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        In the 30th century, life is cheap, but BattleMechs aren’t.

        BattleTech slogan, 1985

      

        

      

      Since the inception of the BattleTech universe, one of the common threads has been the idea that many of the giant war machines known as BattleMechs have been around in some form or another for hundreds of years. A single ’Mech would often be passed down from one generation to another, like a family heirloom. Regardless of whether a ’Mech remained in the same family over the course of its lifetime, or was claimed as battlefield salvage and reassigned to a Dispossessed MechWarrior, these veritable walking tanks would always be repaired over and over again unless there was literally nothing left to repair or the vital parts were simply impossible to acquire or manufacture. ’Mechs would be salvaged from battlefields, rebuilt to the best of their techs’ abilities, and pressed back into service, no matter who piloted them, no matter how much damage they had sustained in previous battles, simply because they were too expensive to replace outright. So as long as a ’Mech could walk out of a ’Mech bay, it would be fixed up to fight again.

      But if you replace nearly every part of a ’Mech over the years, do you still have the original, or over time, does it slowly become something else entirely?

      Across the history of BattleTech fiction, we’ve seen countless instances of the same MechWarrior changing their ’Mech for various reasons, but in those stories, the pilot remains the constant anchor of the narrative, never the ’Mech itself. In Legacy, we’ve flipped that script: each story in this collection showcases a different peek at the life of a single GHR-5H Grasshopper, from its birth as a Lantren Corporation prototype and all the way to its eventual fate after nearly three full centuries of combat across the Inner Sphere.

      A common question regarding this collection will undoubtedly be, why a Grasshopper? Why not something more iconic to the BattleTech universe, such as a Warhammer or a BattleMaster? The answer to that question is simple: though not as heavy or flashy as an Atlas or Marauder, the Grasshopper is first and foremost  a survivor. It is a solid workhorse capable of outlasting and outmaneuvering heavier models, and it lacks the ammunition dependency of many other ’Mechs in its weight class. And, most importantly, it gets the job done and (usually) lives to tell the tale. But not even workhorses are invulnerable. They sometimes fall, only to be rebuilt again for the next owner.

      This collection features a total of thirteen stories. Veteran BattleTech author Kevin Killiany’s “What’s in a Name?” kicks off this anthology by showcasing an unsung hero involved in the Grasshopper’s creation during the latter days of Stephan Amaris’s tyrannical rule over the Star League. From there, you can follow the ’Mech’s fortunes and misfortunes across an incredible cross section of BattleTech history: the devastation of the early Succession Wars; the tireless grind of the Third Succession War; the short-lived War of 3039; the blitzkrieg of the Clan Invasion; the vengeance of Operation Guerrero; the resolve of Task Force Serpent; the brutality of the FedCom Civil War; and all the way to the nuclear fires of the Word of Blake Jihad, which culminates in Craig A. Reed, Jr.’s “End of the Road,” followed by the epitaph, “Where Legends Come to Rest.”

      When you read through this large swath of BattleTech history as seen through the cockpit of a single ’Mech and the many different men and women that pilot it, take a moment and ask yourself: What legacy will you leave behind?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What’s In a Name?

          

          KEVIN KILLIANY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LANTREN DEVELOPMENTAL LABORATORIES

        APOPKA, BRYANT

        27 MARCH 2779, 0049 HOURS

      

      

      Lucia Cavaletta cursed and caught her safety glasses before they hit the bench.

      They’d slipped off the end of her nose. Again. The one-size-fits-most frames were designed for people with adult-sized heads and something more than cute-but-otherwise-useless button noses. Lucia set the grinder aside to settle the frame firmly against her eyebrows and press in on the temples in a futile effort to make them fit more tightly.

      Her goggles—built to scale and complete with retention strap—were on the disassembly table sixteen steps to her left. Right next to the actuator from Prototype One she’d cannibalized. Too far away to be worth the trip.

      She felt no guilt about gutting the one-of-a-kind unit, handcrafted for the original GHR prototype. She’d built it herself—its housing was the first she’d autographed. (In theory techs were required to etch their names on every part they fabricated. This helped the engineers keep track of who did what—important in puzzling out which variation had been responsible for what test result. So every part had a name, but only the work a tech was particularly pleased with got an autograph.) She’d needed a tensioner subassembly and had been in no mood to wait seven or eight hours for someone in supply to come on duty and—no doubt after their second cuppa—notice her parts request. She was on a roll.

      Or had been.

      Lucia leaned her butt against the edge of the stool placed for the convenience of average-sized people using the workbench and looked around. At something past midnight, her task light and the light she hadn’t turned off over the disassembly table were the only bright spots in the hangar-cum-lab. Not that the cavernous space was dark, but Lantren was all about saving energy (money) and general lighting was cut to 25 percent during off hours. Helpful LEDs outlined the steps up to the catwalk that ran along the near wall to the heavy steel personnel door. Ground level to the outside world.

      Behind her, rows on rows of shelves—scaled to hold everything from microcircuits to missile racks—covered most of the soccer field-wide chamber, with the colony of test benches and work stations at one end and the BattleMech bay at the other. The bare metal skeleton of GHR’s fifth iteration stood in a clear area. Free of the mobile scaffoldings and devoid of armor—devoid of just about everything except the reactor and gyro—Prototype Five towered like a surreal titan surveying a field of ruins.

      My name is Ozymandias…

      Actually the GHR didn’t have a name as such—just the production designation. The Lantren brass would make that decision—the final choice traditionally a riff on the production code heavily informed by the Marketing Division—but there was (of course) a betting pool among the engineers and design techs.

      In the early days, when they were still trying to incorporate stealth technology, Ghost Hunter had been a favorite until the spectacular failure of Prototype Two prompted Lantren to abandon stealth tech altogether. The name was still on the odds board above the repeater screen array, but with stealth out of the mix, “ghost” and its variants were clustered at the bottom of the list.

      The current top contender for Prototype Five was Grim Reaper, with Harvester a close second. While both names incorporated Bryant’s agricultural heritage and addressed the hunter-killer role Lantren envisioned for their first BattleMech, Lucia thought the martial names lacked imagination. She’d suggested Grasshopper—secretly a little joke (the only kind she told) apparent to anyone who spoke Italian. The deceptively fragile but almost impossible to kill insect was the bane of every farm on Bryant. Or had been before Amaris forces destroyed the weather control satellites. (Bryant would flourish again, she had no doubt. The Star League had retaken the world, and despite the growing storm cycles, most of the farmland was still viable or salvageable. Once Amaris was put down, the League would restore the network of storm suppressors.) She’d championed the Grasshopper name on the grounds that it captured the spirit of what they were trying to accomplish. No one realized how dangerous a grasshopper is, she’d said, until their fields were barren dust. Grasshopper was at the bottom of the pool, but still a contender.

      Lucia resettled the glasses, which had slipped again while she’d sat admiring her domain, and leaned back into the job. She left the grinder where it lay—hand filing and fitting from here on out. Multistage fluidics, replacing sequential hydraulic actuators with a self-contained unit senza potentially problematic moving parts, had made perfect sense—particularly at the projected workload of the actuator. But until now it had been one of those brilliant-in-theory-impossible-in-practice ideas that convinced engineers that designers were out to get them.

      Heat was the issue. Add heat to a fluid system and you either lose density or gain pressure, depending on how or if the fluid’s contained. Solutions considered in the case of a transfer system that hugged the large laser’s chamber had been either a convoluted and expensive rerouting of just about everything, or a staggered series of hydraulic units working separately or in concert as pressure demanded. One was guaranteed to cause more problems than it solved and the other was finicky.

      But what if heat wasn’t the problem? What if thermal energy were part of the solution?

      Sixteen hours and forty-seven minutes after asking that question, Lucia had the answer in her hands. Well, on her workbench. At sixteen kilos, she’d let someone else pick it up.

      In the morning—later today—the control interface would be bench tested to confirm she’d done what she thought she’d done. Then it would be taken apart—every component documented, diagrammed, recorded, and replicated right down to the file marks—before being reassembled and assigned a place of honor (or ignominy, depending on field trials) on the numbered racks surrounding GHR Prototype Five.

