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      It is the year 3057. Mankind inhabits the stars, but has taken his warlike nature with him. The thousands of human-occupied worlds of the Inner Sphere were once bound together in a glorious, prosperous Star League. With the fall of the League in 2781, a Dark Age descended as each of the five surviving star empires warred for dominion.

      For almost three centuries, the five Successor Lords fought among themselves in the endless conflict that became known as the Succession Wars. Millions died and a few worlds changed hands, but for all the fighting and dying, little changed until 3049, when the fierce warriors known as the Clans invaded the Inner Sphere.

      With their superior war machines and superhuman infantry, these warrior descendants of the legendary Aleksandr Kerensky’s vanished Star League Army came to reclaim the Inner Sphere. For three years, the Clans were unstoppable, until the Com Guards battled and bested them on the world of Tukayyid. Their victory bought the Successor States a fifteen-year truce, paid for with countless lives.

      Despite the truce, both sides continue to attempt daring raids and other dangerous actions in hopes of tipping the balance even before the day of reckoning fifteen years hence. Once more, the Inner Sphere trembles on the edge of apocalypse.

      This time, no one may survive…
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      The high-pitched trill of laser fire was briefly accentuated by the sharp retort of a heavy pistol. Esmeralda continued her journey down the underground passage toward the double doors at the end of the hall. Pausing briefly at the doors, she could just make out a trio of male voices from within the room.

      “Bah!” barked the biggest of the men as Esmeralda entered. “They’d never have us.” He accentuated his point with a single pistol shot down the length of the firing room. Even though they were underground, the retort was no louder than it would have been under the clear blue sky. Their Borghesian employers had apparently gotten around to installing the additional layer of sound baffling that Captain Rose had requested.

      Esmeralda glanced down the firing range at the plastic target sheet. As usual, Hawg’s aim with the oversized Sternsnacht was perfect. A single hole now gaped over the heart of the target, a shot that would have been an instant kill even against someone wearing light body armor.

      “And I’d not have them, either, if it came to that.” Jeremiah Rose looked over at Esmeralda and nodded briefly. Esmeralda touched her index finger to the side of her head, but said nothing. Rose arced an eyebrow in question, but didn’t voice it. Instead, he turned back toward the barrel-chested Hawg.

      “You’d have a hard time convincing me anybody is crazier than Sun Tzu, but if there is someone, it’s probably Aziz. She went ’round the bend even before I left the Com Guards, and we all know that’s been a while.” Though still speaking to Hawg, Rose had turned down-range and was holding his beloved laser at arm’s length.

      “From what I hear, the Word of Blake faction has found safe haven in the Free Worlds League. But that’s not so surprising, given that Thomas Marik is a former ComStar adept.” Rose aimed and pulled the trigger three times in rapid succession. The laser burned a single hole in the center of the target’s forehead, but made not a sound. Esmeralda still marveled at the pistol even though she’d seen it fired often enough. It might look like any other weapon of its type, but it was obviously much more.

      The well-worn plastic grip was too smooth to have been worn away by a single user, even if the pistol had been fired daily. At first glance it looked like a Nakjama pistol, which, on the surface, was not particularly remarkable. Jeremiah Rose had, after all, been stationed in Luthien during his service with the Com Guards, and the Nakjama was the standard sidearm of Kurita ’MechWarriors.

      Appearances, however, were deceiving. Subtle but important differences separated the pistol in Rose’s hand from the Nakjama. Indeed, Rose had told them that the Nakjama was based on his pistol, not the other way around. For one thing, the barrel of this model was almost a millimeter wider in diameter. That meant a larger alignment crystal, which translated into more power. The range was also much greater—not that range was ever a factor with lasers. Most people, even MechWarriors, couldn’t see as far as a laser pistol could shoot, and forget holding the pistol steady enough to hit a target at extreme range. What made the pistol special was what it didn’t do.

      Rose’s laser made not a sound when fired. Esmeralda had listened carefully every time she’d been near its firing, and had heard neither the familiar hum of capacitors nor the distinctive trilling discharge. All that happened with Rose’s pistol was silence and a brief flash of red light. The eye couldn’t really register the flash of a laser, but the afterimage was briefly burned into the cornea, providing the illusion of sight.

      Rose slowly lowered the pistol and turned back to Hawg. “Thomas Marik might still be in charge in the Free Worlds League, but we can’t count on that lasting for the length of a contract. The next House we sign with has got to be able to provide some stability, and Marik still doesn’t have that.”

      “But the League has been touched by the Clan invasion,” argued Hawg.

      Rose nodded. ‘True enough, but they’ve still had their share of problems, and the marriage of Ms. Marik and Sun Tzu isn’t going to make their realm any more stable.”

      “I concur,” put in the third man, who’d been silent until now. Esmeralda noticed Antioch Bell was frowning instead of wearing his usual grin as he rubbed his chin reflectively. “We shouldn’t consider Marik as a potential employer unless we’re willing to accept Sun Tzu as our potential commander—and if anything happened to Thomas, that’s what he’d be. I personally don’t believe he’s as crazy as everyone seems to think, but it does look like he only uses people for his own ends. I’d hate to see the Black Thorns become just another one of his pawns.”

      Esmeralda nodded in unison with Rose and Hawg. She was glad House Marik was being ruled out as a potential employer.

      “All right, then,” continued Hawg. “I’ll prove Mom didn’t raise a fool, and also eliminate St. Ives, Tikonov, and any other government along the Periphery. There’s no way they can afford us, and they’re not likely to be fighting the Clans anyway.” He raised the Sternsnacht and fired at the target. Rose’s mark disappeared beneath the larger hole of the slug-thrower.

      “Agreed,” said Rose. “I founded the Black Thorns to fight the Clans, and that’s what we’re going to do. That leaves us with the Federated Commonwealth, who’s currently signing the check, and the Draconis Combine.” He nodded toward Antioch Bell and glanced down the range. Bell shook himself loose from his thoughts and reached for his holster. Firing from the belt, he punched a hole in the target’s right eye, his Sunbeam laser making the familiar noises Esmeralda associated with laser fire. When she looked from the target to Bell again, the pistol was already back in the holster.

