letter: keep it Smple, take
acouple of potshots, don't do any red damage. Only that Strategy evaporated as alance of Combine
aerospace fighters and alance of his men went head to head, and the Combine shot to kill.

After that . . . well, that they’ d gotten away at dl was dumb luck; that they’ d come so far without arepeat
performance was downright miraculous. Crawford’ s eyes crawled over the survivors of histattered unit.
Besidesthe four 'Mechs, he' d scraped together five ragged infantry squads. Those who could, clung to the
legs of the’ Mechs; their two people movers were crammed with wounded. He had three Bellona tanks, out
of ammo, with two working lasers between the three—and that wasit. Oh, yeah, Buck and his men, he
couldn’t forget them; but, of course, Buck was a day behind and probably dead.

He d not heard boo from Magruder on Sadachbia. When his weekly message to her via JumpShip hadn’t
arrived, Magruder would' ve sent a reconnai ssance mission to see what was going on. But she hadn’t, so
either Magruder was fighting for her life, or she was dead. Thinking about her got rage sSmmering in hisgut,
and there was one thought that pulsed behind his eyes, like a headache that just wouldn’'t go away: Fusilli had
been wrong. Crawford didn’t know what that meant. The most reliable of spies could be compromised, and
fase, mideading information planted. Sakamoto, or Bhatia perhaps, might have been tipped off, and Fusilli
fed shit.

Buthow,when Fusilli was so sure; his sources checked out . . . it was all too tidy, too damn easy . . .
Hewasn't aware he' d spoken aoud until aweary voice sounded in hishelmet: “ Stop, Andre. Let it go.”
Chinn, bless her; she’' d fought hard and well. “ Thanks, Toni, but . . .”

“But what?’

“Nothing. | . ..” Hebroke off as another voice—male and downright cheery—said: “ Crawford, comeonin;
the water’ sfine.”

Crawford bit back a sniping reply. His eyes picked out the unmistakable brilliant emerald-green of the
Bounty Hunter' sMarauder |1 silhouetted against the far horizon, dead ahead. Crawford said, “Where the hell
have you been?’

“Y ou told me to make sure the coast was clear. I'll remind you that | don't have jump jets, and crawling
down to the beach took time. Wouldn’'t do to come thisfar only to have to go back, right? Anyway, the



ship’s prepped and ready to go.”

A hdf hour later, Crawford was looking down at their DropShip, squatting on the beach asfoamy waves
retrested into the sea. Measho's Kat was out of missiles, so Crawford ordered him, the wounded and the
men on foot down the cliff first. The Bounty Hunter’ s Gauss rifle was nearly exhausted, but he till had his
two PPCs and lasers. So he, Chinn and Crawford covered the convoy’ srear. Every three seconds, or so it
seemed to Crawford, he had Chinn and the Bounty Hunter run long-range scans (his were on the fritz) while
he toggled up mag and seismic readings, looking for the telltale signs of troops he was sure would show up at
the worst possible moment—when his people were on the path with no cover.

An hour into it, his mag readings jumped, and three seconds after that, Chinn sang out, “Incoming!”
“Therel” The Bounty Hunter now, to hisimmediate |eft. “ Ten, twelve and two, Sixty true! Fighters!”

A surge of adrendline kick-started Crawford' s heart.No, no, not now, not now! Thefamiliar red grid of his
targeting system winked onto hisHUD even as he was scouring the sky. Therethey were, big aslifeand a
hundred times as deadly; fivefighters, their contrails stitching through the blue sky like the weave of an exotic
blanket.

Five. Crawford had to close his eyes a second.Oh, my God . How had they known where to find them?
Maybe not such amystery; the seawas the only place |€eft to run. His people were sitting ducks.

He pivoted his’Mech, saw the Lilliputian figures of histroops jumping off and scrambling over the meadow
like flushed quail, making for the path down to the beach—and safety. “Measho! Get my peopleinto the

DropShip! Go,go! ”

And then he was turning, springing forward, Chinn and the Bounty Hunter on his hedls and fanning out,
dashing into open terrain to draw thefighters' fire. Overhead, the fighters—threeSholagars and two heavier,
less maneuverable but deadly Onis —broke formation the way streamers from asparkler track in multiple
trgjectories, rolling, banking, swerving, spiraling through the dome of the sky in adance of degth.

“No, you don't; oh, no, youdon't! ” Crawford' slips peeled from histeeth in asnarl ashefired hislasers,
scoring the air with ruby-red destruction. It wasn't the kind of fight he did well or liked best; no way was he
going to be able to punch or kick those fighters from the sky, but if they were going to die, he' d go out with a
bang.

To hisright and left, Chinn and the Bounty Hunter were angling off, their wegpons blazing; and then
Crawford caught the hum of lasers from behind him, the staccato fire of autocannon, saw flashes of tracer fire
sputttering across the sky, and knew the DropShip was in the fight. He left his external mikes on, heard the
scream of long-range missiles whirring overhead, and helet loose with both lasers. The fiery streams crossed
inan intercept: afirebal pillowing in successive burdts as the lasers caught the missiles, burning them from the
sky. Shrapnel whizzed in agtarburst, arcing in dl directions; Crawford felt the explosive thunder boomin
waves aong the ground, shimmying up his’ Mech, rattling the cage of his cockpit.

A fighter—theOni that had launched the strike—broke right as the DropShip opened fire again. Autocannon
dugs carved the left wing from the fighter’ snose. TheOni *sremaining engine roared and the plane banked
hard right and then twisted into an inverted spird, somersaulting like an acrobat that’ s missed the high wire,



angling for the ground, fiery nosefirgt, plowing into aSholagar immediately below. Thefighters splintered;
flaming debris showered down, igniting the meadow grassin awide parabola, and Crawford watched in
horror astheSholagar ' sfusdlage, its cockpit trailing fire, bulleted for the beach.

“No!” he cried, spirding left, snap-firing both extended-range large lasers a once. Hemissed . . . but then
an arrow of blue energy unfurled like the tongue of afiery snake—the Bounty Hunter, to Crawford sright. A
PPC bolt dammed into theSholagar ; the saucer-shaped fusdlage tumbled left and wide like atiddlywink and
burst, harmlesdy, against the sea.

No timefor thanks; there were too many fighters, and Crawford was running hot asit was. Too many .
Crawford wasn't bothering with aim so much anymore as keeping aspray of laser fire arcing through the sky,
varying hisangle and trgjectory so the fighters had to keep dodging. Two down, three to go—but they were
gtill too many. Crawford' s systems shot into the red. Through his externa feed he heard something that
chilled the blood in hisveins; the dying shrieks of his men, trapped on the cliff.

Then fire cored into his’ Mech’s damaged left leg: anOni on an attack run. A dag of armor melted away,
puddling onto the grassy meadow. The grass was tinderbox-dry, and in aflash, there was smoke and lapping
flame asthe fire soread. Crawford’'s’ Mech lurched; awarning darm shrilled as the lower leg actuator
balked, then froze. The cockpit temperatures soared, and his DI began to tick through the autoshutdown.
Cursing, Crawford flipped to manual, brought hisweapons back online.No matter what, no matter

what . . . Then something in the cockpit fizzled in aspurt of flaming sparkles that dazzled his eyes. Clots of
smoke wove agray miasmathat bound histhroat and stung his eyes—and then he had an idea.

“Chinn, Hunter! Angle off, angle off!” Then, asthe two BattleMechs sprinted right and left, Crawford flipped
hisflamer to high and scoured the grass asfar as he could in awide, guttering arc. There was adry crackling
sound like the crinkle of cellophane asthe grassignited. The wind coming from the seadid the rest, snatching
pillars of churning black-and-gray smoke and sending them boiling into the sky as the grasses caught,
spewing fire and ash. A Sholagar that had been close behind theOni on a strafing run punched through a
black wall of smoke, and the Bounty Hunter hammered the fighter with aburst of Gaussriflefire that was so
closeit made Crawford’ searsring.

Just two fightersleft now: anOni and aSholagar . But Crawford had lost visual as the sky disappeared
behind apdl of smoke. All the fighters had to do was arc up and then comein from the sea, but it bought
them afew more precious seconds.

Then he heard Chinn’s sobbing breath in hisear: “Andre, I’m down to my last rack; my temperature’ s
molten, and I’ ve lost my |eft large laser. We ve got to get down . . . now.”

“I know. Measho, what’ s your status?’

Measho' sreply fuzzed with static. “Nearly there. . . you've. .. down. .. now!”

“Onmy way!” shouted Crawford, but he knew hewaslying.l can hold them off, let Chinn and the
Hunter . . . But then it was asif somefickle god wasn't quite done, because the wind changed direction for

an ingtant, nudged aside the dark, obscuring curtain of smoke, parting it down the middle like ahot knife
dicing butter. And then Crawford gasped, unableto believe hiseyes.



There, far away, was aballoon of dust and dry grass boiling across the meadow—and then, in the next
instant, the dust resolved, coalesced . . . into a Schmitt tank. The vehicle roared acrossthe field, whedls
churning earth and grass as the tank raced for the fire that was sill raging acrossthefield. But the tank wasn't
firing, and in another ingtant, Crawford saw why: its missles were spent, and men clung to theturretsin a
hodgepodge of arms and legs, and for dear life. And that one, unmistakable sign: that damn ten-gdlon
snapping to and fro like a banner.

Buck, my God, myGod, they made it, they . . .

And then Crawford saw the fighters break their attack wedge and streak for the tank.No, no, no! Already
pivoting, Crawford switched to an open channdl. “Buck,Buck! Heed for thefire, head for thefire , wé'll
cover you, well ...

A scream of fury spiked into his brain. “Nononono,no, you DON' T!! * And then Antonia Chinn wasracing
acrossthefidd, plunging into the smoke and fire.

“Chinn,no! ” Crawford roared, but he was too dow, his’Mech too battered, the lower leg actuator groaning
with effort. “Chinn, come back, that’sanorder! ”

But Chinn’sThor sprinted across the flame, eating up distance and moving with speed and terrible grace that
were at once deadly and utterly beautiful. Chinn’s voice crackled with urgency. “ Crawford,go! I'll cover
you! Get out of here! Go,go !”

“Toni, you can't, you . . ! Histhroat, raw from smoke, closed off, and he choked.

Before he could suck in another breath, he heard the Bounty Hunter say, “Go, Crawford,” and despite
everything, Crawford heard an eerie, preternatura intensity that was absolutdly letha with menace and
determination. “ Y ou can’'t do any good anyway. Leave her to me.”

Many monthslater, Crawford would turn that statement over in hismind again and again, looking for the
nuance that betrayed the lie. But that was far in the future, and this was now.

Dazzling spears of laser fire danced around the two ’Mechs. Chinn’sThor was the more agile, and she
dodged, returning fire from her remaining laser. But theMarauder was hit by a scarlet lance of laser fire that
burned armor at its|eft shoulder and sent it redling to the Side, its back-canted birds' kneeslocking asthe
machine betrayed itsfata flaw. Instead of tumbling, theMarauder staggered and swayed dangeroudly to the
|eft.

“Keegp going, Chinn, go,” grunted the Hunter, and Crawford imagined the man, ashen-faced, struggling to
right his compromised machine. “I'mthere, I'll beright . . .”

A suck of ar, and then adullboom , and Crawford saw a swarm of thirty missiles spewing from the nose of
theremainingOni toward theMarauder . Without thinking, Crawford cut loose with his lasers as the Hunter
raked the missleswith his PPCs and Gaussrifle. Some of the missiles detonated, fragmenting around the
Hunter in aflaring hao, while others gouged troughs of destruction around the massive machine. Crawford
couldn’t tell how many hit the Hunter, but the massve machine jerked, firgt right, then left, flalling likea
drowning man in awhirlpool, and then, as the fighter howled toward the ’ Mech, the Hunter swung his Gauss



rifle and battered the fighter from the sky.
“That'sit,” the Hunter said, hisvoice hitching, maybein pain. “I’m out. No more dugs.”

Movement, and Crawford' s eyes snapped down, saw the Schmitt crashing through the fire and thundering
for the cliff face. He shouted, “Buck, get your people down now, now, now!”

But findly, it seemed, their luck was turning from worse to not so bad, because the remaining fighter, a
Sholagar , spun away, but dowly, dmost teasingly—uwith Chinn moving out, trying to track the fighter for a
target lock.

“Toni, let it go!” Crawford cried, but then Chinn’svoice cut in on ageneral frequency, and so everyone
heard—and Crawford would remember it for the rest of hislife.

“No choice, Andre.” Chinn’s voice was labored, but whether from pain or the heat—and, my God, it must
be an inferno in that cockpit given al she’ d gone through—Crawford didn’t know. “But hecan't . . . get
away . .. because. .. they’ll know, they’ll .. .know ... havetostop ...!”

Then time dowed down, and Crawford saw everything that happened with that crystaline clarity that can
only happen when a man knows that Death waits just around the bend. He saw the spear of Chinn’s laser
takeflight; saw the scintillating ribbon of concentrated energy tease theSholagar ' s port engine; watched the
saucer tilt nearly on edge, loop and then come screaming back in ablur and with an dmost maniaca joy, a
pencil-thin tail of smoke diffusing behind like agauzy black scarf, and maintain that course, on edge,
presenting the least amount of surface areato its adversary.

And then time snapped back into itsdlf, like a cable stretched to itslimits, and Crawford understood the
pilot’s strategy an instant too late because he had forgotten: These were warriors, too.

“CHINN!" Crawford screamed, whipping hislasersround, trying to acquire, but theThor wasin theway
and he couldn’t, hecouldn’'t . . ! “Get out of theway, GET OUT OF THE WAY!”

A brilliant flare, as bright as ahundred suns, and then Crawford' s bellow of agonized fury mingled with aball
of thunder astheSholagar smacked into theThor ’s canopy, hacking Chinn’s scream in two astheThor
broke gpart in ahail of molten armor and disarticulated limbs. Another mushrooming explosion astheThor ’s
missile rack detonated in asuccessive series of three quick bursts; the burning meadow twitched, and
aftershocks rippled through the legs of his’ Mech and into Crawford’ s brain. To hisleft, Buck’ stroops
staggered, some tumbling to the ground, others breaking at the knee asif in prayer.

After dl that had happened, it took Crawford afew momentsto redlize that everything had gone deethly,
absolutdly . . . still. He heard the faint roar of the seabehind and the crackle of the fire ahead. A squaling of
metal, and he turned asthe Bounty Hunter did hisMarauder into position at hisright hand, so close that
Crawford could see the vibrant green of the Hunter’ s neurohelmet through theMarauder ’sferroglass
canopy.

“1 want him dead.” Crawford’ s voice was raw and sharp. Grief and rage lodged in his heart and squeezed.
“I want him dead. Y ou hear me? | want that son of abitchdead .



“Yes, of course,” said the Hunter. And then, after apause, “Which one?’

—— o ——

Red Sands, Devil’s Lot, Klathandu |V

Benjamin Military District, Draconis Combine

5June 3135
“Wdl?

The Old Magter lifted both eyebrows. Hewasinsaiza , tucked in thefar right-hand corner of their holding
cdl, athree-meter square titanium cage occupying the furthest third of asmall prefabricated meta hut. Bars
of golden light from the setting sun illuminated tiny dust motes dancing in alazy whorl. “Wdl, what?’

“Aren’'t you going to say anything?’ Katanaswept her hand in an al-inclusive gesture. The cage was bolted
to the metd floor. A chemicd toilet, obvioudy from the same manufacture that must supply the Combine' s
"Mech’ sfacilities, squatted in the left corner. At the opposite end of the hut there was a door, locked, and a
guard beyond that. “ Like, this makes about thefiftieth time I’ ve tried to figure away out of here, and so this
isawaste of energy and time?’

“Y ou dready know that. But, clearly, plotting an escape gives you pleasure.”

“It' ssomething to do. Besides, it’ s gdling—my fighter practically parked close enough to touch. And for a
skeleton command there are plenty of people out there.”

“Now thereis something to ponder: why your intelligence was faulty.”

“lwas the one who thought of Klathandu. No use worrying about that now. But why haven't they taken us
off-world? Maybe waiting for instructions,” she mused. “Even tag team JumpShips take time, and they have
to go thelong way around. But that’ s a problem. Sakamoto micromanages, hasto bein on every decison.”
“All good points and they do serveto neatly evade my comment.”

“Which was?’

“That you made connections where none existed. Perhaps that was exactly what Sakamoto was counting
m.”

“Hecan't know how | think.”

“On the contrary, he may knowexactly how you think. It isan excedlent possibility that he played on your
pride. Or . ..” The Old Master paused then said, “Y ou could question why youallowed yoursdlf to be

captured.”



“Wait aminute.” Katana dropped into a cross-leggedanza , twitching her cloak around her body. She till
wore her pilot’s jumpsuit, and they’ d left her the cloak, but the temperature dropped at night and the floor
was chilly. “I didn’'t dlow adamn thing.”

“Of course, you did. Didn’t you tell Tai-i Sagi we were his guests or prisoners?’

“That was afigure of speech.”

“Wadll, | guessthen we'll chalk it up to the goodtai-i 'sbeing quite literal. But you keep poking your finger in
the coordinator’ s eye. Up to this point, the coordinator hasfailed to acknowledge you. So, trying to rouse his
troopsto insurrection . . .”

“They’ re Sekamoto’ s men.”

“They are theCombine' s soldiers. If they defect, the coordinator can’t ignore you. That is how you task
him”

“That’sridiculous.” An unbearable wave of heat rosein Katana s neck. “I’m not achild anymore.”

“People s motivations frequently appear childish, but that doesn’t make them any lessvalid, or important,
nor arethey trivid.”

“So you think thiswaswrong?’

“On the contrary; it ssmilar to your trying to find away to escape. Y ou must try. It’s neither right nor
wrong; it isyour pattern. But escape may not bein your control, just asyou fail to consder another
dterndtive regarding the coordinator.”

“Andthat is?’

“Perhaps Sakamoto has gone rogue, and the coordinator waits onyou .

“Me? Absurd. I'mjust. ..some...some..."

“Some what? Someone who fights well and matured in pite of, or perhapsbecause of her struggles? Y our
path has been one of renewal and repair; Sakamoto’ s is chaos and destruction. Y et both may claim the same
thing: retaking what isthe Combine' sby right of conquest and history.”

But Katanawas shaking her head. “I’ m just not that important. If the coordinator wanted, he' d have
acknowledged me by now.”

“I have dready said that there are many possibilities, butyou must consder them dl, just asyou weigh an
opponent in the dojo and learn when and how to strike . . . and when not. Kuritais aproud name, anoble
House, and if there are any who can lay claim to embodying the true heart of the samurai, it isKuritawho
watches and walts, like the samural inzanshin .”

“But thisign'tkendo kata .”



“No, it'slife. Soisbeing samural. It's not something you shrug off asyou do yourdo andmen . Only the
samurai who balances body, mind and sword has achieveduwate , true mastery. So, Samural, tell me: which
attack ismost fierce?’

“Ki-o0-korosu,” said Katana, a once. “To summonki , and attack with force.”
“Exactly. And why?’

“Because you unbalance your opponent.”

“How?'

“By spailing hisahility to center himsdlf.”

“Lovely book words, but what do they mean?’

Katana thought, then said, “If you attack with force, you cause fear and put your opponent on the defensive.
Shewon't havetimeto think of a counteroffensve.”

“Precisely. And thisiswhere you find yourself. With or without the coordinator’ s blessing, Sakamoto has
struck withki-o-korosu . So far, you are only reacting defensively. Even this’—he spread both handsto
indicate their prison—"has you thinking only of how you will escape, not what you will do when you have.
When you are free—and youwill be free because you imagine it—then you must decide which counterattack
makes sense. But you must strikewith al your spirit and might. And if you choose for the coordinator, you
must cede your impulsesto hiswishes and greater wisdom—even if you believe they areincorrect. Life gives
you opportunities, Katana, nothing more. It'sup to you to use them wisdly.”

“But how can | know the coordinator’'s. . . 7’ She broke off asthe hinges on the hut’ s door squedl ed.

Ashujin appeared, followed by aguard. It was the sameshujin whom they’ d met withTai-i Sagi. He carried
ametal tray laden with covered dishes. Katanaand the Old Master watched in silence as theshujin waited
for the guard to unlock the cell door and then stepped in, squaring the tray on the floor near the door.
Straightening, theshujin tugged hisright cuff over atattoo of gold-link chain and then gave a respectful bow.

“Your meal, Aged Parent. And yours, Tai-sho . Please,” said theshujin as he backed out and the guard

secured the cdll door. “The night grows chill, the moon is new, and the med iswarm. Do not linger.” The
door to the hut clicked shut.

“Linger.” Katana pushed up from the floor. She paced the perimeter of the cell like an anxious leopard.
“Like we have anything eseto do. Y ou go ahead. I’'m not hungry.”

She heard a scrape of meta against metd. A pause. And the Old Master said, * For this, you might develop
an gppetite.”

Sighing, Katanaturned. “I’'mnot . . .” she began, and stopped.



There, on aplate, were two pistols. And akey.
New Mendham Nadir Jump Point

Benjamin Military District, Draconis Combine
5June 3135

Right before he' d drifted off in atangle of sheets and blankets, McCain thought that, yeah, Viki wasright.
Hehad been tense.

The trip had been too long aready, but Kamikuro insisted they take a circuitous route back to Proserpina.
Couldn’t fault the man for that. By thetime they’ d left Junction, word was something was going on at the
border worlds of Homam and Matar, though no one knew exactly what, and Kamikuro' slegitimate
freighters, the ones under his employ for his various businesses, had caught channe chatter about what
sounded like activity in Prefecture 1. So, after mustering their forces— Mechs and men armed with an
assortment of Gaussrifles, pistols, vibrokatanas, and lasers, plus the precious black boxes—they’ d taken the
long way around: Junction, to Ludwig, to Reiding's Planet, aweek to recharge, and then on to New
Mendham, where they were still parked. Before making the jump to Schest, Kamikuro sent out a DropShip
that in turn popped out two aerospace fighters to make recon in New Mendham space. In the meantime,
Viki had observed that M cCain needed to relax—so he did.

Asit happened, hewaslliterdly drifting. Viki’ s suggestion; she said weightlessness inspired the imagination.
She hadn’t been wrong. Now, in the middle of adeep and dreamless deep, hisintercom buzzed. McCain
jerked awake, wrestled with atwist of sheet then swam over and fumbled for the kill switch. “What?’

“Chu-saMcCain, | am sorry to disturb your . . . rest.” Kamikuro said thiswith delicacy. “ But we have
news.”

McCain washed hisface with his hands. “What, uh, what about?”
“Klathandu IV

“But | thought we were going to Scheet.”

“Asdidl.” Another pause. “It seemsTai-sho Tormark had other idess.”
“Has something happened to her?’

“I think it best we meet on the bridge. And, uh, do informSho-sa Drexd.”

“Onmy way.” McCain clicked off, ordered lights up, then pushed off, hooked a handhold and cameto a
hover bes de a sheet-covered lump. “We got to go.”

“Mmm-hummph.” The lump bunched, and then Viki Drexd pulled the sheet from her face, winced and
groaned. “Too bright.” But when hetold her, her gray eyeswent wide. “ That doesn’t sound good.”



They threw on clothes, brushed their teeth and headed out, pulling double-quick. Right before they darted
onto the bridge, McCain held up so aoruptly that Viki plowed into him and they tumbled in atriple
somersault before McCain snagged ahandhold with hisleft hand and Drexd’ swaist with hisright. “Oh, hell,”

sad McCain.

Drexel had tugged her hair into a ponytail, but the collision shook enough loose so she looked like a
Medusa. “Now what?’ she groused, corraling her halo of hair.

“I just redlized.” McCain pulled aface. “I'm dl tense again.”
Red Sands, Devil’s Lot, Klathandu IV
Benjamin Military District, Draconis Combine Midnight,

6 June 3135

Things went better than they had any right to, starting with the guard they overpowered a changeover, to
liberating Katana s swords from Sagi’ s office—and hadn’t that been interesting—and on to their skirmish on
thearfidd. Infact, al the way up to the very moment they’ d hurriedly donned their suits, Strapped in and
rocketed away in awhirling ball of sand, everything went exceedingly well—until Katana got agander at the
three aerogpace fightersin pursuit. Then shesad, “Uh, oh.”

“Yes, twoSayers and aShilone ,” said the Old Master. “ An excedllent Strategy.”

“Y eah, they can outrun us and outgun us.” HerLucifer was an R-20, anewer model custom-made to
accommodate two people and loaded with armor, but no missiles, only seven lasers, and not alot of kick.
There was no way theLucifer could pull max thrust beyond eightg sfor long. Zippy enough and an equal
match to theShilone on their tail, but the other fighter could pull nineg s, and theSayers went one, two, three
times better: not as much armor, but more heat, scads of lasers between dl three, and long-range missilesto
boot . . . and, well, she didn’'t need to be arocket scientist to figure this one out.

The only thing in her favor? A long shot but her only chance; her DropShip, asmall Fury , hanging behind
Klathandu 1V’ s only moon. Better armored, equipped with autocannon and LRMSs, theFury could lend
punch if not speed.If it’ s still there. Sagi might have found and destroyed the DropShip by now.

