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            Foreword

          

          Philip A. Lee

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes a plan just works out. My working title for this volume, Kill Zone, was initially inspired by “Those Who Stand High,” by Jason Hansa, which I consider the penultimate story in this collection. A kill zone is a military term for a designated spot where a planned ambush traps and destroys an enemy force, and that’s effectively what the BattleCorps stories from 2010 accomplish: they grab the reader and refuse to let go until the very last word is read.

      However, as I went back through these stories to prepare them for publication, I realized that the very first story chosen, Adam Sherwood’s “Tomorrow’s Shine,” uses the exact term in its first few pages, and that ambush kicks off the rest of the story—and effectively the rest of this anthology. At that point, the title felt like kismet, and it got promoted from “working” to “official.”

      For me, one of the most memorable aspects of BattleCorps’s offerings in 2010 was the various themed mini-anthologies published during that year. In previous years, we had occasionally seen a few stories based on the same theme, such as the Case White stories in 2008, but 2010 was the year these themed anthologies really took off. Although the first two stories of the Operation Rat anthology were published at the tail end of 2009, the balance of this seven-story series chronicling the ravages of the Fourth Succession War was published the following year. After that came a four-story Operation Klondike series, which showcased several different facets of the Clans’ conquest of the Pentagon Worlds. Lastly, a series of five stories highlighted Operation Scythe, the Allied Coalition’s campaign to retake Terra from the Word of Blake; these stories served as a direct tie-in to the BattleTech sourcebook Jihad Hot Spots: Terra.

      Some behind-the-scenes trivia: a fourth mini-anthology was also planned for that year but never came to fruition. BattleCorps solicited stories for an anthology about pirates, and for whatever reason—pirate mischief, perhaps?—sufficient submissions for that did not materialize. (I’m blaming pirate interference: they clearly didn’t want their trade secrets for murder and mayhem made public.) However, the spirit of this intended anthology lives on in Craig A. Reed, Jr.’s “Reap What You Sow,” which is included in this volume.

      While assembling this collection, I realized that these themed anthologies gave BattleCorps authors something concrete to focus on and let them drill far deeper into the subject matter than might have been explored otherwise. For example, the aforementioned Operation Rat story, “Tomorrow’s Shine,” shows how the Fourth Succession War directly affected the Capellan people after the big battles had been fought. Jason Schmetzer’s Operation Klondike story, “To Lead and Serve,” focuses on the Clan auxiliaries, those warriors who were not considered good enough to be members of the vaunted Eight Hundred. And the aforementioned Operation Scythe story “Those Who Stand High” zeroes in on anti-’Mech mountaineer infantry.

      Of course, none of this is to say that the only worthwhile tales in 2010 were from these themed anthologies; far from it. In fact, one of the difficulties I faced in curating this selection of stories is because there were so many good entries to choose from and a limited space I could work with. To start with, I disqualified any work that had already been made publicly available, which unfortunately culled some fantastic stories, such as Kevin Killiany’s “Crucible on Campoleone,” which is featured in Chaos Formed, and Steven Mohan, Jr.’s chilling story “A New Game,” which was included in Onslaught: Tales from the Clan Invasion. From there I chose the best story or two from each of the mini-anthologies, and filled the remainder with other top contenders.

      Among these stories are Kevin Killiany’s “Bad Water,” a fascinating look at a Periphery action from the view of a military watercraft rather than a ’Mech cockpit, and Blaine Pardoe’s “The Loyal Son,” which serves as a worthy follow-up to “Son of Blake” (featured in Front Lines: BattleCorps Anthology, Vol. 6). Stephan A. Frabartolo’s inaugural BattleCorps offerings, “Feather versus Mountain” and “Rise and Shine,” serve as companion pieces set in the war between the Draconis Combine and Wolf’s Dragoons. Lance Scarinci’s Operation Scythe piece, “Lyran Fire,” demonstrates the resolve of an isolated House Steiner command beset by Word of Blake forces on Terra. And the new piece for this volume, “Arms of the Destroyer,” comes from Travis Heerman, whose first foray into BattleTech fiction—“Swords of Light and Darkness,” from Legacy—was nominated for a Scribe Award.

      In 2009, BattleCorps authors set up an ambush point with Front Lines: BattleCorps Vol. 6, but in 2010, they got all of us in the kill zone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Operation Rat: Tomorrow’s Shine

          

          Adam Sherwood

        

      

    

    
      
        
        WORKER’S COMMONS

        MUNICIPAL DISTRICT 3

        BUCHVAAL, NEW HESSEN

        CAPELLAN CONFEDERATION

        1350 HOURS TST

        10 SEPTEMBER 3028

      

      

      “Wait, I don’t think I heard you right. You want me to do what?”

      Sergeant Danny SinClair scratched the backs of his hands nervously as he quickly searched the crowded streets of suburban Buchvaal for a suitable hidey-hole. He felt very much like a child caught in the open during a game of seek-and-find. Overhead, the afternoon sun glared brightly in the late summer sky, its hot rays burning through the day’s quota of industrial smog and pollution. Long, anemic shadows stretched from the tops of the dilapidated two-story tenements of the ramshackle worker’s quarter. Their dark, grotesque shapes spread over the worn cobblestone-and-pitch streets below each building, partially obscuring the alleyways, street corners, and doorways from casual observation. Unfortunately, they did little to conceal his two-story-tall BattleMech.

      All along the boulevard, the mixed heavy and medium ’Mechs of Bravo Company sought cover for their impromptu ambush. Normally painted in the dark blue, red, and gold of the Second New Ivaarsen Chasseurs, their BattleMechs now wore a more conservative green-and-brown camouflage pattern typical of line regiments from the Armed Forces of the Federated Suns. The unit’s emblem, a golden-winged sword against a blue triangle, was displayed proudly on each ’Mech’s left thigh. Everywhere Danny looked, a war machine from Third Battalion crouched in an alley or hid behind one of the city’s many rent-controlled, public-assistance housing projects. Constructed of plaster, wood substitute, and low-grade ferrocrete, each apartment complex had the rundown look of a Draconis Combine prison. Made not by the lowest bidder but by the only bidder, they provided basic necessities for tens of thousands of loyal Capellan citizens. Except for some graffiti and a smattering of colorful murals painted on alley walls every block or so, each building looked virtually the same.

      Workers’ paradise, my ass.

      “I said find a hut and park yourself inside.” Leftenant Berri sounded annoyed, as usual.

