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PROLOGUE




Ryco Pass

Glengarry, Skye March 

Federated Commonwealth 

0952 Hours, 17 April 3056




Laser fire flashed, a dazzling strobe of ruby brilliance searing through the swirl of smoke and dust. Close!

Alexander Carlyle’s ARC-4M Archer, seventy tons of towering, twin-fisted, steel-edged destruction, lurched across soft and uneven ground, each step a test of uncertain footing. Ryco Pass was an arroyo through the arid, near-desert terrain southeast of the Glengarry town of Halidon, a wide, steep-sided gully with a floor that was silt-soft layers of powdery, bone-dry sediments and sand washed down from the distant Teragorma Hills by snow melt and flash floods. Firmly packed beneath, the upper layers were soft enough to shift and give beneath each of the Archer’s ponderous steps, threatening to pitch the lumbering, heavy ‘Mech to the ground.

Alex, his neurohelmet relaying the feedback of impulses necessary to let him keep his twelve-meter-tall combat machine balanced with each swing of a leg or arm, countered the uneven ground without having to think about it. His full attention was locked on four steadily advancing blips scattered across the gully less than two hundred meters ahead. He couldn’t see them yet, not with his naked eyes, anyway—his “Mark I eyeballs” as old Davis McCall might say.

The battle had been raging off and on, a broken and disjointed running engagement, for the past twenty minutes now, and smoke hung in the still air like white, filmy curtains. But a ‘Mech’s other electronic senses could see what human eyes could not. The enemy was just ahead now, screened by battle smoke, their four-’Mech vanguard well in the lead of the main body.

“Gold One! Gold One!” crackled over Alex’s tactical channel. “Lad, what the blazes are ye doin’?”

That thick Caledonian burr was Davis McCall, the big, blunt, heavily muscled veteran who was Alex’s number two in the Command Lance.

“Gold Two, this is Gold One,” Alex called back. “You’ve got the unit, Davis.”

As if Davis McCall hadn’t been running things all along, him and the other old hands from the Gray Death Legion. “Negative, lad! Ye dinnae need t’ do this!” Alex didn’t answer, save to increase the lumbering speed of his Archer down the broad, steep-sided gully. He did need to do this. There was no other way.

For hours now, the Gray Death Legion, under Alex’s temporary command, had been battling for its life. Rebel forces—his warbook program had them pegged as elements of the Fourth Skye Guards under the command of General Kommandant von Bulow—had caught the Legion at daybreak in Halidon, mauling them severely. Somehow they’d managed to break contact and retreat, but von Bulow had shown an uncharacteristic zeal, doggedly pursuing what was left of the Legion without stopping to rearm or resupply. The General was obviously convinced he had the Legion forces on Glengarry right where he wanted them, and he wasn’t about to open his fist and let them slip away.

But Alex was determined that the Gray Death Legion would escape; its secret base in the Glencoe Highlands lay just a few tens of klicks further to the southeast. If they could reach that sanctuary, if they could find just a few precious hours to repair the worst of the damage suffered in the trap at Halidon ...

Alex could see only one way to slow von Bulow’s relentless advance. The Skye rebel forces must be nearly as spent as the Legion was right now ... they must be! The pursuing MechWarriors would be tired—and they’d be cautious, despite von Bulow’s urgings to press forward and run the Legion’s survivors down. All Alex had to do was give them a hard, hard push right where they weren’t expecting it.

Long-range missiles howled overhead, scrawling white contrails down the Glengarry sky. Explosions thundered in the distance as the Legion rear guard continued trying to break contact. Alex ignored the missiles, ignored the continuing flash and pulse of ‘Mech lasers.

One hundred meters, and closing. Any moment now ...

There! Movement, highlighted by the targeting crosshairs projected onto Alex’s HUD by his Archer’s Instatrac Mark XII targeting computer. Data cascaded down the right-hand side of the HUD, repeating columns of text flickering across the secondary monitor. The pursuers were light and medium ‘Mechs, probably an ad hoc pursuit unit thrown together from the remnants of the enemy’s recon and medium lances. A VND-3L Vindicator and a Commando, those two alone massing as much as Alex Carlyle’s Archer. And spread out to left and right were a thirty-five-ton WLF-2 Wolfhound and a forty-ton Assassin, armored monsters confidently closing in for an easy kill.

With his Archer out-massed more than two to one, Alex’s lone hope was that those four had already suffered combat damage, either in the melee as the Legion rear guard had opened up on them just moments before, or hours ago, at Halidon. Zooming in with his Archer’s long-range optics, he scanned the approaching enemy for signs of damage and was rewarded by the sight of torn and cratered armor. Yes! There was still a chance!

The problem was, Alex was already low on LRMs, with just twenty-eight rounds left in his Archer’s tubes, and one more reload of twelve in reserve. When those were gone, he would have to rely on his lasers ... and on the brute-force slugging power of his already battered Archer.

Range and targeting data scrolled down the border of his HUD. Alex pivoted his Archer’s torso left while maintaining its dead run toward the enemy. Reacting more by instinct than by any certain knowledge of target acquisition, he punched the firing key, triggering a spread of Doombud long-range missiles. A dozen contrails scratched curving white lines across the intervening space, the missiles’ white-hot motors showing briefly as a cascade of dazzling stars before they slammed home against the Vindicator’s upper works.

Alex was already shifting targets before his first missile struck; as orange bursts of flame and hurtling bits of scrapped armor exploded from the VND-3’s chest and right arm, a second barrage was already shrieking toward the COM-5S Commando standing close beside its heavier consort. Doombuds blossomed, their ghastly orange petals unfolding faster than the eye could follow, slamming the Commando back with a jack-hammering salvo of blasts high on its chest.

For a deadly instant, the battlefield was wreathed in an impenetrable fog of boiling smoke and showering dust. Alex heard the dull chunk of a Doombud magazine slamming home in his Archer’s right torso launcher, and the wink of red-glowing discretes told him he’d just loaded his last twelve LRMs.

No matter. Alex Carlyle was caught now in battlefield madness, a wild and unreasoning berserker’s lust that drove him on, unthinking, heedless of the enemy’s greater numbers or his own ‘Mech’s weakness. He heard a full-throated scream of pure, raw fury sounding over his neurohelmet’s com receivers, and it was seconds before he recognized the shriek as his own war cry. Continuing his wild charge, he crashed at full speed into the battered Commando with a mighty clash of steel on ringing steel.

The Commando, outweighed almost three to one by the Legion Archer, hit the ground flat on its back with a jolting crash, its fall throwing up a pall of roiling dust. Alex paused, triggering a third missile barrage, clearing the last of his right-side tubes with a point-blank volley into the Assassin advancing from the right, before slamming one huge, armored foot down onto the Commando’s torso.

