

[image: BattleTech Legends: Natural Selection]



 














To Dave Arneson, gentleman, scholar and friend. He proves that intelligence, creativity, wit and generosity can be wrapped up in one package.




The author would like to thank the following people for their contributions to this book: J. Ward Stackpole for medical research; Kerin Stackpole for free legal advice (the best of which being that if she didn’t get mentioned, it wouldn’t be free); Liz Danforth for tolerating my cackling madly while working on this book; John-Allen Price for the continued loan of a Cox; Dennis L. McKiernan for the challenge; Sam Lewis for editorial advice; Donna Ippolito for translating it into English; and the GEnie Network over which this novel and edits passed from the author’s computer straight to FASA.

A short story of Nelson Geist’s early career appears as part of the MechWarrior manual for the interactive BattleMech game by Kesmai and offered on GEnie.














PROLOGUE




Kooken’s Pleasure Pit 

Federated Commonwealth 

15 February 3054




Kommandant Nelson Geist started to bark at his grandsons as he once would have yelled at his troops, but then thought better of it. The twin boys, both just turned five, knelt in the dust and marched little plastic BattleMechs into position for a battle. Their blue eyes glittered and the tips of their tongues peeked from the corners of their mouths as they concentrated on their play. So much did they resemble the Kommandant’s son that it made his heart heavy to watch them.

Joachim shook his head violently, spraying his fine blond hair over his face. “No, Jacob, this time I get to be the Kell Hounds. You be the Tenth Lyran Guards.”

Jacob sat back on his haunches, a defiant grimace settling on his face. “I always have to be the bad guys, Joachim. It’s my turn to be the Kell Hounds.”

Nelson Geist made sure his left hand had a solid grip on the coffee cup as he set it down on the porch steps. “Boys,” he said,”the Kell Hounds and the Tenth Lyran Guards are on the same side. They’re allies.”

“But mommy says Victor Davion killed daddy. The Guards are his.” Joachim and Jacob both looked troubled as the contradictions slammed together in their minds for the first time.

Nelson stepped forward and dropped into a squat at the edge of their battlefield. He picked up one of the little plastic miniatures of the ten-meter-tall death machines that were to warfare in the thirty-first century what cavairy had been to Napoleon. “Your father piloted a Phoenix Hawk, just like this. He was part of Prince Victor’s unit, the Revenants, when they went to Teniente to rescue Hohiro Kurita. It was the Clans, the Nova Cats, who killed your father, not Prince Victor.”

The boys remained solemnly quiet for a moment as Nelson set the miniature Phoenix Hawk down, then Joachim grabbed it and added it to his army. “Daddy is now part of the Kell Hounds.”

Jacob protested and Nelson would have tried to adjudicate the dispute, but he heard the screen door slam shut behind him. Turning toward the house, he saw Dorete standing there, hugging her skinny arms around her waist. The expression in her eyes was distant, but her mouth was set in the thin, grim line that had become so familiar since his return from the Clan war. She still showed some of the youthful beauty that had attracted Jon, but two years of mourning had changed her.

“I should never have let you give them those things, Kommandant.” Her voice cut at him like a knife. “Those are demonic toys. They seduce our youth with thoughts of glory, then betray them.”

Nelson forced himself to look away as he reached down for his coffee cup. Scars crisscrossed the back of his left hand, which he forced open, ignoring the phantom sensations of the two missing last fingers as he made his half-hand grasp the cup firmly. By shunting all his anger into that action, he brought himself under control.

“You cannot protect them from life, Dorete. They must learn. They must be proud of their father.”

Her blue eyes flashed like a PPC beam. “Proud, Kommandant? Proud of a man who foolishly followed a princeling on a mission to save the spawn of our greatest enemy? Don’t bother bragging about how he died to save Victor from a Clan attack. I’ve viewed the holodisk the Prince sent, and I know every syllable of his message by heart. Victor is no different from his father—may he burn in Hell—raping the Lyran Commonwealth and killing our men. Jon died a sacrifice on the altar of Victor’s ego, and you know that as well as I do. Didn’t you lose half your hand as a sacrifice on that same altar? How can you defend the man who murdered your son?”

“The Prince did not kill Jon!” Nelson’s shout brought a look of shock to Dorete’s face and even made the boys look up from their play. “Jon died defending the Inner Sphere from the Clans. I lost my fingers and more good young men and women like Jon doing the same thing.” He looked down at his grandsons. “Those warriors died to keep their families from becoming slaves to the Clans. These boys need to know and understand that because the day will come when they too must take up arms to defend their homes.”

“Never!” Dorete’s eyes sharpened. “The Clans have given us peace.”

“But only for ComStar, and only for thirteen more years. Besides, we’re located above the truce line. The Clans have already been carrying out limited attacks and raids into Federated Commonwealth space, and they’ll be back in full force when the truce is over. When that day comes, your sons will be of an age to fight.”

“Old enough to die, you mean.”

“No, not if they’re prepared.”

“Preparation did not save Jon.”

“Dorete ...”

“No, Kommandant, no. You don’t understand, do you?” She looked away, her eyes glistening with tears that threatened to spill down her pale cheeks. “Your universe has been swept away. Things are changing. Takashi Kurita is dead. Hanse Davion is dead. Jaime Wolf is out of the picture. Morgan Kell is retiring. The old ways are no more. I will not have my sons trained to preserve old ways that have killed billions.”

Nelson’s nostrils flared. “They are Jon’s sons, too, Dorete. Think of him.”

Her lower lip trembled. “I do, all the time.” She whirled and retreated into the house, her shoulders already beginning to heave with silent sobbing.

“Grandfather, why is mommy crying?”

Nelson choked down the lump in his own throat. “Because she misses your father very much.” He knew that Dorete hated relying on him, but she had suffered a breakdown after Jon’s death. Nelson had gladly taken her and the boys in, but Dorete’s feelings of helplessness and abandonment fed on each other. He was the only object for venting her frustration and he accepted the role. As much as her actions hurt him, he knew they were motivated by her love for his son and he could dishonor neither that nor Jon’s memory. “She loves your father very much and it hurts her that he is not here.”

As he dropped his body wearily onto the porch steps, the twins approached him. Joachim planted the tiny Phoenix Hawk on Nelson’s left knee and set another ‘Mech beside it. “You had a BattleMaster. “

Nelson nodded. “Just like that one there. A BLR-3S BattleMaster.” In the background he heard the bleat of the visiphone, but ignored it. “I captured it while still a cadet at the Nagelring and kept it all during my service in the Armed Forces of the Federated Commonwealth. Now I’m here with you, and my ‘Mech is in Dobson, with the First Kooken Reserve Militia.”