      Safety glasses off, Lucia turned her creation under the light, giving it one last critical evaluation. If anything wasn’t perfect, she couldn’t see it. Satisfied, she slid her files into their sheaths, racked the grinder, and dropped the polishing cloths in the waste. The laser etcher—not engraver, cutting too deep risked compromising the housing integrity—was hot before she remembered to put the safety glasses back on.

      I remember Cavaletta. The one who blinded herself with vanity, right?

      She only needed one hand for the etcher, the other held the glasses in place. Small l for Lucia, small a for Angelina, and a small c to begin Cavaletta. Her “official” autograph signature was part homage to her mother’s favorite Terran poet and part little joke of her own.

      The steel door at the head of the catwalk slammed open.

      Lucia jumped, her involuntary jerk mangling the autograph’s final a.

      “Run!”

      It was Jennings, night security, leaning drunkenly over the railing.

      No. Not drunk. Hurt.

      “Run…” His voice was weak. He slumped, his legs folding as he clung to the rail.

      Training saved Lucia from frozen immobility. She set the etcher in its rest, doused her task light, and pulled off her glasses and gloves in the time it took Jennings to settle to the floor. By the time figures appeared in the doorway she was crouched, lower than the tables, and working her way toward the deeper shadows of heavy component storage.

      “He warned someone. There’s an active workstation.”

      He meant the cannibalized component on the disassembly bench. She hadn’t been able to shut off that task light.

      “Jammers are up and lines are cut,” someone answered. “He’s not going anywhere, and he can’t call for help.”

      “Concise summary of the obvious.” A third voice. “But whoever he is can help us cut through the crap and get the data we need. Find him.”

      “Yes, sir,” said three male voices—the first two and a new one.

      At least four intruders.

      Lucia had no doubt the smallest of them had twice her mass, probably all muscle, and seeing Jennings fall told her they were willing and able to kill when it suited them. On her knees behind the last workstation, she shed her lab coat and draped it over the stool. Maybe it would look like it’d been casually left at end of shift and not belatedly abandoned by someone who forgot they were wearing white while hiding in shadows. Good thing the overhead lights were on timers—she wouldn’t be hiding at all if the invaders could get the hangar fully lit.

      She crabbed to the shelves on toes and fingertips, then rose to a crouch to scurry—glad of her crepe-soled lab shoes—toward the racks of armor plating. The men’s voices were indistinct behind her. Conversational. They were making no effort at stealth as they quartered the work area trying to flush their quarry. If their relaxed and casual tone was meant to unnerve her, it worked beautifully.

      Lucia found some hope in the fact they didn’t have thermal or other sensors—if they’d had, they would have found her already. On the other hand, there were only so many places to hide, and she had no idea how long it would be before security mounted a rescue.

      “Gryphon,” someone said loudly, then laughed. “Legal would be all over them on trademark.”

      “Gray Hawk,” said another voice.

      They were reading the remotely potential ’Mech names on the odds board.

      “Grendel,” said the first. “Someone read a book.”

      “Ghost Hunter.” The leader. “Confirmation, if we needed it, that we’re in the right place.”

      A curved section of shoulder plate was the perfect hiding spot. Lucia forced as much air as she could from her lungs, flattening herself to wriggle under the reinforced ceramic. The metal shelf grid cut into her back, but the dome above her—centimeters from her nose—was so shallow no one would imagine it could hide a person.

      She could still hear the voices, though the words were again indistinct. Relaxed, like they had no cares and were in no hurry.

      Where was security? Dead.

      The certainty chilled her. Jennings. Ricco. Ericson, just back from having her twins. Wallace. The Star League Defense Force had some sort of garrison around the plant—she passed through it, scanned and recorded as she signed in and out, twice each day. But Lantren ran its own security inside the plant. Good people, the ones she knew, and good at their jobs because Lantren shaved pennies on lights, not security. But they were good people, good at their jobs, who hadn’t expected any trouble at all inside a solid ring of SLDF security. Nguyen. Pace. What’s her name—Evers?—with the red hair. They’d stood no chance against spies—assassins—good enough to outsmart the SLDF. They were all dead.

      An angry buzz. Brief. Then a moment of silence. No voices. Again. Maybe a bit louder?

      Lucia strained to hear, to identify the noise.

      Again. Definitely a shade louder. Again. Louder. Closer?

      She thought she heard a crackling sound, faint, and something like a hum beneath the coarse buzz.

      Ag—

      Lucia shrieked. She threw herself helplessly against the half ton of armor above her—pounding, clawing to escape the metal grid burning into her flesh.

      The agony stopped.

      Hands grabbed her ankles and yanked. She was dragged roughly into the open—scraping her back, her arms, banging her face on the edge of the armor—and stood her on her feet.

      “It’s a kid!”

      Two men, big, one holding her the other holding two leads connected to a heavy generator strapped to a dolly. They’d been running current through the metal shelves, one at a time—letting electricity shock their prey into breaking cover. Easier than peering into every cranny.

      “Scratch that,” said the man with the leads, facing her. He was talking into a headset, she realized. “One adult female. One-forty-five—”

      “One-forty-seven,” Lucia corrected, habit momentarily victorious over terror.

      “Hundred and forty-seven centimeters, maybe forty kilos soaking wet.”

      “That would be…” The voice of the leader, tinny through the headset speaker, paused. No doubt he was consulting data. “Control System Design Specialist Lucia Cavaletta.”

      His pronunciation was Deutsch, or maybe English. It ignored the lilt and roll of her name, rendering a flat Kav-el-etta instead of the musical Kah-vah-LAY-tah. Lucia felt no urge to correct him.

      “One of the artists responsible for all these beautiful originals,” the leader was saying. “Bring her.”

      Her mind was clearing. Intellectually she knew her back was probably not the torn and bloody mess her nerves insisted it was, but that was no consolation. She still needed the huge hand crushing her biceps to stand, much less walk. Running was out of the question.

      Two more men were waiting for them by the workstation with the actuator she’d dismantled. She assumed the one with his hip on the table was the leader. He didn’t look like an evil mastermind—none of the men looked like anything. There wasn’t a distinguishing feature among them. Nondescript. Unremarkable. Deliberately and meticulously forgettable.

      And relaxed. Men with all the time in the world. Her faint hope of rescue died.

      The bright task light had been shifted away from the table to glare down on a chair where the stool had been. From the break area, she recognized. The computer terminal was on but not connected. They apparently had copies of personnel files, but not the protocols to access the system.

      She did not resist as they secured her ankles to the legs of the chair, her wrists to its arms. There was a row of tools on the bench, between the terminal’s keypad and the very first casing she’d been proud enough to autograph. Pliers, of course, and various blades; a soldering iron on its rest and, leaning against it, a steel wire already glowing cherry hot.

      The leader was speaking. Threats, no doubt. Or promises of reward for cooperation. She ignored him, willing her mind not to comprehend his words. She didn’t know if her captors served Amaris or Steiner or Liao, and she didn’t care. They were here to steal a weapon of war—a weapon they would turn on her world, use to kill her people.

      And she was the only one who could stop them.

      

      
        
        0917 HOURS

      

      

      Lantren Industries Research Operations Supervisor Aaron Bosworth flattened himself against the wall, giving the forensics techs as much room to pass as the catwalk allowed. They carried a stretcher between them. A stretcher bearing the shape of a pitifully small body wrapped in sheets. Wrapped in bloody sheets. Aaron averted his gaze.

      “Dr. Bosworth?” A man in SLDF Army greens greeted him at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Mister,” Bosworth corrected. “I administer, I don’t science.” He cringed at his habitual disclaimer. Not the right thing to say at all.

      “Captain Scarlatti,” the officer introduced himself. Bosworth didn’t recognize the patch on his shoulder. Constabulary, he supposed, or maybe counterespionage. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Not at—my God!”

      Blood. So much blood soaked into the chair, spilled on the floor, spattered on the workstation. Technicians, masked and gloved, were carefully—almost reverently—collecting tiny bits of, bits of…

      Bosworth shuddered and looked away.

      “Sorry,” Scarlatti said. “I should have warned you.”