On the other hand, Sagi would' ve boasted of that. They’ d faced off in his office—hand-to-hand and then
her blade againgt his pistol. She hadn’t beheaded him, though she had whipped her blade in akilling
blow—and stopped short, just as the edge bit his neck. Enough that she' d bloodied her blade, and she said,
asthey trussed him to his chair, “ Remember | gave you back your life.”

Sagi was purple with rage. “When we meet again, | will not return the favor. Count on it.”

No, Sagi hadn’t found the DropShip, but she'd be damned if sheled hisfightersto it. So we run, straight
on until morning . . . or until they kill us . She punched her afterburnersto full power. TheL ucifer legpt
forward, chewing up space. The center of her chest tightened; an unseen hand pushed against her chest,
flattening her into her seat as she pulled seveng s. Her vision reddened; her pulse thudded in her temples; and
she grunted, forcing blood to her head.



“I understand your tactic,” said the Old Magter, his voice labored. He was tracking from hisinstruments and
HUD. “However . .."

But she wasn't paying attention. On her HUD, she saw that theSayers were dropping back . . . no, no, one
was shedding dtitude, and the other climbing. Frac! That wasn't it either! Shewas afine pilot, but a better
MechWarrior, and she was used to thinking in agrounded dimension, not about when the ground had no
bottom.

Shefigured out what would happen an instant before it did. Suddenly her onboard computer shrilled a
warning, and her eyesjerked to tactical. Target lock! Instantly, she broke right—the correct move—and
lancets of port-side laser fire streamed past, wide of their target. But then Katana pushed her fighter into
what would have been adive in an atmosphere. A good move, but not when you werein space. . . .

Her heart banged into double-time as her darms screamed again.No, my God, what was she doing; she’'d
turned directly into the Sayer; it wasn't hanging back, it was rocketing y-axis and true, an arrow
aimed directly at her heart . . .“No!”

A volley of laser fire blasted her canopy. Sheingtinctively flinched away from it so hard that her heed
dammed back into her couch then bulleted forward. Her helmet bounced off her instrument panel with a
sckening thud, and her vison swam. Y anking theLucifer hard left, she angled up and away, blinking away
hot blood drizzling into her eyes from the seam split into her skin. She sent thefighter into arolling
Immemann turn, climbing avertica—an ingtinctive move because she was haf-blind, her head shrieking with
pain. Stars pinwheded in agiddy, nauseating whirl, and sour bile pushed the back of her throat. ThelLucifer
'singrument panel was dive with warning lights, her temperature climbing, and then theShilone was
screaming in from starboard. How had it gotten there? The last time she saw the fighter it was on her left, and
there were too many of them, she couldn’t fend them off, there were too many, thiswas out of control and
shecouldn’t. . .

Sop! Aninner voice, jabbing her brain like ahot spike. You are samurai! Thinkas samurai! Angry now,
Katana blinked againgt her panic, clamping down with fierce determination on her fear. Shewassamurai |, a
Daughter of the Dragon; shewas Dragon! Katana s spirit gathered and bunched at the center of her being;
her blood roared through her veins, marching to the beat of her warrior’ s heart.

Fight. Katana' s eyes sought out the winking green indicators that were the enemy. Therel TheShilone the
point of aspear, and the twoSayers forming its body, and they’ d made amistake, yes, the bastards were
too confident, andthey werenot samura!

“Thank you!” Blood filled her mouth from her wound, and she savored the taste: warm salt and moist
copper, andher, her essence, what made her Dragon . . . “Yes,” she hissed, “yed” Energy, hot and bright,
flickered through her limbs, and she grabbed at this, herki , her energy, focusing atight cone of determination
that shethought on itsway, pushing it from her brain with the force of alion and the speed of atiger. “Fed
me coming for you, you bastards, becausehere| am!”

She jerked back on her stick and canted theL ucifer y-minus-thirty and z-minus-forty, twirled the craft dong
itslong axis, and then jammed on her thrusters, pushing the ship for al it could muster. A fist dammed into
her chest, but she hadn’t felt it as herki flowed into the machine that throbbed beneath her, and they became



one, racing through space. Because she was going to meet the bastards head-on; she would driveright into
their midst and give them ataste of their own medicine—and, oh, yes, shejust might kill them, too.

Laserssizzled by in silent streams of death, and she took hits—enough to send thelucifer ’stemperature
soaring. And till the fighters came, arrogant in their combined strength, and this, too, was afata mistake
because they thought that she would bresk first. Either that—or maybe try to ram.

“Yeah, and | bet you' re counting on that, too; you' re going to sit there and wait and let me come to you.
Will, I’'m coming, you fraccing sons of bitches, just youwait . . .” Katanatoggled her weapons up full,
brought her HUD targeting display front and center, drew in adeep breath and then let it loose with afull,
keening, battle cry: “ DO!”

At that exact ingtant she cored into their midst, whirling like adervish, and snap-fired dl her lasers a once:
full power. Lasers shot from her fighter in a scatter-sunburst of light and energy. Garnet streams stresked
through space, unfurling like the deadly length of athousand serpents, striking with letha fangsin many places
and dl directions at once. Thefighters broke gpart from this demon in their midst; they fdll away, twirling,
scattering—but Katana was dready turning around, whipping the strainingLucifer onitslong axis, turning a
sharp, hard, inverted loop, damming her fighter from sde to Sde so they couldn’t line up ashot and then
came roaring down, snap-firing again.

And thistime, she hit. “YES!” Shelet out along whooping war cry as flares bloomed on the port wing of
oneSayer . Thelarger fighter jogged down and then made ahard right, and she twisted, trying to keep the
ship in sight and see; how badly wasit hurt, had she. .. ?

A dtuttering wink-wink-wink overhead and to her right, and then flashes, much too bright to be alaser and
thewrong color . . .

“Missiled” shouted the Old Madter. “To starboard, z-plus-sixty!”

“HUNH!” Katanadammed her fighter into azoom dive, roaring straight for theShilone that was, at that
moment, heading for her belly. She hesitated for afraction of a second. No time to second guess! Move,
move, move, go, gogogogogo!

“They’redill onud Acquiring! Timeto impact, eight seconds!”

“Oh, no, you don't, you bastards, no, youdon't. .. YAH!” Jamming on the power, Katana bulleted
directly into thehilone ’ sline of fire, did the calculations with lightning speed, and let fly aburst of laser fire,
Then she angled off, hard, skimming in the space perpendicular to theShilone at the precise instant that her
lasers punched through space, stopped short of theShilone ’s nose, and so theShilone didn’t dow because,
of course, the pilot knew that the blasts would come short.

Kaana slaser firebdled . . . and instead of following after Katana, the missleslocked on theroiling coil of
laser fire, here and then gone in a second. But a second was dl that mattered, and theShilone *s pilot saw the
danger and reacted, whipping around in an evasive zoom just as the missiles detonated.

TheShilone wastoo close. Shock waves and molten plasma boomed out in concentric circles. The smaller
craft stuttered, then skipped, then tripped nose-firgt, out of control, spinning end on end the way aknifeflies



toward atarget. TheShilone ’s overtaxed systems gave, and the fighter toreitsdf gpart inaslent, fiery
shower.

She' d barely blinked before she heard the darm. Target lock! Katana broke right, then |eft, angled off, but
she' d waited afraction of asecond too long. She couldn’t hear theSayer ’slaser hissing through space, but
shefdtit: ajolting finger of degth that torched a seam of destruction down the belly of her craft, opening the
guts and cooking them at the sametime. No, no, nonono, not now! Lasersfunctiona but no starboard
thruster at dl, and port down to half . . . Grimacing, neck cords popping, shetried grabbing air that wasn't
there, because this was space after dl, and she'd run out of luck and time. . .

And then another shriek of an darm, and she saw it, an avatar from Hell: the deek, deadly form of an
Achilles DropShip—headed straight for her.

“No,” shesaid. Thetargeting darm went off again, but she hardly heard it. She stared straight aheed,
watching as Death lunged for her. She was surprised that she wasn't frightened or resigned. Instead, her
warrior’ sheart beat more fiercely and, with fingersthat barely shook and an iron will, she cut power to her
remaining thruster and brought what energy remained to weapons. Maybe she couldn’t kill the beast, but she
would wound it, oh, yes.

But Death struck firgt. A thick, bright tongue of PPC fire spurted from theAchilles ' nose, blistering through
the blackness of space—past her.

The particle beam smacked theSayer square on the nose, burning atrough of ionized plasma, and Ssmply
cut the ship intwo. Therewas abrilliant flash astheSayer 'smisslesignited, then asoundless explosion, and
somewhere in there the pilot must dso have screamed as his cockpit disintegrated. The pilot fell in silence, al
of space acold, impersond witness, and Katana s cheeks were dick not with blood but tears.

Then avoice she hadn't heard in months fizzled through € ectromagnetic distortion: “Hang on, Tai-sho
we' re coming!”

McCain. My God. She stared, blinked, and looked again, but it was there and no mirage: herFury tralingin
theAchilles’” wake.

“Tai-sho!” McCain again, frantic now. “Katana, Tai-sho , do you copy?’

“McCain,” she whispered. Dimly, she saw thelone survivingSayer limping for Klathandu 1V, and her Fury
jumping to the pursuit—and it was this that finaly jarred her voiceloose. “McCain, no, let it go! There's
been enough bloodshed for one day.” And then she couldn’t help it, but she was grinning like a madwoman.
“AndShu-sa McCain, once | am aboard, let us have achat about your timing. Shal we?’

Nagumo-Class DropShipBlack Wind,inbound for Al Na'ir

Prefecture ||, Republic of the Sphere



20 June 3135
And you, little Al Na'ir, are next.

Sakamoto was drunk, not on wine but power. Two highly successful attack waves; hislast devastating
assault on Y ance, and now aflatillaof five Legion of Vega DropShips peopled with Benjamin Regulars
hurtling toward Al Nalir. Pleased, heinhaed hugdly, filling hislungswith the dightly metalic, dightly
swest-tinged aroma of the ship’srecycled air, laced with just the faintest wisp of ozone. He preferred the
adtringent smell of "Mech coolant on afine winter’smorning. But, aas, no ' Mechs; today, death would come
from above and without.

Al Nair was awretched place: clotted atmaosphere rich in sulfur dioxide layered over, essentidly, barren
rock. Y et peopleingsted on living there. Sakamoto’ s keen eyes picked out the glints marking Al Na'ir' stwo
domed cities, Phoenix and Homai-Zaki. Each had a defensive array of four weapons turrets sudded at
compass points on the dome' s outer skin. Y et domeswere, by their very nature, inherently indefensible.
Each dome had perimeter wegpons' bays but only two 'Mechs per station, the others pulled into service
againgt the Capellans, aerospace fighter lances were down to half strength for the same reason. Any defense
would be mounted well away from the cities, likely at DropShip docking Sitesthat connected to underground
maglevs because, once an enemy penetrated adome, the battle was|ost.

Still facing the bridge' s viewscreen, he said, “What ahorrible little planet. Look at it: moth-eaten,
pockmarked, sulfur for air.”

“True,” said Worridge. She'd glided to hisright shoulder and stood even with him now. Her tone was
infuriatingly mild; the voice of reason that put histeeth on edge. “ Therefore, I'm mystified that you bother
withtheplanet at dl.”

“Question agtrategy, and you questionme , Worridge.” Sakamoto paused to let that sink in. Besides, he saw
them dl ligening, watching,judging ... Sakamoto’'s eyesroved over the deek backs and blank profiles of
Black Wind ’ s bridge personnel. No one turned, no one spoke, but Sakamoto knew thatthey knew he was
wiseto them al. Think your thoughts, and plan your little coups, but | will always be one step ahead.

Seemingly unfazed, Worridge said, “I meant no disrespect, but merely asked after Al Na'ir' s strategic
importance.”

“Theimportance is not what' s above but below. Scarshorough Manufacturing’ s there, and even though the
plant doesn’t make BattleM echs anymore, the works remain. Our techswill put them to good use. Besides,
the troops deserve arest before the next attack wave.” Privately, Sakamoto didn’t give adamn about the
troops. Yet hewasaredigt. If they were to perform well, the men needed a breather. Besides, they had
taken heavy casudties on Ancha (expected) and Biham (unexpected). Eriksson, that old devil, had wrecked
three’ Mechs single-handedly before they’ d brought him down. Sakamoto’ stai-sho in command of the
Biham spur, the Crimson Scourge Company of the Second Sword of Light, assured him that all necessary
repairs would be completed in time for that spur’ s next stop, Deneb Algedi. Highly likely then that the old
knight' sOrion would see action just as soon asthe " Mech techs wiped its computer identification system. A
ddliciousirony, there. Still, Eriksson was more troubl e than he was worth. Sakamoto was inclined to execute
him, and now he said as much to Worridge.



“But, asyou' ve pointed out, Tai-shu , Eriksson will be avery effective bargaining chip, if and when Katana
Tormark shows up. She' s got a soft spot for that old man.”

Sakamoto snorted. “With any luck, she' s eating sand. Damn this outage anyway; it dows everything down.
But no matter how skillful her people, Anchaand Sedachbiafell fast enough.”

“Welost our fair share of 'Mechs and men.”

“Inconsequentia,” Sakamoto piffled. But the Fury had fought much better than he dlowed, and he knew it.
No match forhis forces, of course, but still. Devil takeit, but their victory had come at anobscenely high cost:
afull company of aerogpace fighters from the Sixth Benjamin Regulars, seven’ Mechs—threein abog, a
swamp , no less—and all because of the quick thinking of that wizard Crawford. Sakamoto could use aman
likethat.

But he won't be turned; I’'m sure of that. The Fury’ s loyal to one commander, and she's pledged her
loyalty now to the Dragon—and that’s not me. Y €t.

Asif she'd read hismind, Worridge said, “ Do you think the Fury would turn if you gppeded to them in the
name of the Combine?’

Damn her good sense! Alwaystesting, always reasonable . . . Sakamoto’ s eyes shifted again over the faces
and backs of the bridge crew. What none of them knew was how very hard Worridge had argued with
him—in private, before the campaign.

She' d chosen his quarters for the confrontation. “The Fury’ s our kin, brothers and sisters,” she' d said, those
gray eyes bright and swimming with emotion. * Tai-shu, | beg you to reconsider. Y ou have dready violated
the Ares Conventionsand . . .”

“Damnthe Conventions!” Sakamoto had been ready to explode. “1 am the law here, and | answer to no
one!”

“But the Fury could be our aly.”

“They' reanuisance.” Good for Worridge. He hadn’t been drinking that day €l se he' d have killed her where
she stood. Bringing up the Conventions and now the Fury . . . damn her,why did she have to be so valuable?
“Why such the bleeding heart for Tormark™?’

“QOur troops admire her. Fighting the Fury will just make her more sympathetic.”

True, and howthat had galed him. Only afew monthsinto battle, and aready he' d had to arrest adozen or
s0 of Kobayashi’smen, devil takeit. Mutinous pirates. Well, let the rest of the troops see how he dedlt with
that .

Eventually Worridge had backed down, but now, here she was, throwing down the gauntletagain by
invoking the Combine—and, by extension, Vincent Kurita—in front of the crew, emphasizing that sheknew
he had no authorization from the coordinator. Very well played: Argue, and he put Worridge on alevel
playing fidd, devating her inthe troops eyes. That wouldnot do. So Sakamoto chose hiswords with care;



“Thereisan old saying, Worridge. A tool does not boast of its handler. We are tools, nothing more.”

Thatstung, Sakamoto saw. A faint flush stlained Worridge' s pale cheeks. She'd followed hisorders al
aong. Discredit him now by invoking Kurita, and she did the sameto hersdlf. “Well said, myTai-shu ,” she
murmured. “Of course, you'reright.”

She might have said more butBlack Wind ' stai-sa said, tentatively: “ A thousand pardons, Tai-shu , but |
estimate five minutes to outer atmosphere.” A pause. “And there are five agrospace fighters on approach.”

“Excdlent,” said Sakamoto, turning aside from Worridge, effectively dismissing her. “A little warm-up;

they’ re bugs, nothing more. DropShipsCrystal Rain andHonor’ s Pear| areto engage thefighters. Deploy
our own fightersonly if necessary. | wantBlood' s Tide andDragon’s Sword to target Homai-Zaki. Asfor us
andSerpent , set course for Phoenix Dome.” He paused, inhaed that wonderful scent—and yes, it wasthe
scent of battle—and said, “Now.”

———

Phoenix Dome, Al Na'ir

Prefecture ||, Republic of the Sphere Midday,
20 June 3135

Five hundred and fifty meters at its highest point, Phoenix Domewas asemirigid, bacteridly derived plagtic
monomer, protected by alatticework of titanium steel and milky duraglass, injected with microscopic durries
of crystd stedl built to withstand small meteor strikes. Al Na'ir’' s atmospheric pressure was afifth that of
Terraand principally consisted of sulfur dioxide cloudsthat clotted in dingy clumpsthe color of egg yolk. By
contrast, the dome' sair was sweet and aways abamy thirty degrees Celsius, except for occasiona
manufactured rainy days, and snow in December. Today, from the apex of Phoenix Tower, Prefect Priscila
Recinto peered out her smeary office window at unscheduled rain and thought, Right season, wrong color .

Therewas acurfew in place; marshd law had been declared when theriots spiraed out of control two
weeks ago. Columns of flak-vested police threaded through thoroughfares and aleyslike busy ants scurrying
through an immense hill. But the damage had been done. Soot mixed with rain drizzled in agray curtain,
dicking the sireets with ash and glazing buildings and windows with a patina.of grime.

A voice, hushed, mae, at her shoulder: “I1t's Armageddon.”

Recinto turned her soft brown gaze onto O’ Mdlory. The legate had lost weight, and the angles of his
shoulderstented a dull date-blue jacket. O’ Mallory’ s cheeks were hollow, the hazel eyesjust above set into
deep sockets smudged with crescents of purple. “1 think so,” she said. She backhanded an oily shank of dull
blond hair from her forehead. She wasfilthy; her nails were ragged and ridged with crescents of black. She
hadn’t showered in two days, ever since the water had gone out when the trestment plants blew, and dl
emergency water had gone for the fires. She wore the same sour-smelling clothes she' d dept in for the past
two days, curled on her office couch.



O'Mallory said, “Y ou should go to the shelter.”

“Someone has to stay above ground, monitor the troops, lock out the sub-tee maglevsif necessary. I'm the
only one who knowsthe codes.” She managed awan smile. “ Anyway, how would it |ook, the prefect turning
tal?’

“Y ou shouldn’t care afig for what people think.”

“But | do. Besides, I’'m not sure | could face those people now, knowing that I’ ve turned others away,
decided who was important enough to live, and who wasn't.” The words tasted bitter as ash in her mouth,
and she grimaced. “Governor Tormark saysit’sthe same in Homai-Zaki, and they have more police.”

“Maybewe |l savethe Dracsthe trouble by killing oursalves off.” A pause. Then, angrily: “Thisismy fault. If
| hadn’t staked everything ontheword of . . .”

“It'snot asif you acted adone. Fuchida agreed with you. Central Command agreed.”

Another pause, longer thistime. “Do you think . . . there are the Ares Conventions, but do you think we. . .
would the Dracsdareto . . . 7" Whatever O’ Malory wanted to say died in his mouth, and sheread in his
eyes something just short of despair.

“Yes” shesad, smply. “1 think they might.”
DDT-Alpha, Second Al N&'ir Principes Guards
Phoenix Dome, Al Na'ir

Midday, 20 June 3135

Lieutenant Russ Fox couldn’'t seefor shit. Then again, you never saw for shit outside the dome, even if your
butt was parked in a Dome-Defense Turret six hundred fifty meters above ground, the way hiswas right
now. Tourisiswho cameto Al Na ir said the dome looked like half an orange the way it nestled in aring of
iron-rich crags. If that were true, then Fox figured the defensive turrets were off-center navels: pressurized
nubs of armored ferroglass seated on the dome' s skin at the points of the compass. Each turret was
connected to arigid umbilicus sheathing aturbo-elevator that fed down into the dome viaa magnetic lock.
Thelock was active, the meter-thick titanium hatch shut tight. The military engineers, real eggheads, said that
even if the capsule sheared away, that hatch was thick enough so the dome wouldn't breach. Probably made
the folksin the dome real happy, rea secure, but it made something elsered crystal. Something like that
happened, and Fox could kiss his ass good-bye.

Theturrets weren't airtight, or depressurized; their air supply and pressurization were tied into the dome.
Theturret reeked of fear and the smell of men crammed into too small a space for too many hours. Besides
Fox, there were two gunners, each manning a twin-barreled autocannon on swivel mounts, one above and
one below, so each gunner could turn his weapon ether clockwise, or counterclockwise independent of the
other gunner. Fox monitored comm, relayed orders, gave updates—about as essentia to their ops as coa's
to Newcastle, whatever that meant.



Right now the comm channel fuzzed with interference, but he heard voices—overlgpping and chattering the
way squirrels scolded acat curled at the base of atree—until he heard the commander tell everyone to shut
the fuck up, which they did. The sudden silencerang in hisears, and his skin prickled with anxiety. So when
one of the gunnersripped abig one, redly loud, that did it. They al three cracked up, hugging their sides,
punching each other on the shoulder, pulling faces, and goingpeeoooweee, who let thedog in . .. and that
felt good, redly good, because, for aminute, thingsfelt dmost kind of norma. Almost.

Still grinning, Fox peered |eft and right and behind. The remaining turrets, Beta through Delta, naich, werelit;
he saw dim outlines of heads and arms. Then he turned right again, brought apair of digital binocularsto his
eyes, focused on the ground far below. Infantry in battlearmor boiled out of the ar locks, fanning out through
the plains before the mountains to take up defensive positions around the dome. Not many of them either,
maybe a company, but no more.

Then he looked up into the soup of Al Na ir' s atmosphere. And then his stomach bottomed out.
“God,” he heard one of the gunners say. “Aw, God.”

Dimly, Fox heard a crackle on comm, something about incoming, but as the black hulk of a DropShip
barreled through the clouds, he thought: Shit, man. Old news .

Delta Company
Triarii Protectors, Al Na'ir

Dumb idea, ducking into acouloir, hoping al that iron ore would mess up the Dracs sensors. What the hell
was the lieutenant thinking, hisguysal jammed up . . . Sergeant Mike Brautigan dodged | eft as another PPC
bolt punched rock twenty meters away and fifty meters overhead, close enough so the shower of debris
spewing from the mountains pattered on Brautigan’ s battlearmor with a sound like hard rain spiking atin
roof. A second later the ground twitched, vibrations jagging through rust-colored rock. A dlag of mixed iron
ore and shaefd| away from the mountain and duiced ariver of splintered boulders and pulverized rock.

Another blast, and thistime Brautigan lost his balance and pitched forward. A spike of rock rushed up to
meet hisface. “HUNH!” He threw himsdlf right, felt the bone-jarring crunch of rock againg his shoulder
instead of hisfaceplate, felt the freeze of terror that maybe he' d breached his suit. He waited for an darm or
the hiss of escaping air, but there was neither, and after afew more seconds Brautigan rolled onto his hands
and kneeslike adog.Ho, boy, that was close .

Staggering upright, Brautigan hugged the mountain because, shit, it wasthe only thing hecould do at the
moment. Another blagt, further away thistime; the DropShip moving off, or maybe losing him findly, or not
caring because Brautigan was target practice. In the distance, across aplain of craters and rubble, he could
just make out the neon orange sputter of tracer fire spitting from the dome defense turrets, and the smdler,
amost comical ruby darts of lasers from infantry—Ilike they made adifference. Phoenix Dome was dark,
probably to cut down on glare. Hugging rock, he waited for what seemed like afraccing year but was
probably closer to twenty seconds.

Men began to coaesce out of the haze—the atmosphere was dready mustard yellow, and now it was
choked with red dust churned up by pulverized rock—jogging silhouettes that resolved into arms and legs



and rifles. He counted heads, thought that wasn't right, counted again, understood that what was | eft
amounted to little more than a platoon, and then asked the nearest soldier, a scrawny corporal with earslike
car doors, “Where sthe lieutenant?’

“LIEUTENANT SDEAD!” The corpord was screaming, like he was shouting down along tunndl. Hewas
crying,too. “HE ... HEGOT HIT . .. FIRST THING, PPC ... CUTHIMINTWO...AND...
AND. . .!”

They didn’t havetimefor this. Brautigan didn’t blame the kid; he was ready to piss his pants, too, but there
was no time. “Stop that!” Brautigan rapped. “ Stop that shit, shut up, shut up!”

That shook the corpora and everyone else, the rest of the men flinching back like they’ d been dapped. But
the kid stopped crying, and Brautigan said, “Okay, listen up. Near as| can make out, those seven, eight
MiningMechs, the onesthey got refitted with autocannon, got junked the first five, maybe ten minutes. But |
think a DropShip’ strying to touch down on the other side of the dome, and that’ s where they’ ve screwed up
because the secondary air lock’ s onthis side.” He punched up a SatNav receiver on hiswrist, waited until
the positioning satellitesin orbit got alock (thanking Christ there were satelliteseft to ping), and then said,
“Okay. The secondary air lock is maybe three klicks away, give or take. That puts the Dracs, what, fifteen,
gxteen klicks distant. Once they figure they blew it, though, they’ Il be on their way, and fast.”