“Can we see it?” The twins looked at each other, their eyes widening in anticipation. “Please?”

The creak of the screen door hinges cut off Nelson’s reply. “Come inside now, boys,” Dorete called.

“Mom,” they pleaded in tandem.

“Now.”

They obeyed but only reluctantly, leaving the toy ‘Mechs balanced precariously on Nelson’s knee. Bracing himself for another stinging blast of Dorete’s venom, Nelson didn’t turn around. “I would have said no, Dorete.”

“That was the duty officer in Dobson,” she said coldly. “You’re being called up, Kommandant.”

“What?” As Nelson turned and stood up, the plastic ‘Mechs spilled off his knee and onto the ground. “What’s happening?”

“Need to know, Kommandant.” She stared straight through him. “You’re to report immediately, and it’s not a drill.” She tossed him the keys to the aircar. “Go.”

He looked at the house. “The boys ...”

“I’ll tell them.” She pressed her lips into a thin line. “Go.”

Nelson Geist nodded and moved quickly away from the house, barely aware that the heel of his boot had ground the toy BattleMaster into the dirt.







These are no ordinary bandits. Riding high in the forward seat of his BattleMaster, Nelson Geist looked out over the battlefield. Once-green meadows had been churned into a black and brown quilt of smoldering grass and torn sod. In the valley below him the shattered remnants of the Kooken Reserves fought a delaying action. In theory, the Robinson Rangers were somewhere behind them, re-forming after a brutal battle that had lasted more than twenty-four hours.

During his briefing, Nelson had learned that bandits had been spotted coming in fast toward Kooken’s Pleasure Pit. The Grave Walkers and the Robinson Rangers were the Pit’s active garrison, but the Grave Walkers could not reach the Rangers’ location in time because they were stationed such a distance away on the southern continent. That was how the Rangers had happened to call up the Reserves, for the bandits arrived with ships enough for a regiment or more of BattleMechs—though the possibility that all those ships could contain ‘Mechs had seemed inconceivable. No bandit group had that many ‘Mechs.

Coming in, the bandits boldly announced themselves. An audio-only message from a woman who identified herself as the Red Corsair challenged the Rangers to come out and prove themselves. By itself, such bravado would not have been unusual—Nelson knew that most bandit leaders had a loose board or two between their ears—but the gesture was a chilling reminder of the Jade Falcon challenge that had preceded the fighting on Wotan.

Nelson made a call to the Catapult on his left. “Spider, suppress the Vindicator over on the right flank. Two barrages.”

“Roger.”

Slowly and reluctantly the Reserves gave ground. The bandits came on hard, surprising Nelson by pressing their attacks even after his command lance began a barrage of long-range missile fire against them. It made no sense for the bandits to keep on coming once the command lance had spread its missile umbrella. Unless ... A sinking feeling tugged at Nelson’s heart.

A ‘Mech appeared over the hilltop on the other side of the valley, instantly attracting his attention. But for its bright scarlet paint scheme, it looked remarkably like his own BattleMaster. The main difference was that the red ‘Mech mounted a particle projection cannon in each of its massive hands. In a show of incredible skill, the pilot pointed each PPC at a different target and then fired.

One azure lightning bolt drew a broken line from the weapon muzzle to a war-worn Locust, hitting one of the ‘Mech’s birdlike legs. The particle beam boiled the leg’s armor away, then melted the ferro-titanium bones. The Locust spun about before crashing wildly to the ground.

The second PPC bolt flogged a humanoid Dervish. The blue beam whipped away what little armor remained on the ‘Mech’s right arm, devouring a medium laser and a short-range missile launching pod. Unbalanced, the Dervish fell, too, then stayed down as another bandit ‘Mech flogged it with laser fire.

Nelson flipped his holographic display from vislight to infrared. The computer compacted the 360-degree circle around his BattleMaster into a 160-degree arc in front of him. He expected to see the red BattleMaster shining bright as a beacon in a black night, but the ‘Mech showed very little heat after having fired two PPC beams. That ‘Mech should be white hot!

That the other BattleMaster’s heat profile remained a cool blue gave Nelson a real fright. In the three hundred years that the Clans had lived apart from the Inner Sphere, their weapons technology had progressed well beyond what the Inner Sphere knew or could produce. The Clans had weapons and advanced heat sinks that made their ‘Mechs run cooler and hit harder than could their Inner Sphere counterparts. It was just that technological edge which had let the Clans overwhelm the forces of the Inner Sphere on almost every world they deigned to attack.

Nelson dropped his golden crosshairs onto the scarlet BattleMaster’s dark outline. The dot in the center pulsed fast, confirming a target lock. Nelson tightened down on the trigger of his right joystick, sending a line of twenty long-range missiles streaking out, one after another, from the launcher in his right arm.

The LRMs hammered the bandit ‘Mech. Virgin armor cracked and splintered amid the fireballs, the explosions running across the torso and left leg. Armor plates dropped smoking to the ground, but the pilot rode out the assault as if it were little more than a hailstorm.

Nelson nodded to himself in acknowledgment of the skill that let the enemy pilot shoot at two targets while keeping his ‘Mech upright after being attacked. Meanwhile a blinking light on his command console told him he had just used the last of the LRM ammo against his red counterpart. All I’ve got left is shorter-range stuff.

“Spider, take command. Pull out all you can. Run for it.” He glanced at his left hand and tightened his grip on the joystick. “I’ll buy you some time.”

“Don’t do anything stupid, Skipper.”

“That’s an order, Spider.” Nelson started his BattleMaster down the hill toward the red ‘Mech. “Besides, if these bandits were really any threat, do you think anyone would send a one-handed Kommandant after them?”

Without waiting for Spider’s reply, Nelson opened his radio and sent a widebeam broadcast out to the bandits. “I am Kommandant Nelson Geist of the First Kooken Reserve Militia.”

The red BattleMaster stopped and raised both of its PPCs in salute. “And I am the Red Corsair. Your troops were pitiful.”

“Then pity them.” Nelson kept his crosshairs on the Corsair’s BattleMaster as he stepped his ‘Mech around the blackened carcass of the Dervish. “They have a half-handed commander and cast-off equipment. They’re not prey worthy of the likes of you.”

“What would you know of what I am?”