      “What about Rasalhague?” Hawg and Bell turned toward Esmeralda as she spoke. “They’re not out of it yet, despite the losses they’ve suffered, and ComStar is backing their efforts.”

      “Right you are,” said Bell, “but their leadership is totally demoralized. The people are still willing to fight, but the rulers aren’t willing to lead. Ever since their precious Prince Ragnar refused to be rescued from the Clans, they’ve been in a stupor.”

      “They might offer a high-risk garrison contract,” Esmeralda said.

      “You’re both right,” countered Rose. “We could probably get the work, but I don’t think it would be work worth having. Any garrison duty, even high-risk, would pay too little. We’ve got to go on the offensive, and that means signing on with somebody who has the C-bills to take this fight to the Clans...”

      “And that means the F-C or Kurita,” finished Hawg. “Both of them are on the rebound and ready to fight.” He fired twice down the range, matching Bell’s shot with his first and opening a hole in the left eye with his second.

      “You’re assuming we can even get on with one of the Houses, Hawg,” said Esmeralda. “What if we can’t? We ought to be keeping our eyes open for another local contract, like the one we’re finishing now.”

      “Esmeralda’s right again,” said Rose. “We’re riding some hot tech, but we can’t assume that makes us marketable. The F-C or Kurita make the most sense, but neither one is ideal. I’d prefer the Kuritas, but that’s personal taste.”

      “The Snakes? Why them? You’re not still mad at the F-C for what they did to your family?” Bell sounded confused and somewhat hurt by Rose’s rejection of the Federated Commonwealth. As a past member of the Federated Commonwealth Armed Forces, he retained more than a little pride in his former military.

      Rose titled his head and squinted slightly, an expression Esmeralda knew meant he was carefully considering his next words.

      Jeremiah Rose had been born the eldest son of a MechWarrior member of the Northwind Highlanders, one of the oldest and most respected mercenary units in the Inner Sphere. In the debacle that was the War of 3039, the Highlanders, fighting for Prince Hanse Davion, had attacked several worlds along the Davion-Kurita border. It should have been a good plan, but Theodore Kurita’s counterassault was even better; as a result, the Combine succeeded in winning back some of the worlds they’d previously lost to Davion. Rose’s mother was killed in the fighting, and Rose made no bones about the fact that he blamed Hanse Davion for his mother’s death. His anger had created a rift between Rose and his father that eventually led the younger Rose to abandon the Highlanders and join Com Guard, the military arm of ComStar.

      “No, it’s got more to do with the politics of the situation,” Rose said, but saw that Bell didn’t seem convinced. “Here we’ve got the biggest threat the Inner Sphere has seen since Stephen Amaris practically sitting on our doorstep, and the Federated Commonwealth is still trying to decide if it likes being one big, happy family. The new boys are a perfect example.”

      Esmeralda knew Rose was referring to the Gray Death Legion. The members of that crack mercenary unit would probably have been furious to hear themselves being referred to so offhandedly, but Esmeralda already knew where Rose was going with his comment, and agreed wholeheartedly.

      “Ever notice how closely the Gray Death is tied to Tharkad and the Steiner family?” she said. “Maybe it’s Victor Davion who’s officially giving them their orders, but they still consider themselves a Steiner unit from the Lyran Commonwealth. That’s where the Gray Death Legion began even before there was a Federated Commonwealth, and they’re still tied to that past.

      “And the F-C’s far from being one big, happy family. Most of the ordinary people—and that includes people in the military—still think of themselves as being loyal to either Davion or Steiner. They work together and fight together, but they don’t see eye-to-eye on many important things.”

      “Such as?” asked Bell.

      “The Clans, for one,” said Rose. “The Steiner side of the military has done a lot of the fighting and dying, and all the planets lost to the Clans have been on the Steiner side of the FedCom border. The Lyrans wonder why their Davion allies aren’t helping more, while people on Davion worlds wonder why they have to help at all.”

      “It’s a mess,” Rose agreed quietly, his eyes turned downrange as he squeezed the trigger of his pistol. ‘The entire Inner Sphere is mired in a web of politics.”

      “Except Kurita,” said Bell.

      “No, Antioch, I suspect the Draconis Combine is as bad as the rest when it comes to playing politics, but they’ve got two important advantages the others lack.” Rose didn’t look at his friend as he spoke, but continued to send shot after silent shot down the firing range.

      “First,” he said, “except for what the Combine has lost to the Clans, they’ve maintained a fairly stable border. And the ordinary Kurita people stand behind Theodore Kurita in his efforts to beat back the Clan threat. I think we can safely assume that Teddy will continue to direct his entire war effort at stopping the Clans, not in looking for ways to attack the Federated Commonwealth.

      “Second, the Kuritas have the most able military leader in the Inner Sphere. Theodore Kurita has proved that time and again. Unlike Victor Davion, who is still a boy, or Thomas Marik, who is, at best, a religious zealot, Teddy is a MechWarrior first, politician second. I think we can count on that.”

      “But the Snakes have a terrible reputation for how they treat mercenaries,” put in Bell.

      Rose nodded and finally turned away from the firing range. In the time they’d been speaking, he’d fired two dozen times at the target outline, burning through the torso, head and neck. He popped the energy cell from his pistol and replaced it with a fresh one from his belt before holstering the weapon.

      “Quite true, but I think that attitude has changed, or, at least, is changing.”

      “Why?” asked Hawg.

      “Well, ever since Wolf’s Dragoons and the Kell Hounds helped save the entire planet of Luthien from a Clan invasion, the general population seems to look upon mercenaries as, well, less unacceptable. Teddy has never had a problem hiring mercs, and the reports from Outreach indicate that the Snakes are offering decent terms and the widest range of contracts.”

      Esmeralda cringed at the mention of Outreach, and Rose asked, “Something wrong?”