“Then we got to get therefirst,” said a PFC. Hisarmored hands clutched hisrifle like aclub. “ Once they
breach the air lock, man, it’ s over. Accessto the city, anywhere they want to go. We got to get therefirst,
get indde, disablethe maglevs from indde and sedl it up tight.”

Good idea, but it wouldn’t work. “I1t wouldn’t work,” said Brautigan. “\We abandon the surface, no one's
|eft to keep the Dracs back. Only amatter of time before they get through, and then they pick us off, one by
one”

“Or the other way around,” said the PFC, but another soldier was shaking his head and said, “Naw, Sarge
isright. Y ou got to figure the Dracs could tunnel their way in, cut into the Side, and then they bottle usup on
both ends, like moles. ’ Sides, there’ sway more of them than there are of us.”

“Okay, so we're fucked no matter what,” said Brautigan, “but | figure we can take it stlanding on the
surface, or we can maybejury-rig the air lock somehow, maybe blow it up tight, sed off the dome. They
ain't gonnatorch the dometo get a us, noway.” He didn't know if heredly beieved this, then thought there
was a pretty good chance he wasright. Dracs weren't Blakists, and there were the Ares Conventions and a
kind of codein war besides, like that unwritten rule that said no blowing up JumpShips, Stuff like that.

“Sarge.” The scrawny corporal still sounded piss-your-pants scared. “ Sarge, we do that, we' re stuck out
here”

But the PFC answered. “ The prefect doesit first, we' re just as stuck. Come on, man.”

“No choice,” said Brautigan, his voice flat, the period at the end of a sentence, and he saw from the way the
guyslooked first at each other and then back at him that they got it. He nodded once. “Right. Okay. Let's

go.



They jogged over rocks, going amost by fed because Brautigan didn’t want to chance their helmet
headlamps and tip off the Dracs. No one spoke. The only sounds Brautigan heard were his own harsh grunts
as he huffed over broken earth and around jagged rock. Not hearing anything else, on band or through feed,
was bad. He switched over to the general comm channel, got the hiss of dead air, and kept fiddling with
frequencies, hoping to catch hold of something. He didn’t, and he tried hard not to think about whatthat
meant.

Suddenly he heard ashout, sharp asan ice pick in hisear, and he flinched, clapping afree hand in areflex to
his ear and thunking againgt his helmet instead. For awild second he thought that he' d got hold of some
command frequency, but he looked around and saw the PFC pointing. Brautigan looked back toward the
dome. They were close. He was startled to see how much ground they’ d covered; the wall of ferroglass shot
through with titanium rose out of the valley floor so high he had to crane his neck al the way up just to catch
aglimpse of that crazy, orange peashooter tracer fire, pfft-pfft-pfft .

The massive bulwark of a DropShip splintered the clouds, and then Brautigan saw the DropShip change
course, and it was. . . oh, God, no, it wasn't possible. . . But it was.

The DropShip opened fire. At the dome.

“Herethey come!” screamed Fox, but the gunners were aready firing off round after round from their
autocannons. The roar was deafening, like being caught in the middle of an echo chamber with cannons
booming dl around. With each shot the turret jumped and shimmied, so violently Fox was sure the thing
would shake itsdlf loose of its moorings and spill them, screaming, to shatter againgt the rocks hundreds of
meters below. But the sensation had to be from the inner plastic monomer layer; sure, that had to beit; the
thing jiggled theway gdatin did in abowl; it was built to be that way, absorb seismic activity and crap like
that; so, yeah, they were safe, they were perfectly safe. . .

“Go for the engines!” He had to shout into each gunner’ s ear to be heard over the boom of autocannons.
Far below, he saw the twinkle of lasers asthe infantry, or what was|eft of them, tried doing something,
anything . “Knock them out before. . . !”

But the gunners were dready firing, their muscles bulging againg their tight, sweeat-stained deeves, their ams
going in herky-jerky fits as the cannons pul sed.

PPC fire, its color asick peagreen in the sulfur-rich atmosphere, stabbed at the dome. Fox fdt the jerk asit
hit, then watched in horror asthe top half of Beta Turret was diced in two. The oxygen insdeignited, and the
exploson haoed into ayellow-orange firebal.

It was over so quickly—one second there and the next gone—that Fox felt the surreal sensation of time
dowing, and sounds—the autocannon fire, the grunts of his gunners, the creak of the swivel mounts—fading
away to muffled pinpricks. Asif through afog, Fox saw two fiery spearsleap from the nose of the
DropShip—a Nagumo, huge mother fucker —and score the dome where Beta Turret had been, unzipping
the titanium-injected duraglass the way ahot knife cuts a seam through frozen buitter.

Beneath hisfeet, Fox felt the hard shell of the dome begin to shiver. He felt the dome begin to break. And



time snapped back.

She' d keyed out the maglevs sSix minutes ago, but it felt to Priscila Recinto that six years had passed, maybe
seven. The city was dark, and so she saw things much more clearly now: the mammoth hulks of the two
DropShips, edged with green lights; the pencil-thin darts of fiery laser fire; the orange bals of autocannon.
Each time one of the turrets fired, a sonic boom of thunder rolled through the dome, the windows shuddered
under her fingertips and the building swayed.

Suddenly, there came ahuge, ear-plittingka-BOOM! Recinto blinked againg aflare of yellow bright enough
to hurt. The flash had come from above, and her eyesjerked to the dome just in time to catch acluster of
explosons, oneright after the other as Beta Turret’ s munitionsignited. “Oh, God!” she gasped. She and
O Madllory were standing Side by side, and she grabbed for hisarm with her left hand, found it, squeezed.
“Oh, my God, oh, my ..."

High overhead, the air split with agrating, squedling sound as the turret twisted upon the titanium latticework
of the dome. Then, there was an audiblesnap , like the crack of adry branch, and still Recinto thought:
Maybe it’s not so bad; maybe all we need isa repair crew up there, yeah, yeah, seal off the breach
because it’s so small, no way the air can leave the dome that fast . . .

And then she heard something € se. Something new. A hiss; firgt faint, and then louder, like awarning from a
hidden, monstrous serpent—or, maybe, a dragon.

Prefect PriscilaRecinto let O’ Mdlory take her into the circle of hisarms, and she clutched the lapdl of his
jacket, pressing her face into his chest. In another moment she felt hisfingers massaging her scap and
cupping the back of her head the way her father did when she was very young and had a bad dream.

And then—shefdt her ears pop. And she thought: That’ s bad, it’ s bad when your ears pop because that
means there' s been a change in pressure, the dome’ s depressurizing, the dome’'sgoingto. . . !

She made amove to pull away, but O’ Mallory’ s hand was there, and she heard him say, “Don’t look, child.
Don't look.”

Phoenix Dome exploded.

——

Conqueror’s Pride, Proserpina

Prefecture |11, Republic of the Sphere

25 June 3135

Crawford stopped talking, but Katana, face creased with grief, said nothing. He' d expected that, would' ve
wondered if the news hadn't hit her like adedgehammer: Chinn and Sully dead, Anchaand Sadachbia gone;



Magruder and her people probably dead, too.

Katana cleared her throat with avisible effort. “Any ideas about the traitor?’
“Wall, | can think of one person.”

“Fuglli?’

“Yesh”

After amoment, Katana shook her head. “ Thething is, some of hisinformation wasright on the money. So
maybe he was compromised.”

Crawford considered this, nodded. “1 can buy that. He was with Magruder, and so far as we know, they’re
all dead. But the stuff about the troops defecting . . . let’sjust say that it was lucky McCain showed when he
did.”

“Not pursuing that lastSayer helped more,” said Katana. This had helped Sagi seethe light and “donate’ his
services, and those of hismen, to Dragon’s Fury.With a DropShip or two as persuasion, and a cadre of

yakuzato boot. Sighing, she pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger. “ Still don’t
know if we should get involved, though.”

“Of course we should. Sakamoto killed our people.”

“We get involved, and he' slikely to kill alot more.”

“For God' s sake, those aremy people lying out there, and Magruder’s, and you'retelling methat . . .
“Every snglelast soul out thereisone of my people,” Katanasaid, quietly. “ Mysoldiers—and Chinn.”
Chastened, Crawford said, “Forgive me, Tai-sho. | fed s0. . .powerless .”

“I understand.” Katanalet out along breath then pushed up from her tatami and began to pace. The Old
Master, at hisusua post, held his peace. *Y ou dispatched word to Hean?’

Crawford nodded. “Figured they would passthe word to Sirius and, if they can, Irian. Rusch’son Irian, and
he' | need the most time to prepare to retake Anchaand . . .”

But Katanawas aready shaking her head. “That’ s exactly what Sakamoto expects. No, we haveto hit
placesthat’ll surprise him.” She gave Crawford atight-lipped smile. “Hisjugular and his ass. Strike at hisrear
for sure—Shinonoi, Halstead Station.” She paused. “Biham.”

“I remind you that Biham'’ s spitting distance from Anchaand Sadachbia.”

“I’'m aware of that. But | have to know what happened to Sir Reginad.”

“You redly think he sdive?’



“A knight can be an asset, adamn good bargaining chip. If it was me? 1’ d keep him dive.”

“Okay,” said Crawford, not sureif it was. “ Tell me again how we re going to do this without getting our
butts kicked.”

“Any buitt that gets kicked will be Sakamoto's. Firgt off, I'll want Drexel to lead the Shinonoi spur.”
“McCanwon't likeit. | haven’t seen daylight between those two.”

Katana arched an eyebrow. “ Chu-saMcCain will be pleased to hear that I'm assigning him to her unit.”
“Probably make her day. I'll take Halstead Station . . .now what’ swrong?’

“Because you' re coming with me, andl’ m going to Gaatia. We don’t have enough JumpShips to tag team,
but wedo have those black boxes. We give some to Rhodes, and then have him pass them to our
commanders on Ronel, Hean and Sirius”

“Togofor...?

“Deneb Algedi for sure. Niradaki, probably. Sakamoto will be expecting resistance from Bannson's
Raders, right?’

143 &)?l

“So,the Raiders control Saffd and Anthry. Even Sakamoto' s resources aren't infinite. My guessishewon't
leave more than atoken force behind on Niradaki, figuring hisrear’ s covered.”

“Okay, | can seeit. And, yeah, Deneb Algedi makes sense, too, now that the Swordsworn are gone.
Sakamoto'sinvasion force ought to be correspondingly small. But why not take on Al Nair? Comein from
the flank and the rear a once?’

“Because those domes are like the bull’ s-eye on atarget,” said Katana. “ Can you imagine the manpower
necessary to keep people in abottle from going nuts? We skip it. If we take four or five worlds from
Sakamoto, control some of his supply lines, we re doing well. And we might get lucky again. Sagi’s come
over. If wedia down when we engage Combine forces, we may get more converts.”

Crawford was so shocked he couldn’t respond for amoment. “ Dial down? What the hdll are you talking
about? For God' s sake, Katana, that’s whatmy people did and they’ redead .”

“Do the math, Andre. We don’t measure up. Our only hopeistonot swoop in like avenging angels. We
fight. .. but wedid it down.”

“And wait until they mop the planet with us,” said Crawford. He was angry now, and that made him crud.
“Chinndied for you. She dideverything for you and shedied . What kind of love doesn’t demand blood for

blood?”



That hurt; he could tell by the way her features froze, and when she spoke, her words vibrated with barely
suppressed emotion that told him he was very lucky she hadn’t drawn her blade and killed him on the spot.
“I will avenge her; make no mistake. But thereis only one man | hold responsible, and that is Sakamoto. The
best way to honor Toni—to avengeall my people—isto defeat Sakamoto.”

“How?’

“We take away his base of support. We have amuch better chance if we strike the worlds where he' s been
gone awhile. Troops get tired; they want to go home; they want to know they’ re gppreciated. If I'm right
about Sakamoto, he doesn’'t give adamn about his people. That'll be our advantage. What isagenerd
without histroops but just aguy inafancy uniform?’

“Uh-huh,” said Crawford. “Wdll, speaking of fancy clothes, let’ sthink thisthrough, shall we?’ He knew he
hovered periloudy close to insubordination, but then figured, screw it: He could only die once. “What about
the coordinator? Sagi said Sakamoto went without authorization, but who' sSagi? No one.”

“That’ swhy, when | meet Sakamoto, | will comeashisally.”

“What?Youjustsad...

“WEe I gill do arearguard action, no question. But if | don’t offer to talk, that’s reason enough to turn usinto
grease spots. Offer to negotiate in front of witnesses, and he' |l have aharder timekilling us.”

Crawford hestated, then said, very carefully, “Y ou are mytai-sho . | will follow you to degth if need be. But
you areinsane, and | want that on the record because you know what €lse? After what happened to Toni
and Sully, if you get yoursdlf killed? Katana, you'll think you deserved it.”

They stared at one another along moment. Findly, Katana broke the silence. “Noted. Y ou are dismissed,
Chu-sa .” Then, as he reached theshoji, Katana said, “ Crawford, one more thing.”

Ah, hislast name. Meant he wasin the shit house for sure. Crawford met Katana s stedly gaze. “ Y es,
Tai-sho 7’

“The Bounty Hunter’ sMarauder 11 isin our hangar, but there is no Hunter. Do you know where heis?’
It wasn't what he' d expected, but Crawford was ready just the same. “No,” helied.

Field Hospital, Fourth Sword of Light, Ancha

Prefecture | I, Republic of the Sphere

25 June 3134

Chu-sal_eo Montgomery scrubbed grit from his eyes. All he wanted was five hours of deep, but instead
he' d been operating nonstop, resecting bowel, digging out shrapnel, amputating limbs, and now he was

elbow-deep in adminigtrative crap, too. Montgomery sighed, fingered thetai-i ’ s paperwork from his desk,
and sguinted at the pilot ill patiently at attention. “ Tai-i . . .” Montgomery scanned the paperwork.



“Goddard . . . you're sure? Y ou're entitled to go home.”

“Quite sure,” said Goddard. “Honor demandsthat | go back to the front lines.”

Montgomery scrutinized the aerospace pilot. Goddard was disconcertingly tall for apilot; most pilots tended
to be small men, and there was something about his face Montgomery didn’t care for. Not just the scar
jagging through hisleft eyebrow and cheek; a souvenir from the crash. No, something else. . . the eyes?
Montgomery gave himsalf amentd shake. “| appreciate your zealousness, but . . .”

“Please, Doctor,” said Goddard, and his voice had an insstent edge that made Montgomery uneasy.
Goddard must’ ve seen this because he smiled, and Montgomery didn’t know which wasworse; the man's
tone, or that smilethat sent icy fingerstripping up hisspine. “1 want to fight. Please, transfer me back to
Siver Wing of the Forty-third Aerospace based on Al Na ir. That's where I’ m needed.”

That smile, and thoseeyes. . . Montgomery cleared histhroat. “Very well, Since you're so eager.”
Montgomery’s pen jittered as he scrawled his sgnature—illegible, he knew, but cut him some dack, hewas
a doctor—and handed the papers over to the pilot.

Still, Montgomery stared at the closed door for some time after thetai-i left. No, it wasn't the smile. It was
the eyes, those cold, gray eyes.Like a corpse; no, adevil ...

Scarsborough Manufacturers, Al Na'ir
Prefecture |1, Republic of the Sphere
25 June 3135

“Bahl That isnoanswer! ”

“That isthe only answer | will give,” said thechu-sa . She was atal woman, with a purple-black bruise
staining her right cheek, and adefiant sngp to her light blue eyes.

“Do not tellme what you will or will not givel” Sakamoto seethed. They werein the CEO' s office. Theair
was bad, close with burnt cordite, the gassy smell of decaying flesh, and afaint but distinctive scent of bitter
almonds. Tasted bad enough to make Sakamoto want to spit. “ And these empty threats that Dragon’s Fury
will crush us. You overestimate your importance.”

“Perhapsyou overestimate your reach. The coordinator will never let this stand. It isonething to defesat
Republic forces, but quite another to target troops who have pledged their loydty to. . .”

“To awoman who isnot the coordinator!” And now Sekamotodid spit: on thechu-sa *sright MechWarrior
boot.

A gasp from Worridge a hisright elbow. “ Tai-shu, | don’'t think . . .”

“Silence, Worridgel” Sakamoto raged, without turning around. “When Iwant your opinion, I’ llask for it!”



The Fury’ schu-sa stared at the spittle that had washed out a circle of dust and then back at Sakamoto.
“You demean yoursdlf, Tai-shu . A samurai has honor and honor demands respect . . .”

“Given towhom? Traitors?” But he was shamed nonetheless, and it wouldn't do to let Worridge or that
skinnychu-sa —Magruder, yes—seethisin his eyes. So Sakamoto turned aside, eyeing the prisoners. They
were amixed bunch, bedraggled and exhausted: Phoenix Dome survivors—officids, mainly, and their
families—flushed like rats from underground shelters. Scarsborough Manufacturers employees and their
CEO, aplump, bad little man, seized when Sakamoto' s troops stormed their below-ground facilities. Thelot
of them had junked sorely needed repair equipment and tried to blow up the complex! That fiasco cost
Sakamoto threefull platoons.

Then Sakamoto' s eyes came to rest on two prisoners. onein an orange jumpsuit, who sported acanein his
right hand and agrimy cast that stretched from the toes of his right foot to his hip; a second whose white
shirttails dangled like tongues. “What about you, Eriksson?’ Sakamoto said to the man with the cast. “Where
isyour beloved exarch now, eh?’

The old knight pushed himself erect. An effort, clearly. The knight had been captured when his’Mech's
missile rack exploded. Eriksson had gected, hisright femur snapping like adry twig when he hit. “I’'ma
redist, Sakamoto. I’'m only one man. If need be, my lifeisforfeit for agreater good.”

“Pretty words, butl’ m your redity now.” Sakamoto turned his glare on the man with the shirttails. “1s't that
right, Governor Tormark?What do you think of your intrepid little cousin?’

“Second cousin,” Tormark amended. He was not astall as Eriksson, and his skin was alight cinnamon
color. “What she does is none of my concern. But at least she's humane. You are abarbarian. Destroying
Phoenix Domefliesin the face of decency .. .”

“Yes, but thisbarbarian brought you to hed, didn't he?” Sakamoto’slipstwisted in amdignant grin. “Pity
about Fuchida; politiciansreally shouldn't play with guns. But you surrendered quickly enough.”

Tormark’ sface flushed adull copper. “To save the dome. Y ou left me no choice.”

“You had achoice. Youjust didn't likethe dternative.” But Sakamoto was weary of this game. Stuck on
thishorrid little planet until the men had rested, and their repairs completed, a process that would now take
that much longer . . . “Enough of this.” Sakamoto turned to thelittle CEO. “You,” he said, and then took aim
at aFury infantryman, a haggard female corpora, with an index finger. “ And you. Step forward.”

The owner complied, but the corpora shot aquick glance at Magruder, who said, “If you have anything to
say or do, Sakamoto, you will say it to me.”

“I do not require your permission, and | am done talking to you for thetime being,Chu-sa .” He jerked his
head at the corpora and the CEO. “Guards, take them to the surface. Now.”

There was a second when no one moved. Then the color drained from Magruder’ sface, and Worridge
sad, aghast, “ Tai-shu, with al due respect . . .”

“Shut up, Worridge.” When he saw his guards hesitate, Sakamoto said, “Do it. Now .”



There was no mistaking the menace in hisvoice. The CEO’ sface was so pae his eyes |ooked painted on,
and hislegs nearly buckled when aguard hooked a hand around his right arm. Sakamoto saw thefemale
corpora’ sthroat working, but she said nothing.

“Tai-shu!” Magruder started forward, but aguard blocked her. “ Tai-shu, please, don't do this.”

“S0, now you respect my title, eh?” Sakamoto |ooked down hisnose a Magruder. “Tedl mewhat | want to
know: the precise location of Fury’ s troops and capabilities.”

He saw the struggle in Magruder’ sface. “No,” she sad.

“Fine. Then you will have the pleasure of watching two prisonersdie every two hours until you tell mewhat |
want to know, or | run out of prisoners.” He gestured for the guards to take the two away.

The CEQO' s office had aviewscreen covering one wall, and Sakamoto made them al watch and listen from
beginning to end. Sakamoto shot Worridge asidelong glance; her features were pinched and strained. Ah,
Worridge; I’ ve got my eye on you. Muting the audio, Sakamoto turned away from the viewscreen asthe
female corpord wasin her death throes: back arched, mouth open, gouts of blood dicking her chin and
throat. “I ask you again, Magruder. Tell mewhat | want to know.”

Magruder’ sface waswhite as salt. “No.”

“Very well. Guards.” And then, as the guards were herding the prisoners away, Sakamoto pointed, said,
“That one. Bring him here.” He caught the quick flash of fear on the man’ sface: a swarthysho-sa with a
toude of black hair.

Magruder said, sharply, “Why do you want him?’

“That is none of your concern.” He watched as the two Fury soldiers exchanged wordless glances. When
the prisoners had shuffled out, he turned to Worridge. “Leave us. Tl the guard | want wine.”

Worridge opened her mouth, closed it, bowed and left. Flopping down in ahigh-back black leather wing
chair, Sakamoto waited. Wary, thesho-sa said nothing. An aide appeared, slver sdver with adecanter and
goblet in hand. He squared the tray upon alow table, bowed and was dismissed. Sakamoto picked up the
decanter, uncorked it and splashed arich, nutty-smelling port into the goblet. “Sit,” he said, indicating the
chair opposite. “Drink with me.”

“Yeah, sure,” said Wahab Fusilli. He dropped into the chair, groaned and drained the gobl et in three huge
gulps. “Y ou people sure took your sweet time acknowledging my signd.”

“The price of authenticity. Beglad you'redive,” Sakamoto sad, refilling Fusilli’ s goblet. Then hetook apull

from the decanter, sighed with satisfaction, and wiped his mouth with the back of one hand. “And now, you
will tell me the precise composition and location of Katana Tormark’ s remaining troops. Everything.”

——— W




Imperial City, Luthien
15 July 3135
“ Executed every last one of them?’

“Except for Governor Tormark and Sir Eriksson, yes, we believe so,” said Bhétia, his expresson grave even
as his heart was jumping for joy. The horrorsin hisreport had been many, and extraordinarily graphic, al
thanks to his agent embedded in the front lines. He watched as the Peacock, dressed today in black velvet,
with gold thread embroidered in fussy curlicues, digested thisinformation.

“Sakamoto hasignored adirect order,” said Kurita, findly. “Which course of action would you
recommend?’

I must play this just right. Bhatia had begun this meeting aready on his guard; for some reason, his
coordinator had anticipated a need and assembled a command circuit for hisreturn trip from Terra, where he
had gone to attend the funera of Victor Steiner-Davion. Instead of arriving home as expected in September,
he was here now. A coincidence, that he rushes home just as Sakamoto launches his offensive?

“With al due respect, Tono ,” Bhatia began cautioudy, “you asked thetai-shu to wait until the timewasright.
That is quite different from disobedience. Certainly, there' s ample precedent. Previous coordinators have
alowed—indeed, encouraged —independent action by being ddiberately vague. So long as Sakamoto
doesn't proclamagainst you, he' syour agent.”

“Y es, but he has not proclaimedfor useither.”

“But look at what Sakamoto has accomplished. He has reclaimed many of the Combine slost jewels one by
one”

“And you believe he should be rewarded.”
Bhatiainclined his head. “ Serving the coordinator should be reward enough.”

“Yes, wdl,” Kuritasaid dryly, “somehow we don’t believe our esteem is quite what the good warlord is
looking for. Where, exactly, do you believe the estimable Sakamoto can possibly go?’

“Go?" echoed Bhatia, confused. “Why, it'sclear that Dieron . . .”

“No, no, stop being o literal. We meant whatposition can Sakamoto possibly covet that he does not
dready have? Thereisonly one, wouldn't you agree?’

The hackles prickled dong Bhatia s neck, but he kept his expression neutrd. “1 cannot nor do | spesk for
the warlord, Tono .

The Peacock’ slips twitched into the ghost of asmile. “No?” And then he answered his own question. “No.
After dl, you and Sakamoto are not in league with one another to depose us. But here you' ve amassed all



thisintelligence and you' ve not pointed out what is so obvious a blind man could see it with acane.
Sakamoto has clearly hoarded a greet ded of materiel for himsdf in anticipation of just such aday. He has
not informed us of hisactions, nor has he asked our blessing. He simply acts. So we ask you,
Director”—Kuritalooked through hislashes—"*when do you think, exactly, Sakamoto will do either?’

Wl played. The Peacock still had asurprise or two up his gaudy deeve. “PerhapsTai-shu Sakamoto
wantsto wait until Dieron hasfdlen.”

“That doesn't answer the question.” When Bhatia opened his mouth in rebuttal, Kuritaheld up ajeweled
hand, pam out. “Hereiswhat we said: We told Sakamoto not to act until the timewasright. Well, wouldn’'t
you think that timeis now?’

Bhatia hestated. What was the Peacock redly asking? He opted for vagueness. “ The time iswhatever my
coordinator wishes.”