      “No warning could prepare a man for that.”

      “True,” Scarlatti agreed. “Would you care to sit down.”

      “Not here. Perhaps we could move, um, this way?”

      “Of course.”

      The SLDF officer matched Bosworth’s pace, letting the administrator pull himself together.

      “Lucia was tortured?” he asked unnecessarily. Scarlatti nodded. “Without going into detail—”

      “Please don’t.”

      “Yes, she was tortured. For more than an hour, quite likely two.”

      Bosworth swayed against an assembly bench. Scarlatti put a stool by him and he sat.

      “Who would do such a thing?”

      “Evidence indicates Defiance Industries, acting on its own,” Scarlatti said. “Which could mean another House is trying to implicate Steiner. More likely it was Steiner trying to establish plausible deniability.”

      “Two hours.”

      “That is excessive,” Scarlatti mistook Bosworth’s horror for a question. “It would have been quicker to breach the system—but they evidently didn’t realize that until it was too late, and they had no choice but to continue. They’d wasted too much time thinking they had plenty of time.

      “What’s remarkable isn’t how long they took, but how long she—Lucia?—held out.”

      Bosworth said nothing.

      “Tell me about this BattleMech she worked so hard to protect.” Bosworth looked up at the odds board—the techs’ and specialists’ silly naming game.

      “It’s just a BattleMech,” he said. “Something different, but not too—a hunter, a survivor, a heavy that can go alone.”

      Scarlatti followed Bosworth’s gaze to the odds board. “Sounds impressive.” He paused, waiting for Bosworth to look at him. “I need you to override her codes. We need to know what she gave them.”

      “You said she fought them.”

      “She put up a hell of a fight, for longer than most people could,” Scarlatti confirmed. “But her fingerprints, in her blood, are on the keyboard. She gave them something.”

      Bosworth blinked.

      “We need to know how bad this is,” Scarlatti prompted. “And we need to know who to go after.”

      “Of course,” Bosworth gathered himself. “Who the hell to go after.”

      He pulled the terminal to life and tapped in a rapid series of codes. He didn’t care the SLDF officer could see his every keystroke. Lucia’s avengers would have every tool he could give them. Her lockouts surrendered to his admin code. Her files opened. In three taps he had her activity log—

      “Ghost Hunter.”

      “What?”

      “Ghost Hunter,” Bosworth repeated, double checking the data. “She gave them Ghost Hunter.”

      “What is Ghost Hunter?”

      “GHR Prototype One,” Bosworth said. “Stealth technology.” “She gave them a hunter-killer heavy with stealth technology?”

      “Yes. No. Yes.” Bosworth waved the confusion away. “We didn’t develop stealth technology, but we wanted our first BattleMech to be something special. Dominate the market and establish our name right out of the box. Ghost Hunter incorporated an aggressive stealth technology that we’d acquired from—someone we thought we could trust. The stealth system’s matchup with our sensor and targeting arrays looked beautiful on paper. Elegant, our people called it, only a few inconsequential variances kept it from being perfect.”

      “Surely you didn’t keep the plans for this acquired technology here, in your test lab?”

      “It streamlined integration,” Bosworth shrugged. “And we knew everything would be perfectly safe with…” His voice trailed off. “We thought we were safe.”

      Scarlatti did not respond.

      “But their calculations completely underestimated the danger,” Bosworth said. “Powering up triggered an a-synchronic feedback loop that heterodyned catastrophically in milliseconds.”

      “She gave them a hunter-killer heavy with stealth technology that doesn’t work?”

      Bosworth nodded.

      “The plans look perfect, the computer modeling is flawless.” He pointed at the screen as if Scarlatti could see the truth in the file list. “That’s what she gave them. But she didn’t give them the live test data.”

      “And if they do their own live test based on the files she gave them?”

      “They’ll fry their testbed mainframe before they realize there’s a problem,” Bosworth said. “At the very least. We lost a year cleaning up that mess. Why would she go through torture to protect useless information?”

      “Because she was coraggoisa,” Scarlatti said. “Courageous. Magnificently so.”

      “What?”

      “She sold it,” Scarlatti’s voice was rough. “She knew they wouldn’t believe anything she gave up too early. She knew they had to break her, she knew they wouldn’t believe a word she said until they hurt her so bad she was begging them to kill her.

      “So she fought them with everything she had. She fought them ’til they broke her.” Scarlatti paused, blinking. “And then she took them down.”

      Bosworth blinked against the sting in his own eyes.

      “I didn’t know her personally. No more than to nod to,” he said. “But saw her performance reviews, signed off on all her raises.

      “We all knew Cavaletta was something special.”

      “Cavaletta?”

      “Her,” Bosworth motioned at the screen. “Lucia Cavaletta.”

      Scarlatti stared at him for a moment, then looked up at the odds board. He cleared his throat.

      “If I might suggest?”

      

      
        
        PORT PAIX, LE BLANC

        DRACONIS MARCH, FEDERATED SUNS

        13 APRIL 2830

      

      

      “Hey, Rossi!”

      Tony Rossi jumped, not quite dropping his calipers. Looking between his feet, he saw McGuire’s mottled, grinning face haloed in a cloud of red curls had been thrust through the access hatch at the foot of the ladder.

      “Check this out!” The head disappeared.

      Rossi sighed. In the six months since hiring McGuire, he’d learned that level of excitement meant the kid had no idea what he was talking about.

      Give him an armature to true or a circuit gremlin to hunt down and McGuire was a genius. Ask him to predict which horizon the sun would rise over and he’d be stumped. His talents for fixing anything he set is mind to was second only to his talents for losing every cent he earned. Sucker bets and magic charms were his specialty.

      He’d sent the kid to pick up some gray market parts Wong had promised. Not to pay for—he wasn’t that stupid—but it would be just like that lestofante to conveniently “forget” Rossi had instructed her, repeatedly, not to extend his credit to his employees. Rossi mentally prepared himself for whatever well-intentioned mayhem the kid had wrought as he eased out of the Centurion’s leg.

      “What?” He tried to make it a question, not a demand. No need to hurt the kid’s feelings until he knew the extent of the damage.

      McGuire waved an arm grandly—he had an eight-year-old’s sense of showmanship—and indicated a burnished metal component displayed in the center of a hastily cleared cutting table.

      What Rossi didn’t see immediately was the cart of parts he’d sent McGuire to collect. Before he could ask, Caufmann whistled and waved—he and Reynolds had taken possession of the materiel and were wheeling it toward the vehicle bays. Reassured, he spared the unwanted piece of expensive-looking equipment a second glance then gave McGuire his full attention.

      “What?” he repeated, still inquiring. “It’s a fluidic control actuator.”

      “I see that.”

      There was a moment of silence while McGuire figured out Rossi wanted more information.

      “It’s for a Grasshopper.”

      “I recognize the configuration.” The second pause was shorter.

      “It can replace that control module that’s giving us fits.” McGuire waved toward the shadowy shape of the Grasshopper in the far corner of the hangar. “If we can get that heavy running, we can make some real money.”

      Rossi recognized his own words being parroted back at him. A reputation for selling properly refurbished BattleMechs, not salvage, is what drew mercenaries willing to pay for quality to Tony Rossi’s. A credo he drilled into every new hire’s head. But the fact it was fresh in his newest hire’s head did not mean his newest hire understood what it meant. Case in point:

      “We only make real money from a rebuilt ’Mech if we can avoid spending too much real money rebuilding the ’Mech,” he explained. “If we spend too much, we end up losing more real money than the real money we make. And if that happens too often, I won’t be able to afford so many people working for me.”

      McGuire nodded at the wisdom of Rossi’s words, completely missing the message.

      “It’s a custom job,” he said. “All materials exceed specs and everything is hand fitted. Mrs. Wong said it’s a masterpiece, a one-off handcrafted at least a hundred years ago, maybe even two. She said it came from an antique BattleMech used by the Draconis Combine’s elite kamikaze warriors.”

      Rossi looked over at the Grasshopper—anywhere except at the shining innocence in front of him. He could just see Wong piling absurdity on absurdity, waiting for the kid to tumble to the fact she was spinning lies. Had she been amused or appalled that he never had? Amused, definitely. No wonder she’d extended him credit on the pricey hardware.