      Dismayed by her casual reference to what sounded like a class-two war-crime, Danny countered, “What about casualties? Chapter five of the Ares Conventions specifically prohibits the deliberate use of civilian residences to shield BattleMechs.” The instructors at the academy had always stressed minimization of civilian casualties, no matter who they were. He eyed the buildings around him looking for signs of their occupants. “Shouldn’t we at least send in infantry to clear the area first?”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that. The Capellans should have already evacuated this section of the city. Besides it’s not like they’re loyal subjects of the crown, right? If they’re smart they’ll get out of the way. If not, well…”

      Her glib response did little to allay Danny’s fears. “Still, I don’t think we should—”

      “Just pick a building, damn it! We don’t have time to debate this. Work your ’Mech inside, then take up a firing position along Zhou-Li Boulevard on the north end. Captain Davis says that’s where the main attack will come from.”

      Lance Commander Jennifer Berri, herself a fellow graduate of the NAIS College of Military Sciences, had been with the company a year longer than Danny and was considered an old hat. Although, she was good with a ’Mech, her real claim to fame was the lengths to which she would go to kiss the company commander’s derriere. No doubt she had left the channel open so Captain Davis could monitor her transmissions. The fact that her father did business with the Stephensons virtually assured her continued promotion, a little tidbit she never hesitated to shove in Danny’s face. Graduating in the top 15 percent of her class gave her a massive ego to boot.

      Somehow she transferred that attitude to her gait as she walked her Phoenix Hawk past Danny’s Hunchback and slipped into an alley between two nearby apartment buildings. On the wall to one side was a panoramic mural depicting a beautiful, provincial scene filled with trees, flowers, mountains, and young children at play. Toys littered the alleyway. To Danny, it looked like the short section of potholed road was the closest thing the kids had to a park in this section of town. Without pause Jen punched her ’Mech’s left arm and shoulder into the mural then crashed farther into the building, leaving a gaping hole in the wall. A cloud of dust and debris billowed into the air, and when it settled the mural was gone. Horrified, Danny watched as the rest of the company’s ’Mechs followed suit. Tim Duvalles’s Enforcer disappeared inside a fire station farther down the block while Big Joe DuBois shrugged his Centurion’s shoulders before carefully pushing his way into a secondhand shop. Within moments, every single ’Mech had vanished into a different building, leaving a cloud of ferrocrete dust and broken memories in its path.

      Jennifer’s voice shocked him out of his stupor. “Hey SinClair! Get the lead out, idiot. Those CapCon retreads will be here any minute. We need that Kali Yama Big Bore of yours in position ASAP. Move it, mister!”

      With a grimace he looked for the least livable building he could find. Spotting one that appeared vacant, he extended his ’Mech’s arms, swallowed once, and pushed. Wood splintered, mortar cracked, brick crumbled, and steel buckled under the merciless assault. He felt unstoppable, regardless of his own misgivings. In mere moments he worked his way through to the far wall of the hovel and stopped behind a corner window which gave him a prime view of the streets outside. Once there he stopped to check his sensors and found that the building’s walls prevented him from locating any friendly units farther than a block away. Unfortunately, his wraparound viewscreen also gave him a picturesque look at the ruinous damage he had wrought to the inside of what had recently been someone’s home.

      He frowned then activated his microphone. “I’m set.”

      “Good, let’s do what we do best. Keep your reactors on low and your sensors on passive mode. We don’t want the Irregulars to know we’re here until it’s too late.” She paused. “SinClair, I want you to initiate with your Kali Yama on my mark. Got it?”

      A chorus of affirmations rang out on the inter-lance net. Danny signaled in turn. “Roger, LT.”

      “I want complete radio silence from here on out. Berri out.”

      Danny wiped his sweaty palms on his thighs and watched his sector. Leftenant Berri had just placed the success or failure of the ambush—and his career—in his hands.
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      Seconds passed slowly as the sun blazed a path through the heavens, unaware and uncaring of the drama playing out below it. Burning brightly, it paved a way through the afternoon sky as it continued its celestial dance over the men and women of the Second New Ivaarsen Chasseurs. Protected from its dangerous rays by his ’Mech’s multilayered sensors and panoptic shields, Danny looked directly at it, marveling at the sun’s stark beauty even as deadly aerospace fighters streaked through the low atmosphere on their way to bombard Capellan forces on the edge of the city.

      While elements of First Battalion fixed the New Hessen Irregulars in place about ten kilometers north of Buchvaal, the rest of the regiment had slipped inside and taken up defensive positions. The problem was that the Irregulars wouldn’t stay there for long. Any second now they would come streaming into the city, their home turf, looking for blood. Colonel Stephenson, the regimental commander, appeared to be counting on it. Comprised of mostly lightweight chassis, the Irregulars were girded for reconnaissance and hit-and-fade actions, not the down and dirty street fights for which the more heavily armed Chasseurs were famed. But what the Chasseurs made up for in weight, the Irregulars made up with superior numbers. Luckily, warfare among the lifeless trees of the concrete jungle tended to even the odds. Regardless, city fighting was a nasty affair. Danny fervently hoped the civilians had already evacuated.

      Movement on his central viewscreen brought him out of his musings. Far down the street to the west, along the stark, slate-colored buildings, a long shadow moved slowly out of an intersection, then stopped abruptly. Danny magnified the view, then nearly jumped out of his seat as a black bird jumped from the top of a rust-colored high-rise and took flight. Startled, he realized he had nearly fired on reflex alone, a mistake that could have cost them the entire ambush. His Kali Yama AC/20 was the largest-caliber autocannon made. In the right hands its hellacious firepower could destroy even a large BattleMech. The weapon’s primary drawback was that it burned through ammunition at a tremendous rate. Every shot was precious. He took his finger off the trigger and took a deep breath.

      Relax!

      Moments later, he saw another shadow move near the same high-rise. He fought to keep his finger off the trigger.

      Patience. Probably just another bird.

      As he watched, the shadow grew, then split into two separate and distinct shapes. A squat, avian-looking Locust scout ’Mech and a humanoid Wasp stepped hesitantly into the intersection. Pausing briefly, both machines spread out on the street and began working their way East. Painted in dark green with yellow highlights, the regimental scouts of the New Hessen Irregulars were easy to track against the cityscape. Far behind them, Danny saw additional ’Mechs moving forward at an alarming pace, apparently anxious for their recon elements to clear the way before them. Danny clenched and unclenched his fists, then took his control yokes in his hands, preparing for the quick yet fragile light ’Mechs to enter the kill zone.

      A flutter to his right caught his attention. He glanced over quickly and thought he saw a lace curtain move in the open window of the downstairs tenement immediately in front of him. The apartment’s brown wooden door was drenched in pink flowers and purple polka dots. Not wanting to lose track of the rapidly closing Irregulars, he dropped his magnification square on the ramshackle apartment’s window, checking it rapidly for signs of life. Finding nothing and knowing time was precious, he hurriedly brought his targeting crosshairs up on the approaching Locust, now less then fifty meters away, its comrades close behind. He tracked the 20-ton scout as it stalked nearer and nearer, its twin aerials swaying back and forth as it moved.