Kurita stared a moment then chuckled. “We' d forgotten how adroit you are. Very well, Director. We thank
you for your report.”

It was aclear dismissal. Bhatia opened his mouth, checked his reply, bowed instead, and left. When he'd
gone, Vincent did into achair at hisworkstation, depressed a control, and dictated a message. When he was
done, he encrypted the message, copied it to adata crystal, and popped the crysta into the palm of his hand.
Then he thumbed acall button and, when an aide appeared, sad, “We have an errand for you.” He
proffered the crysta. “ Arlington. At once.”

Commanding General Headquarters
New Alamo, Terra

Prefecture X, Republic of the Sphere
15 July 3135

“You cdl thisan intdligencenetwork ?” Commanding Generd TinaMagnusson-Ta bot was abig-boned
woman, with awhiskey burr, ash-blond hair, and athick middle from years of pushing paper and what she
perceived rightly asthe usud bureaucratic cow crap. The generd aimed a blunt, nicotine-stained index finger
at her intdl director, along-suffering lieutenant colonel named Larry Coleman, and fired another salvo. “You
people couldn’t figure out what | had for breskfast much lesswhat' s going on in those Dracs heads.Look at
thisgarbage.” She tossed aream of papers onto her desk, already brimming with paper and three ashtrays
loaded with crumpled butts. “ The Dracs makeit dl the way to Al Na'ir, millions dead and screw the Ares
Conventions, and what are we doing? Sitting with our thumb up our ass, that’ s what. \WWondering what the
Dracsareupto. . .I'll tdl youwhat they're up to! Consolidating their gains, that’s what those damned Dracs
aredoing now! Deneb Algedi, Al N&ir . . . Any fool can seethey’ll fan out next for Mashira, TeloslV . ..
Kervil! Sowhat are you people going to do about it?’

Ah, you people. Coleman cleared histhroat. “ Actudly, the ball’ sinyour court, Generd.”

“Don’'t tell memy business! | know whose bdl it il Thisis't tennis, son.”



Not even hisfather caled him son. “Well, seeing as how the Dracs have been quite thorough—"

“Thorough?” The word exploded from Magnusson-Talbot’ s mouth like apistol shot. “For God' s sake,
they destroyed adome. I'll tel youwhat it is.barbaric .”

“And savage,” Coleman said. Actudly, he' d been thinkingexpedient . In aclear-eyed, cynica way, the
Dracs were models worthy of emulation. Obvioudy, they didn’t want to spend their time quelling rebellions.
So they’ d killed as many people as possiblein as spectacular away as possible. Pretty good way to make
sure no one bothered you. Besides, domes were inherently indefensible. “Thelong and the short of itiswe
don’t have the manpower. Our most experienced troops have been shuffled off to counter the Liao incursion
and Falcon invasion. All we ve got |eft are greenbacks, people who haven't fired a shot outside of atraining
range. Hardly battle-hardened.”

Magnusson-Talbot began rooting around her desk. “And your point?’ she growled, fishing out acrumpled
pack, knocking out asmoke, jamming it into her mouth, then flicking amatch to life with her thumbnail.
“You' vegot apoint, right?’ she repeated, squinting through acurl of blue smoke.

“Always.” Coleman inched back adiscreet distance but knew that, by the end of the interview, he' d smell
like abar at threeA .M., minusthe booze. “But The Republic’ sfighting on many fronts. The Capellanson
one sde, the Falcons storming through 1X and currently on Skye, and now the Dracs practically knocking on
our front door. It' s not exactly asif we have an overwhelming force a our disposal.”

Magnusson-Talbot snorted out twin streamers, like adragon. “Don’'t remind me. We' re up to our elbowsin
manure. No way |’ ve got troops to spare, and the rest of the prefecture, hell, it'sup for grabs. But Il tell
you onething.” She sucked smoke, and then continued, words punctuated by tiny puffs. “ Dieron, that’ sthe
key. That'swhere they’ re going, the sons of bitches.”

“But they won't stop there.| wouldn't. It’'s short-sighted. Y eah, sure, so you take back what you lost, but if
you redly want to cripple The Republic? Take Terra We're to The Republic iswhat Luthien isto the Dracs.
The best way to stop the Dracsisto keepDieron from them. Do that, they’ Il flat out stop. They might even
retreat.”

“You'redreaming, son. Still . . .” Magnusson-Talbot stroked her chin with her thumb, cigarette and its
drooping tube of ash pinched between first and second finger. Then shetook aim again, thistime with the
two fingers scissored around her smoke. “Good point,” she said, flicking the cigarette hard enough to knock
off ash. “All right, we'll consolidate our forces along the border with Prefecture 1. Wish we could do
something for those poor soulsin harm’sway, but there sno help for it. I’ [l get word to Prefecture | about
what’ s going on. See what they can do from their end. Maybe hack into the Dracs' flank from Dyev and
Adta, cut our losses. Quedtion is, will it work?

“Y ou want honesty or the party line?’

Magnusson-Talbot barked awheezy laugh. “1 want party line, | can spend time with any number of kiss-ass
sycophants. Politicians re like fleas. By the time you know they’ ve bit you, there’ s adamn feeding frenzy

goingon.”



“Okay,” said Coleman. “Then | think we re going to get our butts kicked.”

“Yeah, sodo|.” Risng, Magnusson-Tabot stabbed out her cigarette. “ Y ou drink?’ she asked, jetting
smoke.

“When there’ san occasion.”

“Son, there’ salways an occasion.” The genera tugged open adesk drawer, withdrew abottle half full of
amber liquid, and two crystal glasses. She splashed alibera amount into each glass, handed one to Coleman.

The bourbon fumes were so strong Coleman’ s eyes watered. “What shall we drink to?’
“Survivd.”
“Thet'sit?’

“Héll, son.” Magnusson-Tabot knocked back her drink, inhaed against the burn through her teeth. “We
survive? It' || be agoddamned miracle.”

29 ——

Scarborough Manufacturers, Al Na'ir

Prefecture | I, Republic of the Sphere
15 July 3135

T hree days after Phoenix fell, Worridge had suited up and gone tramping through what remained of acity
that had once been home to over thirty million souls: tangled skeins of stedl and concrete poking at odd
anglesthrough adense smog layer of sulfur dioxide and methane; sidewalks and sewers choked with the
bodies of literdly millions of animals and insectsthat crunched and squel ched underfoot. And there were
people: in mounds, struck down in mid-run, locked in alast embrace. The bloated corpses were rotting,
green veinsworming through skin and black purge fluid coursing from nose, mouth and ears.

Worridge didn’t know why she chose the park. Maybe she thought the park would be soothing. It was't.
The trees were denuded, the grass a desert brown, and the artery of ariver that had flowed through the
park’ s heart was choked with asilver mat of dead fish.

That’ swhere she found them, at the river’ s edge; a mother and daughter; the girl’ s arms clasped around her
mother’ s neck and the mother hugging the child to her breast. The girl had blond curls matted flat with dried
blood that had boiled out of the mother’ s mouth. Mercifully, their eyeswere closed. They lay on their Sdes
atop ablue blanket. The remains of their last meal, sandwiches and, maybe, potato salad, had been reduced
to adudgy mess.

Now, Worridge pushed food around in her blue-and-white ceramic bowl! before pinching a beet-red diver
of braised burdock between her chopsticks. Normally, she enjoyedKinpira-goba , but the limp strip of



vegetable resembled a piece of raw liver—no, no, more the rusted blood caked onto the girl’ s head.
A voice, male, alittle durry around the edges: “ Something bothering you, Worridge?’

Shelooked up to lock eyes with Sakamoto, who sat opposite across an expanse of low table loaded with
dishes. Sakamoto aways ate well the evening before a campaign, and tonight was no exception. A myriad of
delicacieslittered the table. He was chewing with gusto, and she was suddenly repulsed. Replacing the
braised vegetable in her bowl, shelaid her chopsticks on their rest and folded her handsin her Iap. * Tai-shu,
| think thetimeisright for us. . . for you to discuss our future plans with the coordinator.”

“Bah,” said Sakamoto around rice. “We don’'t have the time, Worridge. Eveniif | had the JumpShipsto
spare, by the time word reached L uthien and the coordinator devoted any energy to the task, The Republic
could marshd itsforces and mount an effective resistance. | won't be hampered, waiting for word to dribble
back.”

“Nevertheless, our duty . . .”

“Our duty,” said Sakamoto, with sudden energy, “isto restore glory to the Combine. That is the oath we' ve
sworn, Tai-sho . What, having an attack of conscience?’

Worridge s cheeksflamed. “If you mean, am | gppalled at the extent of the destruction and loss of lifewe ve
dedlt in pursuit of our glory . . . yes. It' struethat | did not grow up in atime of war and bloodshed, and until
very recently, | was naive, if that makes any sense. It’s one thing to watch history on aholovid; it’sanother to
make history, and that’ swhat we' re doing now. But how will history judge us?’

“Higtory’ swritten by winners, Worridge,” said Sakamoto. “And that’ sus.”

So far. She opened her mouth to continue, but the door parted down the middle, and two corporals bustled
in to remove dishes and set atray of sweets before the warlord. She watched Sakamoto select a
green-and-red sweet bean pastry shaped like a miniature lotus and pop it into his mouth.

“Excdlent,” he said, hiswords alittle gluey. He chewed, swallowed, groaned. “ These are superb,” he said,
fingering up an emerad green coil molded into a serpent.

One corpora said, “It’ sthe new pastry chef from Y ance, Tai-shu . He said he' d thought he' d experiment.”
“Did he?” Sakamoto bit off the serpent’shead. “Bring him.”

“Tai-shu,” said Worridge, alittle impatiently now, asthe corporasleft. How could the man gorge on sweets
at atimelike this, when they were about to embark on yet another attack wave—their fourth, who'd have
thought they’ d come thisfar—and till had not secured the coordinator’ s blessing?“ Beforewe. . .”

He slenced her with acut of the hand. “Weleave at first light. | intend to join forces en route to Saffel, and
thistime I’ ll stretch my legs, and those of my *Mech. Oh, and”’—he pinched up another pastry—*“I’ m leaving
the Fury survivors behind.”

She was dtartled. Sakamoto had executed al the Fury except for the swarthy chu-sa and afew of his



comrades. Worridge supposed thechu-sa had cooperated in some way, but why leave them?“What for?’

“Expediency. | don’'t want to drag prisoners around. And, really, where could they run? The only onewe'll
takeisthat inferna old knight.”

“But. .. but they couldsignd . . .”

“Who? How? There' s no HPG here, and no one out there to hear. The only inhabitable spot on the planet is
Homai-Zaki, but we haveforcesthere.”

“And if the Fury seeksreprisals, ourpeople will beasvulnerableas. . .”

“I’ve made my decison, Tai-sho . Now”—Sakamoto picked up another sweet—"you must have some duty
that awaits you somewhere.”

Surprise followed by rage bulleted through Worridge, and when she glanced down at her hands, she saw
they were shaking. Howdare he. . . ?Patience. Thisisn’t the time. But soon; | have to dosomething
about this madness . . . Worridge folded her napkin and pushed up. Bowing, she left without another word.

Sakamoto waited until the door hissed shut, then jabbed a call button. “Bring me the Furychu-sa .”

Fuslli was marched in five minutes |ater. Sekamoto waited until the guard had left. Then hesaid, “You'll
understand if | don't invite you to join me for adrink.”

“Uh-hunh,” said Fusilli. His eyes were bloodshot; his normaly swarthy skin pesked, and his clothes gave off
asour, rancid odor. After their first meeting, Sakamoto had made sure Fusilli suffered the same deprivations
astherest. With Magruder dead, the survivors would look to the highest-ranking officer for guidance and

support.

Swirling thewinein his goblet, Sakamoto drank, smacked hislips, then said, “We |eave tomorrow. Y ou and
your peoplewill remain with the estimable Governor Tormark.”

“What?" Fusilli jerked out of hisapathy. “What are you talking about? Our dedl . . .”

“Our deal wasyour lifein exchange for information. Y our people would wonder why | took you hostage.
The old knight, they’Il credit that, but a governor from a poisonous rock, and ameadychu-sa ? They' |l
wonder why. But if you stay behind and your people show up . . .”

“That'sahdl of alot of ifs”

“Homai-Zaki’ s occupation force will be skeletal. If Governor Tormark has an inch of intelligence, he will
plot hisreturn. On the other hand, if he' syour typica politician, thenyou will plot itfor him, and be a hero.
Andif Katana Tormark istill dive. . .”

“I thought your menon Klathandu 1V .. .

Sakamoto talked over him. “Arevery quiet. All I’ ve got are rumorstoo bizarre to credit. So if she' s ill



dive, | needyou inher camp. How better to restore you to her good graces than to stage a daring escape?
Go one better: Tel her where to find that pottering fool, Eriksson. She' sweak as a kitten about that old

“What if she doesn’t come after you?’

Sakamoto gave a smile that was dmost bedtific. “ Katana Tormark will come. She'll come, and then Il want
you. ..” He broke off asthe doors hissed open.

A man stepped into the room. He wore a chef’ s uniform: white gpron, white trousers and crewneck tee. The
man waswell built, with muscles that strained the deeves of histee and abroad torso that taperedinaV toa
thin waist and finely shaped thighs. The chef limped, favoring hisright leg, and as he came to attention,
Sakamoto spotted amost interesting scar, jagged as alightning bolt, bisecting the outer third of the man’s|eft
eyebrow and licking down his cheek. * ShujinJack Nanashi, Second Benjamin Regulars,” he said, with a
thick Cockney twang. “They said you . . .” He paused and his eyes, asicy gray asfrosted pearls, did to
Fuslli, who was staring a theshujin with blatant curiogity.

“Speak fredy,” said Sakamoto. “Y ou made these?’

“Them sweet cakes and such? Yes, sr.”

“Wadll, they’ re excdlent. Where are you from, Shujin Nanashi?’

“I camein on the wave from Y ance, got me alittle nicked.” Nanashi fingered the scar knifing his eyebrow
and cheek. “Weird, you ask me; who shoots a cook? Anyway, seems word spread about how’s | can whip

up ameanKushi-dango and . . .”

“Indeed?’ Sdlivapooled in thefloor of Sakamoto’s mouth as he thought of skewers of steaming rice
dumplings dipped in sweet, honey-colored sauce. “Tel me, can you makeKuri-kinton 7’

“A fewSatsuma-imo , some athem little sweet potatoes, and | promise, Tai-shu , that myKushi-dango? ”
Nanashi grinned. “To diefor.”
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Kafa I sland, Batambu Chain, Deneb Algedi

Prefecture | I, Republic of the Sphere
25 July 3135

Therewasthisredly old joke about Hell and Deneb Algedi. Seventh Legion of Vega Air CommandChu-sa
Vderie Hines thought the punch line went something like blah-blah, blah-blah, and it' s not the humidity; it's
the heat. Or something like that. From where she sat, Command and Control in a Crow Scout helicopter, if
Deneb Algedi had ahell, Kafaldand was certainly in the running: an immense, jagged volcanic caderaworn
by timeinto ridges of coppery red basalt, hummocks of sand dunes, canyons gouged out of rock, and



blistering heat intense enough to melt rubber. Just about the only things native to the idand were those damn
scay nayargptors, thick as mosguitoes come sunset, when they flocked out of their rooststo fish for Kafa
gold tuna. The reptiles reminded Hines of bats; no, pterodactyls. Same shape, big teeth, curled talons,
sSx-meter wingspan, wicked fast, blessedly nocturnal.

Midday now, fiery yellow sun high ahead, glare bright enough to blind, so they wouldn’t have to worry
about raptors. What they had to worry about was getting tagged by some trigger-happy planetary guard
dinging an SRM, maybe, or an RPG.

And, of course, there was the sand; you couldn’t forget about the damned killer sand. Hines cut her eyes
right to her three 0’ clock and a blast crater that hadn’t been there two weeks ago, and to the twisted hulk of
the DropShip. The ship was a gutted, twisted skeleton of titanium and ferrosted lying in a scalloped trough of
sand rimmed with acrust of flash-glass dyed rust red. Base camp was thirty klicks south of the crash site, but
gtill, she’ d heard the ship before she' d seen it: aguttering roar louder than the scream of the sandstorm,
followed by adark hulk bulleting through pillows of swirling sand, orange flames shooting from thetall likea
meteor. They’ d felt the impact, too, aseismic shake and shudder that rattled Quonsets and vibrated bone.
No survivors, and near asthey could figure, the ship crashed because of sand, wind, hest—and redlly, redly

lousy luck.

Luck. Hines' lips compressed to athinline. Y eah, right. Deneb Algedi was some kind of mutualy exclusive
thingamabob when it cameto luck. First, the DropShip; then their  Mechs, frozen in their tracks by scorching
heet, one of thoseironic oxymorons Hines could do without; intake valves on their people movers clogged
with sand; and their infantry down to quarter-strength after getting cooked in their battlearmor. Oh, yeah, and
then that one londly little Republic JES 1 had made hamburger out of twoL ucifers before the lead pilot
plowed into the thing and set off the remaining misslesinitsrack in aseries of big and bigger:
bah-bah-BAH-BOOM .

Finally, someonein Vegan Air Command wised up. Like, hey, don’t we have, you know, a couple
helicoptersjust kind of lying around, doing nothing? Hines and her guys had ponied right on up: aregular
eagles flight of sx Donars and two Baac Strike VTOLS, and her running C2 in the Crow. Frigging about
time : Her chopper jocks were pretty sick and tired of stewing in metal huts, swilling warm beer, and
crapping out at five-card stud.

A crackle, thenthe pilot: “Ten o’ clock.”

The chopper’ s polarized windscreen was scored with hash marks left by blowing sand and Hineshad to
work before she spotted them; streamers of churning red sand heading for a cleft of deep gorge and winding
arroyos.

“Roger that. Bring usaround,” she said, and then, asthe pilot did alooping one eighty, she got on the horn
to the lead Donar. “Mad Max Four, thisis C2. Confirm contact, four Demon Mediums and two SM1s
bearing twenty-five degrees west by northwest true.”

“C2, copy that,” the Mad Max Four pilot came back. “We are ten klicks from your position, angelsthree.
They il heading for that canyon?’

“That' san affirmative. Give’em another three, four minutes, and it’ sacakewak,” said Hines, her voice



jittering with the bump and skid of the Crow. Stupid strategy. Whoever was the brains behind the outfit, the
guy leading that tank column, he’ d just sacrificed his one advantage. There were ten commandments chopper
pilotslived by, thingslike: He that leteth histail rotor to snag the thorns shal surdly kisshis sorry ass
good-bye. But the big problem with helicopter assaults over open terrain boiled down to this: line of sight.
Héelicopters were terrific where there was dense ground cover, lousy when it came to wide open spaces
because then copters got clobbered. But once those tanks got themsalves boxed in by the gorge’ shigh walls,
they’ d have nowhere to run and nowhere to hide. All her people had to do was watch their atitude and Stay
out of range of those SM 1s; the rest was like popping tin canswith a pellet gun. “Mad Max Four, you are go
for Charlie”

“Roger Charlie,” the Mad Max Four pilot said, and then relayed the command to his strike force. “Thisis
Mad Max Four to dl units. Charlie, Charlie, Charlie”

Roger Charlie. Hineslistened asthe other pilots acknowledged the signa and then watched asthe
choppers dewed down into an attack wedge. Go get ' em, boys. Rock and roll.

Fifty-eighth Tank Battalion, Deneb Algedi Planetary Guard
Kafa Island, Batambu Chain, Deneb Algedi
Prefecture | I, Republic of the Sphere

25 July 3135

They werethe last onesinto the gorge, and just in the nick of time. As his Demon rumbled onto what was
left of theriver, arocky, sand-choked avenue that curled for twenty klicks before dropping into ascalloped
depression that had once been alake but was now solid red basalt, Mgor Frank McGinnis stood in the
open tank hatch and heard the mosguito whine of a helicopter. Right on time . Spied the turquoise body of
the Crow hovering way the hell up there. Figured the Crow for recon, cavary right behind.

For thefirgt timeal day McGinnisthought that, al things considered, things were definitely looking up.
Hotter 'n hell, of course. McGinniswiped swest from his face; swest |eaked down his back, soaking his
desert camis. McGinnis eyes skittered along the walls of the gorge, dun-colored strata of pulverized rock
burped into the atmosphere, then silted down and compressed. Time and water had done the ret, knifing out
awedge before the planet’ slast millennid drought. But what interested McGinniswere the holes, athird of
the way down, pocking the rock like Swiss cheese.

“Hold up, Clemens,” he said into the open hatch, and in another second the tank jerked and squedled to a
halt. Then McGinnistoggled hisradio. “Tory Three, thisis Tory One. All stop.” He watched asthe lead tank,
one of their two SM1 destroyers, puffed to a stop and hovered there, riding a cushion of air. Therest of the
tank column cameto ahalt, the effect like the ripple of avibration down ataut string.

“Mac.” It was Eberhardt, inthe lead SM 1. *Y ou sure about this?’
“Yeah, absolutdy.” Actudly, McGinniswasn't sure about adamn thing, except if they didn’'t dow the Dracs

down here, they’d dl be grapejdly by nightfall. “ Just remember to adjust your firing angle; didn’'t come dl
thisway to get buried.”



“From your mouth to God' s ear,” said Eberhardt. “ Just say when.”

“Roger that,” said McGinnis and turned his attention back to the wide mouth of the gorge—and to the
bulbous shapes of those red, whirring helicoptersin their attack wedge. They were being smart about
dtitude, McGinnisread it in the way the copters' shadows went way the hdll off to hisleft and out of sight.
Y eah, coming in high and out of range, even from autocannon fire—if they’ d had autocannon rounds. (They

didn't)

“Onmy mark,” he said into the radio. He was waiting for the bump: that little jig up and down that dropped
acopter’ snoseto bring missiles, lasers and machine gunsto bear in an attack.

And the copters bumped.

McGinnis thumbed hismike. “Mark.”

As her attack force screamed in, Hines saw the tanks open fire; searing red darts of laser fire and the lesser
puffs and sparks of machine guns. No autocannon tracers and no missiles that she could see, and her boys
were playing it smart, staying well out of range. Too perfect. Look at those Blues; they couldn’t even get
their aim down, for crying out loud; they were that shook. Amused, she watched as lasers and bullets
sprayed the arroyo’ swalls, blasting out a shower of debris—far short of her people. Idiots. Lucky if they

didn’t bury themsalves, way they were shooting, and . . .

Later on, Hineswouldn’t ever know what she' d have thought next. All she knew was, a that moment,
somethingblack ballooned from the rock. At first she thought, haze from exploding munitions, but the angle
was wrong: growing out instead of up. And then the black grew and grew, and then roiled and
billowed—and resolved into legs. Tadons. Wings.

Oh, my . . .“Pull up! Max Four, do you read? Pull up, pull up,pull up! ”

The nayargptorsdidn’t just fly out of thewalls. They exploded, jetting out in ahuge, chittering black cloud of
spiked tails, needle teeth and razor-sharp claws.

“Ceasefirel” McGinnis shouted, plugging one ear with his pinky. “ Ceasefire! ” The screams of the raptors
were 0 shrill they grated like sharp nails squealing over achalkboard. The hairs aong hisforearms and
down the nape of his neck stood on end. He kept screaming for his people to cease fire because he wasn't
sure anyone heard adamn thing over the din. But the shooting, from his end anyway, diminished to afew
scatteredpock-pocks of machine gun and alast hissof laser.

And then he just stood there, mouth hanging open, shoulders dack—because McGinnis had never, ever
seen araptor flock takewing dl at once. Hell, it was something thet, if you lived on Deneb Algedi, you never
hopedto see becauseif you did. . . well, you were probably dinner. The nayaraptors soared heavenward,
streaming from the rock wallsin black goutslike inky water—higher and higher until they found something



plenty interesting to capture their attention.

And s0, McGinnis thought, would the Dracs.

Picture the soot gray bulb of apaper wasps nest, and what happens when you take a stick and knock it to
the ground—and then multiply that by afactor of twenty. No, fifty. Make that ahundred fifty gazillion.

Hines had never seen anything likeit, not even in nightmares. The air was dive with raptors swarming,
coiling, boiling like thunderheads and bawling an unearthly, rasping screech that Hines heardthrough her
helmet and al the way to her toes. Far below, she saw her choppers break off, cutting right and |eft to avoid
the winged reptiles. But choppers were not like aerogpace fighters; they didn’t turn on adime, and they sure
ashdl couldn’t climb nearly asfar or asfest.

Mad Max Four, the lead, was hit first. A ragptor screaming straight up, levitating asif pulled to heaven by an
unseen hand, damming into the Baac just asthe copter angled hard right, dewing down. Suddenly, there was
aspray—no, afountain of blood and chunks of quivering raptor meat spewing in ahao. The Balac bounced
up asits rotorswhack-whack-whacked the raptor, hacking off the head before gutting the reptile. A twisting
tangle of intestines unraveled like abdl of yarn, and as what remained of the reptile caromed off the copter,
the lumbering machine flipped over and fdll like astone.