      “That’s the reason I came down here in the first place. I got so caught up in the discussion that I forgot to deliver a message from Ajax.” Esmeraldo checked her chronometer. “Ria arrived on Outreach approximately thirty-six hours ago and has registered us with the Mercenary Review and Bonding Commission. She’s started to look for available contracts, but is wondering if there’s anything particular she needs to know.”

      Rose glanced around the room. With the exception of Ajax, the recon lance commander, and his sister Riannon Rose, who served as the executive officer of the Black Thorns, all the leaders of the mercenary unit were assembled in the firing room. It was true that the unit roster listed neither Hawg nor Bell as officers, but their experience and devotion to the Black Thorns had earned them a voice at impromptu meetings such as this one.

      “Well, unless I’ve completely misunderstood our current discussion, we’re looking for a chance to go on the offensive.” Rose looked around at the trio of nodding heads. “She should probably start with the Draconis Combine, then go to the Federated Commonwealth.” He checked the room again. Esmeralda and Hawg were already nodding, with Bell joining in after a moment. “Then it’s settled. If Teddy will have us, he’s the first choice. If he won’t, we’ll have to see what we can get.”

      “He’ll have us,” said Esmeralda.

      “Oh, really?” asked Bell. “And how can you be so sure?”

      She grinned. “If everything we’ve heard about him is true, Theodore Kurita is too smart not to hire a unit as good as the Black Thorns.”
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       Riannon Rose walked through the side streets of Harlech and marveled at the changes a year had brought. It was not that the city had changed so much—quite the contrary. It was she who had changed, and she liked the person she had become.

      Looking back, she realized how much trust her brother had placed in her the first time she’d come here, just as he was doing today. Harlech was the capital of Outreach, homeworld of the famous mercenary unit Wolf’s Dragoons. It also served as a mercenary marketplace where potential employers and mercenaries could find each other.

      Ria glanced around her, more from habit than because there was any danger. Still, it made sense to be careful, and her brother always reminded her how many mistakes it took to kill a MechWarrior: one. Of course you could get killed even if you didn’t make a mistake, she thought. You could get killed just because you were following orders, like Angus.

      An extremely accurate—or lucky—blast from a Clan PPC had killed her cousin Angus and his ’Mech with a single shot in the fighting on Borghese. Ria shuddered unconsciously at the memory. There hadn’t been much of Angus left to return to her uncle, but she’d made the trip back to Northwind anyway. She hadn’t wanted to do it, but Jeremiah had been adamant. As commanding officer of the Black Thorns, he’d have preferred to make the trip himself, but their contract with Borghese had made that impossible. As a result, she’d had to face her uncle and the rest of the family.

      Just then her stomach began to rumble, reminding Ria of what had brought her outside in the first place. She glanced around again and ducked into a small restaurant, but what she’d thought at first was a second, inner door turned out to be a heavily muscled Elemental warrior on the way out. Without thinking, she stepped aside, her small body no match for the hulking brute in front of her. If the man noticed her at all, he gave no sign as he crouched low to be able to pass through the door.

      Ria began to chastise herself for having so easily given ground. Would a real MechWarrior have retreated so quickly? She couldn’t say, but decided to find out. Turning on her heel, she left the restaurant. Ten meters away the giant was making his way through the crowd, apparently oblivious to the throng of people around him.

      Ria followed cautiously, maintaining the gap as she observed the man—if man was really the correct term. Elementals were Clansmen genetically engineered to be bigger, stronger, and faster than average humans, even MechWarriors. Trained from birth to fight in the special battle armor developed by the Clans, they were said to be unbeatable in single combat.

      Ria had seen armored Elementals in films at the academy. Working in teams of five, they could quickly strip the armor off a BattleMech, then fire their lasers at the exposed components. On Borghese, her brother’s Charger had been almost overcome by just such armored infantry, but skill and luck had carried the day. Watching the replays of the battle from tapes made by the Charger’s external camera, she had marveled at the fearlessness of these individuals.

      When the Elemental in front of her suddenly turned to his left, Ria briefly lost sight of him, but a quick trot put her around the corner and again on his trail. Back at the academy she would never have dreamed of tailing an Elemental. She could scarcely have imagined even having the opportunity, much less the desire, but here on Outreach anything seemed possible. Wolf’s Dragoons had strong ties to the Clans even though the unit was no longer a part of the Clan military. At the academy Ria had been told that captured Clan warriors would usually swear allegiance to the Clan that captured them.

      I guess that makes about as much sense as anything else about the Clans, she thought, studying the Elemental’s back. Why waste a good soldier just because he’s on the wrong side? And why be loyal to a side that obviously was inferior since it had been defeated in a battle?

      Academy instructors had been very certain that the Clans fought with a carefully defined code of honor. That fact had been verified countless times on dozens of worlds, but most Inner Sphere MechWarriors had a tough time defining just what was “honorable” to a Clan warrior. Most of the time you were too busy trying not to get killed by the Clanners to have the luxury of trying to diagnose their motives, but on the few occasions when an Inner Sphere force had actually won an engagement and been able to take any prisoners, the captured Clan warriors seemed to be model P.O.W.s.

      “Take this guy,” Ria said aloud. She quickly bit her lip and looked around. Nobody had heard, or if they did, more likely nobody cared. People from dozens of different walks of life passed her along the way, each one with private worries or intents. Ria walked several paces with her eyes firmly on the ground. “Careless, careless, careless,” she mumbled as she mentally kicked herself. When she finally looked up, the Elemental was nowhere in sight.

      “Now where—” she began to say, but got no further before an unseen hand grabbed her shoulder and pulled her into an adjacent doorway. She reached for the fist and pushed back, throwing her weight the opposite way, but the effort was futile. With a muffled thump, she hit the hardwood door, jarring her free shoulder and sending a pain down her side. She tried to draw a breath, but a thick hand grabbed her other shoulder and spun her around. The Elemental shoved his forearm under her chin, choking off most of her air supply.

      “I am right here. Now why are you following me?”

