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CHAPTER ONE

 

Birdsong Ridge 

Caldarium, Rim Collection 

The Periphery 

15 January 3059

 

“Owlflight One, this is Lantern One,” said Lieutenant Livia Hawke, but Billy Wallace didn’t answer. That was worrisome. She checked her Quickdraw’s primary and secondary displays once more. Sensors picked up no enemy movement in the area, but the other two BattleMechs of her command lance lit up clearly on her head’s up display. Ditto the infrared scans and the magnetic resonance checks that usually sniffed out fusion reactor signatures of nearby ‘Mechs. The terrain was just too damn difficult for accurate readings.

Her company was advancing under radio silence while Billy Wallace in his Jenner scouted up into the hills for some sign of the pirates. He was supposed to signal via a burst-transmission blip.

Just a friendly knock to let her know he was still ambulatory. But he hadn’t.

Where was he?

The long wait ate at her nerves like ants crawling on her skin. Hawke glanced up from the secondary display and out into the night through her cockpit’s polycarbonate viewport. She tried, but couldn’t shake the uneasiness that gripped her. She and the rest of First Company continued forward slowly, hoping Wallace would signal any real trouble before the rest of them stumbled into it.

The terrain of Birdsong Ridge, with its steep cliffs and rugged hills covered with tall trees and dense undergrowth, was deadly to ‘Mechs. Battle-Mechs could climb, but it took a lot of skill to keep one upright under these conditions. Not to mention that visibility was almost nil. The pale moonlight rendered the landscape in near 2-D to the unaided eye. Even the Quickdraw’s IR scanners struggled to keep up with the changing geoforms. Some of that was the terrain, some of it was that Hawke’s ‘Mech was an older model. Out here, among the far-flung planets of the Periphery, there wasn’t much of the newer tech.

Old tech, new tech, to Hawke it didn’t make much difference. A ‘Mech was only as good as the Mech Warrior at its controls. Besides, the locals reported only three to five pirate ‘Mechs in the raid on Porth some weeks ago. The odds were with her. She and First Company would roust them with ease. Able’s Aces had been protecting the struggling worlds of the Rim Collection for the last dozen years. It was what they got paid for.

Major Able himself would have been at the head of this pirate hunt, except that Hopper Morrison’s band hit a munitions plant on Waypoint shortly before the major’s departure for Caldarium. He had reassigned the mission to Livia Hawke, and took off for Waypoint instead.

Pirate raids were a fact of life in the Periphery, but Morrison’s Extractors were notorious for being as merciless as they were greedy. “King” Hopper Morrison and his band had been making a name for themselves lately, and they now claimed two worlds in nearby space. Morrison had christened them Pain and The Rack, and had dug in so fiercely no one could blast him out.

The Aces had been keeping them at bay, but their three battalions were spread dangerously thin over the six worlds they defended. Morrison and his band had only grown bolder, brazenly proclaiming their identity before hitting Waypoint and destroying two ‘Mechs and killing sixteen personnel. The attack was so in your face Major Able was sure its real aim was to cast doubt on the Aces’ ability to protect the Rim planets.

Hawke had fought them herself on Otisberg, and had a souvenir scar ten centimeters long and four centimeters across at its widest point from a recent skirmish. Each time Morrison struck, he drove more of a wedge between Able’s Aces and the Council of Planets that ruled the Rim Collection.

Hawke stabbed the key to open the commline. Her blood was up thinking about Morrison’s band and she was out of patience. “Lantern Two, this is One.”

“Go, One,” Benjamin Rassor said in his calm voice.

Despite the tension, Hawke smiled even as she scanned the night. Benjamin was ever the professional. Aggressive and quick, he was always eager for the chance to get into the cockpit of a bigger and better ‘Mech. His ambition and drive were among the reasons she’d taken him as a sometimes lover. He could be passionate by night, but never blur the lines of command that separated them in the outside world.

“Stand ready, Two,” Hawke said, taking the control joysticks. “We’re going to recce the area and try to find out what happened to Owlflight. If things turn sour, we’re going to need the back door.”