      Berri signaled, “Fire!”

      A tiny, brown-and-white spotted terrier jumped out of the open window across the street. It shot down the stairs and onto the cobblestone street, yapping as it ran. Dan hesitated, waiting to see the Irregulars’ reaction.

      The humanoid Wasp to the left and slightly behind the Locust skidded to a stop. Its bulbous head moved from side to side as it searched for a target, the right arm housing its medium laser at the ready. Behind it, a 40-ton Cicada, a 25-ton Commando, and several more Locusts jostled each other roughly as they moved down the boulevard, abandoning caution in their haste to locate and do battle with the Chasseurs.

      Jen shrieked, “Now, SinClair! Now!”

      Danny centered his crosshairs over the Locust’s chest and exhaled slowly, knowing his shot would be the signal to his lancemates to execute their ambush. He squeezed the trigger as the brown door with pink flowers and purple polka dots opened.

      Too late to stop, his Hunchback’s immense autocannon vomited forth a withering hail of depleted-uranium slugs that hungrily chewed into and through the Locust’s flimsy chest armor to savage the tender internal structure within. Not content with their meager meal, the rounds continued through the ruined scout and into the homes directly behind it.

      With the clarity of the damned, Danny SinClair watched helplessly as a wisp of a girl perhaps only eight years old, with long black hair, wearing a knee-length, lime-green dress and pink flip-flops, ran out onto the road after the dog. Instantly, a firestorm of missile, autocannon, and laser fire erupted out of the buildings around him. Armor charred, ceramic shielding cracked, shrapnel flew, and ferrocrete crumbled as the murderous fire connected with the gaggle of Capellan ’Mechs that had bumbled into Bravo Company’s kill zone.

      Someone screamed. The Locust exploded.

      

      
        
        THE COMMONS

        MUNICIPAL DISTRICT 3

        BUCHVAAL, NEW HESSEN

        FEDERATED SUNS OCCUPATION ZONE

        0620 HOURS TST

        21 OCTOBER 3028

      

      

      Toma Fu Shieh stopped and shifted his package. Transferring his cane to his left hand, he pulled the tarnished brass handle on the well-used teak door. Gray primer showed where strips of green paint had peeled or worn off the wood from years of use and neglect. Intricately carved figures set into the door’s archway were warped by time, weather, and a lack of attention that gave them an almost demonic appearance. Faded golden vines flowed around the edges of the molding. The words Hsu’s Teahouse were stenciled in stylized calligraphy over the door’s center panel. He could tell by the symmetry and workmanship that this portal had been a labor of love for some fine craftsman in an era long gone. Now, battered and deteriorating, it was just another reminder of the dire straits in which the Capellan Confederation, and by extension New Hessen, found itself.

      Toma sighed and patted the wood like an old friend. “You look as bad as I feel.”

      He tightened his worn green field coat, stamped his thick, brown leather boots to clear the dust off, and stepped inside. Passing through the entryway, he paused to let his hazel eyes adjust to the dim lighting of the incense-filled tearoom. The aroma of burnt lavender mixed with the welcome scent of jasmine tea and dumplings. The smell sent his empty stomach into a churning, rumbling fit and reminded him that he had missed the last several meals. So had many other loyal Capellan citizens since the state-run supply and logistics directorate had ceased providing supplies to the citizenry. He tightened his stomach muscles to stop their tiring dance. The Fedrat lap dogs had yet to fully integrate their own logistics network into the city’s supply chain. Military and governmental needs, they said, came first. Administrators, police, factory workers, and farmers ate relatively well. However, those not actively participating in the war effort, like retirees, for example, were left to scramble for whatever was left over. Distribution points rarely had much left for the Entitled. Now he waited outside the Chasseurs’ encampment every day for the chance to polish a soldier’s boots just to make enough money to live on. Somehow through it all, Hsu’s Teahouse was able to stay in business.

      Corrupt officials and bribery had their uses. So did the black market.

      In fact, several customers were already there, eating heavily spiced rice meal and dumplings or sipping steaming cups of tea. Recognizing his former teacher, he nodded a greeting to an ancient, careworn man with a long, gray beard seated in a booth near the door. Wearing a traditional black vest with a high mandarin collar and matching black pants, his old shi fu struggled with shaky hands to bring a spoonful of hot rice to his lips. Not wanting to appear rude, Toma turned and continued into the restaurant. Hobbling past a row of low, glass-covered tables, he made his way over to the small wet bar in the back of the teahouse, away from the other clientele. He appraised the red, faux-leather cushions of the three stools there, noting that the centermost seat cover was torn, exposing the cushion inside. Selecting the most comfortable stool on the left, he sat, placing his cane against the bar and gingerly setting his wooden box on the floor below. A tall but gaunt waiter with thinning hair and bushy eyebrows, wearing a black suit with a stiff but slightly discolored white shirt and bowtie, stepped over to him, bowing curtly.

      “Ni hao.” He proffered a small porcelain cup and filled it with hot tea placing it on the bar before him. The aroma was magnificent, making Toma’s mouth water.

      “Ni hao.”

      Opening the menu, Toma saw that virtually every item had been taped over. There were now only two options, breakfast and dinner, each as expensive as any three entrees had been combined. Scrawled on a piece of tape at the bottom of the menu were the words no trades or credit.

      With practiced impatience the waiter offered, “Breakfast consists of rice mash and dumplings.” Then he added as an afterthought, “It’s quite good.”

      Not needing to check the scant few FedSuns coins he had in his coin purse, he motioned the waiter forward and asked quietly, “Do you take yuan?”

      The waiter backed away with a sniff. He straightened his uniform, then pretended to brush off imaginary grime from his near contact with this less-than-immaculate patron, reminding Toma as rudely as possible that he had missed a few baths as well as meals.

      “I am sorry, sir, but we only accept C-Bills or D-Bills in this establishment. Liao yuan are virtually worthless now.” His nasal, indignant voice resonated across the room, drawing the attention of the clientele.

      Toma’s face flushed with embarrassment and anger. Currently at a ten-to-one exchange rate, the yuan had been gutted by rising inflation and profiteering. They could still be converted under the new currency exchange program, for a modest fee of course. The little rat in front of him obviously did not want to have to wait in line to do so. Yuan weren’t worthless. Not yet anyway. Toma stood to protest, but was startled when a gentle but firm hand settled on his shoulder.

      “We say Captain Shieh’s money is good here, Rory. Run along and get his breakfast.”

      The waiter’s face turned ashen as he took in the newcomer. He bowed twice deeply, then turned and ran to the kitchen, knocking over a pile of bowls in his haste. The rest of the customers pretended not to notice as they resumed their meals in silence.