Flame spurted from ruptured seams as short-ranged missiles stored within the ‘Mech’s hull detonated, the first blast of a rippling chain-reaction of flashing, thundering detonations that threatened to knock Alex down as well. He spun sharply right, recovering his balance on expertly flexing knees, unloading a pair of laser bursts into the Assassin as he moved. The Assassin, its right arm already badly damaged, seemed to crumple in that withering salvo of coherent light. Its right arm, the one mounting a Magna 400P medium pulse laser, was torn wide open from elbow to shoulder. Internal wiring and power feeds sparked and flashed in a cascade of short circuits as the arm went dead, dangling uselessly by the ‘Mech’s side as the target damage readout on Alex’s primary monitor showed compete power failure to its actuators.

Laser fire struck the Archer from behind, but Alex ignored the attack, loosing another barrage into the Assassin already in his sights. The Assassin went into a crouch, and Alex’s readouts showed a sudden build-up of power; the Assassin pilot was readying for a jump. Lumbering forward, Alex triggered a final volley of lasers at point-blank range, slashing through the Assassin’s already mangled armor. Closing in to touching distance, his Archer’s steel fist rising high overhead, he brought the arm down in a hammerblow that connected with the Assassin’s back and armored left shoulder with an ear-tearing shriek of tortured metal. The Assassin tried to respond with a left-armed swing of his own, clumsy and badly timed. Alex blocked it, then smashed his right fist into the other ‘Mech’s torso. Stricken, the Assassin dropped to hands and knees as though in submission before the blind and battle-maddened fury of the rampaging Archer.

But before Alex could finish the job, more laser bolts slammed into the Archer from the rear. Others narrowly missed his ‘Mech and burned away bits of the stricken Assassin instead, so closely were the two ‘Mechs engaged. Alex pivoted hard, pushing away from the fallen Assassin. The Wolfhound was fifty meters away, the large Cyclops XII laser in its right arm loosing a dazzling beam that slashed high across the Archer’s chest.

Alex’s heat levels, already high after his long run to meet the rebel vanguard, soared at the raw caress of the laser. Ignoring the warning discrete flashing across his instrumentation, he triggered his last twelve missiles, hurling them in a close-packed swarm straight into the Wolfhound’s center of mass. Explosions flared, white-hot flashes of vaporized metal and hurtling bits of shrapnel. Alex followed up with a salvo of laser fire, snapping off shot after shot after shot, before turning once more, this time to deal with the rebel Vindicator.

The last of Alex’s luck—like the effects of surprise won by his suicidal dash into the enemy formation—was very nearly used up. At forty-five tons, the Vindie was the heaviest of his four opponents and arguably the most dangerous. He’d hoped to knock it down a notch or two earlier on, but the lighter rebel ‘Mechs had blocked him, and now the Vindicator was raising its massive Warrior particle projection cannon.

It was extremely close range for a PPC—possibly too close. Alex lunged to the side, hoping to sidestep the deadly weapon’s aim, but the Archer was too big, too slow, too battered by earlier damage. A searing blue-white bolt of ball lightning burned into his empty left missile rack, vaporizing the hatch, shredding electronics and circuit relays like tissue. The blast sent an electromagnetic pulse surging through the Archer’s primary feeds and power couplings; blue sparks curled and twisted off his instrumentation, as outside, the excess charge grounded itself in jaggedly forked bolts of lightning.

“Warning! Warning!” a computer’s voice sounded in the cockpit. “Major damage to primary coils and power feed. Major damage to relay circuits. Shutdown imminent. Shutdown—”

Reflexively, savagely, Alex slapped the shutdown override and manually engaged his backup relay net, buying himself ... how much time? Seconds? As much as a minute? The damage was bad, the heat build-up deadly. Words written in flame-red LED alphanumerics scrolled across his HUD, recommending that he eject.

He loosed four laser bolts in rapid-fire succession squarely into the Vindicator at close range, took two unsteady steps forward, and triggered four blasts more. Clumsily, the Vindie tried to swivel its head, bringing its single medium laser to bear, but Alex circled right, sidestepping, forcing the Vindicator to rotate its torso, then its entire body, in an attempt to track the Archer, and all the while Alex was slamming bolt after bolt of coherent light home, ripping away whole slabs of armor, smashing the exposed cylinder of the laser mounted on the side of the helmet-like head, bearing down on scabbed and heat-blackened strips and plates on the enemy ‘Mech’s side and legs where it had taken hits earlier and must already be weakened.

The Wolfhound’s lasers fired from behind and Alex’s right knee buckled, sending his combat machine crashing full-length to the ground. The jolt slammed Alex so hard that his vision went red for an instant and the concussion nearly knocked him senseless, despite the padded harness anchoring him in his cockpit seat. Rolling, he tried to raise the ‘Mech, but both the Wolfhound and the Vindicator were closing in now, confident of a kill....

Missiles streaked in from the left, exploding against the Vindicator’s leg and torso armor. For the briefest of instants, Alex thought that one of his foes had accidentally fired on a comrade; “friendly fire” was always a deadly and terrifying possibility in a close-in dust-up like this One. Swinging his torso left as he levered into a sitting position, he was startled to see the billowing dust cloud and flaring plasma jets of a Shadow Hawk—one of his Shadow Hawks, which meant it was either Sergeant Propst or—

“Alex!” a familiar voice, young and adrenaline-edged, called over the Legion’s tactical channel. “Alex, what in the name of Blake are you doing?”

“Get clear, Davis!” Alex yelled as the Shadow Hawk grounded, its legs flexing deeply to absorb the impact. As the enemy ‘Mechs turned to face this new and unexpected threat, he brought the Archer upright and at the same time pivoted the torso about until his targeting cross hairs slipped across the image of the battered Vindicator, turned now to expose its profile and rear. Laser light flared; armor on the Vindicator’s side and shoulder exploded in a white haze of metallic vapor. “Damn it!” Alex yelled again. “Davis! Get out of there!”

But Davis Carlyle Clay was not so easily or casually dismissed. Straightening, the Shadow Hawk turned to the left, the long, heavy muzzle of the Imperator Ultra-5 autocannon mounted over the ‘Mech’s left shoulder dropping into line with the Vindicator. With a thunderous slam-slam-slam of high-velocity, high-explosive shells, Clay’s autocannon barrage walked across the Vindicator’s chest and legs, smashing and twisting already damaged armor, tearing, gouging, ripping man-sized chunks free and hurling them through the smoke-clotted air.