“Affirmative, One,” Benjamin replied. “We’re standing hard here. Good hunting.”

Hawke rocked against the cockpit’s restraint straps as the leg and hip actuators pushed the sixty tons of ‘Mech into a walk. The Quickdraw’s cruising speed was fifty-four kph, too fast for the terrain under existing conditions.

“Raptor One, this is Lantern One,” she called.

“Acknowledged, Lantern One, you have Raptor One,” returned Lieutenant Jon Jamison, commander of the company’s aerofighter lance. Its two SPR-H5 Sparrowhawks were equipped with medium and small lasers and speeds that made them choice first-response attack craft.

“I want a fly-by, Raptor One,” Hawke said. “A full sensor array over a five-klick spread from my mark. Do not engage unless fired upon and you can identify the target. We’ve got a unit down somewhere out there.”

“Not to worry, Lantern One,” Jamison said. He was a careful, capable pilot, and as brave as they came. “Raptor One is the angel on your shoulder.”

Hawke swept the terrain again with her sensors, more uneasy by the minute. With the ‘Mech’s onboard programming and vids, she got a full 360-degree view on her head’s up display, but the HUD compressed it into a 120-degree arc. Learning to maneuver using the compressed full-scan had been one of the hardest things to master in her training.

She did a quick check of her target interlock circuits and her weapons. The Quickdraw carried two medium Omicron 4000 lasers at the end of each arm and two more on its back. A Delta Dart long-range missile ten-rack was mounted on its left torso, and a Hovertec short-range missile quad occupied the ‘Mech’s chest cavity. She knew the Quickdraw and its weapons like the back of her hand and felt much better as the pre-heat and load lights on her tactical display showed her armed and ready.

She opened the commline to her command lance. “Crosby.”

“Here, Lieutenant,” Crosby replied.

“We’re moving in. I’ve got point and Amos is walking slack. That leaves you the middle.”

“Affirmative, Lieut. Waiting around like this was about to drive me out of my gourd. Kicking butt’s what I signed on for.”

Hawke watched Leonid Crosby’s Dervish step out from the copse of trees he’d been using as cover. Crosby was impulsive and quick-tempered. If he weren’t such a damn good MechWarrior who knew how to deliver fire-support in the heat of the battle, Major Able would surely have busted him down through the ranks and put him out on the street by now. As it was, Crosby usually ended up pulling extra duty as punishment for infractions, or fined. Or both.

Behind him, Derrick Amos moved his Orion into position. “Ready,” he said in that whispery, soft voice of his. Amos was something of an enigma around the barracks. No one knew much about where he was from or what he’d done before joining on, nor did he seem inclined to tell. That was all right with Hawke, because the one thing she knew about Amos was the only thing she cared about. She could always count on him in a fight.

“Move out,” she commanded, working her own joystick and foot pedal controls, pushing the Quickdraw up to cruise speed. Right now she had to find out what had happened to Billy Wallace and his Jenner, even if it meant she and her command were walking into the jaws of a trap.

She glanced up and saw Raptor Lance’s two Sparrowhawks sweep in on her right flank. At the same instant there was a brilliant double flash in the air. To a civilian, it might have looked like a bolt of bright blue lightning. To Hawke, it was something much more sinister—particle projection cannon, and more than one of them. Bad news, very bad news.

She reached for the communications controls but too late. Swarms of missiles arced up at the already-damaged aerofighters as they reeled under the PPC attacks. She heard Jamison scream in her neurohelmet’s ear piece, then a long, extended hiss abruptly cut off his death wail. The missiles slammed into his fighter, which exploded in a ball of fire.

The other Sparrowhawk attempted to bank, trying to evade the attack. Bright amber laser lights lanced upward, slicing into its wing. Neither pilot had time to eject. Hawke was sure neither had survived. In a matter of seconds her company had suddenly lost one-sixth of its firepower.

“Lantern One to all personnel,” she called over the commline. “They knew we were coming. Fall back to your perimeter markers immediately!”