      Recognizing his teacher, mentor, and friend, Toma responded, “That wasn’t necessary, shi fu. The situation was…under control.”

      “Nonsense.” His former master’s dry, parchment-like voice brooked no argument. “The day a slimy toad like Rory denies a captain of the Home Guard a meal is the day I don a pink flamenco dress and sing Hanse Davion’s praises on the palace steps.”

      The absurdity of the statement made Toma smile, and despite his best efforts he was soon sharing a laugh with the grizzled, old instructor. He sat back down as Master Jien Zhiang joined him at the bar. The old man placed a worn leather satchel on the bar stool between them. Moments later the waiter hurried forth with a hot bowl full of mashed rice and a plate of salted pork dumplings. Toma dug into the food, not caring if any clung to the whiskers of his scruffy beard. Master Zhiang merely filled his cherrywood pipe with tobacco and smoked. He watched in silence as Toma ate.

      “How is the leg, Captain? Still troubling you?” Master Zhiang motioned for more tea and Rory quickly complied. Then, with a wave of the gray-haired master’s hand, the waiter was as easily dismissed, relief plainly evident on his face.

      “It’s just ‘citizen’ now. I retired, remember?” Toma rubbed his knee absentmindedly. The cold always made his prosthetic leg ache; a complaint for which the doctors had no real explanation. Phantom pain was supposed fade with time. His just got worse.

      “Once a loyal son of Capella, always a loyal son of Capella.”

      Toma smirked. “And that has gotten us exactly how far? Good old Max left us to fend for ourselves,” he growled, referring to the illustrious Chancellor of the Capellan Confederation. It was no secret that New Hessen was low on the priority list for any counterattack. The planet’s primary draw had always been training land and its closeness to the border, not industry. Truthfully, the Capellan Confederation Armed Forces could train anywhere. The likelihood that any line regiments were on their way to rescue the citizens of Buchvaal from their Davion oppressors was laughable. Toma had even heard rumors from some of his new clients, young soldiers too lazy to shine their own boots, that several regiments of the Tikonov Commonality had been wiped out or surrendered completely. Worse, the massive FedSuns invasion appeared to be just getting started. The thought of forever being subjected to the depravity of a Davionist market economy chafed at his Capellan sensibilities. Something had to be done.

      Something is being done.

      “Do not speak ill of the Chancellor. He would send help if it were possible.” His shi fu ceased puffing and narrowed his eyes at Toma. “We must all do our part for a free Capella.”

      His mentor’s conviction made it hard to disagree. After all, he was here. He was listening. He was doing his part, wasn’t he? Instead, Toma changed the subject. “I can do it. I have access. They let me into the Yellow Zone a few times each day during mealtimes.” He slid the box closer to the bar.

      As he spoke, a young girl opened the door and scampered into the restaurant. Dressed in a thin, olive-drab overcoat and a shiny, lime-green dress, her long, black hair fell in an unruly mess about her face and shoulders. Her clothing was wrinkled and soiled. She gave everyone a timid yet endearing smile, her brown, careworn eyes reflecting an inner light. As she turned, Toma saw partially healed flash burns along the side of her face, down to her jaw and neck. The sight of her brought back a flood of memories.

      Wearing pink, open-toed flip-flops that did little to protect her from the increasing autumn cold, the girl struggled to carry the large, brown box held in front of her. Carefully, she set down her load and stepped up to the counter between them. Zhiang moved his satchel to make space, and she hopped up onto the torn seat. She fished in her pockets, then triumphantly slapped down two large, shiny coins along with a FedSuns credit chit. After a few moments, the waiter brought her a plate of steaming dumplings. She promptly stuffed them into her mouth one by one, as if afraid the food would disappear before she could chew. When she’d finished wolfing down the last, tasty morsel, she searched her coat pockets and pulled out a few smaller coins counting them as a miser would count his hoard. She carefully placed them on the counter and pointed at the plate, indicating she wanted another serving.

      This time Rory shook his head. “Sorry, May, that’s not enough. Come back at dinner when you have more money.”

      Crestfallen, she sat there a moment, sniffed, then pointed at Toma’s now empty rice bowl, indicating she wanted a serving.

      Again, Rory shook his head. “You need more credits, May. I’ll save some for you. Go get more money.”

      Master Zhiang tapped out his pipe, then reached down into his satchel and pulled out a package of tobacco, which he used to refill it. He signaled Rory for a light.

      The girl sat there for a minute, then without a word, she pulled her coat tight around her and made to step down from the stool.

      “Give the girl another plate of dumplings, Rory.”

      The girl froze as if she’d been caught stealing.

      “It’s OK, mei mei. I’ll pay for them.” Toma put his last few twenty-yuan notes down on the counter. He had seen the girl waiting in line to get into the Yellow Zone outside the Davion encampment each morning. While other families huddled together in the crisp morning air, she stood alone, shivering. Perhaps she was a war orphan? If she had any relatives—correction, any living relatives—they surely would have taken her in. It was either that or a state-run orphanage. Children were cared for in the Confederation, one way or another. It was the Capellan way. Unfortunately, it did not appear to be the Davion way.

      Toma watched as Rory relit Master Zhiang’s pipe, then brought the girl a fresh plate of dumplings. Giving him an inquisitive glance, she ate one, then carefully wrapped the rest in a napkin that she tucked into her coat. With a single, curt nod, she hopped off the stool, picked up the box, then sped out the door, her flip-flops clapping the ground as she ran.

      “Do you know the girl?” His teacher’s voice betrayed no emotion.

      “No. But I have seen her before.” Toma reached for his tea. “She is my daughter’s age.” His hand trembled at the memory.

      Master Zhiang raised his teacup. “She will be missed.” The lack of inflection in his voice told Toma it was a platitude.

      Angered, Toma turned toward Zhiang. “Yes, she will.” He set his own cup down and grabbed his cane.

      “Having second thoughts? A bit late for that, would you not agree?” His calm, measured words stopped Toma before he did something he knew he might regret.

      “She will be missed, as are all those who serve cause of the Confederation.” Master Zhiang placed his hand on Toma’s wrist. The balance of his chi helped sooth Toma’s roiling emotions. “What we do, we do for Capella, for House Liao, for our people.”

      Toma sighed deeply. What had sounded so easy in the anger of the moment had become a monumental thing. What would his wife Diahnna say? What would Li Singh have thought of her valiant father were she alive to see what he had succumbed to? Fighting a battle was one thing. But this? This was something altogether different. Seeing the girl had reminded him of who he was, what he had been. Yes, he had been a soldier of the CCAF, but he had been so much more once. He had been a husband and a father. That counted for more than all his years of service. Yes, he hated the Davions for the countless thousands they had slaughtered in their battle for Buchvaal, but had the Irregulars hesitated in the slightest to bring the battle into the city? Not hardly. Yes, he wanted to see the oppressors driven from Capellan soil. Yes, he wanted to do his part for the Confederation. But this? This was not warfare. This was murder.