      Ria looked up at her assailant. He was even bigger up close, with ice-blue eyes narrowed to slits as he stared down at her. His features were perfectly formed, beautiful in every detail, but on a larger scale than a normal person’s.

      In answer, Ria kicked out with her left foot, aiming where his knee should have been. She was rewarded with a solid strike. For a moment, she thought she could feel the knee give way under the blow, but then nothing. The Elemental merely smiled at a kick that should have left him bawling on the floor. Even his teeth were perfect.

      “The first one was free because I judge you to be new on Outreach, quiaff?” 

      Although Ria lost most of the last half of his sentence, she knew enough to nod. Her blood was pounding so loudly in her ears that she could barely think.

      “Never seen an Elemental up close,” she rasped. At least not a live one, she tried to add, but she was out of air. The Elemental’s forearm retreated slightly, and Ria took a lungful of air before the pressure returned. She reached for the man’s arm with both hands, but her hands were too small to wrap around his giant biceps. She grabbed the front of his tunic instead.

      “I fight for Wolf’s Dragoons now. I remain a warrior despite my capture. I will not be followed, and I will not be mocked.” The perfect smile turned into a sneer. Ria saw his lips move, but most of his words were drowned out by her own rushing blood.

      The Elemental’s free hand drew back as Ria’s vision began to narrow. She wondered if she would pass out before the Elemental’s fist knocked her out, but decided that was unlikely. He obviously knew what he was doing. She kicked out again, but her foot smacked him feebly on the thigh. If he felt the attack, he gave no notice. The man’s smile returned, and Riannon closed her eyes in spite of herself.

      When the blow did not come, she thought she might have passed out. Slowly opening her eyes as the pressure on her throat eased, she saw the Elemental begin to lean away from her. When he released her neck, she fell back into the door jamb and tried to re-inflate her lungs. Heaving gasps of air seemed to work best, so she sucked at it in loud gasps, resisting the temptation to lean forward. A small part of her mind told her the lungs needed to remain expanded, not contracted as they would be if she bent forward.

      After several moments, her breathing started to return to normal, and Ria looked around for the Elemental. He was already fading away in the crowd, not even deigning to look back at her. Am I so little a threat?

      “How ya feelin’?” 

      Ria rolled her head to the side and looked at the lanky redhead standing nearby. The woman was smiling from ear to ear as if she knew exactly how Ria was feeling.

      “Feel like my ’Mech just stepped on me. How do you feel?”

      “Me?” The redhead just smiled wider. “Why I feel just dandy.” Riannon was beginning to think she didn’t like this red-haired female when a third woman joined them.

      “Can you move? If you can’t, we’ll help, but I think we’d best be on our way.” Ria looked over at the new arrival and noticed that the holster to her pistol was undone. “He just rounded the corner, so he’s out of sight, and I don’t want to be around if he decides to come back. So, can you move?”

      Ria didn’t really consider before answering. “Yeah, I can move.”

      “Then let’s be off.”

      Ria walked between the two women for several blocks, concentrating mostly on trying to breathe normally. By the time they’d reached the hotel district, she had most of her breath back.

      “Thanks for the help. I guess I got careless,” Ria offered.

      “I guess,” said the redhead. “Either that or you like your men really big.” Ria flushed as the redhead winked.

      “Don’t let Kitten bother you, missy. She talks like that to everybody.”

      Kitten smiled even wider. “That’s right, I do, and since I saved your hide back there, I was wondering if you would answer one little question?” Ria considered refusing, but didn’t have time before Kitten continued.  “You got any brothers?” Ria’s eyes went wide for a moment, but Kitten just laughed.

      “O.K., Kitten, that’s enough. I think she’s been through quite enough already. If you’re all right, we’ll be on our way,” the other woman said to Ria, already turning to go.

      Ria stopped her with a hand on the sleeve. “Wait a second. I do have a brother, but he’s not on Outreach.”

      Kitten laughed and snapped her fingers. “Just my luck.”

      “But since Jeremiah’s not around, let me buy you dinner. It’s the least I can do.”

      Kitten didn’t give her companion a chance to say no. “Free food? Well, maybe this is my lucky day. Where to?” When Ria suggested the Regalia, the restaurant at her own hotel just across the street, Kitten hooked an arm through Ria’s elbow and left her companion to follow. “Sounds good to me. Let’s get to it.”

      Neither Ria nor her guests were properly dressed for dinner, but she assumed that would not be a problem at this early hour. The hostess at the Regalia gave them only a slight glance of disapproval as she led them to a table. Waiters and busboys hovered around the women like battlefield scavengers, then went their separate ways once the food was ordered. The wine steward returned with a bottle from an unknown Davion vineyard and poured three glasses.

      “To my rescuers, whoever they may be.” Ria toasted each woman and sipped the white wine. “My name is Riannon Rose, but my friends call me Ria, as I hope you will. I am the executive officer of the Black Thorn mercenary unit, currently stationed on Borghese.”

      “That’s near the Clan boarder, isn’t it?” asked Kitten. Riannon nodded.

      “Well, my name is Katherine Kittiallen, but everybody calls me Kitten, whether I like it or not. I pilot a Panther—as if being called Kitten isn’t enough of a cat joke, but I currently—” Kitten made a great show of loosening her collar and pretending to be embarrassed, “—am without benefit of employment.” Ria smiled at the woman’s antics and looked closely at her for the first time.

      Kitten Kittiallen was long and lanky and almost totally lacking in feminine curves. Even her face was angular. But she always seemed to be smiling, which made her eyes glisten through half-closed lids. Her hair was deep red, a long, thick mass that shimmered in the lights of the restaurant.

      “My name is Greta Podell, late of the Rasalhague Republic,” said the other woman when Ria turned to her expectantly. “Like Kitten, I am also ‘without benefit of employment,’ Although I also find myself without a ’Mech.” Ria studied Greta for a moment, but if the woman was embarrassed by the admission of being dispossessed, she didn’t let it show. Most MechWarriors would be too ashamed to confess that they’d been shot out of their ’Mechs, especially to a complete stranger like Ria, but not Greta. “I’ve come to Outreach in hopes of joining a mercenary unit.”