“No!” Hineswatched in horror asthe VTOL smashed into a Donar that had angled directly into its path.
The copters collided, exploded, showering debris and molten armor as amushroom cloud of orange and
yelow flame blew toward the sun.

Then the air turned dectric, Szzling with spurts of laser fire crisscrossing from the remaining four choppers.
They tagged afew raptors, scoring flesh from bone and burning troughsinto bellies and aong backs. But that
only seemed to enrage the remaining animals, and they pivoted, screaming their ungodly howls, wresking
ruin.

“Get me down there, get usdown! ” Hines screamed at her pilot. She felt her ssomach bottom out asthe
pilot pushed the Crow into a steep dive, and Hines fumbled with the pickle, flipping her HUD to targeting
mode. The Crow had no missiles, and only one laser—but, by God, she’' d be damned if shelet thisgo by,
she' d bedamned! Crimson spots that resolved into targets, so many she couldn’t count, jumped across her
HUD, and she decided what the hell and started shooting.

She got two, and she thought that maybe she' d tagged athird. But then something huge and black wheeled
into view on acollison course, filling the windscreen, and her pilot was screaming some awful, nameless
horror, and Hines had a split second of life remaining to register this: Deneb Algedidid have ahell, after all.

A painting he’ d seen once from way back when, redly old—hell,ancient Terra. By aguy named
Hieronymus Bosch, and calledDescent of the Damned , or something like that; McGinniswasn't sure, and it
redly didn’t matter. Because as he watched araptor wham into the tail rotor of the remaining Balac, saw the
copter begin ahorizontal pinwhed around and around as the main rotor twisted the chopper in a corkscrew



beforeit blew itself gpart, and as he saw the tiny blue Crow bullet like ameteor, the dance of itslaser licking
fire over the tangle of rgptors and screaming meta, before smashing into a raptor, nose-firss—he thought
that, yeah, it wasjust like that: dl thoselost souls plummeting straight into the yawning mouth of an abyss
blacker than a starless night. Not even a Drac deserved an end quite like that.

And what had it been for after dl? McGinnis|et his bresth out, inhaed, tasted the aily, metallic smoke of
spent fuel and charred flesh. First the Swordsworn, and now the Dracs. He had no illusions. The Dracs
would prevail and Deneb Algedi would fal—maybe not today, or tomorrow, but soon. He' d bought thistiny
dice of hisworld afew days, maybe, and not much more, and he was suddenly very, very tired.

McGinnis keyed hismike. “All right, people,” he said, and then stopped, shocked that his voice shook with
something very closeto grief. Turning aside, he met the eyes of hisdriver, read the horror there. McGinnis
put a hand on the man’ s shoulder and squeezed. “ L et’ s get the hell out of here.”
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Cylene Nadir Jump Point

Prefecture |11, Republic of the Sphere
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All that remained wasto give the order. But Katana hesitated. She sensed Crawford and the Old Master,
her JumpShip’ stai-sa and the bridge crew waiting on her command—and she couldn’t giveit, not yet. Her
mouth was dry as adust bowl; her ssomach wasin knots; and she was prickly al over with anxiety, about
ready to jump out of her skin—all par for the course. All that adrenaine pumping through her veins was there
for areason, as were those inner voices insgsting that living to see another day was nice, thank you very
much. Similar to what McCain dways said about doctoring: Death is an unacceptable side effect.

But wasit death she feared? Katana tilled hersdlf, reaching into that portion of her soul that commanded
zanshin , watchful alertness. Y es, of course, she wanted to live. Why € se would someone fight? No, she
was more concerned about the lives she thrust into harm’ sway, and the soldiers she considered brothers and
sisters under the skin, Sakamoto’ s troops.

And Sskamoto? A sigh nearly escaped. Crawford wanted to fight the man; no, that wasn't true. Crawford
wanted Sakamoto dead. Understandable: Crawford had experienced Sakamoto’s brutdity.

And because of Sakamoto, Toni’ s dead. Tears pricked the back of her eyes, but she would not let them
fal, not here. There was atime and place for grief, but thiswas neither. They would not strike at the warlord.

They would try to reason with him.

And if thetai-shu was acting independently, for his own glory? Well, then—she crossed her arms over her
chest—that didn’t leave her much choice, did it? Whatever else that ought to satisfy Crawford’ sthirst for

revenge and, maybe, hersaswell.

But she was not frightened. Because when | know myself, | am one step closer to uwate: mastery of



mind and sword, soul and body.

Turning, she met the Old Master’ s gaze for abrief, wordless exchange. She wondered if he read the change
in her eyes and thought that, likely, he could, though he held his peace as was hiswont. Her gaze shifted to
the communications officer, asmooth-skinnedsho-i with clear, green eyes. “Y ou' re ready to go active as
soon as we compl ete the jump?’

If the young ensign was nervous, shedidn’t show it. “ Hai, Tai-sho . | have taken the liberty of assessing
communications capabilities between our JumpShip and our commanders stationed a Gaatialll, Rone and
Hean.”

Katananearly smiled a the woman' s eagerness; she could see that thesho-i was just busting at the seamsto
relay some good newsfor achange. “And?’

Thesho-i ' seyes sparkled. “ Receivingand tranamitting, Tai-sho . The black boxes are working like a charm.
Command Hean reports that boxes have been dispatched to Siriusand Irian.”

“Excdlent,” Katanasaid, and she was rewarded with agrin from thesho-i , who squared her shoulders and
settled into her task. She glanced at her ship’stai-sa . “Quinn?’

The grizzled captain gave agruff nod. “Ready when you give theword, Tai-sho .”

“Good. No unnecessary risks. Remember: in and out at Sadachbia.” Sheraised her voice so that dl could
hear. “1 know that we have fallen comrades there, and they deserve our respect and grief, but now is not the
time. Do not linger, Quinn, understood?’

“Perfectly.”

“Very well.” Katanatook a deep breath. “Jump.”

JumpShipEastern M oon,Sadachbia Nadir Jump Point

Prefecture |11, Republic of the Sphere

25 July 3134

Tai-saOrrin Sand stretched, yawned, gave himsalf agood, full-body, doggy shake. Going on two months of
thisdetail, hanging around, waiting for something to happen . . . Sand scrubbed grit from hiseyes. Hewas
ready for someserious R& R. He understood why his duty included tag-team pony express runs, ferrying
messages to and fro, or evacing troops. But he didn’t haveto likeit. Besides, al the shooting was over
weeksagoand. . .

A shrill darm spiked his ears and Sand winced, pulled out of hisdouch in ahurry. “What?" he snapped at
Con.

“Ship coming through! It sgot to be an enemy ship, sir! There sno friendly scheduled for . . .~



Sand caught movement from the corner of hisleft eye and snapped his gaze back to the viewscreen. He saw
the space at the jJump point pucker, flash red, tear—and cough out a JumpShip, itslong, dender body like
the most ddlicate dragonfly, and so thin it was nearly invisble asit passed intoEastern Moon ’ s shadow.

“Report!” Sand cut his eyesto hiscommunications officer. “ Arethey halling?’

Thechu-i 'seyeswere huge. “Negative, dr! Invader - classl Designation. . .”

But whatever el se the lieutenant was about to say, Sand would never know—because, in the next instant,
space folded, puckered, became crimson al over again. Sand blinked, wanted to scream for the other ship
towait. Of course, it didn’t.

Instead, the ship winked out. It jumped.

32 —/——

Kaffeli, Shinonoi
Prefecture | I, Republic of the Sphere
15 August 3135

Rain spiked the ferroglass canopy of Viki Drexel’ sShockwave , with a sound like seed corn drumming tin.
Usudly, sheliked rain: liked curling up with amug of teaand agood book. But tonight Drexd was nervy, her
musclestaut as banjo strings. They’d comein on the night side of the planet and it was dark as pitch, the
hal ogens dotting the perimeter of the defensive complex, Shinonoi’ s primary center, blurry with rain and mist.
She couldn’t seefor shit, and she wasworried, too. They’d comein at apirate point, but surely Sakamoto's
men must have known their DropShip was inbound for days aready. And yet there’ d been no reaction, and
it waskilling her. Wincing, she shrugged her shoulders and rolled her neck, listening to the crackle of her
vertebrae. Her neurohelmet chafed her shoulders, her head fdlt flatter and asharp pain knifed up her spine
between her shoulder blades. Shelet out acurse.

A voice, male, faintly amused, sorted itself out from the general background hiss. “Just say when, and I’'m
your man.”

Jng Smith, in hisThunderbolt . Her eyesticked right, and she made out the fuzzy amber patch of his cockpit
lights TheThunderbolt was agood fifteen tons heavier, but Smith moved the’ Mech through its courses with
thefacility of aballet dancer. Drexel’ slipsworked in asmirk. “ Sorry, but I’'m taken, big guy.”

“Bresk my heart. What'sMcCain got | don't?’

“You redly want an answer?’

“No. Here' swhat | really wanna know—where' sthe reception committeg?’

“Wondering that myself.” Drexd flicked a glance to her HUD, saw nothing she hadn’t seen before—awhole



lot of nothing. “They got to know we re here, but my thermal imaging’ sfor the birds, and with al thissted,
forget MR.”

“Leaving good, old-fashioned viz. | don't likeit.”

“Me neither, big guy.” Smith wasn't big. At astocky meter and three-quarters, Smith wasn't tall, but hewas
solid muscle; akickboxer in his pre-Brotherhood days, and a damned good one at that.

Drexd checked their distance and then caled up amap of the complex from her DI’ s database. “ Still, no
matter how you cut it, thisisthe best approach vector. This used to be an old lake bed, but The Republic
filleditin, leveled it out, soit’ sredly nothing but abig old field. Hard to pull off an ambush with no cover.”

“Also hard to hideiif they start lobbing LRMS.” Pause. Then: “I don't likeit.”

“Y ou never like anything,” she said, though she d stopped liking it on the way down, the moment they got
close enough in their 'Mechsfor her to see just what Sakamoto’ s men had done. Blast craters, twisted
girders and smashed cities—the planet looked like it’ d been car-jacked then left in a gutter. Asthey moved
in across the dried-up lake bed, the terrain had turned progressively more difficult to negotiate. Deep troughs
cut out of the ground, hummocks of ruined vehicles, most of them identifiable as Blues by their insgnia—and
there were bodies, whole and in pieces, littering the route. She’ d played her Shockwave s headlamp over
the bodies, working hard to keep her rage from boiling over. Those people had been dead along time;
months, probably. Working the ER on Junction, she' d learned a few things about bodies and decay. These
people were way beyond bloat, and Shinonoi’ s native animals and insects had been busy.

They were abare four kilometers from the complex when Smith sang out, “Hey. Dead ahead. Twelve
o'clock. You seethat?’

“| seeit,” said Drexd. She had, too, a split second before Smith’ swarning: ashadowy, hulking blob that
suddenly reared up between them and the complex, asif coaescing from threads of blackness, or—and this
was crazy, she knew it was nuts—like arobed and horned devil rising from a pit. In the next instant, she
knew something else. Her darms hadn’t so much as burped. Throttling back, she came to adead stop, then
keyed for Smith. “Pull up. Just hold up asec. Y ou getting anything?’

Smith sounded just as mystified. “No target lock. Whoever heis, he'snot running hot.” Then, in an awed
whisper: “It'saShiro.”

Drexd’ s stomach bottomed out, but a quick check of her HUD as her targeting crosshairs dropped into
place confirmed. AShiro : one of the newest, deadliest heavy 'Mechsin the Combine' s arsenal. Four
LRM-10s, two to each side of the torso, an autocannon wedded to its left arm; and the final touch—not a
katana, but seven meters of Hira Zukuri blade, beveled aong its cutting edge with a sawtoothed ridge long
theShinogi-ji and the tang affixed to the mora equivaent of apike. But theShiro hadn’t opened fire when it
could have. Might thismean ... ?

She made a decision. “ Stand down. Take your targeting off-line, and drop back a couple six, seven meters.”

“What?He |l read that for sure, and there snoway, I’'mnot . . .”



“Just doiit. If he opens up, there’ sonly one of him and two of us.”
“That we can see. Our sensors are for shit.”

He had apoint. “1 know that,” she said. “Listen, there' sno way he'll be able to take us both. He opens up
on me, you take him out. Smple asthat. Do it.”

“Whatever you say.” Smith sounded unhappy. But he obeyed; out of the corner of her right eye, she saw the
Thunderbolt backpeda until hewaswel back, out of her peripherd vison. “Okay, | just unzipped my fly.
Now what?’

“Wemake nice.” Shetongued swesat from her upper lip and tasted sdlt. Her somach was doing flips. She
was burning up from nerves; her syslems weren't even close to running hot. Drexd wished she was sure
what she was about to do wasthe right thing. There were her orders, yeah, but there was salf-preservation,
too. Only theShiro hadn’t made amove. They were close enough for Drexel to see through therain. She
picked out theShiro ’ s pilot, hisimage fractured by rivulets of rainwater drizzling over the canopy. He st il
asadatue, as unmoving as his’Mech and she squeezed out asmall sigh of relief when she saw that thetip of
theShiro ’ s blade was aimed skyward. They were so close shewasfairly certain that if theShiro attacked, it
would be with that sword and itslegs, or the autocannon. They were evenly matched there, autocannon
againg autocannon, and neither one had an edge in missiles since they both sported LRMs. Plus, she had an
ER largelaser. Her adversary’ s biggest advantage lay in the fact that he outweighed her by agood
twenty-five tons. But the thing that till niggled at her brain? A new, top-of-the-line” Mech like that cost alot
of money, and 0, either there was someonein there whose family wasvery rich . . .Or really important.

Drexe hauled in adeep bregath, let it fill her lungs, smelled the tang of meta and sweet. Okay, and now we
get to play chicken . Shesad, “Listen, switch over to agenerd frequency. That way, he can hear us.”

“Oh, that’ s bright. Want meto talk about al the reinforcements on the way?’

“Don’'t beasmart-ass.” Then, without waiting for areply, she thumbed over to agenera frequency. She
waswinging it now; she’ d had no orders about whet to do if the bad guys didn’t shoot first. “ ThisisChu-sa
Viki Drexel of Dragon’s Fury. We'd liketo talk about . . .”

Her cockpit erupted with the clang of darms. Stunned, she saw theShiro suddenly flex itsright and left arms,
thetip of its blade and the bores of its autocannon taking aim. Smith yelped something into her ear, but she
was dready reacting, dropping into a crouch and spinning counterclockwise, bringing her autocannon to
bear. “Don't fire, Smith, don’tfirel ” she shouted, and then she prayed she knew what the hell shewas
doing—and jammed her thumb down hard. A stuttering burst of armor-piercing rounds rocketed from her
Shockwave ’ sright shoulder mount astheShiro smultaneoudy returned fire.

The next few secondswere ablur. Smith was ydling; she was dtill screaming for him to hold hisfire hold his
firel Shefdt theflinching shiver that ran through her ’Mech and into her legs asthe rounds I eft their
chambers, and her ears caught the mutedboom-boom-boom of her autocannon, the sound like faraway
thunder rolling over mountains. Her eyes caught the stuttering flashes of autocannon tracer fire stresk for the
enemy 'Mech—wide of the target, precisely as she' d intended. In the next ingtant, tracer fire licked the space
above her canopy, dazzling her eyes, but the dugs were too high, and there was only that one burs—withno
follow-up .



They’ d each had ashot. They’ d each missed. Her mind flashed through the equation even as shewas
shouting for Smith to hold hisfire; even as her targeting crosshairs dropped over theShiro *storso; even as
her HUD lit up when the crosshairs turned red-gold; even as her thumb cocked, then hesitated over her
pickle. .. sheknew. TheShiro ’sautocannon would' ve missed, even if she hadn’t dropped. TheShiro’s
pilot had deliberately aimed above her head, and he' d known, somehow, that she would fire high. Carefully,
she eased her autocannon to standby.

“Viki?" It was Smith, hisvoice ratcheted tight with anxiety. “Viki, you okay?’

“I'mfine.” Drexd sagged into her pilot’s couch, tension dribbling from her body like water from alesky
bucket. Her heart thudded in her chest, and she became aware again of how loud therainwas. . . and then
she saw something else moving just beyond theShiro . A quick check with her HUD confirmed: three SM1
tank destroyers.

Her lips went numb. The tanks must have been hidden, lying in wait to take them down if they camein
fighting, and between theShiro and the tanks and whatever €lse was out there, waiting, in the dark, they’ d
have been outnumbered fromthe tart . . .

“| don’t understand,” Smith said. “Why haven't they killed us?’

Before she could reply, there was aloudclick and then aman’ svoice, firm and authoritative. “Ah,” he said.
“Let meexplain that to you.”

E— L —

Homai-Zaki Dome, Al Na'ir

Prefecture |11, Republic of the Sphere
15 August 3135

“It wasterrible.” Fusilli raised his streaming face, and Crawford read his pain. The man had lost alot of
weight; historn and grimy uniform hung on his shoulderslike empty rice sacks. A wonder that Fusilli was
diveat dl, cometo think about it. “Wat . . . watching Magruder duh-duh-dielikethat . . . choking, and . . .
and then there was blood, therewas so . . . so muchblood .”

Katana put ahand on Fusilli’ s shoulder. “ There was nothing you could do, Wahab.”

Struggling for control, Fusilli drew in ashuddering breath, and Crawford felt atwist of sympathy. They'd
winked in at the system’ sjump point two weeks ago. There were no JumpShipsto greet them, and athough
there’ d been plenty of timefor an intercept, their DropShip made the journey planetside without incident.
When they were two days out from the planet, they’ d received amessage: not from Sakamoto’ s troops, but
from Governor Tormark, whose troops had retaken their city. They aso held DCM S troopsin custody—as
wel as survivors from Dragon’s Fury. Tormark had vowed to fight his second cousin; he would never
surrender Homai-Zaki to invaders.



Katana sreply had been swift, stern and compassionate: Fight and Tormark’ s people would die. Surrender
and they could expect help. “I mean what | say, Cousin. Y our name will not protect you; our shared blood
will not protect you, and your people have aready suffered enough. So have mine. | hold you blamelessthus
far. Neither you nor your people, nor the people of Phoenix Dome, deserved what happened to you, and
you have my sympathies. But harm my people, and | will reconsider.”

Tough talk, honest talk, and in the end, Tormark did the only prudent thing he could. He accepted her terms.

Crawford knew she' d meant every word. Phoenix Dome was utterly, completely dead, the dome little more
than a blasted egg, and there were bodies—Ilots and lots of bodies, tens of millionswiped out in the blink of
an eye. Eventually, perhaps, they would be cremated. But, for the time being, they lay, rotting: mute and
horrible testament to Sekamoto’ s savagery. Katana s expression then had shifted from disbelief, to horror
and findly, to naked fury.

It was the expression she wore now, staring down at Fusilli, the small muscles of her jaw bunching with rage
at her impotence. Still, her voice was soft as she asked, “Why do you think they kept you dive?’

“I don't know,” said Fusilli, and then; “No, that’ salie. I do know. Sakamoto wanted information about the
Fury—our troop strengths, locations, intentions. Magruder wouldn't give them up, and neither would I. |
think he left me dive because he was counting on you to come after him. Word got back from Klathandu
v.”

Katand s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “And why would hethink I’ Il go further than here?’

“Because he scounting on . . .” Fudlli trailed off, looked at his hands, and then blurted, “He sgot Sir
Erikson.”

“You know it'satrap,” said Crawford. They were donein an office adjoining Governor Tormark’s. The
office was lavishly appointed, with acollection of antique paintingsin gilt frames, atan leather couch strewn
with elegant gold-embroidered pillows and matching wing chairs. Katana stood, arms folded, looking out a
bank of floor-to-ceiling windows that formed the eastern wall. The dome' s day and night cycleswere
precisely controlled, and the dome' s skin was shading to atwilight hue, the first streetlamps sputtering to life.
Crawford ran a hand through his blazing red mane, and blew out in frustration. “ Sakamoto must be stopped.
Going to Seffd isn't theway.”

Katanaturned and her eyes were sparking. “ Then tell me another plan, and | will doit. Tell me how to have
my vengeance, and | will listen. Explain to me how or why the coordinator would stand for the barbarism
we ve witnessed, and | will put aside my emotions. But you can't, and you know it.”

“lagree . Sakamoto’ s gone rogue. But thisis't your fight.”

“The coordinator has done nothing.”

“Maybe hecan't.”



“| don't bdievethat.”

“Then, believethis, Katana: Y ou launch a strike against Sakamoto and hel' Il crush us. And for what? Dying
for nothing isafool’ serrand.”

Some indefinable emotion chased across her features, but then Crawford saw anew hardnessin Katand' s
eyes. “Listen to me, Andre. We aregoing to Saffdl. Period. Even if the Ares Conventions were so much
tissue paper, the blood of my falen warriorsscreams for vengeance. They pledged their livestome, and | to
them. One way or the other, Sakamoto must die. Y ou understand me? | would never stand against the
coordinator, but Sakamoto is not my coordinator, and hemust die!”

Her words hung in the silence that followed. Findly, Crawford brokeit. “Y ou know what you' re saying.”

“Absolutely.” Katana pinned him with alook. “1 want him dead, Andre.”

Crawford nodded. “ Y es. | thought you might.”

A ——

DropShipBlack Wind,inbound for Saffel
Prefecture |, Republic of the Sphere
4 September 3135

Ah, how good to do battle again in hisNo-Dachi , standing tall and proud, with its gleaming five-ton katana
flashing in Saffd’ s sun! Sakamoto lovingly fingered the raised ridges of his cooling vest. Thefluid-filled
cavities dimpled when he pressed down with afingertip, and he inhaed the faintly astringent aroma.of
coolant. He d been gone from the battlefield too long.

That was the problem with conducting awar on multiple fronts. Sakamoto took up a pastry, atiny nest of
honeyed walnuts in paper-thin dough, from around silver salver. So many issues, and coordinating al these
attack waves without HPGS! Frighteningly difficult. He popped the pastry into his mouth, chewed, then
sghed asaburst of rich, buttery sweetness exploded on histongue.

And how tedious, having to divert to Deneb Algedi instead of driving on toward Saffel with the advance
troops. Nayaraptorsl Who' d have imagined the Blues could be so resourceful ? But that was al past now
and, tomorrow morning, he would lead a contingent of his troops as awarlord should. Of course, there
would be resistance on Saffel, unlike Al N&'ir, and the terrain would be difficult, half theland still locked in
ice. Besdes, Bahnson’s men hadn’t deserted the world and were fiercely defending akey defensive
ingallation on the Dovginice cap. Well,he would dedl with the Raiders; crush them, down to the last
woman, the last man—finaly, completely, irrevocably.

But then . . . there wasstill Katana Tormark. Sekamoto’ s mouth worked asif he' d bitten into something
foul. Tormark,always Tormark! At last report, her accursed Fury had landed at Iwanji, south of the Raiders



base on the Dovein ice cap.How had they come so far so fast? That the Fury hadknown where he' d strike
next was never in doubt; that snake Fusilli would seeto that. But thespeed . . . Sakamoto chewed another
pastry without tasting it. How had they doneit? For that matter,which contingent battled his advance forces?
Surely, Tormarkher self wasn't leading them; herBattleMaster was nowhere to be seen. Otherwise, he'd
have changed his plans and taken charge of Worridge' s people at Iwanji and destroyed the girl himsdlf.

“But how did you doit, you littlewitch?” Sakamoto asked the empty room. “What magic did you pull off
thistime?’

There was adiscreet knock at his door. Startled, Sakamoto looked at the time and remembered what he'd
ordered not ahaf hour ago. At hiscommand, Sir Eriksson tottered in a half step ahead of hisguard. “You
wanted to seeme,” said Eriksson.

“Yes. Come! Sit, st!” Sakamoto urged, shooing away the guard and adjusting an elegantly carved
cherrywood straight-backed chair, lacquered with red chrysanthemums.

Drawing himsdf up, the old knight clasped one hand behind his back and steadied himsalf on his cane with
the other. “I prefer to stand.”

“Still playing the tough old soldier? Bah, your time' s come and gone, Eriksson—though you' re hard to kill,
I"ll grant you that.”

“And what of it? The worst you can do iskill me once.”
Sakamoto's dark eyes flashed with menace. “ There are many things that make death pale by comparison.”

“But you won't do any of them, Sakamoto, and you know why? Because I’ m insurance. Because people
will bewilling to make concessions. . .”

Sakamoto broke in with an edgy laugh. “Isthat what you think? That | worry atall about The Republic?
Bah!” Heaimed aforefinger at the knight. “Let metell you something. Y ou stay dive so long asit pleases
me..."

“Youmean, aslong as!’m useful.”

“Aslong asl decide!” Sakamoto shouted. His right hand shot out, cracking Eriksson’ s left cheek inan
open-handed dap asloud asapistal shot. The knight stumbled back; his cane hand went out from under
him, and he crashed to the floor. Sakamoto was on him in asecond, fisting Eriksson’ slapels and twisting
them tight. He brought his face an inch from Eriksson’s. There was asmear of crimson leaking from the | eft
sde of the knight's mouth, and Eriksson’ s skin was pasty—not from fear, but pain, and this pleased
Sakamotogreatl y. “Whereisyour precious Republicnow, eh? Where are the armadas to scatter my atoms
across the vacuum? Nowhere to be seen,old . . .man! Look at you: used up, wesk,finished! It would be
child's play to wring your scrawny neck!”