      Reading his emotions correctly, Zhiang offered, “They said you would not do it.” He referred to the growing resistance movement among the ranks of the Entitled. “I told them that you, my most prized Monitor, would come through for us as you have always done, as you were trained to do.” His wide smile confused and irritated Toma.

      “I have done nothing. I brought the device, but I will not deliver it. I will not dishonor the memory of my family by murdering more innocent Capellans just to kill a few worthless Fedrat soldiers.” Toma shook his mentor’s hand from his arm. “I want them gone just as much as any other loyal patriot, but I will not stoop to this.” He stood. “It is over. We lost. I am sorry, Examiner Zhiang, but you will have to find someone else to deliver your package.” He turned to leave, his heart, leaden and hollow for so long, finally felt full for the first time in weeks.

      Zhiang’s cold voice stopped him in his tracks. “But Captain Fu Shieh, you already have.”

      A pit of dread formed in his chest. Frantically, Toma grabbed the wooden box he had watched them so meticulously load with explosives that morning. He ripped off the cloth napkin that had fallen, or more likely been placed over it, then carefully lifted the lid, placing his finger under the latch as he searched for the telltale arming pin. Not finding it, he slowly lifted the top, then dropped the box in shock and horror.

      Stuffed inside was a tin of black shine, a lighter, a toy dog, a few crayons, and a dirty white rag.

      The girl had taken the wrong box.

      

      
        
        SU-LOU INDUSTRIAL PARK (CANTONMENT AREA)

        THIRD BATTALION, SECOND NEW IVAARSEN CHASSEURS

        BUCHVAAL, NEW HESSEN

        FEDERATED SUNS OCCUPATION ZONE

        0705 HOURS TST

        21 OCTOBER 3028

      

      

      Danny shifted his basket from one hand to the other as he stood in line inside the Yellow Zone checkpoint. The morning frost burned at his ears, cheeks, and nose, but he ignored the discomfort, focusing instead on making out the name tags of the soldiers manning the heavily armed and well-fortified inspection bunker. Unfortunately, their helmets, combat gear, and face paint made it hard to differentiate between them. They all looked virtually the same and none looked pleased at being out in the cold morning, watching for intruders.

      “You’d better be here, Joe,” he grumbled under his breath.

      As he shivered, soldiers passed through a low, sandbag- and plywood-reinforced passageway that opened into the Yellow Zone. Outside, hopeful locals lined up, eagerly awaiting the opportunity to ply their trades. The trade area, or Yellow Zone, was a 100 square-meter area separated from the base and the city with dirt berms, sandbags, and barbed wire. Anyone desiring to enter had to pass through a security checkpoint manned by a joint force of Federated Suns infantry and newly hired, loyalty-verified police. Once inside, Capellan workers, vendors, and tradesmen were allowed to perform various services for the soldiers of Third Battalion, safely away from any sensitive areas like the ’Mech pens or barracks. They provided simple services like uniform repairs and boot polishing as well as taking orders for custom leather goods and alterations. Here infantry and MechWarriors could find just about anything they needed, from shiny belt buckles made from hammered scrap armor to warm rice cakes heated by portable mini-stoves, all without ever setting foot into the city proper, an endeavor best left to armed patrols. In exchange, the soldiers provided much needed capital to the struggling economy. More importantly, exhaust vents from a nearby blast furnace kept prospective buyers and vendors warm and cozy. With so many left homeless or in shelters, the prospect of spending a day in the warm security zone turned many angry Capellan loyalists into eager trade partners, if only until the gates closed for the night.

      Of the various commodities for trade, preserved combat rations were more valuable than the currency in a soldier’s pockets. As such, a burgeoning black market trade had erupted between the enlisted ranks and those crafty locals who could supply the best crafts, finest leather goods, or other less tangible items. This had led to fights and even a small riot a few days ago as hungry Capellans vied for the valuable supplies. That was why Danny was nervous. Captain Davis had recently banned the trade of combat rations, supposedly to help maintain order and prevent the unit’s stock of supplies from disappearing overnight. Anyone caught violating his orders would receive a reprimand and a possible court-martial. To Danny, the risk was worth the reward.

      He leaned forward, trying to catch a better view of the soldiers in the booth, but saw no sign of Big Joe anywhere. He considered stepping out of line but thought better of it. Trying to leave now would look suspicious and draw unwanted attention. He swore heatedly and cursed the man under his breath.

      The line moved forward, and soon Danny was standing within the checkpoint bunker under a meter of sandbags, plywood, and earth. A private motioned him forward to the inspection counter and asked for his pass, which Danny promptly supplied out of his uniform pocket. Maybe they wouldn’t check his basket. He looked at its flowery lace trim and blue chiffon ribbon, a commodity that had cost him his best pocketknife. He grimaced. They would definitely look in the basket.

      Hurriedly, a short, paunchy, blondish soldier wearing a helmet at least one size too large for his head and dark bags under his eyes slipped into the booth. A wide grin split his baby-faced mug. “Sorry I’m late, guys. Sergeant-Major didn’t have the right duty roster.” He whipped out a clipboard. “Here it is.”

      Big Joe DuBois had arrived.

      “I’ll take over here, Private Spaynck. Go ahead and sign out.” Sergeant Joseph “Big Joe” DuBois handed the roster to the soldier who had been about to inspect Danny’s basket. “I got ya covered. My guys’ll be here in a minute.” He gave Danny an exaggerated wink.

      Danny pretended not to notice. It had cost him his next two passes plus a twelve-pack of black market New Hessen amber ale to convince Big Joe to take an extra duty rotation, a miracle after his previous all-nighter playing cards with the maintenance platoon had landed Joe there the day before. Joe smelled as if he had just come from another game. Danny picked up his basket and turned to leave.

      “What’s the rush? You got a hot date, SinClair?” Big Joe guffawed and winked lewdly. “Set me up too, will ya?”

      Danny glared. Joe, you are such a dumbass.

      “Sure thing, Joe. I’ll see what I can do.” Danny shrugged and walked out, breathing a sigh of relief. He could hear Big Joe laughing loudly as he walked away.

      “Yeah, my buddy’s gonna get me a date, you melons!”
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      Toma swore as he fell sprawling over a curb, smashing his good shin painfully into the unyielding concrete. His wooden box fell to the ground, spilling its contents onto the street. A wrinkled matron seated on a stoop nearby chided him in Chinese, “Ni gan ma?”

      What the hell am I doing? Good question.