      “As have I,” said Kitten.

      Ria looked at the pair of women. Unlike Kitten, Greta was muscular, but rounded in all the right places. She could easily imagine Hawg and Badicus fighting over Greta, had they been here in her place. She smiled at the thought. Even Greta’s hair, which was black threaded with silver, seemed attractive rather than old.

      “Well,” said Ria as the waiters reappeared with the trays carrying their food, “I already have a unit, but I’ve come to Outreach in search of warriors.” Neither Kitten nor Greta responded as the waiters hovered about serving them.

      “My brother is commanding officer of the Black Thorns. We’re only a demi-company now, but we’ve got several unassigned ’Mechs.” Ria pretended not to notice the sudden fire in Greta’s eyes as she went on. “I’ve been sent to Outreach to recruit new pilots and bring us up to company strength before Jeremiah arrives with the rest of the unit.”

      “You’re going to do all the hiring?” asked Kitten through a mouthful of veal. “That’s a pretty tall order.”

      Ria picked apart her game hen and considered. “True, but that’s my job. I’m the XO of the unit. Logistics are my specialty, but Jeremiah sent me ahead to recruit. If I give the green light, he approves it, and that’s all there is to it.”

      “Why the rush?” asked Greta. “If he’s going to be here in another couple of months, why not wait and let him make some of the decisions?”

      “Time is money, Greta. We’ve got several high-maintenance ’Mechs in the unit already, and we can’t afford to go very long without a contract. As it is, we’re considering selling one to help with the maintenance costs. If we want to avoid that, we need a contract quick.”

      “And the pilots to go with them, right, Ria?” asked Kitten.

      “Right.”

      “So where do I sign up?” Kitten asked as she popped a final piece of meat into her mouth.

      “Sign up? But you don’t know a thing about us. Why would you sign up?”

      “We know you,” answered Greta, “or I guess I should say we know about the Black Thorns. You gave the Jade Falcons a black eye on Borghese a couple of months back, right?” Ria nodded silently. “Even if everything went your way—which it probably didn’t—you’ve got to be a good unit to pull that off. The Black Thorns are good enough for us and for Leeza. The question is, are we good enough for you?”

      Ria looked at the two women, still confused by the sudden turn of events. “Who’s Leeza?”

      “Leeza Rippiticue, our roommate,” said Kitten. “The three of us split a room to cut overhead. We’ve been looking for a unit for almost four weeks, but still no luck. Leeza would have been with us this afternoon, but she had a simulator tryout with some yardbird outfit from the Periphery. Not that she’d take the offer, you understand. She just wanted the simulator time.”

      “By the way, what happened this afternoon? I thought I was about to become the poster child for reconstructive surgery,” Ria laughed. Greta smiled and looked at Kitten, who seemed genuinely embarrassed.

      “Well,” said Kitten, “you seemed to be having some trouble, so I chucked a bit of steel at Mr. Tall, Rude, and Gorgeous.”

      “A knife?”

      “Naw, it’s more like a weighted stick. It sort of captures people’s attention, if you know what I mean, and in an emergency it can be used as a sap. Once I had his attention, Greta pulled her pistol and told him to hit the road. You know the rest.”

      “And nobody stopped to help?”

      Greta shook her head. “The Elemental backed down pretty quick once I showed the pistol. He wasn’t armed, and there was no way he could get to me or use you as a shield, so he just walked away.”

      Kitten leaned over to Ria. “I had my pistol pointed at his ear too, just in case he got cute, or cuter, if you catch my drift.”

      Ria nodded slowly, realizing her two rescuers had put themselves in considerable danger not only from the Elemental, but the city officials of Outreach, to save her.

      “Ladies, again, my sincere thanks. Your actions prove you have what it takes to be members of the Black Thorns. If you’ll forward your dossiers to my account at the Hiring Hall, I can begin the examination process. Have your friend Leeza send hers too if you’re willing to vouch for her.” Both women nodded and Ria settled back into her chair. “And I’ll also see what I can do about getting all three of you some simulator time.”

      Greta lifted a glass. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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      The next two weeks passed much too quickly for Ria. Long hours spent poring over MechWarrior dossiers and declassified intelligence reports kept her awake far into the night. She scheduled interviews, viewed simulation tests, and made frequent trips to the Mercenary Hiring Hall to check on new arrivals. Often she would look up from her hotel room desk to suddenly discover that it was near dawn. She slept when she could, but the hectic pace was beginning to wear her down.

      Had any of the other Black Thorns been on Outreach, it would have been a great help to Ria. Not only because of the shared workload, but because the others would have been a sounding board for her ideas. But they weren’t here, and so she felt it necessary to go over every mercenary dossier three times, only to decide the document needed one more pass before she could make a decision. The benefits seemed worth the additional effort, but the weary Ria often compounded her fatigue when she decided to check yet one more time just in case she had slept through an important detail.

      Greta, Kitten, and their roommate Leeza were tentatively approved to join the unit. All that remained was Jeremiah’s formal approval to make it official. Ria had also recruited another dispossessed pilot, Jamshid Al-Kalibi, hoping to put him into one of the Black Thorns’ captured OmniMechs.

      Even though acquiring the trio of female recruits had made her assignment easier, Ria considered Jamshid the prize of the new pilots. He was rail-thin and approximately the same height as Ria. His black hair was always perfectly in place, and he spoke in a whisper, each word uttered with just enough breath to reach the other person’s ears. He answered each question with polite, yet firm replies.

      At first, Ria thought he was trying to con her into hiring him without a proper background check. If Jamshid was to be believed, he was qualified—at least on simulators—on every BattleMech produced in the Inner Sphere as well as on two Clan OmniMechs. Initially, she had dismissed his claims; after all, he was dispossessed, but a routine background check at the Hiring Hall confirmed his claims.