      “A Kurita never gave anything as good as a Grasshopper to those pathetic convict ‘kamikazes’ he threw at random worlds,” he said. “Two, the Grasshopper design is only fifty years old, so there are no two hundred-year-old parts. And gamma, you had no business telling that chiacchierone Wong we’ve got an eighty percent-operational Grasshopper. A BattleMech at a hundred percent is worth twice what it is at eighty. We want this machine pristine before prospective buyers start nosing around.”

      “Well, yeah, but…” McGuire stared at the piece on the cutting table. “But it is handcrafted. It’s perfect. You don’t get joins like that on an assembly line.”

      The kid was right, Rossi gave him that. Even at this distance the seams on any component housing should have been visible, but this piece looked like a polished ingot. Real craftsmanship. When it came to mechanics, McGuire’s instincts were golden.

      “And Mrs. Wong said it was better than new. Smoothest she’s ever seen.”

      “And you believed her.”

      The kid surprised him: “No. I made her run a bench test with me watching.”

      “And?”

      “Energy transfer twelve percent above optimal, response sensitivity above test parameters,” McGuire said. “Drop-off and flux were both good—not up to the other numbers, but at spec.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.” McGuire proffered a folded hardcopy. The numbers were everything he’d promised. “It’s from Lantren on Bryant. The folks who invented the Grasshopper.”

      “You should have led with this, kid.” Rossi said. “What I’m not seeing is a price.”

      “Yeah there is. At the top.”

      “I was hoping that was a serial number.”

      “No, that’s—” McGuire’s hand stopped mid-motion. He’d recognized the joke a half second before pointing to the serial number in its clearly marked box.

      Rossi liked the kid. Seeing signs he was developing a brain gave him hope.

      “But it’s worth that,” McGuire insisted. “Especially if it brings the Grasshopper up to a hundred percent. Even if it doesn’t, this is a bona fried work of art.”

      “‘Bona fried’ I believe.”

      “I’m serious,” McGuire insisted. “The guy who turned this out was a real artist. He even signed his pieces. Only the top machinists signed their pieces, and only their best work. A signed piece is the best available—better than anything standard issue.”

      “Signed, you say?” That was a new one.

      “Yeah, etched. It’s pretty small, but you can read it clear.”

      Interested despite himself, Rossi examined the actuator closely. There were tool marks, but exceedingly fine. Just enough to verify it had been assembled by a craftsman and not a magician. Nose almost to the metal, he found a slight misalignment. The actuator had been taken apart and reassembled at least once—but the bench test told him it had been put back together right. Nothing wrong with McGuire’s instincts, this was some of the best work he’d seen.

      “Where’s the signature?”

      “Here,” McGuire pointed out the discrete line of fine script, then read aloud helpfully: “La cavaletts.”

      Rossi laughed.

      “What?”

      “That’s not a signature,” Rossi said. “No capital letters, no periods—what made you think that was a signature?”

      “I’ve seen people not use periods in their signatures,” McGuire said. “And Mrs. Wong said many artists don’t capitalize their names because they think their work is what’s important.”

      “I’ll give you the periods,” Rossi said. “And that no-capitals thing is better than most of the crap Wong makes up. But this still isn’t a signature.”

      “What is it?”

      “A label,” Rossi said. “A fancy one, fanciest I’ve seen, but it’s just a label all the same.”

      “What?”

      “That s on the end is really a botched a—like the guy’s hand jerked—but all this does is tell you where the part belongs.”

      McGuire looked stubborn. He clearly wasn’t buying a word Rossi was saying. He liked having an artist-autographed actuator.

      “It’s Italian,” Rossi explained—gently, because he really liked the kid. “It says la cavaletta: the grasshopper.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Swords of Light and Darkness
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      Benevolence

      
        
        
        Benevolence and mercy, love, affection for other human beings, sympathy, nobility—these are the highest attributes of the soul. Just as water subdues fire, benevolence and mercy bring under their sway whatever hinders their power.

        The Tenets of Bushido

      

        

      

      Sam Tanaka, tai-i of Gamma Company, Third Battalion, Sixth Sword of Light Regiment, decorated war hero, leaned against the trash collection bin, squeezing his palms into his eyes to hold in the horrors embedded there.

      He huddled among the rubble of this nameless alley, amid seared and smashed hulks of buildings, ribs of steel spearing from shattered concrete, on a night so black it seemed that daylight would never come again. A searchlight from the regimental compound a kilometer distant swept blinding bright over the devastation. In the distance, the crunching footsteps of ’Mechs on patrol sounded like pile drivers.

      Despair clawed at him, chewed at everything he thought he knew. The coarse, jagged grit of pulverized concrete covering everything dug into his buttocks, but pain was the purifier, pain was the only constant in a universe fallen into madness, pain was the truth.

      Then a quiet scuffling, shifting, shuffling inside the trash collection cube pulled him back into the moment. Whatever it was, it was bigger than a rat. Other mammalian life in this razed suburb had long since fled.

      He jumped up and faced the bin. His right hand went to his hip, where his sidearm should have been, but wasn’t. “Who’s there?”

      The shuffling ceased. “Show yourself!”

      He snatched up a jagged chunk of ferrocrete the size of two fists and flung open the lid of the bin.

      It was empty. No, not empty.

      In the sweep of the searchlight, he glimpsed a doll’s head with one eye burned black, the other open and staring. A filthy, handsewn blanket. A half-empty bottle of murky water. Unrecognizable bits of paper and rags. Bits of wrapping from DCMS rations. A ragged hole in the back wall of the bin led into blackness under the rubble. More scuffling away. A rat trying to escape the predator.

      A large laser, a sword, a jagged chunk of ferrocrete, any of these could end a rat’s miserable life. Kentares IV was a planet full of rats to exterminate, vermin.

      Oh, but he was a skillful exterminator. His kill numbers could no longer be tallied. The decorations had multiplied across the breast of his dress uniform. He could feel their weight now as if pinned to his very flesh with serrated talons.

      Then nausea washed through him again. His breath was ragged, thick, the same choking air that had driven him from his quarters out into the open night. His skin felt cooked, like he’d just run his ’Mech to the edge of heat shutdown. The chunk of brick fell from his fingers.

      He clutched the back of his head, trying to breathe.

      The crunch of fifty-ton feet clumped nearer, and he dropped down again, out of sight. He carried his identification, but he was out of uniform, wearing only exercise gear. He had told the gate guards he was going out for a late night run. His rank and status had cowed the guards. For months, the Sixth Sword of Light had been shooting first—everything on the planet was considered a hostile target—and not bothering to ask questions later. Their campaign of extermination had been incredibly successful. No centers of enemy population remained within easy striking distance. They had become lords of the lifeless rubble of Kentares IV.

      All hail the Dragon.

      Even out here in the dark, he could not escape the images that denied him sleep, that had driven him from his quarters.

      With the rest of the galaxy obscured in the night sky by thick clouds—hiding the crimes committed here—he could imagine that he was just one man struggling with the tenets drilled into him from boyhood, the tenets of Bushido. That the ancient Japanese from a land—a planet—he had never visited could carry so much power a millennium after the samurai had ceased to exist…

      Another movement caught his attention in the darkness. The panning searchlight turned the night into rotating splashes of blinding white and cave darkness.

      “You’re too close,” said a small voice in a barely audible whisper.

      The darkness yielded no sight of the speaker. He said, “What do you mean?”

      “You’re too close to the monsters. They always find big people this close to their house.” A shadow shifted, a suggestion of presence.

      “Who are you?”

      “Nobody.”

      Just another rat, waiting for its turn to be exterminated. But the extermination had paused when Jinjiro Kurita, son of the assassinated Coordinator, left Kentares IV a few weeks ago. It was then that commanders had scaled back the extermination efforts, drawing down, citing “more pressing duties” than killing every man, woman, and child on Kentares IV. It had become a game of diminishing returns, with 90 percent of the population already neutralized. No one spoke of what had happened. Jinjiro Kurita’s absence gave them an excuse to sheath the headsmen’s swords.