      Surprised by her nasty outburst, he climbed to his feet, adjusted his prosthetic leg, then stooped to pick up the contents of the box. Hefting it under his arm, he continued onward, his cane clacking on the hard cobblestones as he moved. He had to find the girl! Of course there was only one place she would be going at this time of day if she wanted to earn more money for food: the Yellow Zone. He increased his pace.

      Ahead, he saw a crowd milling about in a roped-off section to one side of the Fedrats’ service gate. Nearly a hundred people, those lucky few with temporary access cards supplied by the AFFS governmental liaison, waited in line to enter the trade area. The rest stood by or huddled in groups well beyond the gates, waiting for the chance to show their wares to departing patrols or to beg for occasional scraps. Bunkers with firing ports lined the base walls. Machine-gun muzzles poked out from their dark interiors. Manning the guns, bored but alert sentries maintained a watchful vigil over the groups of potential security risks outside, training their sights on anyone who came too close to the vehicle gate. The guards would not hesitate to fire if they believed him to be a threat.

      Toma slowed his hobbled gait as he approached the base. He desperately wanted to avoid attention but needed to move quickly. If not for his false leg and cane, he might have caught up to her by now, but his injuries had slowed his progress considerably. Slipping a knit cap on his head, he began searching the crowd for her. He paced awkwardly up and down the ranks of despondent Capellans, calling her name.

      “May!”

      Where is she?
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      Danny stepped out into the trade area and was immediately accosted by a dozen or more men and women holding out various crafts and trinkets. Troops watched from guardhouses along the wall to make sure things didn’t get too out of hand. Regardless, the would-be merchants made every effort to attract Danny’s attention.

      “You want socks?” An old man in a gray rayon racing jacket, torn coolant vest, and dirty white slacks held out a pair of AFFS-issue, summer-weight cottons.

      Danny politely declined.

      “You want necklace, yes?” An old, balding crone with one eye, silver hair, and wooden teeth held out a bramble of woven myomer strands and wire with teardrops of shining, melted armor dangling from it. It looked painful to wear. Danny ignored her.

      “Wait, I can get you girl!” She pushed forth a plump, forty-something woman wearing a blue smock and black combat boots. “You want girl?” The doe-eyed, greasy-haired brunette smiled sheepishly, revealing a mouth devoid of front teeth. “You take inside. Just four rations! We make deal.”

      Danny tried not to make eye contact as he stepped around them and tried to work his way forward through the press of stale bodies. When a bloated, half-plucked chicken was thrust into his face, he started pushing people away forcefully. Eventually, the crowd gave up and went to harass the next soldier in line. There was money to be made.

      Hefting his basket, Danny gingerly stepped over a mat lined with handmade pictures of BattleMechs in heroic poses, nearly tripping as the young artist seated there jumped up suddenly, paintbrush in hand, ready to negotiate. Danny muttered an apology and began searching the crowd of artisans, craftsmen, and vendors but saw no sign of the familiar face.

      Where is she?
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      Toma was getting desperate. He had searched the crowd for nearly five minutes with no luck. Already he was attracting unwanted attention for his efforts. Several people had yelled at him for trying to cut in line or for pulling at the hoods of children he saw waiting with their families. His pretense at trying to find his lost daughter was unconvincing. Even now he felt eyes boring into him as he scanned the crowd on both sides of the fence. If he kept this up much longer, he knew he’d be taken in for questioning, if not arrested. He wracked his brain, trying to think of where she could be.

      Where would I go if I were an eight-year-old child looking for a warm meal or money?

      He stopped walking, took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and centered his chi. His leg and back wounds ached badly. Rather than succumb to the pain, he channeled it, using the energy to sharpen his thoughts, focus his mind.

      Perhaps the soup kitchen?

      Probably not. The kitchen on Wang Dong Street wasn’t open yet. That was why they had agreed to meet at Hsu’s Teahouse.

      Perhaps she hasn’t come here after all?

      He didn’t know what was worse, her bringing the device here or leaving it at some other crowded location. Either way, innocent people who had already suffered so much would be hurt or killed. He had meant to be with it when it went. As a Minder he had been trained to think of the Confederation above all else, ready even to turn in his own parents should he believe they were not of sufficient moral fiber. For thirty years he had served the state, doing their deeds with a clarity of purpose that could not be swayed. The death of his family had changed all that in one terrible moment. A stray flight of missiles had destroyed his home, his life, and everything he had worked so hard to build. Distraught, he had tried to drown himself in liquid sorrow. Only the offer from his mentor and friend to strike a blow for all those who had suffered from Hanse Davion’s naked, unwarranted aggression had rekindled his will to live, if only to put his pain to rest.

      But the girl…

      This young, beautiful little girl was his daughter’s age. Her life was just beginning. The mere thought of what Zhiang would use her to accomplish, just as he had always used impressionable young Capellan children, was intolerable. Unbearable. He could not allow it. An image of his daughter flashed through his mind.

      No. I must find her.

      He opened his eyes and tried not to focus on any one detail, taking in the scene as a whole instead. Details crystallized in his mind. The mother in a red scarf and maternity dungarees breastfeeding her baby as she stood pawning her jewelry. The twin brothers wearing threadbare orange sweatshirts with faded athletic letters. The grandfather sitting on a wooden crate, carefully polishing a worn brass timepiece with a cracked-glass cover. Toma took it all in, attempting to sort out the clutter and confusion. Then he heard it.

      “Come on, kid, you’ve been standing there forever. Either let me have the box or you can’t get in. Those are the rules.”

      The inspection booth!

      Toma ran, knocking over people in his path as he struggled to make his way toward the front of the line. Stumbling and staggering, he shoved his way forward, his package in hand. He only hoped he would not be too late.
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      Danny saw the commotion at the outer security checkpoint and made his way toward the gate to see what was happening. A small crowd had formed around the back of the open bunker where citizens of Buchvaal had their items inspected before being allowed access to the higher-security trade area. Stepping onto an empty crate, Danny saw a district police officer and three soldiers wearing flak vests and full battle rattle inside. Two soldiers were aiming their laser rifles toward a diminutive figure the police officer was attempting to corner. The third soldier, a tall woman with bushy blond hair, was speaking into a field phone.

      Seconds later a squad of infantry came pouring out into the Yellow Zone from a barracks ready room within the garrison walls. The crowd that had worked so hard moments before to delay potential customers frantically scurried away as the heavily armed detail ran toward the checkpoint.

      “Wo bu yao!”

      Her shrill voice pierced the cool air. Danny hurriedly pushed past the gawking spectators and into the bunker just as the ready reaction squad arrived and took up firing positions around the perimeter. Meanwhile, a second squad of troops pushed the crowd of merchants and vendors back to the far side of the Yellow Zone as the sentries beyond trained a heavy machine gun on the crowd. The situation was rapidly escalating.