      Jamshid had served as an instructor with the Fusiliers of Oriente for six years, teaching recruits the basics of piloting a BattleMech. His service jacket didn’t give the reason for the split with the Fusiliers, but there was no evidence of ill feeling. Upon arrival on Outreach three months ago, Jamshid had begun simulator training on the two available OmniMech modules, the Mad Cat and the Fenris. Ria knew simulator qualification couldn’t compare to actual field training, but Jamshid was head and shoulders above other recruits in critical knowledge.

      The fact was not generally known, but the Black Thorns were one of the few Inner Sphere units possessed of Clan OmniMechs. Following their Pyrrhic victory over forces of Clan Jade Falcon on Borghese, the Black Thorns had scavenged the ’Mechs the defeated Falcons had left behind. Lacking the technical knowledge needed to salvage many of these marvels, the Black Thorns had been able to rescue only four of the ‘Mechs and a small supply of spare parts.

      Her brother Jeremiah piloted the 85-ton Masakari Prime. At least she assumed he was still piloting the OmniMech. The Black Thorns also had two Mad Cats and a Dasher. The heavy Mad Cats made a great pair. Ria knew Esmeralda already had her eye on one of them, would even be willing to give up her much heavier Marauder II for the opportunity to pilot one of the Omnis. If approved, Jamshid would pilot the other. It was the Dasher that was a problem.

      The Dasher was the lightest OmniMech fielded by the Clans, at least as far as anyone in the Inner Sphere knew. It was faster than a Locust—which made the Omni blazingly fast—and that was without the MASC system engaged. When operating, the Myomer Accelerator Signal Circuitry set atop the Dasher’s engine acted like an old-fashioned turbo booster by increasing the strength of the electrical impulses to the Dasher’s legs. With assistance from MASC, the Dasher could reach speeds of greater than two hundred kilometers per hour. Ria knew she needed a special pilot to handle that kind of speed and not get the ’Mech shot out from under him before the MASC had a chance to remove the Dasher from harm’s way.

      She had the field of potential candidates narrowed down to two individuals. Once she made a choice, it would bring the Black Thorns up to full strength if Jeremiah approved. The Thorns would enter their next contract a full company, with seven battle-tested members and five combat veterans who were new to the unit. She simply needed to make the final selection.

      A double rapping at the door of her hotel room told her the time for a decision was at hand. Straightening her uniform, she crossed the room, then threw open the door. Standing in the hall were two MechWarriors.

      “Greetings, I am Lieutenant Rose.” Ria smiled briefly and ushered the two warriors into the room. “I hope you will forgive my lack of formality, but I’ve found this room makes an excellent examination room.” The two candidates glanced at each other, but kept their attention focused on Ria.

      “Leftenant Donaldson, this is Yuri Dogdorvich. Mr. Dogdorvich, I don’t believe you’ve ever held a rank in the armed forces, is that correct?” Both candidates stiffened at the words. Each knew this was a MechWarrior contract, and that the only non-military MechWarriors were pirates. Donaldson’s hand dropped to her holster, but she did not touch it.

      Dogdorvich simply nodded. “You are well informed. My dossier was complete and well-prepared. How did you know it was a forgery?”

      “Your bad luck, I guess. I’ve got a friend who used to be in the Lyran Guard. I called him and asked if he knew you or any of the references listed. Of course he knew all the references, but he also knew they were dead, and he’d never heard of you, so I was pretty certain.”

      “I see,” he replied. “Just bad luck then. I’d hate to think I’d spent my life’s savings on a poorly constructed dossier.” Dogdorvich frowned. “I suppose you’ll have to tell the Dragoons?”

      Ria shrugged. “That depends. I’m looking for a pilot.” She turned to address Donaldson at the same time. “I know Donaldson’s qualifications check out. What about yours, Dogdorvich?”

      “The qualifications and kills are accurate. All I changed were the units involved and the names of the battles. I’m as good a pilot as I claim.”

      “I’m willing to pretend you’re telling the truth for now,” Ria said. “But I’ve got one problem. I only need one pilot and it’s down to the two of you.” She paused to study the two MechWarriors. “Suppose I tell you the slot goes to the last pilot standing?”

      Donaldson cocked her head, thinking about the question. Dogdorvich dropped flat to the ground and reached out with both legs, one in front and one behind Donaldson. With a single scissor motion he knocked her to the floor, using the leverage and motion to stand upright once more. Donaldson reached for a chair on the way down, trying to avoid the inevitable, but she only succeeded in knocking over the heavy chair. Dogdorvich focused on Ria. Donaldson turned red and started to stand.

      “Suppose I tell you the slot goes to the last pilot alive?”

      This time Donaldson did not hesitate. Rather than try to stand, she reached for her pistol, drawing the weapon across her body. Dogdorvich reached back between his shoulder blades and pulled an eight-inch stiletto, tip first. The lasersharpened plastic was dull black and uniformly smooth. A perfect throwing weapon.

      “Enough!” In the small room the sound of Ria’s voice shocked both pilots into temporary inaction. By the time the effects of the command wore off, both realized the test was over.

      “Leftenant Donaldson, thank you for your time. I apologize for the unorthodox interview process. That will be all.”

      The woman seemed ready to say something, but bit it back. Glaring at Dogdorvich, she turned on her heel and left the room. Dogdorvich kept his eyes on Ria, allowing the silence to build even after Donaldson was gone.

      “You’re quick,” she said.

      “Where I come from you have to be.” He reached back with his left hand and returned the knife to its sheath. “Does this mean I’m in?”

      “Time will tell for sure, but I’d say you’ve got a good start. I’ll need a real dossier delivered here by eight tomorrow morning. The truth this time. We both know you were a pirate. If you want to be a mercenary, you’ve got the chance for a fresh start, but that means the truth from this point on.”

      Ria looked Dogdorvich in the eyes despite the height difference. They were the same age, but there was something older in his face. Years of hard living, even by MechWarrior standards, had aged him beyond mere years.

      “You’ll have the report by eight sharp,” he replied. “All the truth, if that’s what you want.” Dogdorvich turned to go, giving a ghost of a salute Ria knew was her only thank you.

      “One more thing, Dogdorvich.”