“It’s obvious you are a warrior.” Things began to click together in Nelson’s brain. After the battle of Tukayyid, in which the Clans had been defeated and forced to accept a truce of fifteen years with ComStar, there had been rumors that some Clan warriors had angrily renounced their Clan ties. It was also said that others had revolted and repudiated the truce agreement, setting off minor internal battles within the Clans. Still others had gone renegade, taking their equipment and heading out on the bandit trail. With Kooken’s Pleasure Pit so close to the border of the Clan Jade Falcon occupation zone, it had been a convenient target for raids by some of these bandits, but the Rangers had been more than able to handle them. Even when two of the groups had actually made landfall, the Reserves had not been called up.

Nelson kept his ‘Mech heading in toward the bandits,with each step closing the distance between him and the Red Corsair. Her troops had stopped their chase, waiting for some sign or signal from her. But Nelson knew that each step he took deeper into danger was one more his troops could take to escape. “I would surmise, from your voice, that you were once Clan.”

“I do not recognize your name, Kommandant. Should I?” She spoke the question almost as though it were an order, yet her tone also carried a hint of curiosity.

“I doubt it. The Jade Falcons took half my hand at Wotan.” Assuming her equipment was Clan standard, Nelson knew that it would take a series of solid hits to breach her armor. And that would only be possible at pointblank range. “My son, Jon Geist, died on Teniente, in service with the Revenants.”

“The Revenants.” A harsh burst of brittle laughter echoed through the speakers built into Nelson’s neuro-helmet. “The Revenants seriously shamed the Nova Cats when they liberated Hohiro Kurita. Your son died in a glorious battle.”

At that moment Nelson saw the rangefinder at the top of his display telling him he was in close enough. Here goes. “Yes, it was. Almost as glorious as your defeat at Tukayyid.”

Nelson started his BattleMaster off on a tangent, then twisted the upper body so that the weapons continued to track the Red Corsair’s ‘Mech. He hit the thumb button on his joystick, launching an SRM flight at her BattleMaster. The missiles shot out from the left side of his ‘Mech’s chest, spiraling down at the Red Corsair’s ‘Mech. Fireballs blossomed all over her machine, shredding armor across the chest and arms, then hitting the left leg.

A wave of heat washed up over Nelson as his medium pulse lasers next drilled energy darts into the red ‘Mech. One beam sliced huge chunks of armor from the BattleMaster’s left leg, enlarging the hole made by the missile hits. Melting armor oozed from a hole in the ‘Mech’s chest, and more ran from the gashes made by hits to either arm.

Glancing at his secondary monitor, Nelson saw that he’d failed to pierce the BattleMaster’s thick hide. His heat registers had spiked up into the yellow range, but his ‘Mech’s heat sinks had just as quickly brought it back under control. He headed straight at her, swiveling his weapons around even as she also brought her weapons to bear against his machine.

Twin PPC beams leaped from the pistol-like weapons on each of the red BattleMaster’s arms. One missed, but the other wreaked havoc. Crackling static into his earphones, the artificial lightning peeled armor off the left side of his ‘Mech’s chest. With his auxiliary monitor reporting a 55 percent reduction in protection on that side, Nelson instinctively knew that her one shot had hurt his ‘Mech more than all his assaults combined had hurt hers.

It was then he noticed the squat muzzle of a weapon just about where the BattleMaster’s navel would have been if it had one. The muzzle let loose with a blast of green energy darts that stitched their way up the left leg of his ‘Mech. The large pulse laser left the armor with steaming pits in it, but the armor held and prevented more serious damage to the ‘Mech’s internal workings.

As the left leg wobbled, Nelson had to fight both the pull of gravity and the ‘Mech’s shifting weight to keep the machine upright. Favoring the damaged leg slightly, he pivoted to the right and triggered his weapons. Six more SRMs shot out, but only four hit the target. Armor crumbled on the other ‘Mech’s left arm, left chest, and right leg, but still showed no breach.

Those four lasers plus the missile damage further burned away the armor protecting the bandit ‘Mech. Two sets of ruby needles slashed armor from the chest while the other two sliced half-melted shards of armor from the BattleMaster’s legs. Heat pulsed into his cockpit and the hot air dried his throat. Sweat dripped into his eyes, stinging them, but his gaze never left the image on the projection before him.

“Not bad, Kommandant, but I tire of this game.” The Red Corsair’s PPCs swung out of line with his ‘Mech, but the weapons built into the shoulders and torso all oriented on him like sharks scenting blood. As the Corsair triggered every one of her lasers, Nelson knew in an instant that these bandits were very, very unusual. Her BattleMaster was configured with nothing but energy weapons, which made it ideal for long campaigns where resupply could be a problem.

The pulse laser in her ‘Mech’s torso boiled more armor off the left torso of Nelson’s, which still boasted a thin layer of armor there, but now had a huge hole in the mid-chest. With her next shot one PPC withered the armor on his machine’s left arm, while the other plowed a furrow through his right-leg armor.

Again Nelson struggled to keep his ‘Mech standing, but it was no use. As the BattleMaster began to fall, the most he could manage was to twist it around so that it would land on its back. He winced as his helmeted head smashed into the back of his command couch, the hot sting of sparks shooting across his bare legs.

Lying there he looked up and saw clear air above his cockpit canopy. With a sudden jolt the truth about these bandits hit him like some kind of divine insight. The next instant came the urgent necessity to escape so he could warn his superiors. They’ve got to know! “Eject, now!” he commanded the computer.

Nothing happened.

With a glance, Nelson saw that his auxiliary monitor had gone dead. “Have to do it manually.” This ejection seat will get me clear and then I can get a message out through ComStar.

With his left hand he reached over to flip the small lid over the manual ejection control. It popped up, but before he could hit the red button, it snapped shut again. He did it again, but once more gravity made the casing close. If my hand were only quicker.

Suddenly the sunlight from outside his cockpit died. When he looked up he saw one of the bandit’s PPCs eclipsing the sun.

“Your fight is done,” she said. “Surrender. You can no longer hurt me.”

Nelson worked the lid up with his left middle finger and slid his index finger in over the red button. “I could eject. The chair would destroy your PPC.”

The Red Corsair’s voice filled the speakers in his helmet. She sounded surprised. “That you could. Surrender or die—your way or mine.”

Nelson looked at the button and back up at the muzzle that would kill him. Is this how futilely Jon died? He swallowed hard and remembered his grandsons playing in the yard. Was Dorete right?

“Your decision, Kommandant?” Nelson’s half-hand slid back into his lap. “I surrender.”

The Red Corsair’s voice turned cold. “You disappoint me. A real warrior would have chosen death.”