Davis Carlyle Clay was Alex Carlyle’s number four in the Legion’s First Battalion, First Company Command Lance . .. and his best friend. Young, impulsive, a born warrior if you could overlook his recklessness, Davis was the son of one of the original MechWarriors recruited into the Gray Death Legion. His name reflected the interweavings of friendship and camaraderie within the Legion; he’d been named for Major Davis McCall, another of the Legion’s old hands, and for Grayson Carlyle, the Legion’s founder.

Alex’s father.

And now Davis was squared off almost toe-to-toe with the Vindicator and the Wolfhound, trading shot for shot for shot in a furious exchange of sizzling laser bolts. Clay’s Shadow Hawk, Alex knew, was already bone-dry for long-range missiles. That salvo a moment ago had probably emptied the last of his SRMs, and he must be running low on autocannon mag reloads by now as well. When his last high-explosive round was expended, he’d have nothing left but the laser mounted on his right forearm. His ‘Mech had been badly worked over at Halidon, too, and there were great, blackened craters and scars pocking the machine’s torso and upper works. Under the deadly, concentrated fire from the two Fourth Skye Guard ‘Mechs, Clay’s Shadow Hawk appeared wreathed in a coruscating aura of red and gold light as the dust scuffed into the air mingled with smoke, growing thicker and more opaque. In the shifting, uncertain light and haze, the Hawk appeared to be bleeding ... as steaming, dark green coolant gushed from a half-dozen rents in its armor. Davis Clay’s ‘Mech must be on the verge of going into heat shutdown as well.

But the two rebel ‘Mechs had made a critical mistake. They’d seen Alex’s ‘Mech go down, then turned their backs on him to hammer at the newcomer, believing him out of the fight for good.

With the Archer on its feet once more, Alex guided it forward, moving in behind the Vindicator, bringing his ‘Mech’s huge fists together and swinging them, hard, the blow connecting with the back of the Vindie’s head and flame-blasted shoulders.

Metal shrieked protest and gave. The shock of the impact nearly dropped Alex’s ‘Mech a second time, but somehow he kept his feet as the Vindicator lurched forward, the back of its head smashed in, sparks leaping from severed power leads like swarming fireflies. Its pilot was probably dead before the big machine crashed face-down in the dust.

The Shadow Hawk slammed a last handful of explosive rounds into the WLF-2; a spent magazine cassette spun clear of the autocannon’s breach, and the heavy weapon fell silent. Still standing in a literal hail of fire, Clay continued to loose bolt after bolt of laser energy into his remaining opponent.

But he was badly outmatched in weaponry now. The Hawk outmassed the Wolfhound by twenty tons, but the WLF-2 mounted three Defiance B3M medium lasers in its chest, and the Cyclops XII large laser in its arm alone outmatched Clay’s single operational weapon.

With the Vindicator down, Alex pivoted toward the Wolfhound, his targeting cross hairs centering on the machine’s back where its armor was weakest. As he triggered a barrage, the WLF’s rear-mounted Defiance laser opened up in reply, striking the Archer’s right arm.

Alex’s heat monitor showed his ‘Mech’s heat off the scale, and his computer was once again advising him to eject. Ignoring the computer’s voice and alphanumerics, he kept firing, aiming for the ball-and-socket-mounted barrel of the WLF’s rear laser, and then, as the weapon vanished in a white-hot flare of vaporizing metal, he walked the fire up the enemy ‘Mech’s back.

“Alex!” came Davis Clay’s cry over the tactical link. “Alex! I’m burning!”

“Punch out!” Alex yelled back. The Wolfhound was trying to turn to bring its full battery of front-mounted laser weaponry to bear on the Archer, but Alex kept the ARC-4M moving, circling the damaged WLF as quickly as it could turn. An explosion tore access panels from the Wolfhound’s side, sending them dancing and spinning across the wreckage-littered floor of the arroyo.

“Alex! Help me!”

But Alex was too far gone in the blood-lust of battle. The Wolfhound filled his vision, his mind, its flame-wreathed form shimmering beneath the lash of his lasers as he moved closer. Slowly, reluctantly, the other ‘Mech collapsed, dropping to its knees. Smoke was curling from seams and openings as sparks jittered and flashed in the shadowy, wire-packed recesses revealed by the blown panels. Abruptly, a curved sheath of armor slid back on the machine’s sloping head; there was a flash, and then the Wolfhound’s pilot was rocketing clear of the open cockpit, his seat trailing a column of yellow-white flame. The WLF-2 balanced there for a moment; then, as the pilot’s chute opened, another internal explosion pitched it to the ground with a ragged crash.

Only then did Alex turn to check on Davis....

The Shadow Hawk was on fire, with black, oily smoke spilling from a crater in the ‘Mech’s chest just below the cockpit spaces, and orange flames licking about the machine’s upper torso. “Davis!”

He started toward his Mead’s Shadow Hawk just as a fireball blossomed from the ‘Mech’s interior, and the right arm spun clear, trailing smoke from its half-molten stump. The fire spread. Alex couldn’t be sure what was burning; possibly the Hawk’s power plant had ruptured and ignited the tungsten-steel struts and internal bracings. Even steel will burn when the temperature is high enough....

“Davis!” he yelled. “Punch out! Punch out, damn it! Punch out!”

The only reply was a shrill scream of raw agony, ragged in his neurohelmet headset.

In seconds, Alex reached the Hawk, which stood immobile now, burning furiously. His own heat was still high, and this close to that inferno it would go higher still, but he ignored it, trying to figure out some way to stifle the flames, to rescue his friend.

“Davis!”

The screaming stopped. There was a long and death-still silence, punctuated by the roar of flames, the hum of Alex’s instruments, the shrill ping of overheated metal.

“Davis! Do you read me? Come in!”

Or, rather, the outward screams, the screams coming to Alex over his taclink, had stopped.

But he could hear them still in his mind, going on and on and on....














CHAPTER ONE




The Residence, Dunkeld 

Glengarry, Skye March 

Federated Commonwealth 

0275 Hours, 10 March 3057




With a shout to rival the screams echoing in his mind, Alexander Carlyle came full awake. He was sitting upright in bed ... in his bed, in his quarters within the Residence, the ancient, hilltop structure that the Legion had converted to a planetary defense facility and home base fortress. His sheets were soaked, his naked body coated with a clammy sheen of sweat. Trembling, he slumped back onto his pillow, eyes wide and staring up into the darkness. Sleep, he knew from past experience, would not return to him anytime soon, nor did he relish the thought of the dreams that were certain to return.

“Computer!” he called into the darkness. “Lights!”