Hawke’s voice boomed into her neurohelmet’s microphone, but all she heard back was the irritating hiss of static. Jamming. The pirates had let the Aces wander into the rocky crags of Birdsong Ridge, then had cut them off from the rest of the universe.

They’d walked straight into a trap.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Birdsong Ridge 

Caldarium, Rim Collection 

The Periphery 

15 January 3059

 

The plan had been for Livia Hawke and her force to climb up to Birdsong Ridge, which extended some two hundred kilometers east to west, from the east. Ben Rassor and his lance of four ‘Mechs would approach from nearly twenty kilometers to the south, then would cut west and climb to the ridgetop along a narrow defile. The two forces would reach the top of the ridge from opposite sides at the same time. Ben’s lance would draw the raiders’ attention-to the flank while Hawke swept down from the high ground with the bulk of their force.

It was supposed to be a milk run, but the plan had gone up in smoke along with Raptor’s fighters.

Hawke continued to sweep the area with her sensors. Tailing mounds, tall piles of earth and rejected ore fragments left over from the planet’s heavy mining days, stood in twenty-meter cones throughout the area. Low scrub and stubborn weeds grew among them. Her heart pounded in her ears as she frantically moved forward, searching for an enemy, any enemy.

“Lantern One!” Crosby bawled in warning, cutting through the static. Her tactical display lit up with the target at the same time she heard his cry. The computer identified the KTO-20 Kintaro coming at Hawke a nanosecond after she recognized it herself. It stood more man-shaped than many, with a wide-legged stance and broad feet.

The Kintaro had taken cover behind a tailing mound, with its left-arm SRM launcher extended and locked from less than two hundred meters out.

Still moving, knowing she didn’t have time to get the other ‘Mech into her field of fire, Hawke pushed the Quickdraw forward. A short-range missile streaked from the Kintaro’s arm, the burning propellant flaring out in a dazzle of fire that blotted out the ‘Mech. The missile whooshed by Hawke, missing her by centimeters, then impacted against the tailing mound behind her.

The warhead detonated on impact, blowing free tons of rock and debris. A huge boulder bounced off the Quickdraw, straining the ‘Mech’s gyro system and Hawke’s skills to keep it upright. The impact battered the ‘Mech’s armor plating, its force ripping some of the plates completely off. Dust filled the air, obscuring the viewscreen and choking down the ‘Mech’s filtration units, which whined loudly as they compensated. BattleMechs were designed to work in any kind of environment, from the vacuum of space to underwater, but that did not mean they were indestructible.

Then the second wave of debris and rock struck as the mass blown into the air began to rain down.

Hawke worked her ‘Mech’s foot pedals furiously, scrambling for footing, cursing loudly inside her neurohelmet as she fought the lateral control joystick. Smelling blood, the Kintaro pounded after her, its slimmer design giving it an advantage in maneuvering between the tailing mounds. She saw the markings on its torso in the distance.

Morrison’s Extractors.

Hawke twisted the Quickdraw’s hand lasers to the side and switched her target interlock circuits to bring all four lasers on-line with the same trigger. She swept the area, searching for a lock as the Kintaro skidded around a tailing mound. It brought its right arm up, leveling both lasers as well as its left-arm SRM. The puffs of smoke from the missile rack flared as she hit the trigger.

Hawke fired all four lasers, hoping she had enough of a lock. The Kintaro returned fire, its heavy laser stitching across her vulnerable rear armor. Heat rushed over Hawke, and the warning klaxon screamed as her ‘Mech pushed closer to overheating. The Kintaro’s SRM salvo buried itself into her right leg and hip, grinding metal and shredding armor plating in a massive blast.

The concussive wave slammed over the Quick-draw and knocked it off balance. The gyro whined as her neurohelmet tried to use Hawke’s own sense of balance to compensate. Despite her skill, the hip and leg actuators couldn’t overcome gravity. She went down.