“Then why don’t you?’ Eriksson choked. “You keep . . .bragging about how mighty you are, how many of
our worldsyou' ve conquered . . .”



“They belong toME! ” Sakamoto roared, shaking Eriksson asif he were nothing more than bones stitched
into asack of skin. “Those are the Combine sbyright! ”

“Don’'tinvoke. . .the Combine. .. like...some. .. magicformulal ” Eriksson managed. Sakamoto didn't
just have him by the lapels now; his hands were around the old man’ sthroat. Eriksson’svoicethinned to a
wheeze. “You...yousadit...yoursdf, Sakamoto. Thisis. . . thisisaboutyou ...thisis...is...”

“SLENCE!"” Sakamoto roared. He clamped his hands down hard, and Eriksson’ stortured bregath rattled,
then stopped completely. Sakamoto’ s vision reddened until he could scarcely see the old man’s bulging eyes
and gaping mouth; was barely aware of Eriksson’ sfingers scrabbling feebly at the backs of hishands. No, he
was burning up with rage, and he wouldkill thisknight, he would squeeze the life out of him! Hefelt the brittle
nub of Eriksson’s Adam'’ s apple and thought that maybe if he brokeit, yes, that would be very pleasant,
because then he' d step back and watch the old man die like abeached fish . . . “Old man,” he seethed, fists
bunching, “oldman! ”

What saved Eriksson’ s life was not a sudden flash of conscience, or the old man’ sresilience. What saved
Eriksson’ slife was the guard who, hearing the commotion, dared to find out what was going on. Sakamoto
heard aclick, saw the door sigh open and then the pale, frankly amazed face of the guard.

“What are youdaringat?! ” Panting with fury, Sakamoto flung Eriksson away and stepped back asthe old
man writhed, hands at histhroat. “ Did | summon you?No ? Then getout! ” Then, after the guard had hastily
withdrawn, Sakamoto threw adark look at the prostrate knight, who was il trying to suck air into hislungs.
“Bah!” Sakamoto said, and spat. His spittle arced through the air and spattered againgt Eriksson’ s cheek.

“Y ou are not worth the energy.”

He stepped over Eriksson’ s body, reached for hisflagon, splashed wineinto awaiting goblet and tossed it
back with the satisfaction of aman having done thirsty work. “Get up,” Sakamoto said, hiswordslost ashe
drank deep. “Before | change my mind.”

Sowly, achingly dowly, Eriksson got to hisfeet aninch at atime, hiswords coming in tortured whispers.
“You...you'll...wish,wish...youd...killedme” A fit of coughing shook hisfrail body, and he bent
over double, gagging.

Sakamoto' seyes ditted like awatchful lizard's. “Y ou think? Wdl, | thinknot . . . for thetime being. You're
aprize piece of bait, Eriksson, anirresistiblefly.”

“For Katana?’ The old man shook his head in afeeble negative. “ She'stoo . . . too smart for you. She'll
never...never ...

“Come?’ Hisfury spent for the time being, Sakamoto dropped into a chair. “Wait and see, old man. She'll
come.” Suddenly, Sakamoto exhaed hugely, clapped his hands together, gave them agood scrub. He
reached for adainty puff pastry and said, conversationdly, “1 have anew chef, Shujin Nanashi. HE s quite
talented. Do you know what he cals these? Inzanami’ s Delight. Do you know who Inzanami is, Eriksson?”

“Hell,” Eriksson managed. “ She sthe guardian of Hell.”

“Yes. Hell.” And then Sakamoto gave alazy smile that would have been bedtific if it hadn’t been so very



awful. “And | bid youwelcome,” he said, and ate.

E— ) [—

DropShipBlack Wind, inbound for Saffel

Prefecture | I, Republic of the Sphere

4 August 3135

“What?" Still deep-muddled, the MechWarrior, aloose-limbed man named Evans, squinted. The tan blob
resolved into aMech Tech, roughly his height and weight, in awedge of inky shadow and hard to make out.
On the other hand, it was ship’ s night, his brain was muzzy; and his mouth tasted like the floor of ahovercar.
“My gpologies,Chu-i ,” thetech said, “but Jngo-sanrequested that you report to the ' Mech bay at once.”

“Jngo?’ Yawning, Evansdug at aglaze of stubble dong hisright jowl. “Heworks day shift. What thehdll’s
he doing up?’

“Riding us, for one. He sin alather because thetai-shu will lead the drop.” Thetech’ stone turned faintly
pleading. “L ook, if you don't come, I'm going to caich it.”

“Mmmm.” Evans said, scrubbing the back of his head. He was the type of man who needed at |least three
full mugs of hot, black coffee to achieve consciousness. Sentience required five. Besides, he' d checked his
Panther over adozen times, and everything was—had been—fine. “What’ s the problem?’

“Wethink it'syour DI interface. One of the drop couplingsisn’t functioning properly, so we need to check
the undocking sequence. Normally, we wouldn’t wake you”—a hasty, apol ogetic bow—but since onlyyou
can access your computer, we. . ."

“Y ou have your own passcodes. So does Jingo-san. What' swrong with them?’

“Our passcodeswon’t work. Soweneedyouand. . .”

“Oh, dl right,” Evans said, just to stop the man’ s sniveling. Anyway, the fact that no one could access his DI
wastroubling. “ Just let me throw on some clothes.”

Ten minuteslater, they werein the DropShip’ sbay. Evans "Mech wasrigid asasentry inits couplings, the
cockpit dark. Thelight tang of *Mech coolant hung in the air, mingling with the sharper smdll of scored metd.
Evansfrowned. “Where' sJingo?’

The tech looked worried. “1 don’t know.”

“Wel, what thehdl . .."

“Look,” said thetech. “I can do thework, and if we get started that means we' Il both be closer to some



shut-eye.”

“Fine, fine,” Evans cut in. He had a headache now, and his brain screamed for caffeine. Evans douched into
alift; stepping in behind, the tech closed the cage with aclatter of meta joists and punched in his code. The
lift rose with adight lurch and a soft mechanica purr, its pulleys squdling thinly, and the bay deck fell away
beneath them, darkening into shadow. At cockpit level, the lift bobbled to ahat. The tech pulled the cage
aside and Evans tapped in his access code, pulled open hisPanther ’s hatch, and squirted through the
narrow hatchway with compartive ease.

His cockpit, like most * Mech cockpits, was configured to dlow for maximum efficiency usng minimal space.
He duckwalked in, flicked on his”Mech’signition switch, and flopped into his couch. Ashis systems
flickered to life, Evanstugged his neurohelmet from a shelf just above and behind him, squared the bulky
device on his head and thumbed on his gyro start-up control. He waited as the DI correl ated data fed
through his neurohelmet and verified that he wasindeed Evans, then spoke the passcode he' d
preprogrammed into the computer for voice match. When the DI agreed that he was indeed who he said he
was, Evans punched up internd stats, studied the dataasit appeared on his secondary viewing screen. Then
he cursed. “Y ou got me out for this? There' s nothing wrong with the couplings!”

“No?’ thetech said, theword rising to an astonished question mark. “But twenty minutesago . . .”

“Screw twenty minutes. Come on, see for yourself.” Evans heard the scrape of the tech’ s boots over the
Panther ’s deck, astrange shuffling rustle like a cloth being snapped down, and just as he was about to
screw his head around, his command couch jiggled as the tech came up behind and put ahand on his | eft
shoulder. Evans gave the screen a backhanded wave. “ See?’

“Why, yes, | do believeyou'reright,” thetech said. Evans caffeine-starved brain only had afraction of a
second to register that the tech’ stone had changed: no question in it now, now it was—his gummy mind
struggled for the word—smooth.

Therewas ablur of movement, something that flipped in and out of Evans' vison so quickly that hisbrain
never redly registered the something as being there—and, suddenly, he felt the bite of wire around his neck,
then the wire clamping down. Evansjerked, flopping like ahooked fish. Mouth gaping, tongue bulging,
making awful gurgling soundsthat got thinner and thinner until his mouth opened in aslent scream; heflailed,
hislegs dancing herky-jerky, trying to run somewhere,anywhere ; hisfingers scrabbled for the wire,
searching for away to get free, get air, he needed air, hislungswere on fire. Dimly, Evansfdt hishands dick
with hot blood; then hisvision grayed, and hislungs were burning up, hislungs were going to explode, and
my God, he had to get air, he needed air, air, hehad to get . . .

“Not on the controls, please,” Jonathan said asthefirst spurt of bright red blood sprayed from the carotid
artery, theleft. Damn neurohelmet; he' d had to flip the garrote, not over the MechWarrior’ s head, but from
Sdeto sde before crossing his hands and pulling. Ah, well, couldn’t be helped . . . With aquick, expert flip,
Jonathan smultaneoudy disengaged the pilot’ s neurohelmet and jerked him from his couch, spilling him
facedown onto athick canvas tarp Jonathan had spread not twenty seconds ago. The DI responded with a
steady shrill of an darm at the loss of neurocontact. Jonathan ignored it. He planted his right knee in the small
of Evans back and pushed while smultaneoudy pulling back harder. Evans reared, but Jonathan rode the



man like abucking bronco. The wire diced through meat, and Evans blood gushed, turning the canvas a
queser, dull copper. Evanslurched and flopped—and then the air in the small cabin wasfilled with the
overripe stink of feces and the ammoniatang of urine.

Jonathan’ s nose crinkled. Death could be so messy. He' d debated: wire or knife? Both had their
advantages, but strangulation was quiet, lesslikely to draw attention. Besides, the Thugee of Terra sancient
Indiahad been correct: Strangulation redlywas the most intimate way to kill, sosensual . Later, maybe, he'd
mentally replay thisand properlyenjoy it, maybe with arecording of one of those young ladiesfrom Luthien
as background, yes, that young black woman with tawny legs and breaststhat . . .

Hewas s0 logt in thisreverie that he was mildly surprised to look down and find the pilot gawping,
wide-eyed. Evans eyeswere pocked with hemorrhage. He' d bitten down so hard that the last third of his
tongue was held on to the rest by a shred of tissue. And his head was, well, unseated. Jonathan blinked, saw
that the wire had cut through muscle and traches, leaving the head tethered by the spina column and little
else. Herdlaxed, and the pilot’ s head flopped, then did right on the bloody stump of his neck.

Jonathan silenced the ill-shrilling dlarm with adap of the hand. The darm had been earsplitting, but he'd
pulled the cockpit hatch closed; no one around anyway, and he’ d dso had the foresight to send the lift back
down. Stooping, Jonathan twitched the tarp over the pilot’ s body in amakeshift shroud. Then he reached
left, unhooked a nylon mesh net designed to secure an emergency tool kit with room for aduffel. Jonathan
knew from hisweeks of listening to the MechTechsfiling through the galley which MechWarriors carried an
extra cooling vest. Evans was closest to Jonathan in build and weight. Bad luck for Evans; good for
Jonathan. Y anking open the duffel, Jonathan extracted the extra vest, then cinched the bag, dragged out the
tool kit, rolled Evans body into its place. Then he replaced the kit, draped the duffel over the blood-stained
tarp, and rehooked the net. Tight fit, but it'd do. No time to dump the body but later, when he had time and,
more importantly,space . . .

Stripping down to boots, skivvies and skin, Jonathan shrugged into the cooling vest. The cockpit’sair would
gtink awhile, but the’ Mech’sair purification system would help clear it eventually. Most of the blood had
missed the canopy, instead puddling along the left deck. Using the jumpsuit, Jonathan swabbed up blood
before wedging the suit under the command couch.

In thirty minutes he’ d wiped the neurocircuits, then reconfigured them to recognize his brain wave patterns
and voice. What a bit of providence that he' d had so much practice bypassing computer security codes!
Brothers, especialy older,crippled brothers, could be quite fetishistic about security, but Jonathan was
nothing if not an avid, quick study. All Marcus secured accounts, chockful of little secrets, and lots and lots
of cash. Lots. Jonathan’ d had fun moving assets, setting up interesting dummy corporations, shadow
beneficiaries: apaperlesstrail that would erase Marcus from the equation. If needed.

The piéce de résistance? Crawford. Why, the fool had practicalybegged him. “1 want himdead .” Crawford
had been crying; Jonathan could tell from hisvoice. “1 want the son of abitchdead .

The fool had made the whole enterprise so easy. Killing was, after dl, what Bounty Hunters did best. So,
did Crawford want Fusilli dead because Fusilli might be atraitor? Or did he want Sakamoto dead
because. . . well, justbecause? Who cared?

What a stroke of good luck little Toni Chinn had stepped into the role of doomed heroine. It had given



Jonathan a chance to be oh-so-heroic; had made Crawfordtrust him. The hits he' d taken weren’t as bad as
he’ d made them seem; he' d just wanted to block Crawford' s line of sight so he could take Chinn down. And
| would have, simply for the pleasure of killing Katana's lover so she’'d have only me. . . but that
accursed fighter beat meto it.

After he' d clambered into awrecked fighter’ s cockpit—scooping out the body in clumps; talk aboutmess
—it was pretty easy to infiltrate Sakamoto’ s lines. Wounded, of course: That hadreally hurt , usng one of
hisknivesto dash hisleg and scar hisface, but appearances, appearances. The fool medic had swathed him
in bandages, and once aboard amedica ship, Jonathan had switched identities. No one caught on: not the
medic, not Dr. Montgomery, not the master sergeant for whom he' d fabricated an expedient fiction about his
prowess as a chef (helpful that he redllydid know hisway around akitchen). And not asoul thought twice
about the name, a dead giveaway: Shujin Nanashi . Sergeant No-Name.

His oneregret? Dumping that green armor.C’ est la vie ; he' d buy anew set. For the time being, his’Mech
was safe and sound. Crawford was painfully gallant that way. Someonemight hack the’ Mech’s computers,
but he thought not. He' d rigged severd trapdoors and then afail-safe that would fry the systemiif tripped,
and then,C’ est la guerre . But, in the meantime, Crawford would get hiswish.

And then? On to hiswonderful, lovely Katana Tormark.

——— 36 /——

Dovejin | ce Cap, Saffel

Prefecture |1, Republic of the Sphere
5 September 3135

The glacier calved with athunderous roar, a hundred meters of solid, ancient ice dewing off its mooringsto
crash into the sea. And it was like something subterranean opened up, asif some nightmare emerged from an
age when giants roamed, because theBattleMaster came, risng from the east: huge, awful, terrible. At the
sght, Corpord Jason Whistler felt his gut clench. The temperature outside his battlearmor was a bamy minus
twenty C, thetail end of summer and the iceberg season on the Dovejin Ice Cap, but beads of swest filmed
his upper lip, and fear flooded his mouth with abitter metalic taste, asif he’d chewed aspirin. The day was
cloudless, the sky aclear, lapis blue hemmed by the deeper, amaost cobalt ribbon of the Dovejin Sea,
studded with jagged, white, ice mountains of bergs cleaved from the remorsel ess advance of continental
glaciers. The sun-glare was so bright the ice pack glittered like afield of diamonds, and the reflection
bouncing off theBattleMaster was s0 intense Whistler would’ ve been sun-dazzled and blind if his polarized
faceplate hadn’'t snapped to full. Astheir ded hurtled on its cushion of silent, compressed air, Whidtler felt as
if therewas nothing at al beneath hisfeet or gripped in hisarmored hands: nothing but ice below and sea
gpread along the horizon—and Desath straight on.

“Aw, Jesus.” McClintock, on Whistler’ sleft. “That thing ishuge .”

“Okay, stow it, fellas.” A lieutenant—Whistler couldn’t remember his name—snapped. “Not likeyou ain't
never seen a’ Mech before.”



McClintock was sweating so much he looked basted. “Nothing likethat mother.”

The lieutenant apparently decided not to debate the point. They weretwelvein al, counting the lieutenant
and driver: two to acharge, Sx charges. Their escort, four Bellona tanks and three SV 1 Destroyers, was
strung acrossthe ice pack agood fifty meters ahead. The tanks were the best they had; hell, they weredl
they could spare. Whistler glanced over his shoulder. The base was two klicks away, off the glacier and on
wind-scoured rock eroded by katabatic gusts from further inland. Beneath a shroud of black smoke, he saw
sporadic seams of red laser fire, the crackling bright blue of PPC fire, the’ Mechs—a DracHatchetman
duking it out with two MiningMechs, one retrofitted with a Gaussrifle, the other with autocannon and arack
of LRMsthat were usdlessin close-up fighting. Therefitted ' Mechsweren't doing well and, even at this
distance, Whidtler saw aglint of naked titanium flashing dong aMiningMech'’ sleft knee. Raider infantry in
battlearmor were in on the fight, milling around the legs of the enemy ' Mech like termites on arotten,
chewed-up log. Their pencil-thin streams of |aser fire needled the’ Mech with about as much effectivenessas
peashooters againgt aherd of rhinos and, in response, theHatchetman reared back then dammed down one
huge, armored foot—hard. Whistler siwung his head back toward theBattleMaster , not because it was a
better view. He just couldn’t watch his buddies getting squashed to blood-jelly.

The Dracs strategy was showy and pretty good. Anticipating defensve enemy fire, theHatchetman had
screamed from the sky, its lasers snap-firing before it even touched down just outside their base' s defensive
perimeter. But theBattleMaster had chosen to land five klicks away at the very edge of the ice shelf,
believing—rightly—that the Raiders would have to spare precious men and materid to head it off.

If they stayed true to form, the Dracs—the ones here and the others Whistler believed had to be headed
their way—would level the base. The base was't big; maintaining it was outrageoudy expensive. But abase
was a base, and when Bannson' s Raiders stormed Saffel, this particular base had revealed a hidden
advantage that Whistler would bet his bottom stone note the Dracs didn’t know about.

Suddenly there were spurts of orange, like rapid-fire muzzle flash, and white puffs billowed on the
BattleMaster ’sleft shoulder. There was arush of white, something humming to hisleft, there and gonein an
instant, the scream of six missiles catching up a second behind. One of the Destroyers swerved as geysers of
ice and black smoke roared into the sky, exploding from theice pack asif a series of long-dormant ice
volcanoes had blown their stacks. The SM 1 sped on, unharmed, and at first Whistler thought the
BattleMaster 'saim had to be for shit; why the hell hadn’t it cut loose with lasers, diced through the tanks
skirtsinstead? Then Whistler thought, naw, the guy’ swaiting for his buddies, probably. Just having fun.

But their tanks didn’t wait. At once, the air reverberated with the booms of autocannons and the clatter of
machine guns. In response, their ice-ded skewed right, dropping back as the tanks shot forward, converging
on theBattleMaster . Then, atooth-rattling jolt, abang , and Whistler felt the ded Stutter, cant, then wobble;
and then the driver shouted on broadband: “I’'mlosing it, I'm losing it!”

The lieutenant screamed, “Hang on, hang . . . !”
A blinding flash, and then compressed air spilled from beneath the skirt. The ded whirled, tilted, pulling

Whidtler from hisfeet before damming him down hard, and then they were spinning, the horizon amead,
dizzying whirl, and the ded wastipping; they were flipping over, out of contral . . .



“Everybody offnow! ” the lieutenant screamed, but what the centrifuga force of the spin hadn’t done, the
men did now, letting go, legping free of the spinning ded. Whistler saw ice rushing toward hisface, tucked,
andwhammed againgt the ice. His battlearmor absorbed the worst of it, and in another second he pulled up
in acrouch; saw the ded bounce twice, three times before coming to arest, upside down. Whistler was
gulping air, and for another instant there was nothing but the harsh rattle of his breath. That, and theice
quivering: vibrationsfrom theBattleMaster that shimmied up hislegsand into his skull, and made theice
pack wobble like ablock of gelatin.

“Everyone okay?’ the lieutenant barked. Nods al around. “Okay, let’ s go, let’s move, move,move! ”
They fanned out over theice.

DropShipBlack Wind

Dovgin | ce Cap, Saffel

5 September 3135

The night was bad and got worse as ship’s dawn approached. He' d ordered the first drop—aBattleMaster
andHatchetman —ahead without him. Sakamoto gave no reasons; no one asked questions, and the only
instruction the MechWarriors were given was to save the coup de gréce for Sakamoto. So, while Worridge
led advance troops over Iwanji, and theBattleMaster andHatchetman battled for the Raiders’ base,
Warlord Sakamoto puked his guts out.

After, he shivered uncontrollably, gooseflesh stippling hisflesh, the room spinning whenever he moved his
head amillimeter left or right. Mystified, his doctor suggested Sakamoto sit this one out. Then Sakamoto
threatened to cut off his ears, and his doctor gave Sakamoto a shot to help with the nausea, wished him luck
and beat a hasty retrest.

Every step was an effort. Sakamoto’ slegs were rubbery, and his head felt hollow, asif hisbrain had been
sucked out through hisfeet. But he madeit to the ' Mech bay where the others—Kylein hisLocust , and
Evansin abloodredPanther —waited. Once insde hisNo-Dachi ’s cockpit, Sakamoto flopped back into
his command couch and lay there, sucking air. Hisvision was getting fuzzy now, smearing at the edgeslike
runny chalk on wet pavement. He toggled hisignition switch with afinger atached to an arm that was heavy
asalead weight. It took him along timeto attach &l the medica monitorsto histhighs and shoulders, and he
fumbled with his coolant cable, working hard to jam the cable into the port on his command couch.

Somehow he prepped hisNo-Dachi : fitted the bulky neurohelmet over his heed, brought his DI to life,
toggled hisweapons online, performed the mandatory sensor checks. But he was only half aware of what
was happening; his brain was dudgy, and hefelt asif he was skimming the surface of redlity, making contact
for brief intervals before bouncing away again.

Just as hefinished the last systems’ check and the bay cleared, avoice scraiched in hisear: “ Estimate
optima penetration in thirty-point-nine seconds, Tai-shu .

Sakamoto' sthroat worked in adry swallow. “Very wel,” he said, though things were far from well. When
thiswas over, hewould deep for avery long time. In the meantime—he shook himsdlf, smelled vomit and



sour sweat—there were Bluesto kill.

“Commence battle drop,” Sakamoto said, and watched asBlack Wind *s hangar bay doors scrolled apart.
Theice cap appeared: aglaze of white glittering against abackground of cobalt blue sea stretching left to
right asfar asthe eye could see. The docking clamps holding hisNo-Dachi in place opened. A jolt asthe
umbilicals connecting his”Mech dropped away, and in the next second, the hangar bay passed before his
eyesin ablur as Sakamoto fdl to earth.

Carillan Sector, Iwanji, Saffel
5 September 3135

Wedey Parks was swesating blood and bullets. Their infantry was dead, daughtered, and there wasn't redlly
anything left between Parks and degth; certainly no cavary to come sweeping down the plain. And that |ast
spread of SRMs had come too damn close. To Parks' right, astand of Saffel sycamores had exploded ina
hail of splinters and black chunks of charred, smoking wood, like the |eftovers of abonfire.

At that moment, Parks decided, fracthis . This brothers-under-the-skin stuff was for the birds. He shot a
quick glance out his canopy ét the clearing just beyond the trees, but the view was the same: a swarm of
Kuritan troopers, somein ivory battlearmor and others without. Some had SRM launchers and others were
equipped with launchers for armor-piercing rockets. Too damn many; like ants boiling out of akicked mound
down there, and he couldn’t dow them down fast enough. Worse, some had reflective armor; so, yeah, he
could fry "em, sure. He just couldn’t vaporize them, and damn if he didn’t hanker for one good roast. On top
of that, he was nearly out of autocannon ammo. He had some missles—fifteen, |eft rack—and they were
gresat for distance, but lousy up close. And if one of those troopers |obbed arocket into hismissilerack . . .
Parks didn’'t want to think about it.

And what about Sterling? Glancing out of his canopy, he caught the twinkle of laser fire spiking the
unmistakable outline of aKuritanShadow Cat on asmall rise about a haf kilometer distance. No help there;
J. Sterling and herOcelot had plenty to keep them occupied.

Only one choice. Samming histhrottle, Parks urged hisJupiter into abackpeda. If he could get into the
trees, there' d be obstaclesin hisway, sure, but the troopers couldn’t get aclear shot either. His’Mech
responded with al the dacrity of adrunk—not surprising since he' d taken damage to hisleft upper-leg
actuator. He heard the protesting squall of metd, and the temp skyrocketed as his DI chittered an darm.
Frac that, he saw it! Sweat-dicked, Parks pushed his hobbledJupiter , throwing hisweight back againgt his
couch asif that would help propel him back even fagter. “ Come on, comeon , you bastard,” Parks grated
through clenched teeth. “ Come on!”

A bone-clatteringBOOM! Parks body dammed forward, his harness digging into his skin. For one dizzying
instant he thought he’ d been hit again, then redlized that the shot came from behind—and it wasn’t ashot. A
quick glance a his status board showed that his DI wasn't happy, but what was new? And then he got it at
the same ingtant he registered the splintering crunch of wood. HisJupiter had crashed against trees. No
choice. Hauling back on histhrottle, he powered through.

Then brought himsdf up short. Wood. Trees. And infantry, on foot, lugging armor and launchers.