Obediently, the wallscreen displays came up, illuminating the room. Decorated in Glengarry’s early colonial period, the bare, ferrocrete walls were covered over with thin vidscreen panels that could show real-time imagery from high atop the castle ramparts, or any desired recvid in the base archives. At the moment, they played a simple, mindless light show of interpenetrating shapes and colors, a design in greens and blues by Tomo, the twenty-fifth century New Edinburgh master, that was intended to be restful.

To Alex, it felt as though he were trapped underwater, that at any moment he would drown. “Computer,” he said. “Normal lighting.”

The Tomo designs faded away to a soft, warm light, balanced to match the normal daytime illumination of Glengarry’s orange sun. Swinging his legs out of the bed, Alex rose and padded barefoot across the room to the master terminal. “Computer, voice connect, MedTech Jamison,” he said, sliding into the chair. “Negative vid.”

A window opened in the portion of the vidscreen above the terminal, but it remained blank save for the word “Connecting” flashing on and off. The flashing went on for some time, longer than Alex had expected, before the word was replaced with a new legend. “Connection established. Negative vid.”

“What is it?” came a woman’s voice over the room’s speaker system. Her tone was brusque and not a little annoyed.

“Ellen?” Alex asked. “Alex. Did I wake you?”

There was a moment’s pause. “It’s oh-two-seventy local and you ask me if you woke me up?”

“Sorry. I ... I thought you had the duty tonight.”

“Watson’s on tonight.” The annoyance faded somewhat, swallowed in the sound of a yawn. “What’s the matter? The dream again?”

“I can’t sleep, Ellen.” Slowly, almost unwillingly, Alex looked down at his hands. They were still shaking, a faint, barely perceptible trembling that was completely beyond his control. “I’m having trouble sleeping,” he finished, unhappy with his lame response.

“I’ll be right down.”

“No, listen. Patch me through to Watson. I’m really sorry I woke you up.”

“I’m up. I’m up. Ten minutes to get some clothes on.”

The screen’s legend shifted to “Transmission ended.”

Rising from the chair, Alex glanced down at himself. One year after Halidon, four months after the savage and desperate guerrilla campaign that had followed, and his torso was still so lean and stringy that he could count his ribs.

He decided he’d better put something on as well. Being a MedTech, Ellen Jamison wasn’t prudish about male nudity, but Alex didn’t want her to think he’d rousted her out of bed in the middle of the night for anything more than a chemical sedative. A word to the computer unfolded his closet access, and a few moments later he was wearing a jumpsuit, dark gray and short-sleeved, with the gray-on-red skull emblem of the Gray Death Legion.

The dream ...

Again ...

The Glengarry campaign had begun over a year ago, with the revolt of Skye separatists against the Federated Commonwealth. Colonel Grayson Death Carlyle, Alex’s celebrated father, had passed temporary command of the Gray Death Legion to his son, with orders to keep the peace on the FedCom world of Glengarry.

Command? Yeah, right. With old-time ‘Mech vets like Davis McCall, Hassan Ali Khaled, and Charles Bear in the unit, his stint as regimental commander had been more of a training simulation, with a whole company of instructors to grade his performance.

Unlike those of a simulation, though, the battles, the suffering, and the deaths had been all too real. At Halidon, the Legion had suffered a sharp and bitter defeat. Alex’s charge against the vanguard of the rebel pursuers at Ryco Pass was credited with saving the Legion, but at a terrible personal price for Alex. And after that, seven long months of guerrilla warfare, of hit-and-run strikes against the rebel forces who’d occupied Glengarry’s population centers. In particular, there’d been a bitter campaign against the enemy’s supply lines, concentrating on Glengarry’s maglev network.

But where the rebels had access to the factories and machine shops and other high-tech privileges of power, each loss the Legion suffered was irretrievable. Fresh recruits had dwindled to a trickle as the rebel government had tightened its grip on Glengarry’s civilian population. New ‘Mechs and the parts to keep the old ones running were scavenged from battlefields ... or the Legion had done without. It had been the most bitter and unrelenting of all types of warfare, a guerrilla conflict that the rebels would win if they could bring the Legion to bay, just once forcing a stand-up fight....

It had been, from start to finish, an assignment seemingly calculated to test the young Carlyle’s performance under pressure and his ability to accept the responsibility that went with command.

“You have a responsibility to your people, to the men and women who look to you for leadership.” So spoke the normally taciturn Charles Bear, just before Killiecrankie Pass, and the concluding action of the long Glengarry campaign. Bear, a legend within the mercenary community, was a third-generation Mech Warrior from Tau Ceti II who, like McCall and Khaled, had been among the first to join Alex’s father almost thirty years ago, when the Gray Death Legion was first being organized. He’d been in secluded retirement on Glengarry, until he’d heard about the desperate straits the Legion was in. His appearance at Killiecrankie, and in particular the morale boost generated simply through his unexpected arrival, just might have been what turned the tide at last in the Legion’s favor. Responsibility.

Yeah, it had been Alex’s responsibility that Davis Clay had died horribly, trapped in the cockpit of his burning Shadow Hawk at Halidon. It had been his responsibility that Hassan Ali Khaled had been badly wounded at the fight in Lochabar Forest, six months later.

Hell, it had been his responsibility, from first to last, that the Gray Death Legion had suffered over sixty percent casualties on Glengarry by the time his father had finally arrived to lift the siege and rescue him.

Sixty percent casualties ...

It was a grim and bloody statistic, and not one that spoke well of his handling of the campaign. It was all the worse, in Alex’s opinion, that somehow or other he’d been painted as a hero, the man who’d held the Legion together and kept the Fourth Skye Guard rebels off balance until the relief force could arrive. Truthfully, the rebels had been in nearly as bad a shape as the Gray Death by the time the balance of the Legion’s “Old Guard” and the famous Northwind Highlanders had arrived. Alex’s campaign against the maglev lines had been remarkably successful.

But at what a horrible, at what a damnable cost. Alex knew well what the people who called him the “Hero of Glengarry” did not—that Bear and Khaled and the other old-timers of the Legion had propped him up in his command and covered his mistakes, that he was not ready for the pressures of that command and probably never would be.

A chime sounded.

“Enter.”

Ellen Jamison was a tough, attractive brunette, a skilled MedTech, one of the recruits who’d joined Alex’s fugitive forces during the rebellion. She’d started out visiting Alex’s men at their hideout in the heavily forested Glencoe Highlands, bringing antibiotics and bandages, and treating the more serious injuries with a portable medkit. After rebels had killed her husband and eight-year-old son and burned her home, she’d signed on with the Legion permanently.

One section of the vidscreen wall slid open and she walked through. In one hand she carried a slender circlet of black plastic, the kind designed to be worn around the head, with a hand-controller attached by wires. “So. Restless night?”