      Sam’s Grasshopper, along with the rest of the Sixth Sword of Light regiment, had been called to maintenance. Not in stages, as normal, but the entire regiment. And the rats he had killed, personally, untold thousands, gnawed at his mind whenever sleep was near.

      “Who are you?” said the rat.

      “Nobody.”

      “You look hungry.”

      “I haven’t eaten in a couple of days.” It was true, such was the plague upon his mind.

      The shadow darted out. She was small, this rat, emaciated, with hair the color of mud, cheeks sunken and eyes hollow and furtive, in a filthy shift and leggings of gray rags.

      “Here.” She held out her hand, holding something out to him. He did not reach for it.

      “Here.” She edged nearer.

      A shard of blue candy, the wrapper half-untwisted, dusted with grit and pocket lint.

      Candy from a starving rat.

      He slapped it out of her hand.

      

      
        
        KENTARES IV

        DRACONIS MARCH, FEDERATED SUNS

        11 SEPTEMBER 2796

      

      

      Loyalty

      
        
        
        Loyalty and affection are ever in conflict. In the Way of the Warrior, loyalty must never waver. It is the highest ideal, requiring even the shedding of one’s own blood to uphold.

        The Tenets of Bushido

      

        

      

      “The Coordinator is down! Repeat, the Coordinator is down!”

      Memory of those words echoed down the corridors of Sam’s mind, driving other thoughts into hiding. The unthinkable had happened. The Coordinator had been shot in the back by a sniper. The entirety of the Draconis Combine’s forces had held their breath until confirmation came planetwide an hour or so later. And then, for two days, until the arrival of Jinjiro Kurita, the entire planet held its breath with anger and fear.

      Smooth as new silk, his Grasshopper had moved through the streets of Carinda City, a town of perhaps fifty thousand in the center of an agricultural bread basket. There was little industry in this part of Kentares IV, but it fed much of the planet. The Sixth had seized this province about three weeks ago, and with the help of the Seventeenth Pesht Infantry, had kept it suitably pacified.

      Over his exterior public address system, he kept repeating the words he had been given. “All civilians are ordered to report to city center immediately.”

      Among one- and two-story homes and apartment blocks, the ’Mechs of the Sixth Sword of Light Regiment walked the streets. The troops went from house to house, clearing them of occupants, forcing everyone to the city center, an open, green park surrounded by children’s playgrounds and burbling brooks.

      The mass of civilians flowed ahead of the Grasshopper’s feet, huddled masses shuffling forward, glancing furtively over their shoulders at the armored behemoths herding them on.

      Even after two days, Sam’s thoughts felt unmoored, flailing.

      The supreme leader of the Draconis Combine was dead.

      A private comm channel beeped a request for transmission. “Sam, it’s Errol.”

      Sam accepted the transmission. “A private channel? Comm discipline—”

      “Screw comm discipline. We’re not under fire right now.” Errol Ishibashi, tai-i of Beta Company, sounded shaken, his voice quavering.

      “Hold it together, my friend,” Sam said. “It’s a difficult day, but we’ll get through it.”

      Anticipation of retribution simmered in Sam’s gullet like bitter tea. The Davions were giving them a fight, but it was only a matter of time. The defenders were outmatched, overpowered, and soon to be exterminated, leaving Kentares IV in the hands of the Dragon. The Coordinator’s son, Jinjiro, had just arrived. Was he strong enough to take over leadership of the Combine now? Or would the Dragon bite its own neck to determine the next succession? And how would the rest of the Inner Sphere—

      “No, what are we going to do?” Errol said.

      “Go on about our—”

      “No, dammit! Is your brain online? Why are we herding an entire population into one place? Haven’t you thought about that?”

      In truth, Sam had not. He was simply following the last order he’d been given to assist in rounding up all the civilians in Carinda City. “I would imagine they’ll be screened for infiltrators and insurgents.”

      Errol’s voice relaxed, but only slightly. “Maybe you’re right. I hope you are. But there are better ways to do it than lumping them all in one place.”

      After several hours of clearing neighborhoods, the entire population of Carinda City was now gathered in the city center.

      The ’Mechs of the Sixth Sword of Light took positions at the major streets, blocking any exit. Squads of infantry were still bringing small groups, families with hands on heads into the park, shoving them forward.

      The afternoon sun’s light beamed down like a searchlight, too bright, too stark, too harsh. Comm chatter buzzed around him as the infantry formed ranks around the BattleMechs.

      Across the city center, Sho-sa Kait-linn Wong’s hundred-ton Atlas stood over the treetops, surveying the throngs. The battalion commander’s Death’s head cockpit gleamed like polished bone, an armored skull with a gleaming scarlet eye. Her voice came over the comms. “Second Battalion, energy weapons free. Target the civilians. Fire.”

      The deadly moment hung silent. Fifty-one BattleMechs raised their weapons. Screams of rising terror rose across the park.

      Errol’s voice came over the command channel. “Request clarification, Sho-sa.”

      Sho-sa Wong’s voice was as sharp and bitter as a sword edge across bone. “Target the civilians, Ishibashi. Our orders from the Coordinator’s son are to ‘kill them all.’”

      Sam’s fingers hesitated over the firing studs. His Grasshopper’s large laser and four medium lasers were charged and ready.

      “I will not comply with this illegal and immoral order.” Errol’s voice trembled, thick but steadfast.

      Sam whispered, “No, Errol!” Errol was closer to him than his brother, rising with him through the ranks for the Sixth Sword of Light, the Pillar of Ivory, of Righteousness, the most loyal of the Coordinator’s forces, second only to the palace household guard.

      Sho-sa Wong’s voice went quiet and deadly. “Then you are relieved, Tai-i Ishibashi. Tai-i Tanaka, you are in temporary command of Beta Company.”

      “Hai, Sho-sa,” Sam said, a lump of cold lead forming in his belly. His throat so tight he could barely speak.

      Errol’s voice choked out, “But—!”

      Wong’s voice was a hissing slash. “Do not dishonor yourself further nor endanger your comrades. You are relieved. And you are under arrest. Power down immediately!”

      Two blocks away, the arms of Errol’s Grasshopper went slack as it powered down. Errol would await his fate imprisoned in his own cockpit.

      “All forces!” Sho-sa Wong shouted. “Open fire now! These vermin must pay with their lives for the Coordinator!”

      Sam’s voice felt like sand in his throat. “Gamma Company, Beta Company, open fire. Energy weapons only.” Then he squeezed his firing studs and burned three clumps of rats into smoking chunks.

      Chaos exploded as the rats realized their fate. They charged the infantry lines and were cut to pieces. They tried to slip between the feet of the ’Mechs and were ground into pulp.

      Sam’s hands were slick with sweat. Fires blazed across the greensward, with every slice of laser and every PPC blast adding pools of charred, molten hell to the conflagration. Flesh and foliage set ablaze. His aim deteriorated. It must have been the sweat on his hands or the smoke from the fires.

      When the ceasefire order came, the interior of the Grasshopper was a sauna from its steady torrent of laser fire, even though it had been designed with plenty of heat management.

      The park was a flame-licked, smoking wasteland of craters and laser scars. Bulldozers were already moving in to clean up the remains of fifty thousand dead rats. The fires whipped up gusts of hot wind, billowing ash and scorched detritus.

      Something small and flaccid slapped against Grasshopper’s cockpit window. A tiny, charred sock clung there for a moment, its hand-knitted rainbow eyes fixed upon him. Then it slid out of sight.
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      Character

      
        
        
        A warrior’s first lesson is to build his character. Prudence, intelligence, and reason are all qualities to be esteemed, but should never supersede readiness for action—or inaction, as circumstance requires. Warriors must first master themselves because from there it is but a short leap to mastery of all.

        The Tenets of Bushido

      

        

      

      Chu-i Sam Tanaka, commander of Bravo Lance, Beta Company—the Stomping BBs, as they called themselves—throttled forward, heading for a high outcropping of rocks that would offer cover from which to rain missiles onto the incoming FedRat ’Mechs.