      He stopped at the door, just as he was reaching for the knob. “Yuri, if you please. When I had friends, that’s what they called me.”

      “Were you really a Locust pilot, Yuri?”

      He smiled for the first time, and Ria saw a sudden spark in his eyes she wouldn’t have guessed was there. “Yes, ma’am, I was. I still am. I just don’t have a ’Mech right now.”

      “Would you ever consider piloting something else?” she asked. Yuri rolled his head back and looked at the ceiling for a moment before answering.

      “Yes, I guess I would consider it, but I’d have to call it the greatest waste of my life not to pilot a fast ’Mech. You know what I mean?” Yuri looked back down at Ria, holding her gaze with his eyes. “Something with more speed than armor. That’s the ’Mech for me. I’d take an UrbanMech if I thought that’s what it would take to get back into the hot seat, but I’d trade you a Marauder for a Locust any day.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Well, maybe not.” He smiled and turned toward the door. “But I’d trade a Shadow Hawk for one. Even up.” Still smiling, he opened the door.

      Standing in the doorway, right hand poised to knock, stood an elderly man in a gray suit. Yuri paused in the doorway, face to face with the stranger. Ria looked around the other warrior’s right side, wanting to see the reason for his sudden halt.

      “Good afternoon,” said the man. “I am looking for the Black Thorns. I am thinking, perhaps I have found them?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        HARLECH, OUTREACH

        SARNA MARCH

        FEDERATED COMMONWEALTH

        30 OCTOBER 3056

      

      

      Ria ignored Yuri’s questioning look as he left the room. She ushered her guest inside and offered her hand. “My name is—”

      “Riannon Rose, sister of Jeremiah Rose.” The man ignored her offered hand for several moments, so Ria let it drop to her side. “I had heard the housekeeping staff was better than this.” With a nod of his head, he indicated the overturned chair.

      Ria shrugged. “Just an interview.”

      “I see,” replied the man. Ria allowed him to walk around the room as he inspected pictures and peered through the partially closed drapes. He seemed perfectly at ease in the silence, but it was having quite the opposite effect on her.

      “So, who are you and how do you know who I am?” Ria asked.

      “You may call me Priam, although you can probably guess that is not my real name. I know you because it is my business to know everything about the people I may employ.”

      Ria noticed the particular emphasis on the word “may,” but she didn’t react. She had initially suspected the man was a potential employer, as there was little chance of him being a MechWarrior.

      His thin gray suit was neatly pressed, but slightly out of date. Although perfectly acceptable for most meetings or events, the utilitarian cut and average quality marked the wearer as a minor functionary. Either that, or he wants to appear that way, Ria reminded herself. If he’s a potential employer, he’s probably also a skilled negotiator.

      Looking over at him, she was startled to find Priam staring at her. “You were thinking?” he asked.

      “You sound surprised,” she responded.

      “Touché.” Priam smiled back at her. “I’ll have to be careful of such a quick wit. What I meant to say was ‘What are you thinking?’”

      Ria considered for a moment, then decided on the truth. “Well, Priam, I was just thinking you’re probably a contract negotiator. You’re either very well placed or you have no clout at all.”

      “Why not something in the middle?” he interrupted.

      Ria ignored the question. “You’re probably not Periphery, because they’re too self-conscious. There’s no way you’re Com Guard, because they always come in full gear. Word of Blake isn’t hiring, the Federated Commonwealth always comes in pairs, Liao always comes in threes, and Kurita...Kurita always surprises.”

      “You seem to know the territory.” Priam wandered away from the window and crossed to the room’s wet bar. “Mind if I have some mineral water?”

      “Allow me.” Ria intercepted him at the bar and indicated one of the overstuffed chairs. Priam took his seat as she poured two glasses of bottled water. Setting both glasses on the end table, she reached for the overturned chair and set it upright. As Ria took her seat, the two were able to share the end table and still maintain a personal distance. Priam sipped his water and regarded Ria.

      “You’re right,” she stated. “I do know the territory. Or maybe I should say I know the predators.”

      “You must be a fast learner,” he laughed.

      “I don’t think so, Priam. I’ve been here for almost six weeks and all I’ve done in that time is work, sleep, and eat mercenaries. I’ve talked to countless candidates, read three times that many dossiers, viewed every bit of holo footage I could find and talked to as many employers as would see me. Six weeks is a lot of time to do a job when there are no distractions.”

      Priam saluted her with his glass and sipped again. “As you say,” he replied. “Still, there are many units here, smaller than your own, I might add, who have sent more personnel to accomplish the job you attempt alone.”

      “Well, I don’t know about the alone part,” she said, “but I am a little short-handed. Besides, I’m just laying the groundwork. Once the rest of the Black Thorns get here, they’ll help with the work.”

      Priam took another sip and set down the glass. Steepling his fingers, he looked at Ria for several seconds before speaking.

      “I am, as you surmise, a negotiator, but for whom I cannot say at the moment. I am empowered to offer an initial contract, but I have several questions first.” Priam held up a hand as Ria started to speak. “I would not expect you to be able to accept a contract; however, I know you can convey my offer, should one follow, to your brother.” Priam again steepled his fingers and paused. Ria nodded her understanding and Priam continued.

      “First the hard part. The contract requires a unit no less than a company in strength. I understand you have offered several employment contracts, pending approval from your brother. Do the standing offers, when coupled with the current personnel, equal a full company?”

      “The Black Thorns have six warriors on Borghese. Those and myself make seven. I have extended four offers, which I expect to be ratified. I anticipate extending the final offer tomorrow. If it is accepted, the Thorns will be twelve strong.”

      “The young man who left as I entered, is he the final pilot?”

      Priam already seemed to know the answer, but Ria hesitated all the same in replying. It suddenly occurred to her that Priam was very subtle, having put her completely at ease. It wasn’t that she had divulged any privileged information, but she realized that if she wasn’t careful, the man’s smooth manner might lead her to betray the Thorns. She reconsidered her answer, still watching Priam warily, but he seemed to understand her dilemma and filled the uncomfortable silence.