“I guess so.” Alex nodded toward the device in her hand. “What’s that?”

“Electronic sedative.” She held it up for his inspection. “Modulates your alpha waves and passes the neural messages that lower adrenaline production, ease muscular tension, and generally help you relax.”

He frowned. “I was hoping for something a little stronger.”

“What, pills? You know my feelings about that.”

Ellen was notorious for her dislike of any chemical cure even remotely addictive, physically or psychologically. “Well—”

“Or sex? I can’t help you there, I’m afraid.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“Oh, it’s not that you’re unattractive,” she continued in a matter-of-fact tone as she unwrapped the wiring to the headset. She gestured for him to lie back on his bed. “Quite the contrary, in fact. But it wouldn’t do to flaunt a relationship like that in front of the men and women of your command.”

“I’m not interested in sex, MedTech,” Alex said bluntly. “I just want to get some sleep.”

“This is the ticket, then.” Standing by his bed, she slipped the circlet over his head and made some adjustments to the fittings. “Though I wonder ... How’s Caitlin these days?”

“Caitlin? What does she have to do with it?”

“You said you weren’t interested in sex. I was wondering whether that was a symptom of your depression or if you’d had a fight with Caitlin.”

“Depression?” He shook his head. Conversations with Ellen Jamison tended to be jerky, confused exchanges. The lady had a lightning-quick mind that could jump and veer unpredictably. “What depression?”

She was closely studying the readouts on the hand contrailer and making subtle adjustments to a rheostat knob. Alex could feel the tingle of a current flowing through contacts in the circlet. “A thousand years ago,” she told him, “you likely would have been diagnosed as suffering from shell shock or combat fatigue. ‘Post Traumatic Stress Disorder,’ or ‘PTSD,’ was the clinical term for the condition. It means you’ve seen too much, suffered too much, and your mind is telling you to curl up in a tight little ball and let the universe go to hell.”

“I thought that was cowardice.” Alex was surprised at how bitter the words sounded in his own ears.

“That too. Combat does terrible things to a person. Especially if he lets himself feel too much. It can turn a strong man into an emotional cripple. It can knock every prop of decency and social protocol out from under you and leave you unable to trust or believe in anyone, not even those closest to you. It can make you withdraw so completely from reality that everybody else thinks you’re a coward ... or catatonic. Modern-day warfare, especially—in spite of all the conventions and the courtly formalities—will chew up a man’s soul in no time at all. I think that’s because it pits frail, unprotected human beings against twelve-meter BattleMechs. Man against killer machine, you know? Only the man doesn’t have a prayer of survival, not unless he’s part machine himself.”

The circlet was humming softly now, though Alex found himself unable to concentrate on the sound. He was feeling more relaxed, yet sleep was the last thing on his mind.

Sleep was where the nightmares awaited him, and he couldn’t face that. Not yet.

“You’re saying I should be more like a machine? Lose my emotions? My feelings?”

“Of course not. But you might have to do some hard self-evaluation about whether or not you’re cut out to be a MechWarrior. Even heroes have to retire sometime.”

“Heroes.” The single, sharp word was almost a curse, an indictment of the events that had placed him where he was.

“You’re the Hero of Glengarry. Or had you forgotten?”

“No. I remember. All too well. I’m finding it kind of hard to live up to the role.”

“Nothing surprising there.”

“It wasn’t me that held the Legion together during the campaign, Ellen. You know that. You were there.”

“Seems to me you did all right.”

“Seems to me I was being propped up by Major McCall and most of the other old-timers in the regiment. Half the time I never even knew what I was doing.”

“I’m not a military person, Alex. I wouldn’t know a flank march from a flank steak, well done. But it seems to me that any good military commander is going to rely on his more experienced subordinates for advice ... and maybe even to jerk his tail out of the fire once in a while. You held the Legion together until the relief force arrived.”

“Until my father arrived, you mean.” Storming out of the sky at Inverurie ... DropShips laden with fresh ‘Mechs. And how the survivors of the Legion had gone wild at the sight, knowing that the Carlyle had returned!

“Do I detect some bitterness at that? Or is it jealousy?”

“Jealous? Of my father? I don’t think so.”

“Bitter, then. About having him come and rescue you, as you put it.”

“Maybe. Maybe that’s it.” He sighed. “I think, Ellen, that I’m just very, very tired. I’m tired of trying to live up to the image expected of the son of the great Grayson Carlyle. I’m tired of living in his shadow, tired of trying to live up to the standards of tactical brilliance and leadership he set years before I was even born, tired of being compared to him, tired of never, never being quite good enough....”

“There is another explanation, of course.”

“Oh? And what is that?”

“That you’re feeling sorry for yourself.”

“Maybe that too.” It was too much trouble to refute the charge. Besides, it didn’t matter much, one way or the other. Nothing seemed to matter much, anymore.

“You thought about chucking it? About giving the whole thing up?”

Alex turned his head, trying to focus on Ellen. Somehow, in the past few moments, the room’s decor had been returned to the blue-green movements of the Tomo abstract. Had he ordered that? He couldn’t remember. Still, it wasn’t unpleasant anymore. It was almost ... restful ...

“What ... do you mean?”

“Just wondering.” She was continuing to study the readout pad in her hand. “I mean, if you’re not happy piloting a ‘Mech, what else would you want to do?” When he didn’t answer right away, she pushed ahead. “After all, Alex, it’s not as though you have to live up to your father’s ideals, your father’s plans for your future, is it?”

“He didn’t make me become a MechWarrior,” he replied. But was that strictly true? The son of Grayson Death Carlyle and Lori Kalmar could hardly help but soak up the mythos, the language, the very atmosphere of what it meant to be a mercenary MechWarrior. Surely, there’d been the unspoken assumption all along that Alexander Carlyle would pilot a ‘Mech someday. He could remember playing in ‘Mech simulators when he was six years old and sitting around in the regiment’s barracks lounge listening to the vets’ war stories. He’d wanted to be a MechWarrior for as long as he could remember, not so much out of any thirst for glory or love of danger, but because he quite simply knew nothing else.

For several months, though, ever since the end of the Glengarry campaign, he’d been wondering if it might not be better to strike out on his own, to get away from the Legion—away from his parents, away from the men like Major McCall who’d been his mentors and his role models almost since he’d learned to walk. He’d thought about that a lot. He had some money—probably enough to buy passage to Galatea or one of the other big, mercenary hiring centers ... maybe even Outreach. Forget about all that officer stuff and the responsibility of command. He’d hire out as an enlisted MechWarrior in some other merc unit, or even sign with a House unit.

Of course, he’d have to change his name....

Damn it, could he ever escape his past, escape who and what he was?