“You'reanidiot, Parks” Leveling hisright PPC, aming low, he swept the trees. The Szzling energy beam
shredded through trunks, touching the wood with fire. Asthe Kuritans ducked, Parks brought trees crashing
through understory; the air filled with the groan of wood, the crackle of flame and the startled cries of
unarmored infantry tumbling back.

A voicein hishelmet, dmost frantic with urgency. “Parks, Parks, talk to me!”

Sterling, inherOcelot . “Yeah, I'm here,” said Parks, “in the woods, to your left.”

“What' s happening?’

“We rejust having alittle bonfire.” Movement to hisleft, and he whirled, punching back atrio of troopers
with acontrolled burst of uranium-tipped dugs from his autocannon, trying to conserve hisammao. The hot
metal battered trees and shredded the troopers, spun them in adance that pulped their flesh and painted the
leaves rust with blood. “And now I’m just about out of autocannon. | think I'll resort to harsh language next.
What' syour status?’

“Beat back thatCat . Lucky shot; sheared off its Gaussrifle right at the elbow. It’ s pretty dinged up, only it
jumped before | got afollow-up shot. But it'll be back and they’ re going to just keep on coming, Parks.”
Sterling sounded winded, at the limits of her endurance and, in the background, Parks heard the fizzle of
shorted circuitry. “I don’t know if . . .”

He cut her off. “Y ou should get out of here.”

Dead air. Then: “Screw that, Parks.”

“Doyou ill have jump jets?

“Yes but...

“Then get out of here. | outrank you. That’san order.”

Another pause. “Parks?’

“Yeah?’

“Up your exhaust. We stick together and . . .” Her voice cut out.

Parks waited a sec, checked, saw the humped shapes of troopers coming, and knew he didn’t have much
timeto convince her. “Sterling?’ No answer. “ Sterling, you okay?’

Now she came back, her voicetight, fast. “ Parks. Parks, look at . . .”
But hedidn’'t need Sterling to spell it out. Ironic; he'd never redly have seen it coming if he hadn’t donea

little reforesting. He' d havefelt it—the last thing he ever felt, he bet—Dbut he' d never have seeniit: there,
centered in arough oblong of blue sky. A brilliant flash. Thetelltale Streak of flame.



DropShip, closing fast.
Dovgjin | ce Cap, Saffel

The scrubbers had done the best they could, but thePanther ’sair was till clogged with the stink of old
feces and clotted blood. Paltry annoyances. Jonathan was having thetime of hislife. After clearing the
DropShip, they’ d assumed formation to alow Sakamoto the honor of landing firgt, with thel_ocust and
Panther on hisleft and right flanks, respectively. All indl, aglorious day for adrop: glittering ice edged on
al sdeshy sea, in which smaler and more massive icebergs drifted, like mesas atop afeatureess blue
desert. The only clouds were black and aily, columns of smoke coming from the Raiders base due north,
and the drama unfolding on theice shelf to hisleft, two-twenty true and about aklick from the shelf’ sedge: a
BattleMaster hemmed on three sides by tanks; a crisscross of red and emerald lasers underscored by a
Sputtering flash of autocannon tracer fire; theBattleMaster clearly pulling its punches, abiding by ordersto
wait for Sekamoto'sarrival.

Then Jonathan’ s gray eyes ditted. Something happening further inland . . . Intrigued, Jonathan nudged out a
series of light, controlled bursts from hisjump jets, correcting for his approach. The curve of Saffel’s horizon
flattened as he logt dtitude and then the’ Mech did right as a sudden howl of air rushed over hisferroglass
canopy. Hewas aware of asqued of metal, adight creaking aswinds driven from inland toward the sea by
gravity pummeled thePanther . Gravity pamed his body, and he worked at pushing air in and out, but still
relished the way the rumble of hisjump jets swelled to merge with the roar of atmosphere. He was God,
descending on apillar of flame.

Hiseyes skipped to theicefield again. What the devil?. . . Oh, hesaw the tanks; three Destroyers and three
Bellonas pockmarked with ugly black scorches, like the splattered bodies of huge tarantulas, runny with
molten armor. A smoking crater on one where a PPC bolt had cored away the turret—butthat Bellonawas
dill inthefight.

But then, there was thefourth Bellona, the one dropping back. That, and aflipped ice-ded, aspool of gray
smoke canted seaward by wind. But till too highto . . . Reaching left, he flicked hisinfrared sensor active,
studied his secondary viewing screen. Blinked.

Men.

Six pairs, twelvein al, in battlearmor. Inner Sphere standard, not Kuritan, and yes, he remembered now,
the only scheduled infantry drop wasfor Iwanji, not here—and now! More hedt, very intense, and Jonathan
jerked hiseyesfrom hisinfrared to the view benesth his canopy. Fire, sourting from the Bellona sflamer,
licking theicein arough parabolaback and forth as the wind snatched at the pillar of fire, now feeding it,
now nearly guttering—and a good thirty metersshy of the Raiders troops.

Melting the ice. But why? How could that . . . ?
“Hey!” A shout in hishelmet, loud enough to hurt: Kylein theLocust . Momentarily disoriented, Jonathan
was about to reply, when Kyle continued, nearly frantic, “ Sakamoto-san, what’ swrong? Can you hear me?

P ease respond!”

Jonathan had made only two mistakes hisentire life. Aninfinitesma error of such little consequence twenty



years ago that he wouldn’t discover the magnitude of his lapse for some time to come. Another, not long ago,
but dso amdl, negligible. But now, he made histhird. Asthe frequency filled with the panicked gabble of
Kyletrying to raise Sakamoto, and now from the DropShip wanting to know what was going on, Jonathan
realized that he hadn’t kept track of his dear warlord and that would notdo. His eyes snapped from the men,
and cut right, thendown. . .

There, far below and directly over that blue seac Sakamoto’ sNo-Dachi . Not leading the charge but spinning

on itsback, arms and legs splayed, the sun glinting off its blade as theNo-Dachi spun and tumbled—the
dying points of adoomed star.

The job. Whistler was hot as hell, cooking from anxiety and exertion, even as pulverized ice showered over
hisarmor. Whistler’ stongue flicked to his upper lip, and his mouth filled with the taste of wet salt. He
concentrated on the fed of the sonic drill, the peculiarbrrrrr of vibration he felt even through the armor. The
job, just do the job . He was aware of the Bellona, glanced up once, saw the wall of fire, knew that the
trough the tank was digging between them and theBattleMaster was widening and deepening, like amoat.
Blinking away swesat, Whistler squinted at his depth gauge, read that the sonic drill had made it down thirty

meters, and thought that, okay, thiswas pretty good. All he needed was ten, fifteen meters, and then they
could load inthe charge. . .

There was so much noise from the drills, and Whistler was so intent on thejob, he didn’t realy hear
McClintock at firss—just ablat of sound that was and then wasn't. But then everyone was shouting, and then
Whistler looked up, saw that they were dl pointing up and east. Swinging his head up, Whistler saw the
yellow-orange blasts from jump jets from two other * Mechs, felt his sscomach go cold—and then saw

something else, in the east, above ashimmering wal of flame asthe Bellonakept on, its pilot obliviousto the
"Mechsfdling fromthesky .. .

And to the one hurtling toward the sea, fast as a meteor.

“Mother of God,” Whistler said.

Fdling, tumbling, twisting, the” Mech bulleted for the sea, hit—and shattered.

Carillan Sector, wanji, Saffel

“Damn you, Sterling, get out of here!” Parksthrottled up, pushed hisJupiter into alumbering trot. Not
enough to outrun a DropShip, but that wasn't the point. If he could just clear the trees, he could lob his
remaining LRMs, give Sterling afighting chance and then . . .

A clot of troopersreared up at the grove' sedge, just to hisright, and instead of canting left, he lowered his
Jupiter ’s cockpit and charged. He saw the troopers flinch back in surprise, then settle to ready their shot
just as he veered and crashed into atrio of sycamores the troopers had been using for cover.
Hesitation—then the trees gave, falling away from his cockpit, torn earth and exposed roots sheeting over
ferroglass, the roar grinding out the troopers  screams.

He was s0 busy looking right he forgot to look left. His darms shrilled as an armor-piercing round bored



into the rear housing of hisleft PPC, periloudy closeto his left rack. The impact made him ssumble, and he
came down hard on the weakened |eft leg actuator. No need for the DI’ sreport; he felt the leg crumple,
heard the grating of actuators. Parks screamed in fury as hisJupiter toppled like afelled tree. Desperate to
avoid landing face-firet, he twisted, threw theJupiter ’sright arm out to break hisfdl. To hishorror, his
autocannon barrels on that sde snagged, then broke off under the punishing weight driving theJupiter down,
down...

A shrieking yelp that knifed his brain, and then Sterling’ sOcelot sailed over theJupiter ' s canopy, both pulse
lasers snap-firing. Her strategy came clear in an ingtant as the downed foliage and felled treesignited in aroar
of flame and black smoke that momentarily hid him from view.

Parks had no time to give histhanks. He wasin the clear now, even if he was cantilevered, left rack usdess
unless he could get it turned around . . . Straining, knowing what he was about to do but doing it anyway,
Parks rammed hisJupiter ’storso hard |eft. His heat scale rocketed into the red, and the DI bawled out a
warning, then began countdown to auto-shutdown. “ Frac that!” Parks roared. Moving at lightning speed, he
punched in the heat lockout override code on his keypad, and then he kept pushing, pushing . . .

“Please” he grunted, praying that his power wouldn't go, knowing he was going to die; thiswas so stupid,
thiswas cockeyed, but it was the only way,the only way ! “Please, please,please! .. ."

There was an unearthly scream, ashrill of meta astheJupiter ’sright ebow joint gearing sheared, buckled,
snapped. Instantly, Parkswas falling, his’ Mech crashing onto its back. He might even have blacked out for a
second but no more than that. Now, blue sky overhead, then smoke, and then the DropShip looming closer,
and then balls of gray smoke from some circuitry giving up the ghost, making hislungssaize. . . but no
matter; the whole thing had taken no more than ten seconds and nothing mattered anymore because he il
had power and there was thislast thing he had to do.

Coughing, gagging, fighting for breath, Parks brought histargeting HUD up at theflick of afinger, acquired
and touched off hislast volley of fifteen missles—at the precise ingtant that J. Sterling, probably hoping to
save hisass, jumped again.

Right into hisline of fire.
“Sterling, no!” Parks screamed, horrified and—too late. “ NO!”
Dovgin | ce Cap, Saffel

Sakamoto was gone, and it didn’t matter because, as hisPanther screamed from the sky, Jonathan
understood everything in a sudden flash. His mind raced, working furioudy astheicefield loomed. Once
down, theLocust was faster but had no jump jets of its own; the disposable jets strapped to its undercarriage
would be jettisoned as soon asit hit theice. If Jonathan could maintain the advantage of surprise, he ill
might pull thisoff. But thatBattleMaster was a brute, much heavier and with superior firepower; hisPanther
was no match for it, unless.. . . Hands moving in ablur, Jonathan brought his targeting computer online. The
active | FF transponder automeatically blocked any ability to fire on afriendly *Mech, but Jonathan saw what
he was|ooking for. TheBattleMaster il had short-range missiles. All right . He would have the advantage
of surprise, if it cameto that. Leaning forward, Jonathan brought his|eft fist down over the transponder
controls. Ininstant later, his DI flashed that the transponder was off-line, no longer recognizing who was



friend, or foe.

A pity it went on the fritz like that. His eyes clicked | ft, to the Raiders.And how far have you gotten,
have you managed . . .

No time left to wonder.Got to get down now, now! Teeth bared, Jonathan powered down hisjump jets as
far ashe dared. As he accderated, the sky whirring by, hisvision grayed and he grunted, forcing blood to his
head, fighting to remain conscious. Jonathan honed his concentration into asingle bright point as he bled
atitude, gained speed, numbers blearing into a pulsing red datastream as the ice got closer and closer.Got to
time thisjust right, got to time it, steady, steady . . .

“Now!” he shouted, banging hisjets active. ThePanther lurched, and his ssomach catapulted to histhroat
before his body was smashed into his cushion by the force of hisjump jets countering the machine's
gravity-enhanced vertical acceleration. Hisvision swirled, and his head went hollow . . . A few more seconds
of thrust and then he had to cut the jets, take his chances. . .

And then heran out of distance and time. He killed the jump jets at the precise ingtant his’ Mechslammed
theice. Theimpact was so hard, the ice cratered with an ear-plitting roar that was loud as a bomb.
Instantly, he was aware that his DI was screaming awarning as thirty-five tons of endosted and myomer
groaned under the rain, the force of hislanding exhaugting hisPanther ’s shock absorbers. His
temperatures soared to the red.

“Shutup! " Jonathan hit the override rocker switch, silencing the darms. In the next second, as his cockpit
temperature spiked to the near side of broiling, he was aready pivoting, putting the seato his back and hitting
hisjets again, thistime legpfrogging from theice crater onto the hardpack. He throttled up, pumping his
Panther ’slegs, pistoning in acharge for theBattleMaster . A monitor glowed an angry crimson, and he saw
the impact had damaged the comparatively lighter ceramic housing of hisgyro, and hedidn’'t need a
computer to tell him that he' d a so damaged the primary yoke assembly of thePanther ’sright ankle.

If all | take away fromthisisa sprained ankle . . . Out of the corner of hisright eye, Jonathan caught a
glimpse of twin plumes of flame cutting out and knew that theL ocust was down. He would dedl with that
later, if he even had to. First, he had to get further inland, closer to theBattleMaster and those tanks, the
SM1s now pummeling the’ Mech with autocannon in earnest, leaving jagged blossoms of fractured armor
blooming dong theBattleMaster ’sright torso and leg while the three Bellonas nipped at the greast maching' s
heds. In return, theBattleMaster pounded one Destroyer with four concentrated laser strikes. In aflash, the
Destroyer’ sarmor puddied adong its right side, punching the craft into a counterclockwise spin. A spurt of
smoke, and then a Bellona spat out missiles that bloomed dong theBattleMaster ’sright hip. Jonathan's
externd feed picked up the grating squal of endosted as primary armor bled away, and the giant machine
swayed.

By now Jonathan was nearly even with theBattleMaster , coming up on theright Sde, and ingtantly he
sraight-armed his PPC, cutting loose with ablast of supercharged energy. The crackling bolt, bluer than the
seajust behind, chewed through the Destroyer’ s skirt, spilling itsair, and the SM 1 flipped once, twice, three
times before Jonathan hit it again. A mushroom fire-cloud boiled skyward as autocannon ammo ignited, and
the Destroyer blew apart.

Theroar of the explosion nearly covered the others, but Jonathan heard them just the same because they



were the ones he was waiting for: arapid-fire, staccatowhumpwhumpwhumpwhumpwhumpwhump! Not
from behind, where theLocust, on its spindle-thin legs, was dready sprinting for them; and not from the
remaining tanks that were, even now, racing back for their base; but from his right, where the men had
finished their work.

A voice, male, not Kylein hisLocust but theBattleMaster *spilot: “What the.. .. 7" The’Mech'storso
swiveded; Jonathan caught aglimpse of amber light, the stark silhouette of the MechWarrior, green shadows
darkling over gray vest and bare skin. “Who . . . 7’

And then the first shock wave hit as the ice protested, groaned—and began to bresk away.
DropShipDragon’sPride
Carillon Sector, Iwanji, Saffel

Thewords hung in the air like ghosts and were so thoroughly stunning that Tai-sho Carol Worridge sbrain
clicked out for an instant. Sakamoto,dead! If she hadn’t heard it with her own ears, listened asBlack Wind ’s
pilot shouted out hisreport, she' d never have believed it.

She came back to herself and looked around the bridge. A decision; they were waiting for her to lead them
in battle. Y es, a battle—but with whom?

A smdll voice that she recognized as conscience freed from tyranny: Follow your heart. Follow your
honor.

And then suddenly everything fell into place, and she knew what she must do. She turned to the
communications officer. “ Open achannd. Get me our troops.”

Carillan Sector, Iwanji, Saffel

“STERLING!” Parks bawled, and in the two years she' d known him, Sterling had never heard so much
anguish in the man’ svoice as she did then. “ NO! Get out of theway, GET OUT OF THE WAY! "

But she couldn’t answer, didn’t have time because she was twisting in midair, executing an aeria pirouette,
twirling, the DropShip now behind and the missles arrowing for her face. And then she did something Andre
Crawford swore up and down ought to work, in theory. She brought all her lasersto bear, aimed for an
intersection point, and snap-fired them at once—and prayed like hell her armor was as good as the
manufacturer said.

Thelaser fire codesced into afiery ball of ionization just asthe missiles arrived. There was atremendous
blast as some but not al of the missiles detonated. A hail of raining armament boiled around her, and she was
engulfed inaroiling bal of gas and fire. The flash was so bright her polarizing filters couldn’t snap into place
quickly enough. But it didn’t matter. Her helmeted head snapped back, banging against her couch, and she
was aware of a sensation of flying faster than alaser beam. She screamed—along, drawn-out wail that cut
out as herOcelot crashed into the grove, snapping treeslike twigs amid atida wave of sound.

Then she must have blacked out because, when she came to, she was looking through aveil of smoke from



dying circuitry that burned her eyes. But she wasn't blind; no, there was no mercy for her here.
Because she saw the DropShip, still coming, well enough.
Dovgin | ce Cap, Saffel

Jonathan lumbered past the till-dazed and disorientedBattleMaster . Then time dilated and drew out, but
not with the satisfying click that so often happened because, thistime, Jonathan wasthe victim.

Hewas dready past theBattleMaster , nearing the widening fissurein theice, or so heimagined. Thevad,
nearly festureless white of the ice pack obliterated landmarks, made things seem infinitely far away. Theice
was quaking more violently now, rippling and bucking like something cometo life. Off-baance, thePanther
swayed, and Jonathan ingtinctively moved to correct. The next shudder sent him pitching forward, coming
down hard on hisPanther ’ sright knee and outstretched right hand.

This probably saved hislife because in the next instant missles etched seamsin the air directly over his
canopy. The Bellonas were opening fire, and now the Destroyers got in on the act, punching out round after
punishing round of autocannon fire at the Kuritan’Mechs. The Raiders' infantry had donetheir job at the
cost of therr lives, and clearly the tanks were to ensure that no one, not even they, |eft theice pack. Risking a
glance over his shoulder, he saw the missiles streak for theLocust , detonate along one of those spindle-thin
legs, and then theLLocust wasredling.

Hisdarms screamed and, jerking round, Jonathan caught the flashing sputter of tracer fire. He threw up his
left arm in areflex, and the uranium-tipped rounds ripped into thePanther ’s elbow, at the joint. HE' d
slenced his DI and hit the heat lockout override, but he knew the arm was severdly damaged; the only saving
grace was that his PPC was wedded to hisright. But the muzzle of hiswegpon wasjammed into theice,
uselessto him, and he was out of time for fighting. No more mistakes, no more errorsl Even as he heaved
back, struggling to right himsdf, hismind was racing: Have to get up, get up, get up!

The chasm ahead was pulling away from the glacier, and doing so with apreternatura swiftness that was
otherworldly: first ahalf meter, then two, now four. The violence of the ice' s movement was so greet thetiny
formsof the trooperswho'’ d planted their directed charges specifically to accomplish just thiswerejittering
like insects on a hot skillet. Jonathan saw three hurtle into the yawning abyss, two more clung to the edges
and werein shadow . . . Shadow? Y es, of course, he saw it now; the horizon shifting down, pushing up, the
ice shelf where he stood calving away . . .

“G0, go,go! ” he screamed, not to theBattleMaster , whose pilot now seemed to grasp what was
happening; not to theL.ocust , limping badly now, his advantage of greater speed gone, hisjump jets
discarded. No, Jonathan screamed at himself to get moving,move ! Desperately, he banged his PPC to life;
blazing hot energy puddled the entrapping ice, and he yanked free. Heaving hisPanther to itsfest, he threw
out blasts of PPC firein thetanks genera direction asadiversion, the bolts going wide, and Jonathan not
caring, not thinking but pushing hisPanther into aflat-out, lopsded run. Hefdt thejarring impact asamissle
clipped hisPanther ’ s dready-injured |eft arm, smashing through armor &t the left shoulder, and suddenly that
arm was no longer functioning. The impact pushed him back, to the right, and for a heart-stopping instant, as
the view from his cockpit was replaced with blue sky, he thought his’ Mech would crash to theicetolieon
its back, like a helpless, overturned beetle.



Thentimeran out for al of them, every last one.

With aterrific, alien groan, the mammoth ice block sheared away from its anchoring glacier. What nature
would have done in another five years, or ten, now occurred with weird, supernatural speed. The sounds
were deafening and dmost indescribable—a bellowing roar; amassive, throaty rumble like avolcano
belching out flame and molten rock from a heart of fire. Violent shuddersrocked the tanks and ' Mechs; two
tankstoo close to the brink simply teetered back and then vanished, one gtill spitting out laser fire that
harmlesdy punched the sea.

Jonathan felt himsdlf faling—like being in alift suddenly cut from its cable and going into freefdl down an
infinitely long shaft. His ssomach lodged in the back of histhroat; his head suddenly seemed to levitate away.
With a scream, Jonathan hit hisjump jets, hoping against hope that he wasn't too late.

Now therewasthe roar of his engines as superheated plasmarocketed out, each jet channeled through a
venturi baffle, funneling power! A blurring rush of ice, jagged shadows dong the sudden face of acliff that
hadn’t been there five seconds ago, and now a glimpse of deadly blue water below; and Jonathan was
blasting up, up, up! And something else now: piercing screamsin his hemet; the other two MechWarriors
trapped in their machines, going down, falling, hurtling toward death and awatery, dark grave—because
neither had jump jets. And it wouldn’t have mattered if they had.

Then, ahead, above, beow, Jonathan saw white ice, running men and rage burned in his bdlly, roaring out of
his mouth in abattle cry of pure, unadulterated fury! Try to killhim , try to beathim? Angling in, usdless|eft
arm hanging limp by his side, Jonathan aimed hisjets, engulfing the troopersin concentrated bals of fire that
ingtantly seared through their armor, charring the men black—and then Jonathan crashed down atop them,
finishing off alast trooper who' d somehow escaped theice and hisfury with asingle burst from his PPC.

Gulping air, body till shaking with adrenaine and rage, Jonathan turned—and saw theice Smply fall away.
The screamsin hishelmet suddenly cut out, asif hacked by an unseen hatchet.

And then theice, the tanks, and the ’ Mechs were gone.
DropShipAmagiover |wanji Airspace, Saffel

“Heavy fighting, Tai-sho .” TheAmagi ’spilot wasgrim. “A DropShip aswell. Wewill beatopitin
seconds.”

“Oh, God.” Crawford, by her sde, and when their eyes met, Katana read his thoughts. Too late.

Not after all we've been through, to have it end here, now . . . Two days ago they’ d winked in at the
same pirate point as Parks JumpShip, and aready knew that Parks had deployed his troops. Since then,
they’ d been racing to catch up, pulling as manyg s asthe crew could tolerate. They’ d been lucky; they’ d met
no DCMS DropShips, had taken no fire—but if Parks and Sterling were dead aswell . . .

She gave hersdf amental shake. Sop. Shewouldn't let her peoplediein vain, not without giving her dl.For
now we see if Fate iswith me, or against.

She nodded at the pilot. “Open achannel. Broadband.”



DropShipDragon’sPride

“I seeit.” Worridge felt the skin tighten over her skull. Another DropShip, and not one of theirs. She looked
back over her shoulder at the weapons officer, ayoungchu-i with skin aswhite as porcdain. “Isit hot?’

She saw the woman’ s eyebrows fold into afrown. “ le, they’re. . . they’renot, ” she said, atrace of wonder
in her voice. She glanced up. “They will bewithin rangein the next forty seconds. Shdl | plot asolution?’

Darel dothis, darel? .. .Worridge sucked in abreath and said, “Negative. Give the order: Cease dll
hodtilities. | want . . .”

But she never had a chance to say what she wanted becauise then the communications officer’ s head jerked
to atention. “ Tai-sho! Incoming message, on al frequencies!” Then he gasped. “It' s Katana Tormark!”

Worridge' s breath |eft her lungsin an exhaation of surprise. “On speaker.”

The communications officer moved to comply. For a brief instant—the space between one best of
Worridge' s heart and the next—all she heard wasthe faint sputter of solar background interference. But then
the strong, confident tones of awoman she’ d never met but about whom she knew much filled the bridge.

“Thisis Katana Tormark, Tai-sho of Dragon’s Fury. | would speak with you, Tai-shu Sakamoto. On your
orders, you have carved a path of destruction from Shimonitato Dabih, from Piedmont to Al Na'ir. You
have attacked my forces and killed my people—and yet | do not come for revenge. What your troops did
wastheir duty; what they did, they did believing in your honor and in the Dragon. But thereisno honor in
brother fighting brother. We are not your enemies. What we have seized we have clamed in the name of the
coordinator. We would join you, gladly, but your attacks on our people must cease, and we must discuss
how thiswar will be waged. Thereis no honor in daughter, and we would fight you with a heavy heart. But
wewill fight—and wewill dieif we must but aswarriors , not savages.”