“Part of me has.” His left hand tore ineffectively against the buckle of the straps holding him into the command couch. “Perhaps someday my body will catch up with it.”














BOOK ONE-THE BEST OF TIMES














CHAPTER ONE




Arc-Royal

Federated Commonwealth

12 April 3055




Prince Victor Ian Steiner-Davion turned toward the elevator in the waiting area as its door opened. Tugging down at the hem of his dress jacket, he smiled and nodded at the two security men flanking the elevator. Those two remained motionless, yet Victor knew from long years of experience that their eyes were alert behind the mirrored glasses and that their guns were near at hand.

The Prince’s smile broadened as a tall, robust warrior in the red and black dress uniform of the Kell Hounds stepped from the lift. The warrior’s long hair brushed the shoulders of his jacket, but it had changed over the years from black to almost white, matching the equally snowy field of his beard. The crow’s-feet around the man’s dark eyes deepened as his face creased with a warm smile.

“I’d not expected to find you up so early, Highness,” said Morgan Kell, cocking his head toward the windows giving a view of the the dark spaceport. “Having the DropShip arrive this early in the morning was meant to keep the idle curious away.”

Victor’s laugh was good-humored. “I am hardly the idle curious, Morgan.” Knowing that the leader of the Kell Hounds was well-aware of his secret reason for being on Arc-Royal, Victor played along with the banter, assuming it was for the benefit of the elevator’s other passenger. “I suppose I still haven’t adjusted to Arc-Royal’s time. And then after we got the news of the bandit strike at Pasig, I was up all night studying the preliminary reports.”

“I heard about that—not good.” Morgan turned back and looped his left arm around the shoulders of the young man who had trailed him out of the elevator. Tall and gangly, the youth had the black hair of a Kell, but his eyes were an unusual blue-green. He was still blinking away sleep.

“Highness, this is my grandson, Mark Allard. Perhaps you remember seeing him when we came to greet you on your arrival.”

The Prince of the Federated Commonwealth extended his hand to the young man. “Victor Davion.”

Mark smiled as he looked down at Victor and shook his hand. “I am honored to meet you, Highness.”

“Just call me Victor, cousin.” Victor frowned slightly as he glanced at Morgan. “I have tried, repeatedly, to get your grandfather to do that, but he insists on formality. I could order him, I suppose, but everyone knows that the Kell Hounds can’t follow orders.”

Morgan laughed, but Mark’s eyes became distant for a second. “Like Phelan.” The words, heavy with contempt, hung in the air like a foul vapor.

Morgan’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I thought it would be good for Mark to see his uncle again in a less formal situation than what all the receptions are likely to be later this week.”

The younger man tried to shrug off his grandfather’s arm. “Why you want to save that traitor embarrassment, I don’t know.” Mark looked over to Victor. “You must be suspicious of him, too. You have all your bodyguards here.”

Victor hesitated a moment before replying. “Actually, these men go everywhere that I do. Were I really worried, I’d have asked Kommandant Cox to come along. And, yes, I am here in my official capacity as Prince of the Federated Commonwealth to welcome a Khan of the Wolf Clan. I am also here as myself to welcome my cousin.”

Mark’s hands balled into fists as the frustration all but shimmered off him. “How can you two be so blind? Phelan got himself expelled from the Nagelring, then went over to the Clans. He’s a hero, to them, a hero to the same people who have tried to destroy the Inner Sphere. The Wolf Clan, the one he helped, has been the most successful in attacking us, and they rewarded him by making him a Khan. He shouldn’t be welcomed, he should be shot on sight.”

Victor folded his arms across his chest. “I think you have that a bit wrong, Mark. Phelan was expelled from the Nagelring, but it wasn’t exactly what you’re suggesting. Phelan saw a job that had to be done, and he did it. The Honor Board, as I understand it, believed he had violated the honor code. I was at the New Avalon Military Academy that year, so I only know what I read in the files, but Phelan’s action saved lives.”

Even as he spoke, Victor shifted uneasily. He didn’t like having to defend Phelan because, despite being cousins, they had never been close. Victor had tried to get to know him while at the Nagelring, but Phelan had rejected the overtures. Actually, I thought he was a big waste at the Nagelring, and it didn’t surprise me in the least when he got bounced. I was relieved when he was gone.

Mark clasped his hands behind his back. “Forgive me, Prince Victor, but I remember about Phelan. He was my idol. I was hurt when he left the Nagelring, but happy at his return to the Kell Hounds. When he was reported killed in what turned out to be the first engagement with the Clans, I was crushed. I took heart, though, because I believed, like so many others, that he had died a hero. Then it turned out he’d become a full-fledged member of the Wolf Clan, had rejected the Kell name, and even become one of their leaders.”

Victor shook his head as he noticed several of his bodyguards nodding ever so slightly. “There is no faulting your logic, Mark, but I wonder if you have all the facts.”

“Such as?”

Victor smiled at the younger man’s fiery enthusiasm. “Well, for one, ComStar has just released the casualty figures for the worlds the Clans have captured. Of all the Clans, the Wolves have been the easiest on the indig population of the worlds they’ve taken. And they say Phelan captured the planet Gunzburg without a shot being fired.”

Mark nodded curtly. “Sure, he wanted to save his troops from being killed.”

“More important, Mark, Phelan saved countless lives among a people who had treated him monstrously while the Kell Hounds were trapped on Gunzburg. He could have insisted that the planet be razed. And I’m sure more than one person in the Inner Sphere would have been happy to see Tor Miraborg get his arrogant head handed to him when the Wolf Clan hit Gunzburg.”

“You can put me at the top of that list,” Morgan said softly, and Victor felt for the dilemma his uncle was in. The Kell Hound commander obviously loved his son, and respected what he had done on Gunzburg and elsewhere, yet Phelan’s membership in the Clans had just as obviously compromised that love and respect. I would not like to find myself in Morgan’s position, ever. It must be devastating having to choose between family and nation.

Mark frowned as both Victor and Morgan nibbled away at the corners of his argument. “But Phelan is one of their leaders, a so-called Khan. So is Natasha Kerensky, that other traitor.”

Victor shook his head. “No. Natasha was always of the Clans. In spirit that may also have been true of Phelan. You’ve managed to build him up into a monster, though I admit you’re not the only one who thinks that way. Many people believe that what Phelan has done is a crime, an act of treason. But for all we know, Phelan’s rise to power among the Clans may only reinforce the fact that the Kell Hounds beat the Clans on Luthien and on Teniente. So did my Revenants. The Clans may produce great warriors, but that doesn’t mean they produce the greatest warriors.”