It was possible. The three-dimensional volume of space known as the Inner Sphere was enormous beyond human comprehension. With a thousand worlds or more to choose from, he ought to be able to find a place for himself, a place where he was not known as the Hero of Glengarry ... or as Grayson Carlyle’s son.

More worrisome by far, though, were the conflicting thoughts raised by Ellen’s question about what he would do if he were no longer a MechWarrior. On the one hand, he knew nothing else, could imagine doing and being nothing else. On the other, though, was the secret dread—one rarely examined and then never at all closely—that the seven months’ campaign on Glengarry had crippled him emotionally. What had Ellen called it? PTSD? “Combat fatigue” sounded more to the point.

He felt, quite frankly, like he’d lost that vital warrior’s edge, the keenness of mind and reflexes and senses that alone allowed a man to pilot a ‘Mech in combat and survive. Recent training runs in the Legion’s simulators had not been encouraging at all. The readouts indicated that he’d slowed by nearly twenty-five percent, that he tended to think about things now instead of reacting by training and battle-honed instinct. A skilled ‘Mech pilot acted as though his Battle-Mech was his own body. “Don’t think so much!” Vernon Artman, the regimental weapons master, had told him time after time. “You’ve got to be one with your ‘Mech!”

One with his ‘Mech? For months now, Alex had been driving his huge machine rather than becoming the perfect fusion of organic brain and steel-armored machine that was expected of any good Mech Warrior.

What he had not dared to mention to anyone—especially Anders—was that every time he’d climbed into a simulator in the past four months, he once again heard Davis Clay’s dying screams.

He never noticed when Ellen Jamison removed the circlet and left the room; he slept soundly for a time.

In fact, the dream didn’t wake him again until it was very nearly light.














CHAPTER TWO




The Residence, Dunkeld 

Glengarry, Skye March 

Federated Commonwealth 

0915 Hours, 10 March 3057




“Tha’ bluidy wee Sasunnachs!...”

Davis McCall slumped back in his chair, his normally ruddy complexion gone so pale that the thick mottling of freckles and age spots across his face seemed a dark, sharp-edged brown by comparison. He reached up with one meaty hand and ran his fingers through his brush of red beard and hair, hair that long ago had begun shading to silver at the temples and around the ears.

He was in the lounge of the Legion’s recreation area, a broad, low-ceilinged room with a sunken gaming area in the middle and numerous partly enclosed telecom stations around the periphery. At his back, a small group of Legionnaires was engaged in a vigorous exchange of good-natured insults and wagering as two of their number guided holographic images of a pair of BattleMechs in electronic combat with one another.

They seemed to be paying no heed to the big Caledonian with his considerable bulk squeezed into one of the communications cubicles.

Good. McCall continued staring at the legend glowing on the large vidscreen in front of him.

END HPG TRANSMISSION

CHARGE CB 932 

THANK YOU FOR USING COMSTAR

“Angus, Angus, y’ wee scoundrel,” he whispered softly. “Wha’ kind a’ dragh hae ye gotten y’sel’ intae noo?”

Major Davis McCall rarely lapsed into the Gaelic-laced dialect of his native Caledonia, reserving the luxury of such displays for times of great stress. In particular, he disliked the comment he got when he referred to any unpleasant person as Sasunnach—literally, an “Englishman,” a verbal relic of peoples and feuds buried more than a hundred light years distant in space, and a thousand years distant in time.

Almost guiltily, he glanced around. Satisfied that no one else in the room had heard his quiet outburst, he tapped out a command on the keyboard in front of him.

REPLAY TRANSMISSION 

ACCESS: 3937

The screen blanked for a moment and was replaced seconds later by a repeat of the ComStar logo and a new message.
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5

The “5” on the screen was replaced by a “4,” and at one-second intervals the numerals continued to count down to “1.” The screen dissolved once more, then reformed into the creased and age-worn face of an old woman.

“Son,” she said. “It’s your mathair. I’m sorry to gi’ ye th’ charges a’ this call, but it’s a matter most urgent, y’ken, an’ ah hae nae C-bills for th’ charges.”

Clara Stuart McCall was eighty-one years old. Her silver-blue hair, once flame-red, was so thin now that Davis could see the freckled skin of her scalp beneath it. Once, centuries ago perhaps, during the golden age of the fallen Star League, genetic regenerative techniques and advanced medical therapies had extended the human life span to perhaps twice or even three times its ancient Biblical three score and ten. That, like so very much else, had been lost or deliberately sequestered in the past three centuries of unremitting and unrelenting warfare. There might be some few people within the Inner Sphere—the rich and powerful able to command luxuries denied to common folk—who might live 150 years while still looking and acting 50. On Caledonia, however, 81 was old....

“Is tha’ damned contraption recordin’?” she asked suddenly, looking to the right. Caledonia was fairly backward in technical areas, with only minimal electronics in most homes, and even computers were rarely found in ordinary households. Davis McCall’s mother had never trusted such devices, and had apparently not changed one iota in the nearly ten years since he’d seen her last.

Someone out of the pick-up range must have assured her that she was, indeed, on. Turning to face the camera once more, she nodded and said, “Och, aye. I’m sorry tae hae t’ tell ye this noo, son, especially after all that’s passed afore, but there’s been trouble here, vurra bad trouble. Your brother Angus has been taken by the Blackjackets. Ah vurra much fear tha’ the governor here means tae execute him, along wi’ all th’ others.”

“All the others,” McCall repeated thoughtfully. “Now wha’ the divil does she mean by tha’?”

“There’s nae we can do. Ben an’ Robert both hae been tae th’ Citadel tae plead wi’ the governor, but he threatened tae hae them up on charges as weel. There’s tae be a trial, all according tae FC law, fit an’ proper, but we all ken tha’ tae be a sham. Wilmarth, tha’ bastard, is nae—”

And with a cold suddenness, like a punch to the gut, Clara McCall’s face vanished from the screen. After a moment, the ‘Transmission terminated” screen came up, as unhelpful as before.

END HPG TRANSMISSION
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Caledonia was twenty parsecs from Glengarry—over sixty-five light-years—but in an instant McCall’s mind was there once more, looking down on the sun-sparkling Firth of Lorn from the weathered hills above Mull, with the two Caledon moons riding low in the western sky, huge and silvery Stirling, small and golden Bannochburn. McCall’s family had lived for generations in Dundee, an agricultural community on the outskirts of New Edinburgh, Caledonia’s rather rustic and isolated planetary capital. The Citadel his mother had referred to was an old Star League fortress, once the housing for the charged particle weaponry banks of planetary-defense batteries looming from the cliff tops of Mount Alba, now the Governor’s residence.