      Entering the bunker, Danny found the girl. Wearing her familiar green dress underneath a worn overcoat, she struggled to keep a large wooden box away from the policewoman who worked diligently to pry it out of her hands. The soldiers, unwilling to wait for compliance, were shouting orders at her. She jumped at each harsh word. Tears streamed down her face.

      Danny stepped inside. “Stop! What’s going on here?”

      “Get out of here, SinClair. Everything is under control.” Danny recognized the haughty voice as Leftenant Jennifer Berri. He grimaced. Of all the people in the unit to draw duty officer detail, why did it have to be her?

      “No, Jen. Wait! I know this girl. Let me help.” Danny spread his hands out and started slowly toward the girl. “It’s all right, honey. They just want to see what’s in the box. They won’t keep it.”

      The girl whined and backed against the sandbag wall.

      Jen shouted angrily. “I said get out of here, SinClair!” She pulled her sidearm. “It’s bad enough you almost cost us the ambush, but I won’t have you second-guessing any more of my orders!” Having had her P-Hawk shot out from under her by a lucky hit from a Commando’s SRM strike had sent her into a spiral of depression, accusation, and recrimination. Her daddy’s promise to find her a new ’Mech hadn’t materialized, and she was left trying to cobble together the remains of a Cicada that was more scrap then BattleMech. Their tension blossomed into outright hatred on her part.

      Danny awkwardly held his hands up, unsure of what to do. The weight of the basket made it hard to lift his arm above chest level.

      “Are you crazy? Leftenant, calm down!” The policewoman glared angrily at Jen. “You’re making this worse.”

      “I am calm!” Her high-pitched scream sounded anything but. “Back off, SinClair!” She aimed her gun at the girl. “Now, you either put that box on the table, Cappie, or so help me, I’m gonna blow your head off!”

      Suddenly, a man wearing a green field coat and a black knit cap toppled into the bunker from the Red Zone.

      Jen fired.
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      Toma tripped over a line of low sandbags that served to keep rainwater out of the checkpoint interior. Struggling to regain his balance, he dropped his cane and reached for the metal table that sat lengthwise along the now-vacated inspection line. Without warning, a crushing blow smashed into his right shoulder, flipped him around backward, and sent the box smashing to the ground as his prosthetic leg collapsed. He collided with the inspection table, but instead of arresting his fall, it toppled onto its side, knocking the legs out from under one of the soldiers. The young man fired as he fell. His shot hit the police officer, who groaned in agony as she sprawled face-first onto the hard-packed floor. Toma landed heavily on his side with a perfect view of the scene.

      Nearby, a MechWarrior wearing the rank and shoulder boards of sergeant swung a heavy basket at an officer holding a smoking pistol. The frilly basket broke, spilling its contents across the room. Preserved meats, cheeses, packaged paper, and color markers flew in a cascade through the air, some striking the woman, most landing on the dirty ground. The surprised leftenant ducked, then brought her weapon around to fire again, but the sergeant was faster. He dropped the basket handle and tackled her. Both of them fell in a heap onto the other side of the inspection table with a loud crack while the pistol flew out of her hands and clattered to the floor.

      Through it all, May stood there mutely as if frozen solid. Tears streaked her dirt-smeared cheeks. Then a spark of understanding lit her face. She looked down and smiled at Toma in her angelic way. There before her, scattered amid the shattered remains of the thin wooden box he had been carrying were several crayons and a small toy dog poking out playfully from under a dirty lace curtain. She glanced at her bundle then back to the jumble of treasures now strewn about the bunker. Recognizing her shoeshine kit, she stepped forward, gratitude and joy written plainly on her face.

      Toma cried, “No, May!”

      She dropped the box and reached for her prize.

      

      
        
        THE COMMONS

        MUNICIPAL DISTRICT 3

        BUCHVAAL, NEW HESSEN

        FEDERATE SUNS OCCUPATION ZONE

        1850 HOURS TST

        2 JANUARY 3029

      

      

      Danny parked the hovercar and carefully stepped out onto the street. It was late, but he needed to make the trip, as he had done every day for the past month. His leg still hurt, but it was healing. Fortunately, his injuries were less severe than the doctors had originally thought. With some lengthy rehabilitation, they’d said he could make a full recovery. That was the great thing about the human body: even the worst injuries could heal over time. It was the mental ones that never quite closed.

      Colonel Stephenson had assigned him desk duty, since he obviously couldn’t pilot a ’Mech minus one working leg. Honestly, he wasn’t sure he ever wanted to get back into the cockpit again. He still couldn’t shake the images of that day. Maybe he never would.

      Danny set his crutches out underneath him and shuffled forward over the blackened cobblestones. He looked up at the ruined apartment complex, noting the location of each bullet hole and scorch mark in the fading light. He needn’t have. He’d committed them to memory long ago. Closing his eyes, he replayed the battle in his mind as he had so many times since that day. What could he have done differently? Probably nothing. That was the stink of it. War is hell. People get hurt. People die, both soldiers and civilians. It was the soldier’s responsibility to do their best to mitigate the loss, to control the chaos as best they could. But he didn’t have to like it.

      The unit psychologist told him he needed closure. He thought he had found it helping May. When she died, it had ripped all his wounds open again. Only now it was ten times worse. Now there was a face to the name.

      They wouldn’t let him resign. He’d tried. God, how he had tried. So they came up with another solution. He could stay and help administer the world, work on rebuilding. It was a job he could really get into. It helped with the nightmares, a little. He had a good budget. Prince Davion had even given him enough money for a few small memorials. He knew exactly what to do with it.

      Sergeant SinClair bent down and placed the candle before the statue. It was a small affair, not too big, not too ornate. He thought he got the likeness just right. On it was a plaque. The inscription read:

      
        
        Lui May Sung

        Born 2 January 3020

        Died 21 October 3028

        May all those who sacrifice their lives

        on the altar of freedom be forever remembered.

        We shall never forget.

      

      

      Danny whispered, “Happy birthday, May.”
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      Dedicated to all the men and women of the armed forces who valiantly serve their countries each and every day.
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      Terry Henderson kept one eye on the depth meter as he edged the boat closer to the reef, one hand always near the start switch for the matched pair of Royce diesels. The electric screws had barely enough power to make way against the southern current; they’d never hold if an eddy caught them this close to the coral. There was no danger of holing the hull, but repairing the hand-fitted sierra wood would be costly and time consuming. Brisbane’s competition fishing season opened in less than a week, and with tens of thousands of cash-laden tourists descending on the Long Keys, the family could not afford the down time.