Morgan gently squeezed the back of his grandson’s neck. “I have been among the Clans, Mark. I’ve met with Phelan and ilKhan Ulric. Give your uncle a chance.”

Outside the waiting area a silvery shimmer lit the sky like a magnesium flare, lighting up the ferrocrete landing area like white moonlight over a placid lake. Little dust clouds billowed up and away from the center of the DropShip as it slowly descended. The ship’s ion jets continued to put out millions of pounds of thrust and Victor felt the heat radiating through the windows.

The spherical K-l Class DropShuttle hovered over the ground as its landing gear descended and locked into place barely seconds before touching down. Victor grudgingly admired the pilot, knowing how much daring and skill it took to pull off such a maneuver. Every Clanner I’ve ever seen displays phenomenal skills. How we managed to even slow them down astounds me.

When the ship finally landed, the docking gantry was rolled into place. Victor saw the huge docking arm move out to cover the door of the craft, then felt the vibration as the arm set itself firmly against the DropShip. From within the docking corridor one of his bodyguards opened the doorway into the reception lounge, then headed down toward the Clan ship.

Victor frowned to discover that his palms were sweating. He wiped his hands surreptitiously against the sides of his navy blue trousers, then pulled at the gray-trimmed cuffs of his jacket. For half a second he wished for a mirror, then snarled at himself for that momentary spark of vanity.

With the frown still on his face, he caught sight of his cousin, the man once known as Phelan Kell, who was now a Khan of the Wolf Clan.

Almost instantly it hit Victor that he’d always resented Phelan for his height, then dismissed the thought as unworthy. Always tall, Phelan seemed also to have bulked out in his time with the Clans. The gray leather uniform hugged his thickly muscled body, and he wore his black hair long, like his father. He did not sport a beard, however, nor did his green eyes glitter with the devilish light Victor remembered. Now they seemed to burn with a deeper fire.

Phelan took everyone in with a glance, then saluted his father.

“Thank you for your invitation to visit, Colonel.”

“Thank you for accepting, Khan.” Morgan returned the salute, and then opened his arms to embrace his son. Victor found Morgan’s acceptance of his son exactly what—if he’d thought about it—he would have expected from the Khan.

After returning his father’s embrace, Phelan turned to Victor. “I thank you for permitting this visit, Prince Davion.”

Victor nodded, his wariness returning at the cold formality with which Phelan addressed him. “We are happy to honor Colonel Kell’s wishes. The Federated Commonwealth owes him much. Despite recent raids originating in Jade Falcon territory, I could not refuse his request to see you.”

“One should not be surprised that bandits come from the Jade Falcon area, quiaff?” Phelan hesitated as if wanting to add something. Victor nodded, knowing they would have a chance to discuss the raids later. A smile tugged at the corners of Phelan’s mouth as he extended a hand toward Mark. “You have grown quite a bit, Mark. It is good to see you.”

Mark made no attempt to take Phelan’s hand. “You look well, Uncle, “ he said, managing to infuse the word with so much contempt that it sounded like a curse. Victor looked to Phelan for a reaction, but the Khan had not even flinched.

Phelan slowly withdrew his hand, then gestured to the people in the corridor just beyond the room. “Colonel, Highness, nephew, please allow me to present those who accompanied me here.”

Phelan took the hand of a tall, slender woman with very short white hair, and brought her forward. She wore gray leathers similar to Khan Phelan’s, which made her not at all hard to look at. Her blue eyes might have struck Victor as cold, but the way she looked at Phelan dispelled that impression. She looks at him the way I imagine Omi looking at me. Victor also found something disturbingly familiar about her, but he could not place it.

“This is Star Captain Ranna. She is of the Kerensky bloodline. She is, in fact, Natasha Kerensky’s granddaughter. “

Morgan Kell took her hand and kissed it. “It is good to see you again, Ranna.”

“And you, Colonel Kell.”

Victor nodded a salute to her and she returned it, along with a smile. Mark held himself ramrod-straight and tried to ignore her.

Following her came two others, also wearing Clan leathers. One, apparently a woman, filled the doorway. Victor immediately assumed that the giant woman was an Elemental. Flinging her long braid of red hair back over one shoulder, she studied Victor’s bodyguards for a moment. Apparently confident that she had nothing to fear from them, she entered the room.

The man coming up behind her might have been her opposite. Thick blond hair capped a head two sizes too big for his small, slender body. Victor was short, but this man actually stood a couple of centimeters less, which made him tiny by any standard. His physical size and his large green eyes also made him ideal for an aerospace pilot. The grin on his face suggested he was the commander who had so skillfully brought the DropShip in.

“These are Star Captain Evantha Fetladral and Star Captain Carew. He is of the Nygren bloodline. Evantha is an Elemental and Carew is a pilot.”

Amid the general exchange of nods and mumbled pleasantries, Mark remained stoically silent. Victor frowned at him, then noticed one final person in the entry way. The man looked taller than the last time they’d met, and, like Phelan, he had also filled out. He did not wear leathers, but rather a dark gray jumpsuit. His blond hair was cropped short, as befitting a MechWarrior.

“Prince Ragnar?” Victor looked hard at the man with whom he had trained on the planet Outreach. “I had heard you’d been taken by the Wolves, but. . .”

Phelan nodded at Ragnar, who responded by extending his right hand to Victor. “Greetings, Prince Victor. It is good to see you again.”

Victor took the man’s hand and shook it, noting that Ragnar’s grip had grown stronger. He also noticed the bracelet of white cord on his wrist and the mechanical note in his voice. “Are you well, Prince Ragnar?”

Ragnar’s serious expression lightened, as did his tone. “I am just Ragnar now, Prince Victor. I am a bondsman of the Wolf Clan, though I hope one day to be accepted as a warrior.”

“And you shall be, Ragnar.” Phelan smiled confidently. “Ragnar served valiantly during the battle for Tukayyid. He was assigned to an evacuation battalion, but actually saw combat when a Com Guard squad raided the area where his hospital stood.”

Victor smiled. “That’s no surprise. On Outreach Ragnar was always more than game.” Victor shook his head.

“Looking at him, and looking at you, Phelan, I am impressed at the loyalty the Clans can inspire in outsiders.”

Ranna smiled and squeezed Phelan’s hand. “Forgive me, Prince Davion, but neither Phelan nor Ragnar were outsiders once they became bondsmen. Your people equate our bonding with slavery, but that is incorrect. We value all the castes.”