McCall rarely let himself think about his family anymore. He’d left Caledonia decades before, and the parting with them had not been a pleasant one. Davis McCall was a second son, and by long and old tradition, the family landholdings were to pass to the oldest son and heir.

In the case of Davis McCall, those old laws of primogeniture, transplanted from Terra to Caledonia, had served to spawn another soldier, as they had so often in the past. “Ah dinnae ken how ah can stomach bein’ naught but a wee showpiece,” he’d told his brother in that final confrontation over thirty years before. “I’d rather be a real warrior than a toy soldier in’t pretty uniform.”

Angus, his older brother, would have taken fine care of him, of course. Davis would no doubt have been given the position of Master of the Guard and remained a valued part of the McCall household.

But Davis McCall had always detested the idea of being kept... of depending on someone else for room and board. He’d elected instead to become a mercenary warrior—and for that his family had never forgiven him.

It was a situation that had been played out endlessly throughout history. Second sons had abandoned ancient Scotland, on ancient Earth, for the promise of riches, lands, and a future across the sea in the New World. Later, second sons had carried old Scotia’s culture and ideals across another kind of sea, colonizing worlds like Glengarry and Caledonia that still, centuries later, bore the place names and the musical Celtic cant of Scotland.

McCall, for all the pain arising from his split with his family, was still fiercely proud of his Scot’s heritage. He’d remained a Jacobite—a member of that radical and far-flung Scottish political party that drew many of its ideas from the ancient Libertarians of Terra while somehow managing to mingle them with notions of a revived constitutional monarchy and a royal succession. He’d remained a Jacobite, in fact, even after becoming disillusioned with the power politics the current leaders had been indulging in for the past few decades; the bickering and in-fighting within the party had been almost as much the reason he’d decided to leave Caledonia as the trouble with his family. Angus, of course, had been a Jacobite as well, an ardent supporter of the current party leadership.

The real problem, though, had been young Davis’s determination to strike out on his own and become a mercenary. Caledonia had suffered in the past in raids mounted by merc units, and the McCall family had lost several members, including McCall’s grandfather on his mother’s side, in the defense of New Edinburgh. It was a kind of treason for him to leave his family and seek the money-for-blood life of a merc.

When Davis had left Caledon, he’d been on speaking terms with few indeed of his relations.

But McCall was stubborn too. He’d received his baptism of fire and blood with a mercenary unit on Furillo, and finally ended up, broke and out of work, at the merc clearing house on Galatea. That had been where he’d first met the young Grayson Carlyle.

Year upon year had passed. McCall was actually the second person Carlyle had recruited; only Lori Kalmar had been with the Gray Death Legion longer. Together, the three of them had forged the new mercenary unit into a company, then a battalion, and finally a regiment. In thirty years, McCall had been back to Caledonia exactly twice—most recently in 3048, to attend the funeral of Katherine, his sister ... the only member of the clan who had still been on speaking terms with him.

The rest, including even his mother, had few words for him then, save for the curt and coldly austere formalities demanded by ceremony and the situation. A stiff-necked, stubborn, neomule-headed bunch, the lot of them. For his mother to bend so far as to ask his help now, after all these years ...

Damn! What kind of trouble had old Angus managed to get himself into this time?

True, his mother hadn’t precisely asked him for his help, but what other reason could she have had for calling him? The fact that her transmission had been abruptly cut off suggested that someone at the other end had been exercising a measure of censorship. She’d referred to Caledonia’s governor as a “bastard,” and an instant later McCall had been staring at an empty screen. She must have been about to ask him for help but been cut off before she could do so.

He needed more information. He’d tried to keep up with news of his homeworld for years now, not always successfully. He did know that the governor there for the past five years had been someone named Wilmarth. What was this character like, anyway?

With a sigh, McCall cleared the ComStar Logo from the screen and accessed the com center’s newsfeed. Once he was into the net, he entered the key words for a subject search: “Caledonia,”

“New Edinburgh,” and, just on a hunch, “Jacobite,” limiting the search parameters to the past three standard months. As an afterthought, then, he directed that the download be presented as text and vid, rather than by voice. He didn’t want the others in the room to hear what he was about.

He frankly doubted that the search would turn anything up. Several private news agencies provided interstellar news feeds through arrangement with ComStar, though human-occupied space was so vast, with so many worlds and a population numbering so many hundreds of billions, that no news service could record and disseminate all that happened everywhere.

Still, what he was looking for was news of an incident that had happened recently on a world twenty parsecs distant, a system, like Glengarry, that was part of the Federated Commonwealth’s Skye March. If he’d been looking for news from some backwater world in remote Luthien space, say, or from the no-man’s land of the Periphery beyond the boundaries of the Inner Sphere, there would have been no chance at all. But as it was—

Yes! One, and only one news entry included all three key words. Indeed, as he expanded the search to related articles, the short column of text proved to be the only story involving Caledonia in the entire past year. A grainy, digitized vid accompanied the text, which scrolled down the left side of the screen as the images spread across the right.

2 MAR 3057 (Std)

Thousands Arrested in Local Unrest

Caledonia, Skye March (FC)—A peaceful religious demonstration turned violent yesterday as thousands of people rioted in the streets of New Edinburgh, forcing Governor Wilmarth to call out the Planetary Guard. “Martial law is regrettable but necessary,” Wilmarth said in a telecast from his press room in the Citadel this morning. “The good and law-abiding people of Caledonia can thank this handful of religious nuts, political radicals, and street rabble for the inconvenience. I assure you all that the martial law directive will be rescinded just as soon as order is restored and decent people can venture into their streets once again.”

There was no word on casualties, though eyewitnesses report that the Planetary Guard’s ‘Mechs did open fire at one point on a large crowd of protestors. “It was horrible!” one woman, who declined to identify herself, said afterward. “We were trying to leave the square, but there were too many people, and those big black machines were just sitting there, blocking the exits and firing into the crowd. I’ve never seen anything like it!”

The demonstration was called jointly by leaders of the resident Jacobite Party and by the Chief Proclaimer of the Word of Jihad movement, calling for civil disobedience against the planetary government. Reportedly, members of both groups are now in hiding and could not be reached for comment.

“Malcontents, fanatics, and heretics, all of them,” Group Leader Terrance Grant of the Planetary Defense Force said after the incident. “Decent people should have nothing to do with rabble like that.”

The Governor’s office announced late yesterday that the general martial law order had been extended until at least next week, but that citizens should remain calm and cooperate with the government authorities. “The situation is now well in hand,” a spokesperson for the Governor said. “The worst of the crisis is behind us now, and I know all of us want to work together with Governor Wilmarth to see law, order, and peace restored to our world.”