      Tai-i Gibbons’s voice came over the comms. “Devil Lance reports a full company inbound. Assault, heavy, and light lances. Target the assaults with all available LRMs. Lance Commanders, concentrate your fire.”

      At the mention of a full lance of assault ’Mechs, Sam stopped breathing. Beta Company had only lights, mediums, and heavies. The incoming enemy boasted half again as much firepower. Devil Lance was Beta Company’s recon unit of Javelins and Firestarters, light ’Mechs all custom refitted with Guardian ECM systems. They were doing an admirable job of pacing the incoming enemy, relaying telemetry and movements to Beta Company while keeping themselves out of range or line of fire.

      “Acknowledged,” Sam said, forcing himself to breathe again, using the moment to review the incoming targeting data. The enemy assault lance looked like a Stalker, a Banshee, an Atlas, and a King Crab. With the lightest armor of the four, the Stalker represented the easiest way to rob the assault lance of one-fourth its fighting strength; plus, the Stalker was deadlier at long range than close. “Bravo Lance, target incoming Stalker variant. Looks like it’s packing LRM-20s.”

      “Six kilometers and closing,” Tai-i Gibbons said.

      The seventy-ton Grasshopper’s paltry LRM-5 was nothing compared to the thunderous rain of an LRM-20. Its strength lay in the constant peppering of a long approach—troublesome, but easy to overlook as it chipped divots out of the target’s armor—until the massive punch of concentrated heavier weapons at close range administered an unexpected coup de grâce.

      Since taking command of this Grasshopper, Sam had come to relish that final, devastating punch. This was already a machine with history, with character of its own, character he could feel in its gait, in the sounds it made. Every time he went into battle, his purpose was to do honor to his weapon.

      The enemy assault lance moved in and out of target-lock as it approached through the dense, rugged forest. Massive boulders heaved up among the thick trunks of forty-meter trees.

      In this terrain, the Grasshopper’s jump jets made it much more mobile, even for a heavy ’Mech. The ground pounders had to pick their routes carefully, lest they find themselves unable to maneuver at a critical moment.

      “Charlie Lance engaging heavies,” Errol’s voice came over the comms. The thunder of autocannons and PPCs echoed among the boles. The strobing flashes of explosions shook the ground. Leaves fluttered down, even here, two kilometers from the engagement.

      Bravo Lance took its perch high on an outcropping. The enemy assault lance picked its way through the forest. “Two kilometers and closing,” Sam said. “Commence LRMs at maximum range.”

      Truc Corlis took the highest point of Bravo Lance’s position to give her Orion’s autocannon the greatest field of fire. She leaned into the crook of two massive boulders to steady her aim.

      “Corlis, weapons free,” Sam said. “Fire at opportunity.”

      “Copy that,” said Corlis with that tone in her voice that said she was already seeking a target.

      Bert Oda said, “Chu-i, did you see that?” His Catapult was positioned fifty meters to Sam’s flank, poised to unleash his LRM racks.

      “See what?” Sam said, his attention focused on the assaults’ approach. His lance of heavies would be outgunned, but they had the advantage of terrain and mobility. They would withdraw and attempt to lure the enemy assault lance into range of Beta Company’s other heavy lance; against two heavy lances, even behemoths would be cut to pieces.

      “Movement bearing two-six-zero, range approximately four hundred meters. Nothing on the scope, but I’m sure I saw something.” Oda was not a man to invent shadows.

      Sam turned the Grasshopper’s torso and zoomed his visuals onto that bearing, scanning the dappled forest undergrowth. His targeting scope was also clear in that direction, but what if the FedRats had set a pincer trap? “Hold position. I’ll check it out.”

      “You’re going alone?” Oda said. A lone ’Mech was a vulnerable target. But so was a flanked lance with its rear armor exposed, and he wasn’t about to withdraw from a superior firing position without good reason.

      “Two hundred meters,” Sam said. “I’ll be back before those assaults are in LRM range.”

      Sam turned his legs toward the area, a downhill slope thick with massive boulders in a dry creek bed. He jumped down from his perch to the forest floor. Without the rest of his lance around him, his belly tightened, his breath quickened. Just a quick dash out to check…

      Using his jump jets to leap over and around fallen trees and boulders, he throttled up to full speed, feeling the thrill of moving seventy tons as light as a feather. He had piloted ’Mechs of various sizes, but he’d never encountered one that moved so smoothly, with an almost organic grace. Most heavy ’Mechs felt like driving a tractor, but this one moved like a sports car.

      At 250 meters from his lance, he paused to scan the downhill. He cycled his view through thermal imaging, light enhancement, and EM signatures.

      There.

      He flipped back to the thermal imaging.

      A line of footprints, cooling in the detritus of the forest floor. Two lines. Three. All of the trails snaked out of sight behind a massive deadfall centered upon a bend in the creek bed.

      Sam called with growing alarm, “Beta Company, Beta Company, possible enemy presence in Grid Six-Juliet.”

      “No one’s in that grid,” Gibbons said. “Can you confirm?”

      “Visual on three ’Mech trails—”

      Missiles sprayed into his armored torso, sending crackling shudders through the ’Mech’s frame, filling his cockpit window with flame and smoke.

      His voice went low and calm. “Contact. Under fire. Repeat, under fire.” He jammed the throttle forward to present his unseen enemies with a moving target. But he had to get a look at the shooters. Finally, his targeting system back-tracked the incoming missiles. Two Javelins had nosed around the massive deadfall and unleashed a furious salvo of short range missiles.

      Almost as if anticipating his wishes, the Grasshopper’s jump jets blazed, thrusting him skyward over the deadfall. Hiding behind it were two more light ’Mechs. In the moment he hung at his jump’s zenith, time stretched until he seemed to have full minutes to choose his target. Center crosshairs on the nearest Javelin’s cockpit. One green and four blue needles gouged blackened furrows across the Javelin’s head. Sparks snapped out, and the ’Mech’s legs collapsed under it.

      Sam’s heat meter surged into the caution zone. A shutdown alarm sounded, but he kept the jump jets blazing, changing his vector in midair to drop beside the deadfall, out of the line of enemy fire.

      Gibbons was on the comms. “Bravo Lance, fall back and engage those lights.”

      “We’re coming, Boss!” Corlis shouted. “Hold on.”

      The air in Sam’s cockpit rippled with heat. Sweat slicked his palms and soaked his uniform.

      The three remaining enemy lights erupted from around the deadfall, raining fire onto the Grasshopper. With no option left to him but to die beneath the lethal hail, he slammed his feet on the jump jet controls, lifting him away from slicing lasers and autocannon shells. But the locked SRMs followed him, raking his ’Mech’s legs with detonations. His thermal shutdown warning emitted a high-pitched whine.

      The camouflage on the light ’Mechs’ armor looked wrong. Or maybe it was the armor that looked wrong. Even this close, Sam’s targeting systems would not easily lock on them.

      Alarm klaxons for incoming missiles sounded. The incoming assault lance had reached LRM range.

      Was that how the enemy had sneaked up so close? Some sort of stealth armor? He’d read about such things from the old Star League, but that kind of tech was rare.

      The Grasshopper pirouetted in midair. A quick vector shift, cut the jets, drop, slam the feet down into the other Javelin’s head. A thirty-ton Javelin could not withstand the sheer impact of a seventy-ton ’Mech slamming down on it. Up through the actuators and myomer fibers vibrated a tremendous metallic snap and crunch. Before the crushed ’Mech could bring down the Grasshopper in a deadly tangle of armor and limbs, another blast from the jump jets carried it aside onto level ground. The Javelin’s cockpit looked like a crushed egg, and flame boiled from a gigantic rent in its shoulder.

      An enemy Commando surged toward him, peppering his torso with short range missiles. Armor integrity warnings flashed. Another blast like that would bring the Grasshopper down.

      Suddenly, the deadfall exploded with splinters and bark. The shell from Corlis’s autocannon shot a hole clean through ten meters of deadfall, but missed its nimble target. The incoming heavies of Bravo Lance loosed a storm of death at the only target in sight, staggering the Commando.