“I see. I intended no slight, Star Captain.” Victor smiled as charmingly as he could. “I am struck, though, by the changes wrought in both men. It makes me wonder that we ever managed to defeat the Clans.”

“You did not defeat us, Victor.” Phelan’s voice took on an edge that the Prince did not like at all. “We beat ourselves because the ilKhan chose that it be so. Yes, you had your, victories over the Jade Falcons, while the Combine and some elite mercenaries were able to beat the Smoke Jaguars and the Nova Cats. Those were great triumphs for the Inner Sphere, and you have the right to be proud. Even so, to think of the Clans as defeated is an error.”

“But ComStar has made a truce.” Victor raised his head. “The Clans have agreed not to advance beyond the truce line toward Terra. Having lost the chance to win that objective, your comrades seem also to have lost the ability to coordinate their operations. What happened to the massive invasion, with simultaneous strikes against multiple worlds? Last year my troops dealt handily with the Falcons’ invasion of Morges and the Steel Viper strike at Crimond. And this year it seems to be only raids.”

“Yes, the ComStar truce has somewhat diluted the single-minded unity among the various Clans. But no matter how well either you or the Draconis Combine are able to repel the limited attacks and raids launched against your worlds above the truce line, the truce will not last forever.”

Victor arched an eyebrow. “And?”

“And,” the Wolf Khan breathed quietly, “if certain elements of the Clans have their way, neither will the Inner Sphere.”
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Christian Kell reached forward around the headrest of his pilot’s command couch and tapped her on the helmet. “Nice landing, Caitlin. Thanks.”

“My pleasure,” crackled back through the speakers in his helmet. Caitlin hit the release button and the canopy slid back into the body of the aerospace fighter. “I needed to log the hours on this Stingray anyway. With all the traveling we’ve been doing, I came close to losing my certification.”

As the swept-wing fighter rolled to a slow stop in the Kell Hound hangar, techs began almost immediately to fit aluminum ladders to the sides of the cockpit. Chris mumbled “Arigato, “ as he dismounted, then quickly remembered to append the word “thanks.” The tech standing at the bottom of the ladder smiled.

“You’re welcome, Major. The Old Man wants to see you and Lieutenant Kell pronto. Has your cousin with him.”

Chris nodded and removed his helmet. The hangar’s cool air soaked through his sweaty black hair and raised goose bumps all over his body. Chris handed the tech his helmet, then gave the man a quick nod. “Thank you, Mr. Hanson. Cait, did you hear that?”

Pulling off her helmet, Caitlin freed a cascade of black hair that splashed over the shoulders of her cooling vest. They looked enough alike, Chris had repeatedly been told, to be more than cousins, though Chris’s brown eyes were a marked contrast to the green of Caitlin’s. Looking at her, Chris could see the similarities, but having been raised outside the Kell Hound environment, he saw even more the differences.

“Message received,” she said with a smile. “I wonder if Colonel Allard is angry about my using a pass around the small moon to decelerate.”

Chris shook his head. “I do not know.” What I’m wondering is if the cousin mentioned is our cousin, or your brother. Chris waved Caitlin toward the door into the base facility, then followed behind, still lost in thought. He tried to examine which he would prefer: meeting Victor Davion or Phelan Ward.

He knew Victor from their days in the training cadre on Outreach, where Wolf’s Dragoons had tried to teach Inner Sphere warriors the ways of Clan warriors. Both Chris and MacKenzie Wolf had trained Victor and the other sons and daughters of the ruling houses of the Inner Sphere. Victor had showed great promise, and realized far more of it than Chris or Mac—had he lived to see it-would have thought possible. Still, Victor had a prickly attitude that alienated potential allies as much as it bedeviled his enemies.

Phelan was, for Chris, an even trickier proposition. In 3042 Chris had presented himself to his uncle, Morgan Kell, and was acknowledged as Patrick Kell’s son. Morgan left the Hounds at that point and brought Chris to the Dragoons’ world of Outreach for training. Chris had drilled there for the next three years, then joined the Hounds as a lieutenant in command of a lance.

Before leaving for Outreach and in the brief time before his assignment to the Kell Hounds Second Regiment, Chris had sensed some resentment from Phelan. At first he had put it down to Phelan’s rather logical dislike of a newcomer who had as much of a blood claim to the leadership of the Kell Hounds as did Phelan himself. It later occurred to Chris that Phelan’s resentment might likely have been due to his fear that Chris would damage the legend of Patrick Kell and the Kell Hounds as a whole by not being able to live up to it.

By the time Chris had proven himself in combat, assuming the leadership of his company after the death of its commander, Phelan had left for the Nagelring. Then came the battle on The Rock, in which Phelan had been believed killed. Chris was pleased for Morgan’s sake when he’d learned that Phelan had not died on The Rock, but he was angry to learn that Phelan had gone over to the Clans. Not only were the Clans the greatest threat the Inner Sphere had ever faced, but the invasion had been devastating to the Draconis Combine—the nation of his birth.

Chris still had not decided between Victor Davion and Phelan Ward by the time he reached the briefing office. The huge oak meeting table dominated the far end of the room, making the whole enclosure seem small. Two men had already taken seats opposite each other at the near end of the table and had turned on the lights only at the door-end of the room.

As Chris and Caitlin entered, Lieutenant-Colonel Daniel Allard stood, saluted both pilot and passenger, then also shook hands with each one. “Good to see you both again. Caitlin, so nice of you to buzz the moon base to let us know you were coming.”

Caitlin blushed just a bit, and glanced down in mock penitence for a moment, then smiled. “The decel saved some fuel, Colonel.”

Dan nodded, a wisp of white hair flopping down over his forehead. “I appreciate that, but I would prefer you kept such tactical details quiet in front of a potential employer. “ The Colonel raked his hair back into place with his fingers, then smiled at the other man in the room. “You both remember Prince Victor Steiner-Davion.”

“Cousin!” Caitlin stepped forward and embraced Victor as the Prince rose from his chair. Victor returned the hug with a laugh, then released Caitlin and looked at Chris. “Good to see you again, Christian.”

Chris bowed formally. “Greetings, Highness.”

Victor aped the bow with crisp precision. “Gomen nasal, shitsurei shimashita. “

Chris straightened up, a smile slowly curling up the corners of his mouth. “There is no reason to excuse you, Highness. You have not been rude. I must say, though, that your Japanese has greatly improved.”