      “No matter. Perhaps I should reconsider my approach. You are intelligent, but new to this process. I have, perhaps, underplayed my hand. Let me be as open as I can be to prevent any miscommunication between us, and ultimately, between my sponsors and your brother.

      “First, what I already know. The Black Thorn contract with Borghese ends in three weeks. At that time the rest of the unit will board Captain McCloud’s DropShip and return to Outreach, having turned over the defense of Borghese to a battalion from the Gray Death Legion. By the way, I would take it as the highest praise that Prince Victor has decided to replace your partial company with an entire battalion.”

      Ria tried not to react to Priam’s compliment, but she could not help but feel proud. The changes in the political and military situation on Borghese were the real reason the Federated Commonwealth had decided to beef up the planet’s defense, but there was, she hoped, some truth to the compliment.

      “For the seven pilots currently on the roster,” Priam continued, “you have an incredible twelve BattleMechs. The centerpiece of these are the four OmniMechs that the Black Thorns captured from the Jade Falcons. They are, I believe, a Masakari, two Mad Cats, and a Dasher. The remaining eight include a Charger, Banshee, Marauder II, Battlemaster, Warhammer, Shadow Hawk, Raven, and, of course, your own Phoenix Hawk. The Marauder and the Shadow Hawk are currently up for sale.”

      He paused, but Ria merely reached for her glass. Let him think what he wanted. In truth, the two ’Mechs were up for sale to help defray the considerable maintenance expense for the Omnis, but that was hardly the type of information a mercenary unit wanted made public.

      Priam accepted the silent response. “Of the four offers you’ve made, two of the pilots already have their own ’Mechs, a Mercury and a Panther, I am told. That brings the unit’s total to a staggering fourteen ’Mechs. Not bad for a new unit with less than a year’s experience under its collective belt.” Priam picked up his glass and silently saluted Ria before drinking.

      He’s right, Ria reflected. The Thorns had been luckier than most units and had doubled their total number of ’Mechs. The best news, however, was the actual ’Mechs themselves. The Black Thorns were very top-heavy, with a high ratio of heavy and assault class ’Mechs. Under most circumstances that would make the unit slow and cumbersome despite the power, but the four Clan OmniMechs gave the unit much more overall speed.

      “Given the weight and capabilities of your ’Mechs,” Priam went on, “your unit would be ideal for almost any company-sized operation. The only disadvantage—and it is critical—lies at the heart of your strength.

      “With four OmniMechs and five conventional ’Mechs of more than sixty tons each, maintenance and spare parts will quickly present a problem. The Black Thorns will either have to sell a BattleMech to get the cash necessary to keep replacement parts flowing, or they will have to take a high-risk, high-pay contract immediately. Perhaps even a combination of both.

      “Besides, the availability of parts and equipment is not necessarily enough. You would also need to acquire the knowledge necessary to repair the OmniMechs, since no technicians were captured on Borghese.” Priam again permitted the silence to build.

      He was absolutely right, and Ria knew it. Maintenance was a tremendous problem in dealing with the Omnis, not only in the field, but back at the base. The few Inner Sphere technicians who had even seen an OmniMech commanded outrageous prices and contract incentives. Even the worst among them was well outside what the Black Thorns could afford to pay.

      “How am I doing so far?” Priam suddenly asked.

      “Just fine, I guess. But I didn’t realize you were asking questions. The unit’s composition is common knowledge to all registered representatives of the Inner Sphere’s Great Houses. The new hires you could have picked up easily enough by watching activity at the Hiring Hall. As far as maintenance, well, your analysis is as close to the truth as any. Again, it’s common knowledge that it takes more to field a heavy ’Mech than a light one. OmniMechs are doubly tough at every weight class.”

      “Are all the ’Mechs operational?” Priam asked.

      “Yes,” Ria replied without thinking. In an era of diminished resources, many BattleMechs were forced into battle with broken components. That was one of the factors that made technicians so valuable. It was not unusual for a mercenary unit to have access to several ’Mechs, yet have only some of those ’Mechs available for combat at any one time.

      “More water?” she said as Priam was about to speak. He reached for his glass, but Ria was already walking over to the bar.

      “Will you continue to pilot your Phoenix Hawk?” he asked. She looked over her shoulder at him, but Priam was still looking straight ahead, talking to the air it seemed. Ria walked back to him and handed Priam his refilled glass.

      “Does that matter for the contract?”

      “No, not really. I was just wondering if you would stay with the ’Mech you know or move on to something else.” Priam sipped his water, regarding Ria over the rim of the glass.

      “Well, since it doesn’t matter, I’m sticking with my Phoenix Hawk. With all the travel I’ve had to do, I haven’t had the chance to work with another class. At least not yet. Maybe I’ll have the opportunity to train with one of the other ’Mechs when we get to wherever we’re going.”

      “Which brings us back to the purpose of my visit.” Priam turned to squarely face Ria. “I offer a unique opportunity for the right unit. It is, in effect, two contracts in one. Each contract offers full pay, and you are considered to be performing the first while fulfilling the second.” Priam paused, but Ria decided to hear the entire proposal before commenting.

      “The primary contract is for garrison duty. The length of the contract is one year, renewable upon the mutual consent of both parties. The supplemental contract varies and can be finalized at the time of your arrival at your new base.” Again Priam paused, and again Ria held her peace.

      “Several points of the contract are non-negotiable, and so experience has taught me it is better to cover these points in the first meeting. First, I may not discuss the supplemental contract with you, nor is it contingent upon the first. They are considered two concurrent contracts. Second, transportation may be provided by the mercenary unit, the Black Thorns in this case, but each DropShip or JumpShip will have a supplemental crew assigned by the employer. Third, there are no salvage rights for the garrison contract. Any equipment captured shall become the property of the employer. You are, of course, free to make whatever arrangements you are able to negotiate in the supplemental contract. Finally, all orders will be communicated to the mercenary unit via a liaison officer assigned by the employer.” Priam eased back into the chair, giving Ria a chance to consider these points.
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