Knowing she couldn’t stop the fall, she stretched out the Quickdraw’s arms to lessen the impact. They tore into the earth, digging a trench a meter deep and nearly ten meters long before she could stop. The impact threw Hawke against the restraint straps in the cockpit, promising bruises in the days to come—assuming she lived that long. She was thrown forward, and her neurohelmet thudded against the Mech’s viewscreen. Blood from her split lip smeared the inside of the helmet’s shield when she sat back.

She grabbed the joystick again and rocked it hard side to side, clawing her way to a standing position. Checking the HUD’s compressed view, she saw the Kintaro standing behind her. Her ‘Mech’s stats rolled beneath the screen, letting her know that the combined laser blast and near-miss from the SRM had peeled sixty-two percent of her rear armor away. Light on armor to begin with, she couldn’t take another direct hit from behind. She turned quickly, hoping the Quickdraw’s ankle actuators still held together.

The Kintaro had staggered back. The pilot had backed off the attack, probably surprised at the four lasers lashing out at him. Enough of Hawke’s laser fire had hit his left arm to set off its SRM ammunition supply. As she watched, the missiles reached critical heat and blew, rupturing the arm and blowing it free of the Kintaro’s torso.

In the distance, she saw three of her fellow Acers engaging enemies hidden by rocks and debris. Lasers and autocannon rounds that missed lit up the shadows of Birdsong Ridge as she struggled to survive. The tactical display was flashing, telling her an even worse story. Her people were starting to drop, their ‘Mechs destroyed or crippled.

Hawke didn’t let up, operating on pure reflex and survival instinct. She brought the forward lasers on target again and fired an SRM from her chest the instant she heard the audible tone of a target lock. The missile punched into the Kintaro’s center mass. The armor kept it from actually penetrating, but as off-balance as the Kintaro already was, the explosion knocked it off its feet. Hawke brought the lasers on-line as the pirate ‘Mech fell backward. She struggled to keep it in her targeting reticle, waiting for that perfect shot that would finish her foe.

Burn lines lit up across the Kintaro as she sprayed her ruby lasers over it; the ferro-fibrous armor had fragmented. The pilot flailed the ‘Mech’s one remaining arm and tried to get up. Suddenly the hissing in her ear stopped. Somehow the jamming had been silenced. Instead she heard the screams and shouts and curses of her company. This was a trap, and her people were getting pounded.

“Livia!” Ben called over the din of the battle on the commline. “We’re under fire and outgunned. I’ve lost Rivenburg, Nelson, and Fuller. I’m pulling back.” Hawke had never heard this panic in Ben’s voice.

“Benjamin, extract your lance. Fall back to the second perimeter waypoint,” she ordered. Then she opened a wide-beam channel to the rest of her company. “Aces, we’re booking out of here. Lantern Lance, take the rear guard. Owlflight on the right flank, Raptor on the left. Fallback to the staging area. Withdraw and provide cover fire.”

There were usually two ways out of any trap. One was to try to punch through it, the other was the way you came in. Hawke had ordered the latter, but with the high ground of the ridge above them, she knew it wasn’t going to be easy.

Just then, the Kintaro slowed enough to give her a target. Blasting away with her lasers, she wasn’t sure if this would be enough to tear the ‘Mech’s head off, but it was sufficient to activate the cockpit ejection system. She saw the pirate ‘Mech’s huge head come apart as the cockpit blew out. Reacting quickly, she tried to bring the forward lasers on-line with the cockpit, almost achieving a lock before the cockpit and pilot hit the tailing mound behind him. Off-balance as the cockpit was, it ejected into the mound instead of into the air the way it was supposed to.

Cockpit and pilot broke and came apart.

Hawke turned from the downed ‘Mech immediately, knowing it no longer presented a threat. She checked her Quickdraw’s systems reports. The cockpit heat levels had spiked, thanks to her running and use of the SRMs and the lasers so close together. The air inside the cockpit felt thick as a swamp in the summer. Hawke knew it would have been even worse if she hadn’t stripped down to the shorts and tank top most MechWarriors adopted to deal with heat even their cooling vests couldn’t vent away.

“Ben, what’s your twenty?” she asked, then saw Crosby’s ‘Mech lose its right arm to a laser salvo. She darted her Quickdraw back to get a firing angle on his foe.