Victor smiled. “I spent some time with Shin Yodama and Hohiro Kurita after Teniente. Though reluctant, they proved able teachers.”

“I was pleased to hear they both survived the Clan war. When Mac and I were training the lot of you, we never dreamed your group would survive intact. Both Ragnar and Kai gave us a scare, but they made it, too.”

Dan cut in quickly. “I know you and Caitlin want a chance for some racktime after coming in. Despite your economy measures, the trip must have been exhausting. I just wanted to get you here for a report before I try to sort out base gossip. How does Deia look?”

Chris clasped his hands at the small of his back. “Deia is in good shape. Zimmer’s Zouaves were able to bring their ‘Mech battalion up to full strength with the supplies we sent them. They’ve got a great working relationship with the Deia Volunteers and have attached scout lances from the militia to each company. Using a force-in-being strategy, they’ve scattered supply depots over some of the nastiest territory on the world. Hit by anything this side of a Clan Galaxy on a surprise drop, they’ll hold them off for over a month.”

“Good.” Dan paused, then frowned. “What did they do about Hauptmann Sagetsky?”

Chris smiled. “Kommandant Zimmer sacked him while he was still in the hospital.”

“Hospital?” Dan’s blue eyes glittered. “What happened?”

Caitlin scowled. “He heard about my birthday before heading out on the inspection tour with Chris. He said he had a present for me.”

“You didn’t. ...”

“No, Colonel, I didn’t.” Caitlin let a slow smile light up her face. “He made the remark at a reception and within earshot of his wife. He was drunk at the time, as usual, and she christened him an idiot with a bottle of champagne. Cracked his skull.”

Chris nodded. “Kommandant Zimmer agreed that Sagetsky needed to retire. They brought an officer over from the militia to take his place and the Zouaves seemed to welcome the change. Morale was good when we left.” The young mercenary officer looked at the Prince. “Your frown betrays concern, Highness.”

Victor blinked, then forced a smile. “I do not doubt your report, Major, but I’ve been wondering about your program of sponsoring these little mercenary units. Your subsidies have been most generous, which, it seems to me, has prompted all sorts of people to create units just to get them.”

Chris raised his head. “I am not certain I understand your concern.”

“Take these Zimmer’s Zouaves, for example, Victor said. I recall seeing a readiness assessment of them— and, granted, it was before your recent trip there—but it said the Zouaves were two parts AgroMech drivers, one part retirees, and one part cashiered officers. Though some of their equipment is very good, I hear they’ve got two full lances of Locusts whose parts come from more than thirty-five different machines.

“You can’t take untrained warriors, stuff them into BattleMechs, and expect them to come out a fighting unit. Officers like Sagetsky will ruin potential warriors in training, and get them killed in combat. I know you have spare equipment and are on a sound financial footing— both because of the Kell family money and with what Justin’s Solaris corporation is sending Dan—but I wonder if you aren’t wasting money on a hopeless situation. This is, what, the fifth unit you have sponsored this way?”

“Fourth. The Legion of the Rising Sun has instituted a similar policy and has also sponsored a unit.” Dan Allard folded his arms and leaned back on the briefing table. “We have been very pleased with the results of the program, in terms of both the military and collateral benefits.”

Chris nodded. “The program was based on the work your father started when he created training battalions.”

Anger flashed over Victor’s face as he waved Chris’ comment off. “I do not think you can consider short-term contracts for a rabble the same as a full-fledged training program, can you? Your little battalions do not have the facilities, supplies, and personnel the AFFC can offer.”

“True, Highness,” Dan countered, “but the training battalions start with raw recruits drawn from a pool of people who have already had ‘Mech training of one sort or another. Perhaps you believe that our instructors are inferior because they are retired MechWarriors, but look what good use the Clans make of their old warriors by turning them into instructors for those who are up and coming. I would also point out that citing an officer like Sagetsky as indicative of a trend is a canard. Sagetsky was fired.”

Caitlin also wanted to have her say. “We’re doing a bit more than just forming a training battalion,Victor. We’re giving the people of Deia some security.”

“Security? I hardly think Zimmer’s Zouaves will be much of a match for the Jade Falcons. I doubt they’d even be able to stop the bandits who hit Kooken’s Pleasure Pit and are now apparently in the process of attacking Pa-sig.”

Chris frowned but said nothing. He heard in Victor’s voice a resistance to what did not conform to his idea of the universe. This did not surprise Chris as much as it disturbed him. Having lived his life on Murchison under the shadow of the powerful Federated Suns, he understood the fear of people on border worlds like Deia. Local organizations like the militia or the yakuza Ryu-no-inu-gumi gave those populations a sense of security that let them live on a day-to-day basis with the overwhelming threat they faced purely because of the location of their world.

“But, Prince Victor, their purpose is not to defeat such forces. Their job is to tie them up long enough for us to respond.” Dan Allard twisted around and sat in his chair. “You and Kai, when facing the Clans, successfully pointed out that in space there are no borders. The key to meeting and defeating an enemy is forcing him to attack you at a point where you are strong.”

“Yes, Colonel Allard. That’s why we hit Twycross with a huge force. The Zouaves are not that sort of force.”

“But they don’t have to be. On Tukayyid, the ComStar forces showed that the Clans were not set up to fight long campaigns. The Com Guards strung them out and ground them down. You spotted that situation right off the bat on Trellwan, and the Combine also used it when Hohiro went into hiding on Teniente.”

Victor nodded, then leaned forward on the table. “True, but the Clans have also been known to shift their tactics to face a new threat. The Wolves did it.”

“Agreed, but the Wolves are not the Jade Falcons, and the Falcons have shown themselves to be one of the more traditional Clans out there. That aside, the key to what we are doing is this: Zimmer’s troops can hold a force off for at least a month. It will take us less time than that to mobilize the Kell Hound Regiments and deliver them to Deia. By letting the Zouaves occupy the Clan unit, we pin it in place and then deliver the kind of overwhelming force used on Twycross.”

The small Prince nodded, but the concern had not left his expression. “Your strategy is sound. We did the same thing on Morges, where the Skye Rangers and Arcturan Guards stayed alive just long enough for us to get the Dragoons in and smash the Jade Falcon force. But the Kell Hounds are operating without a contract. Deia isn’t even in the Donegal March. Morgan would only accept a garrison contract for Tomans, nothing more. Perhaps, when he steps down, you will see the wisdom of having steady employment.”