      Terry’s other eye was on the school of improbably bright blue shapes drifting just below the surface of the crystal clear water. Bonnets, warming themselves in the sun and picking off any prawn foolish enough to venture out from the reef, gathering energy before plunging into the cold deeps for serious hunting. Less than half a meter long, blue Bonnets were one of the most beautiful fish in these equatorial waters. And, armed with razor-edged fins and needle-sharp teeth, gram for gram they were one of the most successful predators on Brisbane. That combination of beauty and lethality made them highly prized among those who collected exotics.

      The boy stood ready at the fantail, tanned nut brown and slender, a casting net spread in his outstretched hands. Terry was proud of how the boy stood relaxed and ready, on point but not nervous. Judging the cast was up to him—even if Terry could see what the boy saw, calling the order to toss would give the fish enough warning to escape.

      There was a world of difference between getting close to a Bonnet and catching one—which was why collectors paid top prices for a live and undamaged specimen.

      Turning the screws, Terry brought the stern of the boat around toward the reef and cut power. They’d drift for a minute, sideways to their course, before the current overcame the boat’s momentum and pushed them away from the Bonnets.

      Terry made a point of leaning casually against the captain’s perch—a butt-high rail where less serious boaters put a chair. The boy wasn’t looking at him, but could probably see him out of the corner of his eye, and Terry wanted to project an air of relaxed confidence. Take as much pressure off the young fisherman as he could.

      A flick of the wrists, and the net glittered briefly in the sun. Then it was in the water, and the boy was cinching the catchline at speeds Terry could no longer match.

      A bright-blue shape flashed and struggled against the mesh, too stupid to pull back and search for the rapidly closing mouth of the net. Cursing the hesitation in his legs, Terry pushed off his perch and hurried back to help the boy. Two blue shapes! The boy had made a double catch. If they found a second buyer, they would live easy for a month.

      Holding the net far enough from their bodies to avoid the snapping jaws and sharp fins, Terry and the boy got their catch over the rail and into the live tank. Terry made his way to the controls, and the boy secured the tank, sliding the false bottom down over their prizes. The space would be cramped, but the dark would not bother deep-sea hunters, and the steady flow of water would keep them healthy, if not happy, until they could be transferred to proper tanks at the hacienda.

      A slap of the toggles, and the twin Royce diesels sprang to life, their deep-throated rumble panicking everything in underwater earshot. Terry leaned against his perch, taking as much weight as possible off his legs as the boat surged away from the reef.

      When they were a kilometer beyond the limits of the restricted zone, Terry turned on his radar and transponder, making his fishing boat legitimately visible once again. His patrol alarm sounded immediately. A Brisbane Maritime Constabulary cutter was already closing on their position at speed.

      Terry heeled the boat over, directly away from the oncoming authorities, and gunned the engines. Behind him, unsecured equipment and the boy fell to the deck as the fishing boat leapt forward. In less than a hundred meters they were bouncing across the gentle swells at the hull’s maximum velocity.

      “Mayday!” Terry shouted into the radio, set to the maritime emergency channel. “This is Big Reef Charters, Boat One, registration CB-four-six-nine-eight-one-alpha. An unidentified vessel is approaching us at high speed. Their transponder is dark; repeat, no transponder. We are attempting to evade. Location—” Terry read off their latitude and longitude, with an error in the latter that placed them another handful of kilometers away from the restricted zone.

      “Cut the crap, Henderson,” said a familiar voice on the radio. Boatmaster Robert Thompson, commander of the BMC Cutter Tucumcari. “You know damn well it’s us. Heave to.”

      “Maritime Patrol, please respond!” Terry shouted into the radio. “Repeat, this is Big Reef Charters One being pursued by possible pirates! Location—”

      Terry stopped transmitting. Hanging up the mic, he reached behind the radio and transponder receiver and pulled two unsecured wires just loose enough to break contact. The connectors would pass visual inspection, but both machines were dead.

      The image of the approaching cutter was still clear on the radar, devoid of identifying data, and closing.

      “What do you think?” Terry asked the boy.

      Bracing himself against the jarring slap of waves against the speeding hull with one hand on the binnacle, the boy studied the radar and the map overlay.

      “If we drop the Bonnets at this speed, we’ll kill them,” he said, pitching his voice to carry through the rushing wind.

      “We could stay hull-in and heave to when the maries are right on top of us,” Terry said, pleased the fish were the boy’s first consideration. “Make like we just made visual, and drop them then.”

      “Or we could run for the hacienda.”

      “That’s the Tucumcari—they’ve got water jets, we’ve got screws,” Terry pointed out. “Even hull-out we can’t match their speed.”

      It would have been more of a race if the boat was running military grade omnidiesels, but Terry had installed the Royce conventional engines long ago. They were less temperamental, more forgiving of abuse, and cheaper to feed than omnidiesels. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred he didn’t miss the 10 percent of speed and power he’d lost in the trade. That one time out of a hundred, though…

      “But if we go full steam the whole way, straight line, we’ll still be ahead of them when we reach dock,” the boy said. “Fifteen, maybe even twenty minutes.”

      “Think that’s enough time to get the bonnets off and hidden?”

      “Maybe.”

      “That ‘maybe’ holds the difference between getting off scot-free and spending the next season or two behind bars,” Terry said. Bonnets were restricted, not endangered; poaching dolphins would have cost them their boat. “So do we dump or run? Your call.”

      The boy grinned. “Go for it, Dad.”

      Terry grinned back and pounded a flat button to the right of the tiller with the heel of his hand. Pounded at. He hit it on the second try, then stole a sideways glance to confirm the boy hadn’t noticed the miss. The bounding slap of the waves against the hull disappeared as hydrofoils the tourists never saw deployed. The boat rose above the waves on jointed legs, losing its quaint seadog persona to arrow toward the Henderson hacienda at speeds no sport-fishing boat should have commanded.

      Behind them the cutter dropped back, losing a kilometer or so in the time it took the boatmaster to realize what had happened. But sooner than Terry would have liked, the cutter began to accelerate. The ship would need more water than his boat to reach full speed, but with the fusion-powered Tucumcari running on foils it was only a matter of time before the gap between them closed; not as quickly, but inevitably.

      Checking the radar readings against the chart, Terry decided his son’s estimate had been optimistic, but they’d have a good ten to twelve minutes to offload the Bonnets and get them safely hidden in underwater tanks before the maries made it into the family’s sheltered harbor. Particularly with the tides in. The cutter would have to slow considerably to navigate the switchback reefs leading into the cove while their boat could skate above them. If he kept a bone in her teeth right up to the docks, they’d have the time the needed.

      Terry didn’t bother resurrecting the radio to call ahead and warn his family. Everyone at the hacienda could read a radar and know what was happening. He was willing to bet his wife was broadcasting on the emergency channel even now, calling him seven kinds of idiot for thinking he was being chased by pirates and telling him to heave to for the maries. Her brother and their nieces would be getting the stash tank ready. The only surprise would be two Bonnets instead of one.
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