McCall scanned down the lines of text twice, then requested a replay of the images that accompanied the words. It was hard to distinguish much. Most of the shots were of a large crowd filling the elliptical stadium that was New Edinburgh’s Malcom Plaza. He estimated that there might be as many as five or six thousand people there—a fairly sizable turnout when you remembered that New Edinburgh was small for a planetary capital, with a population of only eighty or ninety thousand. Some close-ups showed women and children, and none of the people visible, not even the young men, appeared to be armed. A variety of placards, banners, and signs were in evidence, however. “The Day Is At Hand” was one popular slogan, as was the rather cryptic equation, “Machines = Death.” There’d always been a strong Luddite strain to Caledonian demonstrations. “Freedom of Thought; Freedom of Spirit” was another frequent message, a Jacobite slogan old when McCall had been an active member of the movement.

It appeared the report that the demonstration had been essentially peaceful was accurate. The crowd seemed orderly and well-behaved, if noisy. But then the crowd scenes were replaced by ominous long-ranged views of armored vehicles, including several BattleMechs, moving through the familiar gray streets of New Edinburgh. The crowds began scattering the moment the ‘Mechs appeared, but the press of the mob was so large that the plaza couldn’t be emptied immediately. McCall wished there were sound with the images. Had the authorities demanded dispersal? Surrender? Or had they simply arrived and opened fire?

He couldn’t tell from the news broadcast, and he suspected that the content had been censored by the government authorities on Caledonia before transmission, for there were no scenes of any actual gunfire or civilian deaths.

Almost none, at any rate. Some scenes had evidently slipped past the censors, for there were a couple of shots, brief and almost furtive, of bodies lying in a deserted street.

One small drama, though, arrested McCall’s attention. The shot was wavering, as if from a hand-held camera shooting through a telephoto lens at considerable distance, so very little detail could be made out. McCall could see, though, that the ‘Mech in the scene was an ancient and much-patched Wasp, painted black with bright yellow stripes, but with several panels and armor plates missing and a limp that suggested to McCall’s mind a faulty hip actuator assembly. As it advanced with slow, almost mincing steps into Malcom Plaza, it was momentarily stopped by a lone man in a white tunic and dark trousers, who stood in its path.

The confrontation was so brief that McCall almost missed it, and perhaps that was why it had slipped through past the censors. As it was, he had to replay the clip several times, using the comm system’s enhancement controls to get a better view.

As near as he could tell, the man momentarily blocked the Wasp’s advance, shaking his fist up at the ten-meter giant before him. Most of the crowd had fled by that time, but this one man seemed determined to face down the government militia armor. Perhaps he wanted to force a confrontation for the benefit of cameras he knew were watching; possibly he was simply lost in fury and blood-lust. For perhaps three seconds he stood there, an unarmed and unarmored man facing down twenty tons of steel and ceraplast.

Suddenly, the man stooped, plucking something—a rock, McCall thought—from the pavement, then leaned back and let fly, hurling the object as hard as he could. The transmission was too blurry for McCall to see whether or not the missile struck home.

The Wasp paused only a moment, as though considering how best to go around this defiant mite before it. Then, almost casually, it lifted its left foot and set it down once more. McCall winced and briefly turned his head. “Och, laddie,” he said quietly. “Tha’s nae way tae take oot a ‘Mech!”

As the machine strode on into the center of the plaza, little remained of the defiant man but a red and white smear on the pavement. The censors had, apparently, missed that pathetic bit of gore.

Or maybe they’d left it in as a warning of some sort, while excising shots of mass murder that might invite outside interference in Caledonian affairs. As always, the bureaucratic mind was a total mystery to Davis McCall.

Angry now, he blanked the screen once more and was about to sign off the newsnet when a flashing logo in the screen’s upper right corner caught his attention. There was, it seemed, a second news story on the net that included at least one of his key words. What was it?

When he typed in the Accept command, McCall felt a jolt unlike any he’d felt before, worse by far than the kick-in-the-ass ignition of a dying ‘Mech’s ejection seat.

The article, it seemed, wasn’t from the newsnet at all. It was a feature in one of the local Glengarry broadcasts. The date stamp on the image was seven days old. Damn! Why hadn’t he heard about this?

“... and the rumor mill is going full out tonight, for you members of the Legion,” the pretty blond announcer said with a sexy pout to her lips, though with the audio suppressed, her words appeared only as scrolling sentences across the bottom of the screen. “The word around Dunkeld is that you may be on your way to Caledonia soon, as part of a Federated Commonwealth peacekeeper force! These reports are unconfirmed but come from the usual ‘very highly placed sources,’ and it’s rumored that a sizable retainer has already been paid for the Gray Death’s services. At least we can all be glad that the Caledonians speak the same language we do!”

There was nothing else of substance in the report, which evidently had been a light bit of fluff rounding out an evening broadcast on a slow news day. What shocked McCall the most was the fact that he’d not heard word one of that particular rumor. Like any military man since the time of Sargon the Great, Major Davis McCall depended on rumor as the primary means of finding out what was really going on in the unit. And if the rumor had to do with the Legion being transferred to his own homeworld ...

He bit off a particularly vehement Gaelic curse. Likely as not, he’d been excluded from the rumor circuit precisely because he was from Caledonia, either to spare his feelings or because it was assumed he already knew what was happening there. A peacekeeper force to his own homeworld? That was often something of a nightmare for mercenary warriors. What happened when you moved in to break up a riot or an outright rebellion, only to find yourself looking down from a ‘Mech’s cockpit at your own friends and family?

For some it didn’t matter, of course. The pilot of that black and yellow Wasp was probably a native of Caledonia, and that hadn’t stopped him from turning one of his fellows into a grim red smear on the street. But for McCall, the thought of having to face his own clan in battle ...

That, no doubt, explained why the rumor had never made it to his ears, might even explain the looks he’d been getting lately and the silences that had fallen a time or two when he’d entered a room. For the first time since he’d joined the Legion, Davis McCall felt isolated, an outsider, and that hurt more than anything else.

The Legion? Going to Caledon? Did that have anything to do with Wilmarth and the popular unrest there? McCall rose to his feet, glanced uncertainly back toward the gaming pit, where two recruits were gleefully shooting one another’s holographic BattleMechs into glittering fragments.

“I think,” McCall told himself, with a growl like the quiet rumble of a distant, gathering storm, “that I’d better go and see the Old Man about this.”

If there was one person on this whole planet he could talk to about anything, it was Colonel Grayson Carlyle.

OEBPS/images/cover.png
BATTLETECH
S G
rek/*éa. :)\\ |

2 K
Tncncs
~ OFDUTY Jﬁ'

WILLIAM H. KEITH, JR.