Dan laughed heartily. “Highness, you know the Colonel refused any more contracts because we were in the process of rebuilding. We got hammered on Luthien, and though the Combine permitted us very generous salvage rights, putting the unit back together has been a long process. This is yet another reason for sponsoring the smaller units because they have given us some excellent pilots and MechWarriors. If war were a sport, these units would be our farm teams. Perhaps we are ready to accept your contract, but we will only do so when we feel comfortable.”

Chris heard the hesitation in Dan’s voice that Victor seemed to have missed. How can we make Victor understand that by refusing his sponsorship we get more cooperation from the people of what was once the Lyran Commonwealth? Having Morgan Hasek-Davion as the Marshal of all the armies and Victor’s using the Tenth Lyran Guards to free Hohiro Kurita from a deathtrap has created a negative impression here in this part of the Federated Commonwealth. If his mother, the Archon, were not so adept at appeasing Ryan Steiner and not so well-loved among her people—despite the fact that it was her marriage to Hanse Davion that sealed the unification of the two nations—Victor would have serious political troubles here.

Victor seemed to accept Dan’s explanation. “You know, of course, that I believe you will respond valorously to any attempts the Clans make to advance. I also know you would never accept a contract that would put you in conflict with the Federated Commonwealth.”

Chris arched an eyebrow. “But?”

“But I would like to be able to reward such loyalty with the sort of contract a unit like the Kell Hounds deserves. You and the Dragoons helped win the battle that otherwise would have ended the Inner Sphere’s chances for survival. Since then both units have dealt with internal problems and I suppose I just don’t like to think of the Federated Commonwealth facing an enemy without its strongest allies alongside.”

Dan winked at the Prince. “We’re here, Highness. This is our home and all the money in the universe couldn’t make us fight any harder to defend it.”
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Nelson Geist felt thankful to be out of the hellhole of a hold in which he had been confined, but, unlike other members of the work detail, he avoided making himself conspicuous. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand what the others were trying to do. By showing that they were cooperative workers and not troublemakers, his comrades obviously hoped that the bandits would not send them back to the crowded, stinking confinement bay once they’d finished the job of offloading the DropShip Tigress.

Nelson wrapped his half-hand around the edge of the noteputer and tucked it tightly into his left elbow. Holding the stylus in his right hand he hit the appropriate icons as the crew pulled crates from the DropShip’s hold. Despite the very light gravity aboard the nearly motionless JumpShip, the bandits had decided that Nelson’s injury made him useless for hauling boxes. And after noticing that a couple of captured reservists treated him with deference, a bandit had made him supervisor of the work party.

Nelson kept to himself, answering questions and acknowledging comments with only a grunt or a nod so that the rest of the loading crew would not think he was basking in the glory of doing no work. Soon, though, he became absorbed in the job he’d been given as the disturbing nature of the loot attracted all his attention.

The steel manacle on his right wrist clicked against the plastic case of the noteputer as he continuously punched in the icons. His mutilated hand had almost gotten him shot when the squad of bandit infantry pulled Nelson from the cockpit of his ‘Mech because they assumed it would make him useless. But then an order quickly came through that he was to be taken alive, no matter what his condition. The bandits had shoved him and a number of other survivors into a DropShip, which then delivered them to the JumpShip, where they were stripped, deloused, dressed in sleeveless olive jumpsuits, and manacled at the wrists.

Nelson knew, from the first, that the manacle served no practical purpose, for it had no link for attaching it to a chain. When another of the prisoners suggested that the seamless band of steel might conceal listening and tracking devices, the prisoners began to limit most communication in the holding pen to crude sign language. Nelson half-smiled as he recalled Spider whispering that “the Kommandant has a bit of an accent,” because of his mutilated hand.

Nelson glanced up and saw that the offloading was proceeding very well. Because the JumpShip was moving very slowly, acceleration gave it only a hint of mock-gravity. It was no problem for even the leanest prisoner to move huge boxes of loot, each with a code stenciled in black on the wooden slats. As each box left the DropShip hold, Nelson punched the icon with the appropriate code. Though his screen gave him no totals, he knew very well what they were.

Munitions, though they were not identified as such, were stored in one area of the DropShip bay. He’d seen enough similar arrangements throughout his career as a MechWarrior. A fair amount of explosives and ammunition had come aboard, but Nelson noted that most seemed suitable for small arms or demolitions. The distinctive and mammoth crates for BattleMech missiles and autocannon ammunition were definitely not part of the boxes being unloaded from this ship.

By far the most numerous items were foodstuffs. The stenciled codes on those boxes were equally uninformative, but the cardboard cartons were emblazoned with the manufacturer and product names.. The food he had been served while a prisoner was easily recognizable as stuff taken from Kooken’s Pleasure Pit.

It had been easy to figure out the stencil code for miscellaneous items. As rarely as he hit the Miscellaneous icon, Nelson noticed that none of those crates appeared to be the same size or shape or weight. The bandits had apparently struck swiftly and scattered the battalion of Twelfth Deneb Light Cavalry defending an industrial complex. They’d had time to loot the complex before reinforcements arrived, but the high-tech machine tools, computers, lostech, industrial grade gems, and other traditional spoils of such a raid were nowhere to be seen. Instead they’d taken only a smattering of jewelry and art objects, which now dotted the ship’s hold. Nothing of value compared to the expense of conducting such an operation.

With what I’m thinking, I’m praying more treasure or something of real worth comes up.

Out the corner of his eye Nelson caught the motion of the bandit guards straightening up, but it wasn’t until the work party suddenly fell silent that he turned to look. When he did, Nelson was as transfixed as the rest of the prisoners by the sight of the woman standing to his right on the catwalk overlooking the DropShip bay.

There was no question that she was beautiful. Red hair fell to her shoulders and down her back. With her long limbs and lithe figure, even the bulky cooling vest could not make her look dowdy. Her sharp features made him mindful of a fox, and her violet eyes shone with animal cunning.

Yet it was more than her physical attributes that drew his attention. It was true that the skintight shorts revealed her legs and the shape of her buttocks to good advantage, but her stance cut off any glimmering of sexual fantasies that might arise. She stood with one elbow cupped in the hand of the other arm, pulling softly on her lower lip with the thumb and index finger of her free hand. Her eyes flicked from man to man in the work crew, evaluating and dismissing each one in an instant. As her gaze wandered from one prisoner to the next down below, each seemed to shrink away, his dreams and hopes dying with her judgment of them.

OEBPS/images/cover.png
BATTLEI'ECH

LEGENDS

J‘
. NATURAL -
smcnnN

»\\-\
MIGHAEL A. S'I'AGKPlllE