“There’s too many of them. Oh my God—th—” Ben’s voice broke off.

Her eyes cut to the tactical display and saw that his ‘Mech was down and flashing on the overlaid map. She had no time to absorb the information. The man she loved was either dead or near death. She moved to assist Crosby, but as his burned and battered Dervish turned, a PPC blast devoured him in a ball of fire. Her whole body tensed ift the explosion, and she continued to fall back.

“Heimdall, this is Lantern One,” she called through gritted teeth.

“Lantern One, Heimdall reads you five by five.”

Heimdall was the lead Leopard Class DropShip that had brought The Hawke’s Talons to Caldarium. Hawke’s mind raced, sorting through the possibilities. She kept the Quickdraw moving backward over the uneven terrain that tossed her around in the cockpit. “Heimdall, execute emergency exfiltration Alpha-Alpha-Seven.”

“Heimdall copies, Lantern One. We’re on our way.”

Hawke wondered if the DropShip would arrive in time or whether it would simply fly over and see the dead remains of her command sprawled among the rocks of the ridge.

An Extractor JagerMech locked onto her at the same time Hawke spotted it. It was built like a man hunched over, with high-riding shoulders and head sunken into its chest. Both arms ended in the blunt snouts of General Motors Nova-5 auto-cannons that belched a rapid series of muzzle flashes. The pulse lasers mounted on either side of its torso flared to life as well, getting ready to spit crimson death.

Hawke triggered the Quickdraw’s jump jets, venting compressed super-heated air through its legs. The ‘Mech rose to vacate a space that was suddenly filled with pulse-laser beams and an autocannon salvo of high-explosive armor-piercing rounds. Several rounds slammed into her already battered legs, taking with them the tiny bits of remaining armor and mauling her ‘Mech’s myomer muscles. Another ripple of heat rose in the cockpit as the jets did their work.

Propelled fifty meters into the air, Hawke searched frantically for a safe place to come down. She’d feathered the jets, setting herself up to land behind a tailing mound to buy herself some more time. For a few moments it almost worked, but her ‘Mech’s left leg seemed to drag, cutting her speed.

Damn, she thought. Actuator damage. She saw another Acer ‘Mech move behind her cover mound, dropping back as well. The black and gray Orion bore pockmarks from missiles and worse damage to its torso from laser scarring.

“Amos,” she called. “Cover the right. I’ll take the left.”

A barrage of missiles from a nearby pirate Trebuchet cut off her order from ever happening. The missiles enveloped Amos’ Orion in a ball of orange and crimson flames, and it crashed near her. The vibration of its impact shook her in her seat. And then she heard the warning signal of the JagerMech’s weapons locking onto her.

The autocannon rounds struck her battered ‘Mech everywhere at once. The Quickdraw reeled backward under the impact, almost losing its footing. Warning lights flared, indicating lost weapons and internal damage. The Quickdraw was dying all around her, and Hawke knew it. She fired what she had left, a barrage of lasers and short-range missiles that miraculously found their mark on the JagerMech, stopping its charge forward like a stone wall.

“Heimdall, what’s your twenty?”

“Three minutes twenty-seven seconds out, Lantern One. Hang on.”

Hawke concentrated on her breathing, mopping sweat from her forehead. Droplets of blood still stained the inside of her blast shield. It no longer mattered. She knew she’d be dead soon anyway.

Fire away, you bastard, Hawke thought. She’d lost everything she cared about anyway. First Benjamin, now her command. The time for retreat was over. She changed direction and began to charge forward, bringing every ounce of firepower and energy her mangled Quickdraw could muster against the JagerMech.

There was an eerie silence in her mind as she moved. She charged into the JagerMech at a trot, which was the most the QuickDraw could manage right now. The two ‘Mechs collided, and she felt a wave of heat and heard the rumble of explosions. She didn’t remember hitting the ejection seat control, but she knew she must have. There was a ripple of cool air, a ringing in her ears, a feeling of weightlessness, and the roar of explosions.