A pause, then: “We would have your answer.”
Slence.

Worridge' seyes met the pilot’s; sheread . . . what? Admiration? Resolve? Then the pilot moved his
head—not much, not enough for anyone who wasn't watching closdly to pick it up—but he gave an
infinitesmal, afractiona nod.

Y es, she knew what she had to do next. And about frigging time . She nodded at the comm officer. “Let
us speak. And make sureeveryone hears”

Carillon Field, Iwanji, Saffel

Will, so shewasn't dead. And neither was Parks, though he ought to be, the lummox. She gtill saw smoke
and blue sky, but the DropShip had angled away. Her throat was raw; she' d be black-and-blue tomorrow;
herOcelot might never recover. And she d for sure need anew cooling vest; there was dripping coolant
everywhere. But there was nothing wrong with her eyes or ears, and she heard the same wonder in Parks



voice as shefdt hersdlf.

“Sterling,” he said, hacking, “you hearing this?’

“I hear it.” Sterling backhanded swest, blood and grime from her neck. “1 just can’t fraccing believeit.”
DropShipAmagi

K atana was stunned. Sakamoto was dead. And now . . . Shefdt Crawford at her elbow. “Y ou can end
this,” he murmured. “ Now.”

“Hai. | can.” She squared her shoulders. “And | will.” Shelooked a question to her comm officer, and the
woman nodded. Heart damming against her ribs, Katana forced the tremor from her voice: “ Tai-sho
Worridge, you have my deepest sympathies. | would regret fighting you now, or in the future. If you would
have me, | would be honored to join you—butonly for the Dragon. If not, we will withdraw and battle you
another day.”

A long pause. Katanatried to still her mind, knowing that her wegpons officer would warn her if they were
being led into atrap. But her officer remained sllent, and then Worridge was back: “ le.You would honorus,,
Tai-sho . We await your orders.” Another pause, then: “What would you have us do?’

Crawford’ s gasp was audible, but Katana barely heard it over the sudden thundering of her pulse.
Worridge, ceding command? Toher ? Thiswasn't possible; how could . . . ?

Confused, sheturned to Crawford. A dow smile spread on hislips until he was grinning from ear to ear.
“Well,” he said, and very nearly smirked, “you heard the lady. What would you have us do, myTai-sho ?’

No hesitation now; she fdlt her resolve firm, nodded at her comm. “I am honored, Tai-sho Worridge. We
will attack. There saplanet to take, after al.”

Y et the next voice Katana heard was not Worridge. It was aman, and there was no mistaking its ring of
tota authority: “Don’t you think you' d better consult with me first?’

Dovejin | ce Cap, Saffel

The Raiders infantry had scattered, spilling onto an icy waste that would surely claim them. The

MiningM echs were so much smoking rubble, and Jonathan thought those missileswell spent. For now, he
swayed forward, hisbad right ankle and al but usaless |eft arm canceling one another out. Toggling his PPC,
Jonathan swept a blue trough of destruction while theHatchetman smashed other buildingsto rubble. Ina
day the Raiders battlearmor power packs would be exhausted, and they’ d have no base to return to. So,
they’ d freeze. A mercy, probably. Dying of thirst was so unpleasant.

Then Jonathan stopped, listened to Worridge, then Katana—and then that man, avoice heknew . . .

“My God!” It was theHatchetman 'spilot. “ That's Theodore Kurital”

“Wdl, what do you know?’ Jonathan said. A quick flick of hiseyestold him hisIFF was ill, sadly, on the



fritz. Pivoting, he brought hismissilesto bear.

“Just inthenick of timg” he said, and fired.

Y g—

Imperial City, Luthien

Pesht Military District, Draconis Combine

30 November 3135

Wdl?Katanathought as she stood in the massve, silent hall.Now what? She turned in adow circle, taking
in the immense space of the Throne Room, acutely aware of the way her clothes rustled, the dight scuff of
her feet againgt polished hardwood and her eyes kept returning to the Dragon Throne uponitsdas a
powerful presence even in the absence of the coordinator. She' d seen the throne in adocumentary done
back in thirty-three as part of a series caledTouring the Stars . Now, staring up at those swirling dragons
and the mural immediately behind, Katanawas awed to immobility.

A voice, just behind her: “Beautiful, isn't it?’

Startled, Katanaturned, gawped, then blinked. He' d come up on soundless, stockinged feet: Vincent Kurita
in the flesh, resplendent in akimono of peacock blue with chrysanthemums and five-clawed dragons donein
gold embroidery and bound at the waist with agold obi sash. Hastily, she bowed. “ Forgive me, Tono . | was

unaware of your presence.”

“Oh, but you were,” said Kurita. He had a pleasing voice, soft and full, and hishazel eyeswere clear. Kurita
gestured at the throne and the dragon mural just behind. “When you gaze upon the Combine, you look upon
us. To be aware of the vastness of the Combineisto open your mind to the corners of the known universe
we inhabit and those we have yet to conquer. But,” he said, laugh lines appearing at the corners of his eyes,
“we asked whether you thought it was beautiful.”

“Hai,” Katanasaid, without hesitation. “Beautiful when it was made, Tono . But more beautiful now.”
“Ah?’ Kurita's coa black eyebrows arched. “ And how so?’

Katana gestured at the mural. “ The worlds the Combine lost when The Republic was born have been
returned. What Tai-sho Sakamoto began, your son ended. Saffel has been conquered, as have Styx, Athenry
and Pike 1V.” She paused, thinking back to the campaign in which she, Worridge and Theodore Kurita had
fought side by side before Kurita had caled ahalt shy of Dieron, amove she’ d opposed, and demanded her
swords. She eyed the coordinator.Well, and if he hearsthis as criticism, so be it. “But the Combineisn't
complete, not yet. Dieron waits on its coordinator.”

“Ah. And what aboutyou ?’

“I have no regrets. What | did, | did for the Dragon.”



“Without our consent.”
“Or dissent. | acted onyour silence.”

“Indeed,” said Kurita, and his benevolent manner stirred something long forgotten in her mind: sitting with
her father as he told stories about The Republic or, better yet, how he' d met her mother. “ Then we have
fulfilled our dutieswell.”

Katanafrowned. “ Tono?’

“Y ou forget that a coordinator isthe null space within the whed. Without ahub, thereisno whed. The
Combineturns, but it does so firmly anchored to the gap that is our silence. Do you think we have neither
eyes nor ears? Of course we followed your course; we were heartened when you stood for your Dragon’s
Fury, and more so when you declared for our cause. Once we divined Sakamoto’ s true intent, we made sure
that our heir was behind him at nearly every step. So, do you truly believe that our heir would' ve let you live
without our consent?’

“le, Tono ,” said Katana, but she was confused and this upset her. Hadn't this been precisely what she'd
been working for over these many months? And yet, Katana understood now that the coordinator had never
been adeep; the coordinator was the unseen master pulling the strings of his many puppets. “ So you tasked
rre”

“And you did not disappoint. Else. . .” Kuritalet hisvoicetrail avay, leaving the threat unspoken: Else we
would have had your head .

“I am not my father’ s daughter, and would never desert the Combine.”

“Redly?’ Kurita s eyebrowswriggled in adisplay of mischief that was reflected by the sudden sparklein his
eyes. “Y ou were governor, duchess, prefect. So many Republican honors the Combine never sanctioned.
And asfor your father, do not deceive yoursdlf that he acted without the coordinator’ s consent.”

“Consent? My father lost everything. He turned his back on the Combine. He was agovernor!”

“So? Despite your trappings, you never lost the honor that residesin the heart, and whatever else your father
lost, he was never stripped of his.”

Why they were talking about her fatherat all wasamystery. “I till have my honor, Tono , and am ready for
whatever my Coordinator wishes. Command me. If you wish my death for my disobedience, | only ask to
choose mykai shakunin so that | may be sure he will strike cleanly.”

For amoment, the coordinator’ s face was deathly till, and she steeled hersdlf, only hoping that the Old
Master struck well. Anirony, that: that her father should have beenkai shakunin to the man whaose brother
would behead the father’ s daughter.

Then she saw a change come over the coordinator’ s features. His mouth twitched. His eyes narrowed. And
then helaughed: arich, warm, full-throated bellow that was astonishing, if only because, afew seconds



before, Katana was convinced she would die.

“KaanaTormark.” Tears of mirth squeezed from the corners of the coordinator’ s eyes, and he wiped them
away with both thumbs. “If we' d wanted you dead, you' d be dead already.” Kurita broke off, flipped open
the case of hisfinger watch and tut-tutted. “Look at thetime. How lateit igl”

He clapped three times. Ingtantly, ashoji did open and two palace guards appeared. Spying them, Katana' s
legswent alittle numb. She didn’t know why she felt surprise; clearly, disarming her had been the
coordinator’ s plan. Now, they’ d take her into custody, to prison and then . . .

What the coordinator said next stunned her to the core. “ Show our guest to her rooms. She will want to
bathe and rest after her long travail. Treat her with courtesy for sheis an honored guest and our new
warlord—of theDieron Military Didrict.”

The coordinator gave her an expectant look. But, at first, Katanajust stared, unable to comprehend what
Kuritameant. Then asurge of astonishment swept her from tip to toe, and suddenly, everything came clear:
the coordinator’ s alowing Sakamoto to show histrue colors; the latitude he' d given her to demonstrate
where she stood. But thislast, what could it mean? Wasn't it far more, well,expedient to name her as
Benjamin'sTai-shu ? Then, in the next instant, she saw why Kuritacould not.

Because there are the other warlords; they' d never stomach this, and besides, they’ d get the wrong
idea: that knocking each other off is how you rise in the ranks. But giving meDieronmeans he's still
testing me, seeing if | can pull thisoff . . .

She saw that Kuritawas still waiting, and the wordless |ook they exchanged told her: He knew her thoughts,
and shewas correct. Shefindly said, “Tono, | ... | don't know whattosay .. .”

“Yeswould be astart. Thereiswork still to be done, Katana, and we do hate |oose ends. AndTai-shu
Tormark”—Vincent' sfeatures creased in asmile—*we dine a eght.”

Epilogue

Katana’'s Journal
15 January 3136

Andre said take avacation. Right. I’ ve been so busy planning for our next offensive | haven't changed my
socks. And Mizunami? That’ sin the Pesht Didtrict, hell and gone. But then I'm staring at aholovid, and the
coordinator’ s ordering meto go. Well, you know, what can you say?

Andre suggested this out-of-the-way place. Five-Waters, because of the riversthat converge thereto form
the great Okuninoshi: twice aswide and three times aslong as the Amazon on Terra. That’ salot of river.
The path we took—Andre and | in the lead, the Old Master trailing a meter behind—meandered aong the
shore through fragrant river grasses. Clouds of iridescent blue butterflies danced over fields of tiny white
blossoms. Giant Mizunami cypress with beards of gray-green moss hugged the riverbank, and the water was
so clear and clean | could see amosaic of multicolored pebbles, and silver fish undulating between roots as



thick asmy leg.

Okay. It was pretty. But why would thecoordinator . ..?Thenit hit me. | turned to Andre. “ Youst this
up.”

“My lipsare seded.” And then Andre grinned like alittle kid who' s shorted your sheets. Y ou'd think being
promoted totai-sho and my right-hand man would' ve brought him down anotch. Helifted hischin a asmal
risesaklick away. “Over that hill.”

| was ready to rip out histonsls but settled for grumbling and nasty looks. But it wasn't until we mounted
that riseand | saw the housethat | started to get an inkling that something wasreally up. Wasn't the house so
much; nothing more than afew airy rooms with a covered porch wider than anengawa andshojis open to the
breeze. A white grave path led to three wooden stepsin front of the house; at the back, | saw another curl
of gravel, this one winding to agarden of Japanese cedar, Keyaki and ground cypress. We took that
meandering path through willowy green bamboo—and then | saw it: acone of light. An old man sittingon a
crag of black stone; back turned, along shock of snow-white hair. Sunning the same, lazy way alizard
warmsitself on arock. The rock perched at the edge of aKatesansui ; you could immediately tell that
whoever tended this stone garden took greet care, raking patterns to represent ocean waves crashing against
the shores of rock idands haloed with azaleas and deep green moss. Our footfals made a sound like
eggshdIsfracturing, and the old man turned.

Even now, though it is very late and the flame from my candle threastensto drown in hot wax, | remember
that moment, that eerie frisson of something very closeto fear. Tripping over asecret hope? A desire?|
don't know. That old man’ s face was pruned by wrinkles, and age had bent his back so that he seemed to
foldintwo, but Iknew ... and somehow, findly, | managed asingle word: “Father?’

Hetottered to hisfeet. He was very thin, hislimbs no thicker than twigs, and his fingers were gnarled by age
and long use. Still, hewasawarrior; you could tell from theway he held himsdlf. “ Gashi, Musume,” he said,
inavoicedill surprigngly rich.

| didn’'t scream. | didn’t faint. | didn’'t mdlt into hisarms, everything forgiven and forgotten. At firgt, | felt
nothing but a curious, unplessant numbness; then heat seeped through my veins but—how strange—my
fingers and hands and lips were icy with shock. | just . . .stood there until Andre whispered in my ear. “Goto
him, Katana.”

But instead | turned on Andre, and he read my face. “Y ou can be angry at meif you wish, Katana. But
whatever else your father did or was, he was an agent of the O5P and a noble, courageous man.l am O5P,
and thismuch is certain: We do not forget our own—and we were always watching. Evenin your darkest
hour, we were dwaysthere.”

Alwaysthere. .. | didn't understand thatthen. But | donow . The coordinator was aways watching,
always . | was never far from his reach as he worked through the K egper and then through the Keeper's
agents, through Andre and countless others. Never far at all.

So | did what Andre said. | went to my father. | bowed with the reverence and respect the elderly deserve.
And | sad, “I'm not sorry for my beliefs, Father. At thetime, | made my choices as you made yours. | don't
know how I’ll fed aboutmy choiceswhen I’'mold. But | think thatyou were wrong.”



Not exactly adaughterly rapprochement. Maybe that was the only type of closeness| could dlow. But my
father didn't bite. “ Perhaps,” he said. “But who cares? My timeisover. Y ou are the future. So, come. Sit
andtdl meof your life”

So| did. | talked about . . . well, everything. He listened. | don’t know when Andre left, but when we rose
to have our first meal together in so many years, Andre was gone. But the Old Magter remained, and he's
here now, standing outside my room, even though it’ slate and the moon is high and crickets make their
music. Somewherethe river dides by, a changeless ribbon of slver that isforever, like time and memory.

Tomorrow, or the next day, I’ll have to leave because awarlord’ swork is never doneand | have a
campaign to plan. Out there, somewhere, are my enemies. men like Bhatia, who would see mefail and the
Tormark name forever erased from history, and there' s probably another Sakamoto waiting histurn. But
there are my people, the brothers and sisters of my Dragon’s Fury, and the wider family of the Combinel
have yet to know. There are the spirits | will mourn: my mother, my fallen comrades, the innocents Sakamoto
daughtered. And Toni: ah, | wish you'd lived to seethis.

Tomorrow, perhaps, | will seek out a Shinto priest and make an offering of thanks and gratitude to thekami
. Yes, perhaps tomorrow.

But for now, | am content. For now, I’'m home.
Imperial City, Luthien

Pesht Military District, Draconis Combine
30 January 3136

He had atantrum, flinging food like athree-year-old. Miko did her best, but Bhatiafinaly sent her away
because heredlywasn’t in the mood. Galling; bad enough to lose out to a Tormark, but to be unable to
functionasaman . . .

Katana Tormark, atai-shu ! Unbelievable; she must’ ve dept with Theodore. Certainly would suit the
coordinator; Theodore mustproduce an heir. What does that Peacock care where his son plants his
seed so long as the line continues? Irritably, Bhatia backhanded that little bitch’ slatest decree: that those
damnably loyd yakuza rank among the most honorable of the Combine' s citizens, that they bepromoted
withinthe DCMS!

Bhatia paced. Best to focus, perhaps, on what he' d gained. Sakamoto was dead, a big plus becausehe
couldn’'t beimplicated in directly supporting theidiot’s campaign. And Wahab Fusilli; yes, back in Katana' s
camp, even rewarded for hisbravery on Al Naiir . . .ha! Despite everything, Bhatia grinned. There were two
congtants, at least. Katana was a soft fool, and Fusilli hisworm at the heart of Katana slittle apple. And now
that Katanawas so very prestigious, maybe he could arrange for her nation on her way to Dieron,
perhaps, or before. . .

Y et her death would not answer the root of the Combine' s problem: the Peacock. Anything he did heresfter
must bring about two complementary aims. Katana s destruction, and Vincent Kurital s demise. Theodore



would haveto go, of course; there was no way around that. And Emi Kurita. . . no, he mustn’t forget about
their resourceful little Keeper of the House Honor. Certainly, no secret whereher dlegianceslay. Shewould
have to be dedlt with aswell. “ Because there is yet another,” he said, and his thoughts centered on the look
in New Samarkand Warlord Matsuhari Toranaga s eyesthat day in the Black Room almost ayear before.
“Thereisyet one moreway.”

In the next ingtant, however, his mood darkened again. His eyes cut to his desk and the two holovid data
disks he' d received that afternoon. One he' d aready listened to: afield report. He traced the disk with the
tip of afinger. The disk had been recorded over three months ago, but only couriered to him from Asta now.
A tidbit of information: an | SF agent, till working on ingtructions Bhatia had given when the hunt for the
Bounty Hunter began, had gathered intelligence about a black marketer who'd confided that there' d been
rumors about a set of green armor being made for someoneon Asta . And yet . . . Bhatid s eyes narrowed.
And yet, at last report, the Bounty Hunter was onAncha, Katana s new headquarters now that Proserpina
was returned to the Benjamin Didtrict, and reported to be quite the golden boy. “And now there aretwo,” he
murmured. His eyestracked to the second disk, and this he now lifted from the desk and did into a
projector. Therewas aclick, and then awhirr, and then an electronicaly altered voice he knew very well.

“Good evening, Director. Did you think I’ d forgotten you? Absolutely not. I’ [l make aded. Y ou beagood
littleboy and I ll forgetall about those nasty little plans you had for me. Because if you don't, well . . . you'll
never guesswhat I’ ve found: Somevery interesting recordings of somevery important communiqués
and—well, what do you know—I have one you received from Fuslliwaaaaay back when he reports how
thingswentso well on Al Na ir. Now what would happen, | wonder, if the coordinator got wind that you
knew so very much in advance about Sakamoto? So, if | choose to put these recordingsinto, say, Katana's
hands, or, worse yet, thecoordinator’s . .."

Bhatia punched the audio to sllence. No need for more. Thethreat wasplain.But ... "“You vemadea
mistake, my friend.” And asadow, satisfied smile sporead dong hislips, Bhatiafelt something hehadn'tin
many months: dation. “Y ou think | cannot play at this game? Well, you are wrong. Either you are on Asta
and heading thisway, or to another world Katana controls—or you are on Ancha, because that isthe only
way to explainit. Y ou could only have gained information about Fusilli if you wereproximate . So | would
wager that you, Kappa, are standing alongside Katana at this very moment, on Ancha, biding your time. Yes,
you are cunning. But soam |. And | can wait aslong asneed be.”

Indeed—Bhatia regarded the disk dmost lovingly—this might be the calm before the storm.

Carter City, Ancha

Dieron Military District, Draconis Combine

15 February 3136

The gpartment was spare, and the air musty, smelling of mildew and stae cigarette smoke. The radiator’s
pipes clanked and hissed, and the dingy ochre paint on the walls peded in moist curls. The building was ugly
on the outside, too. The only window overlooked ared brick aley cluttered with oversize trash bins. Despite
al this, Jonathan wasn’'t moved to find better accommodations because, well, hiding in plain sght took a

certain facility. Heavenforbid the Bounty Hunter should be seen in the company of one of the wedlthiest men
in the Combine, and staying in aposh hotdl, noless.



From his spot on the sofa—unctuous belge with clots of stuffing boiling through rips—Jonathan eyed his
brother. Marcus sat in his chair, hislimbs stresked with swest in the overheated room, his powerful chest
muscles struggling under gravity. Marcus had grumbled, wondering why Jonathan didn’t want to talk via
communicationslink. Jonathan had instead ingsted that Marcus come planet-sde to enjoy the fruits of their
labors.

“Fruits?” Marcus sucked air. “Kurita still in power and Katana safraccingwarlord! ” He sucked in
another breath. “Y ou took care of everyone else. But Katana? No, she getsto live.”

“Shelives because that pleases me.” Jonathan gave a negligent yawn and stretched. His spanking new,
emerald-green armor creaked at itsjoints. A good thing Marcus was so well off. Even better thathe' d
become such awizard with computers: a hundred different accounts under as many diases, and brimming
with lovely cash. He toyed with his new helmet, admiring hisreflection. “ Alive, she suits our needs.”

It pleased him when Marcus skin turned dark as a beet. “ Ourneeds?’ he wheezed. “Aren’'t weredlly
talking aboutyour needs?

“No,” helied. (It came so naturaly.) “Marcus, the best way to make someone suffer isto take avay
everything they hold dear, everything they care about—but alittle at atime. Y ou hold out hope that things
will get better, and then they don’t. We know what that’ s like, don’t we, Brother? Our father divorced our
mother, but we hung on to him, became hislittle shadows.” Animagein hismind' seye: of the day hewas
made, finaly, a Son of the Dragon after years of training—and all because hisfather would not callhim son.
“And then Father smply disappeared, leaving us on our own. So | ask you. Iskilling Katanapunishment ?
She can only die once. But take away what and who she cares for, and she'll wish shewas dead. That’s
revenge—dow and swest.”

“Only sweet for you.” Marcus made a horsey sound. “Y ou like killing. But that’ s not eveniit. Y ou actualy
like thelittle bitch. In fact”—he eyed his brother shrewdly—*“I think you' re alittle inlove with her.” When he
saw his brother’ s expression, he gave anasty laugh. “That’sit, isn't it? Great, thisisjust perfect. | wonder if
dear Katanawill mind bondage, or if she'll prefer some of your more crestive antics in the boudoir?’

For thefirst timein hislife, Jonathan was stunned to slence—and what was more: Marcus had made him
angry . How had he done that?l’ min control; I'malwaysin control ...

“I...admire her,” he said, choosing hiswordswith care. “I’m like any hunter, Marcus. | appreciate the
wiliness of thefox even asl runit down.”

“But in your own good time.” Marcus laughed again, but silently, likeadog. “ Y ou think | don't seewhat’s
going on? L ook &t you: safely ensconced in Katana s camp, Crawford and little Emi faling dl over you with
gratitude; and you' ve got Bhatia by the balls. Being so beloved and in so many campsis handy, isn't it?
Except that’ s not even it. Thisisn't about vengeance for you anymore.”

“Indeed?’ Jonathan kept hisvoice light. “ Then what isit, Brother?’

“KatanaTormark. That'sall. Youneed Katanadive.”



“Do,” said Jonathan, histone dry but when he toyed with hisvisor, hisfingers shook. “My, Marcus, al this
armchair psychoanaysis. . . just why would | need Katanaalive? ”

“Because you love her. Thekilling isamost beside the point now. Now, every time awoman begsfor her
life, you hear Katand s voice. Every time you fantasize about awoman, it's Katanayou see, Katana s body
under your hands. She' s gotten under your skin. Whatever plans we made together are gone—because you
want her. Youlovekilling; you love her suffering; and you loveher. But you' ve got a problem.

Eventudly . ..” And now Marcus leaned forward and said with a confidentia air, “Y ou’ [l have to kill her, and
do you know why? Because wanting her meansshe has the power, not you. So Katana will have to die—or
you will. Because you are Death, Jonathan. And everyone you touch will diewith you.”

Later, Jonathan would remember everything that came next: astonishment, then anger and mortification and
then—rdi€f. Yes, Katanawas his; they were fated for one another; al the taboos had dropped away, and he
would have her and he would possess her and he would destroy her: aninch at atime, for avery long, long
timeto come.

And then hefdt it, that magical, sensua—click.

Jonathan gave a breathy laugh. “Y ou’ ve become quite the philosopher.” His new armor softly squedled as
he stood, squared the helmet upon his head, felt it snick into place, heard the sedls catch. The door lay just
beyond Marcus, and he started for it now. “And you' re dead right about one thing, you know.”

Marcus tracked him, twisting round to keep Jonathan in view as his brother moved for the door. “And that
is...?7

“Why, that | lovekilling,” said Jonathan, easily. “Watch.” Hisright hand flashed for the back of Marcus
head, hisleft shot for the angle of Marcus' jaw, and then he pushed right, pulled left, hard and fast. There
was a sharp pop and then a crunch like astep on gravel. Sighing, Marcus folded at the waist, then dumped
until his head touched his knees. His head dewed right, twisted. His eyeswere till open. He didn't blink.

Every nervetingling, blood roaring through his veins, Jonathan stared at Marcus and said, “Y es, indeed,
Brother.” Filtered through speakers, his voice hissed with acurious, susurrant hum, and that suited him
because Jonathan now knew that he was separate, apart—and not atogether human. “I do believe you're on
to something.”
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