      At this range, Sam could not miss. He spun and blasted through one of its legs with the large laser. The crippled Commando limped to a halt. A moment later, Corlis’s next autocannon round punched through the Commando’s center armor into its fusion engine. Sparks and plasma erupted in a blinding flash, then it collapsed onto its side. The last light ’Mech, a Commando, backed away, seeking cover behind the deadfall.

      Sam charged around the deadfall from the other direction, hoping the enemy would lose lock on him, hoping that the respite from jump jets and weapons fire would give his ’Mech the moments it needed to sink the Grasshopper’s heat level out of the red zone. The deadfall screened both him and the enemy from view of the rest of Bravo Lance.

      “We’re taking fire from those assaults!” came Oda’s voice.

      “Take cover and return fire of opportunity. This one is mine,” Sam said.

      The Commando had turned tail, maxed the throttle, and was picking up speed as it plunged down the slope. In a few seconds, it would be out of range.

      Sam drew careful aim. One shot. Alpha strike.

      Five laser beams pierced the Commando’s armor across its torso in a shower of sparks and coruscating flame. The Commando twisted and sagged sideways in a way that bespoke a liquefied gyro, then it stumbled and fell.
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      Honor

      
        
        
        Dishonor is rot in the heart of a tree. It weakens the tree from inside out. Consciousness of one’s personal dignity and worth is ever at the forefront of the warrior’s mind. A warrior must never be short-tempered, because he is bred to the privilege of his profession and thus bears the burden of greater power than any other. The warrior must be able to bear the unbearable.

        The Tenets of Bushido

      

        

      

      “For bravery and initiative under fire,” said Tai-sa Evan Watanabe, commander of the Sixth Sword of Light Regiment, “for singlehandedly neutralizing an unexpected attack, for exemplary leadership that saved your command from almost certain destruction, I hereby award you the Bushido Blade.”

      Sam stood at attention in full dress uniform beside the podium before the two hundred-odd MechWarriors of the Sixth Sword of Light, plus several hundred more technicians and support personnel. His heart swelled against the breast of his crimson-trimmed, snow-white coat. His body was as light as a puff of down.

      Tai-sa Watanabe stepped forward and pinned the five-centimeter scarlet disc with a black katana crossing the center to Sam’s left breast. Then he stepped back they bowed to each other.

      “May Bushido live forever in your heart,” said Tai-sa Watanabe. “May you serve as an inspiration to your command, to your comrades, and uphold the highest ideals of the Sword of Light. May the Coordinator himself look upon you and your family with favor. May the light of divine righteousness burn forever within you.”

      Tears filled Sam’s vision.

      He then turned toward the three other MechWarriors on the dais with him. Errol winked at him from that line. Errol and two others had also earned commendations over the last week of heavy fighting. He had held off an entire medium lance, allowing two of his severely damaged comrades to retreat under their own power, and scoring two kills in the bargain.

      The Sixth Sword of Light had finally driven the Federated Suns forces into retreat, giving themselves a brief respite.

      As Errol stood up to accept his award, fresh pride surged in Sam’s chest, and he held his chin high. He felt taller, stronger, for counting such a brave man among his lifelong friends. Sam and Errol had come up through the rigors the Sun Zhang Academy Cadre together, had shared live-fire training, had helped each other through physical and academic ordeals, and found themselves together in the most prestigious regiment in the DCMS. They had drunk together, fought scorching battles together, and fully expected to rise together through the ranks until they both commanded regiments themselves.

      Tonight they would drink together again, celebrate their victory, and Sam would tell him how he owed his commendation to his ’Mech. It was as if the Grasshopper knew what it wanted, reacting smoothly, effortlessly, to his commands. He never had to wrestle it.

      Errol would tell him that sometimes man and machine simply click together and combine into the perfect warrior.

      And they would clink their saké cups.

      Brothers in arms to the end.
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      Courage

      
        
        
        Courage is a virtue only in the cause of righteousness. Death for an unworthy cause is a dog’s death. True courage knows when it is right to live, and when it is right to die.

        The Tenets of Bushido

      

        

      

      Military Police removed Errol Ishibashi from his ’Mech and dragged him away in handcuffs.

      It was the katana Sam had received upon graduation from Sun Zhang Academy Cadre that, at sunset, he raised above Errol’s head. Sam had accepted the duty of kaishakunin as Errol bared his belly to commit seppuku. Sam begged his hands not to tremble, not to waver, not to miss.

      Neither of them could meet the other’s gaze. Errol’s face was a Noh mask.

      It was as if from a distance that Sam watched Errol and four other MechWarriors stab their dagger blades deep and drag them through their entrails. It was if someone else wielded the sword that severed Errol’s head. It was as if watching a holovid drama that he saw fourteen infantry soldiers summarily beheaded for refusing to fire on unarmed civilians.

      They were traitors. They were disloyal. They were not worthy of the uniform.

      That was the last day that Sam Tanaka slept a full night.
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      Truthfulness

      
        
        
        Dishonesty is cowardly, a dishonorable thing. A warrior never needs to make an oath. The simple act of speaking it means it shall be done. The surest way to cultivate sincerity is to encourage thrift, frugality, and abstinence from excess. Luxury is the greatest menace to honesty; it erodes strength of will.

        The Tenets of Bushido

      

        

      

      Destroying or disabling every facet of the civilian long-distance communication networks made the planetwide extermination possible. If the little rats had known how many of their warrens had been utterly destroyed, how many rats had been excised from the galaxy, how ruthless their exterminators, they might not have gone so meekly before the rat catchers.

      Infantry units were sent to round them up like docile, little pets. The soldiers were not to shoot them. Rats were a waste of ammunition. There was not enough ammunition in all of the DCMS’s on-world depots to exterminate 58 million rats.

      So the infantry commanders took to using swords to systematically behead all the rats they could find.

      But sword arms eventually wearied. Blades eventually dulled. The hearts of warriors withered under the onslaught of death, even the death of rats.

      The triumph of finally driving the last of the Federated Suns forces from the face of Kentares IV, the resounding victory the Sixth Sword of Light had sought for so long, had turned ashen, bleak, and empty.

      The ’Mechs of the Sixth Sword of Light, also known as the Ivory Dragon, representing the pinnacle of the Bushido Code, razed towns, villages, farms, scoured suburbs and city blocks for any signs of rat infestation. Every day, they turned in their tally of rats.

      Today, Sam sat in the cockpit of his Grasshopper. It stood, powered down, in the ’Mech bay alongside his brethren from Gamma Company. Technicians moved among the shadows deepened by the setting of Kentares’s star. One by one, floodlights came alive around the ’Mech bay, and still Sam sat unmoving in his cockpit. His hands, numb after all this time, gripped the control sticks as if glued there by the blood on them. His feet on the control pedals returned to his awareness, but somehow these small physical movements felt like a disconnection from himself.

      The hatch beside him sprung open.

      “Oh!” said a voice. “Apologies, Tai-i, I didn’t realize you were still here. Are you all right?”

      “Fine,” Sam said.

      “They called for officers’ chow over an hour ago…” The speaker was Sergeant Saru, the Grasshopper’s lead tech.

      Sam couldn’t imagine eating ever again.

      “If you want to stay put, that’s all right, sir,” Saru said. “I was just going to run up the gyros and targeting system and check the calibrations…”

      “Very well, Sergeant. I was just…finishing up a few things.”

      He unstrapped himself, flexed his limbs to reinvigorate the feeling in them, then climbed out. At the base of the rolling stairs, his boots splashed in crimson liquid flowing toward a drain grate ten meters away.

      Another tech was scouring thick, rust-red stains from the Grasshopper’s feet and ankles with a high-pressure sprayer. A cloying, coppery stench hung in the air.

      Paint. It was red paint.

      So much of it, though. Splattered all the way to the ’Mech’s ankle actuators. Matted with…

      He couldn’t bear to look closer. It was just paint.

      He stood in a crimson river, flowing toward the drain.
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      Rectitude

      
        
        
        Righteousness is the bone that gives strength to the arm of justice. The warrior must know right from wrong without thinking about right and wrong. It must be in his bones. Without bones, justice cannot walk, cannot see, cannot strike. Without righteousness, the seeker will never walk the Warrior’s Way.