She hit hard. After that, she didn’t know anything at all.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Outside Thorpe 

Slewis, Rim Collection 

The Periphery 

26 February 3059

 

From the journal of Harley Rassor:

I’m not much of a writer. But with all that happened tonight and early this morning, I think it’s best to start putting the words down. Maybe it will help me understand, or at least sort it all out.

At eighteen, I’m tall, with Da’s height and broad shoulders, and built lean. But I knew from the holos Da kept of her that I had Ma’s black hair, green eyes, and darker complexion. Ma died shortly after the birth of Jolee, my youngest sister. Of us all, Ben was the only one who truly remembered much of Ma. He was six years older than me, but he talked less of her than Da.

What happened tonight made me wonder what Ma would think of me now.

The plan, the killing, was Da’s. He and I are not murderers, nor are our neighbors. He’s got a temper, though. I’ve felt Da’s back hand and black wrath when on occasion I came dragging home too late to properly tend my chores. Usually I’d been with Ben, my older brother, who’d already stepped out from under Da’s wing. Da had come down on me the harder for it when Ben decided to join up with Able’s Aces. I think he worried I might go too. I was seventeen then and of an age to do what I wanted. I stayed because I knew Da needed me, and I wasn’t sure I wanted a bigger world than Thorpe, or even Slewis.

Some nights, though, I felt those stars calling out to me.

I wish they’d called me before tonight.

I was hidden up in the branches of a cathbaal tree when one of the trader reps walked under it to relieve himself. He never got out of sight of his friends, and I knew he feared what might be waiting in the forest around him.

I didn’t know if he’d spotted me, so I drew my hunting knife from the sheath on my hip just in case. The sheath had been crafted by my brother Ben from ultethian leather, supple as silk and quiet as a whisper. The trader rep never heard it come free. If I had to, I knew I would kill him and then vanish into the forest. But that was not the plan.

I felt my heart thumping in my chest, the quicker rhythm telling me my body was ready for any sudden demands on it. I clenched the hunting blade in my fist and breathed quietly through my teeth as I watched him.

He was a big man, standing nearly two meters tall, with a beard-stubbled face and hard eyes the color of off-worlder steel. He wore russet and gold DropShip coveralls, stained and patched, showing the emblem of the independent trading combine he repped. I guessed him at his early forties, probably about the age of my Da, but the trader rep was a harsh man and I knew Phelyn must have feared him.

Anger raced through me as I thought about what he and his companions had done to her and the other two girls in the village, and how afraid those girls must have been then. And how afraid they still were. I’d seen them, and I didn’t think I’d get the sound of their pain-wracked voices from my mind.

I banked my anger, pushing it aside so I could concentrate on why I was here. Da had taught me that. I’d gotten my temper from him, he said, so he felt responsible. The trader reps deserved what they were going to get and I had no mercy for them. It really wasn’t murder, it was justice—that’s what Da and the others said. They said it a lot during the planning. I believed it too. When taking another life, you have to believe such things.

The rep kept the automatic rifle gripped in one hand while he tended his business, glancing over his shoulder to where the other five men waited nervously. They all carried rifles as well, which was why we stayed back while following them. They knew something was up, but they had no idea what was in store for them.

By choice of its people, Thorpe was a low-tech community. Once there’d been mines and hightech processing plants, with tunnels blasted through the hard rock, snaking deep into the earth. The ore was dug out, then shipped by rail down the mountains to the processing plants in the foothills. Factories had turned the ore into metals, and then pressed and shaped the metals into components to be shipped off-world on DropShip transports. When the ore petered out, the factories and the combines that owned them had gone too.

Those left behind had to rebuild their way of life. Now we’re an agri-based community, and nothing means more to us than our family and farms. Farms can be replanted. Families are forever.

Lately, in the years since the formation of the Council of Planets, Thorpe and a few of the other communities had become efficient enough to produce enough wheat and soy beans to do some limited bartering with the trader DropShips that moved through the Rim Collection. Most of them, like the one these reps worked for, were licensed by the Council of Planets and countersigned by Able’s Aces. Even then, not all of them were good men.

“C’mon, Hackett,” one of the other reps called out. “We ain’t got all night. Those rubes in Thorpe ain’t goin’ to just let us walk out of here if they can help it.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” Hackett said. He tabbed up the front of his coverall, then trotted back to his friends. “Damn native beer, goes right through a man.”

“Better hope it’s the beer,” another one said as they started moving again, “and not some quick-acting STD you got from those whores back at Thorpe.” His harsh laughter echoed through the forest.

I also drew my bow then and put an arrow through the man who’d said that. Phelyn was a friend, and I knew the other two girls as well. They weren’t whores, just girls who’d been drawn too close to wild and savage men by the stories they told and the C-bills they flashed. It had happened before to girls in Thorpe, but it had been a long time since. I let out my breath and stayed my hand, remembering Da’s words that it was better to get them all than to let any of them escape.

“If you’d kept the damn Packrat guarded,” Hackett complained, “we wouldn’t be walking out here in the middle of this frigging forest.”

“We never needed to guard it before,” the other man replied. He walked into an open space under the canopy of trees, and the moonlight slanted across him for the briefest moment. I recognized him by the ridge of hard scar tissue over his eyes. He was Jenkins, the rep in command of the team. He hadn’t led the men in their attack on the girls, but he’d joined in.

I was the one who’d disabled their vehicle. It was an old Packrat LRPV—Long Range Patrol Vehicle—but the trading combine had retooled this one as a cargo transport. It was nothing compared to the way Ben and I had managed to get that old Commando stored on our property up and running. We’d worked on it together, and then he taught me how to pilot it. It was a pile of junk that wouldn’t have lasted ten minutes in a battle, but it was ours and I learned how to handle it as well as anything.

Da never said a word about it to us. I understand why now, and I’d disabled the reactor in less than two minutes. Now the reps had a long walk back to town, on trails where we were posted, where we planned to carry out their deaths.

I wore my hunting leathers of soft black terrig hide that I’d made myself and sewn into a sleeveless tunic and breeches. Jolee had helped with the stitching. She’d been trained by Dama Elaine, Thorpe’s finest seamstress, whose handicrafts were always the first to be picked up by the trader reps.

My leathers might not have been much to look at by conventional standards, but they served my purpose well, blending me into the night. The sneak suits I’d seen while training in the militia were much better, but my hunting leathers and my knowledge of the terrain put me almost as close to that level of invisibility.

The crashing of the trader reps through the brush took a turn I hadn’t expected. The game trail forked, and I’d thought they would stay with the more traveled off-shoot. I altered my own course, mirroring theirs on a lower parallel. They weren’t totally stupid. The secondary trail provided a straighter path to Clowster’s Crossing and the ferry Belloq maintained there.

I ran, leaping over boulders and fallen trees, noting ones I could harvest later for winter. Slewis’ wintering pattern was going to be harsh this year. Then I focused my thoughts on the hunt again.

Da was always after me about my wandering mind, but he knew the worth of it too. Sometimes I thought of things others hadn’t seen, details others had missed. I had a curious mind, which he said wasn’t all that much worth to a farmer. Ben had always been more focused on getting what he wanted. The Drive—that’s what Da called it. That was one of the reasons Da hadn’t tried hard to talk him out of joining Able’s Aces when the opportunity had come.

I didn’t worry about the noise I made; it was slight against the racket of the trader reps, and I knew they’d never hear me. I followed the line of the hill up, avoiding the snare of dead branches clustered in a pile near the ridge. At the ridge line, I peered through the gloomy shadows and spotted the silhouettes of the trader reps going down into the next dip. They passed single-file, pressed closer together than they had been before.

A vetchin broke ground cover, its four wings beating the air furiously as it fled in fear from its roosting spot. It had a meter-wide wingspread that made plenty of noise. All the reps but one, a man named Brewster, hit the ground. I’d met Brewster before, and remembered his shape and gait. I watched him, seeing him move smooth as whipped butter as he brought his automatic rifle up and around.
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