        The Tenets of Bushido

      

        

      

      “It’s awfully nice of you, Tai-i, to host our little soiree,” said Rai Sakaguchi with a smirk. A tall man, peppered at the temples, with deep lines carved into his forehead and cheeks, Chu-sa Sakaguchi commanded Second Battalion, but tonight he carried a case of Kentaran wine under one long arm. “Two days of liberty and we can’t afford to waste it, can we?”

      Sam stepped aside and gestured him in. Behind him came a lean, hard-looking woman with a chiseled face like the planes of a ’Mech’s armor. She introduced herself as Krinda Ueda, a tai-i like Sam by the blue kanji on her collar.

      “You understand this is to remain utterly discreet, Tanaka,” Sakaguchi said.

      Sam could not very well disobey a superior officer, so he bowed. “Hai, of course.”

      Behind Ueda came four bedraggled women and two men—all rats—followed by two armed guards. The rats looked terrified, as if just dragged out of their warrens into the sunlight.

      “Where did you find them?” Sam said. “I thought we had cleared this sector.”

      “An unnamed acquaintance spotted these lovelies and saved them. They agreed to come on the promise that we’d spare them.” The look in Sakaguchi’s eyes suggested he intended no such thing.

      They were pretty, females and males, even haunted as they were by terror and hunger and besmirched with grime.

      One of the males, a large muscular one, carried a crate, which Sakaguchi directed him to place in the center of the room on a thick, hand-made carpet of intricate floral patterns.

      “Mighty nice quarters you have here, Tanaka,” said Ueda. She gazed around at the elegant paintings that crammed the walls of Sam’s quarters, frame to frame. A full set of beautiful, crystal-and-gold goblets awaited the wine. The pair of bejeweled platinum rapiers hung crossed above his hardwood dining table and gleamed in the light of the exquisite crystal lamp in the corner. Rubies and opals splintered the light.

      “Lovely taste in prizes.” Sakaguchi nodded his appreciation, apparently heedless that such opulence in anyone’s quarters was strictly against Sword of Light regulations.

      “Thank you, sir.” Sam bowed. “I’m glad you…approve.”

      “We must find comfort where we can in these heinous times, yes?” Sakaguchi said.

      The guards forced the rats to sit on the floor near the case. One of the guards said to Sam, “You worried about the carpet, sir?”

      “No, Sergeant,” Sam said. If the guards opened fire, he would just find another carpet. They had an entire, depopulated world at their disposal.

      “You may open the case,” Sakaguchi said to the rats.

      The male unsnapped the buckles and opened the lid, revealing a delectable mound of fresh fruit, vegetables, bread, and containers of delicacies grilled, steamed, and fried. The spacious crate contained more than enough for the entire party.

      The rats’ eyes nearly bugged out of their faces, mouths falling open, licking their lips.

      “We must show kindness to our guests, yes?” Sakaguchi said. To the rats, he said, “You may eat.”

      “And I’ll pour!” said Ueda, who opened a bottle of deep-red wine and began to fill the goblets.

      And so the party began. The wine flowed, a vintage sumptuous and rich; the food disappeared, the rats admirably restraining themselves from gobbling. On equipment Sam had taken from an abandoned recording studio, he played audiovisual recordings of symphonies from around the Draconis Combine, rousing martial marches, clever operettas. As much as he tried to enjoy himself, as much as the music should have uplifted his spirits, he found the black emptiness within him growing stronger and stronger.

      After sufficient wine, the night fell apart into disjointed pieces. Raucous laughter that was too loud and too long. Thinly veiled sneers directed at their captive rats, which they bore with averted eyes and false joviality.

      At one point, Sakaguchi lurched upright, half naked. “Sergeant, your sidearm.”

      Unease shot a hole through Sam’s armor of inebriation.

      The sergeant pulled his laser pistol and offered it with both hands to the chu-sa, grip first.

      Sakaguchi took it with an unsteady hand.

      The rats cowered and edged closer to one another.

      He pointed it at the metal ceiling of Sam’s quarters, took careful aim, tongue poking from the corner of his mouth, and fired, sweeping the beam across the ceiling. It left a blackened furrow in the steel. He laughed unsteadily, maniacally. A few more sweeps, and a crude caricature of the House Kurita emblem, a writhing dragon within a circle, had been engraved on the ceiling of Sam’s quarters.

      The laser pistol swept toward the rats, who cowered away. “Zap!” he said, and they flinched. Fresh laughter poured out of him.

      Sam drank until he had no choice but to fall asleep, and did so with a trembling rat in his arms.

      In the morning, he awoke to a headache that made him want to stare into the emission lens of his laser pistol and pull the trigger.

      Everyone was gone, and he never saw any of the rats again.
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      Respect

      
        
        
        Politeness is but a dismal virtue if it is actuated only by a fear of offending good taste. Rather it should blaze like the corona of a star from a sympathetic regard for the feeling of others. The highest form of respect is love.

        The Tenets of Bushido

      

        

      

      The little rat fell back onto her haunches and began to cry. “Why are you so mean?” She scuttled toward where the candy had fallen, snatched it up, and brushed it off.

      “Why are you still here?” he said.

      She huddled there in the shadows, hugging her knees. “Because I haven’t talked to anyone in a long time.”

      The searchlight swept across them again, and in that light, he recognized her face, even though he had never seen it before.

      “No,” he said, “I mean, why haven’t you fled this area? It’s dangerous for you here.”

      “I’m waiting for my mom to come back. She said to wait right here. She said she was coming back.”

      “She’s not coming back.”

      “How do you know?”

      Because he had seen her. That night in his quarters. He had… “I just know.”

      She squeezed herself into a tighter ball.

      “What’s your name?” he said.

      “Why should I tell you? You’re mean.”

      “You’re right.” He leaned his head back and clunked it again and again on the concrete wall. “Thank you for offering me your candy. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      An alarm klaxon sounded from the compound. She flinched and ducked deeper into the shadows.

      Distant PA speakers blared: “All personnel report to duty stations. Repeat, all personnel…”

      At this time of night, it could only mean one thing. Enemies had just jumped into the Kentaran system. The Federated Suns had come for reprisal. Did they know about the 52 million slaughtered civilians? No matter; the enemy would be repulsed without quarter.

      The urge rose up in him to run to his Grasshopper, to embed himself in the cockpit, to join with the only thing in the universe where some shred of his honor remained. Something deep within him stirred awake, something that had been driven into hiding.

      There was nowhere for this child to go. A few small enclaves of Kentaran civilians still existed, but the nearest of those was hundreds of kilometers away. There was nothing here for her, only ’Mechs, infantry patrols, and rubble wasteland. Perhaps she was stealing into the base’s rubbish bins at night to find food. Soon the DropShips would come to relocate the Sixth Sword of Light to the next battlefield.

      Certainty of this little girl’s fate filled the void in his belly with cold ashes. She would die. And there was nothing he could do about that. Once the Sixth departed, there would be no food for her to scavenge within ten kilometers. If he took her with him, they would both be executed, she as a rat and he for treason.

      For a long time, he thought about it, ignoring the distant summons.

      He thought about it until the mechanical pounding of moving ’Mechs carried over the distance. The Sixth was mobilizing. He was reporting late—in effect he was AWOL—but dull lassitude pervaded the Sixth at every level of command. Those who noticed his tardiness would simply shrug it off.

      The girl was going to die. But perhaps he could give her a few days of relative comfort before someone noticed her. Perhaps in the meantime he could find a place for her. The Grasshopper’s cockpit was spacious enough for her to hide for a while, with food stores and sanitation facilities. Such was the disgraceful state of the entire Sixth Sword of Light that the gate guards were unlikely even to question his bringing a little girl onto the base.

      And if command discovered his treason? Better to open his belly than to add the blood of any more civilians to his hands.

      “Do you want to live?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “I was mean to you, and I’m sorry. But I want to help you now. I don’t want you to get hurt.” He offered his hand.

      She held her place, looking at him, eyes wide and fearful.

      “Please,” he said. The dark, grimy sight of her blurred through his own tears.

      She took his hand.
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