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SNIPER

 

Caramel 
Poulsbo 
Lyran Commonwealth 
12 January 3026

 

He was in a bar called the Rusty Trigger when they came for him.

“I’m telling you, something’s burning in that holovid,” the waitress said to the bartender. She wore what the soldier took to be the latest Tharkad fashion of two years ago: a fur-lined jacket with a long slit down the front, synthleather slacks two sizes too small, and fur-lined boots. Her tray was on the bar between them. A PPC, straight-up, sweated onto the corkboard. 

“And I’m telling you, Melinda,” the slender barman said. “It ain’t the HV. I just had it installed a week ago. The warranty won’t be up for six weeks.” He touched a finger to the side of his nose. “Six weeks and a day, that’s when it’ll go bad.”

“I can still smell something,” Melinda said. She lifted her tray and shuffled toward the opposite end of the Trigger from the soldier.

“You’re just smelling the ashtrays,” the barkeep said as the door opened.

“Sniper.”

The soldier turned his head just enough to see the green uniforms. Black armbands with bright white letters told him who they were. His own green jumpsuit was naked, save for Halsten’s bright red blazon on the left breast.

“Help you boys?” the barkeep asked. “Always a pleasure serving the Archon’s boys.”

“Private Jones,” the man in front said. He took a step inside the door and let it iris shut behind him. The other two Brigade MPs remained outside. “The Colonel’s looking for you, Private.”

“Some trouble, officer?” the barman asked. He leaned over and swiped the money from the napkin in front of the soldier. “Ain’t said a word, he hasn’t. I’d testify to that.”

The soldier straightened his back until it was perpendicular to the floor. He lifted his glass and drained the dregs of his whiskey, savoring the Glengarry Black Label’s ivory taste. The glass was cold where it touched his lower lip, a pleasant contrast to the hot whiskey on his tongue. When he set the glass down again, it was precisely within the already-damp circle of condensation it had come from.

“Your HV is fine,” the soldier said.

“Come again?”

“It’s me she smells,” the soldier told him. He looked to Melinda. She was sitting in the rear booth, next to a passed out regular, trying to look inconspicuous. “It’s me that stinks, ma’am.”

“We have to go, Private,” the MP said.

“You sick, then?” the barman asked, stepping back until his rear bumped the counter behind him. The tinkle of the glasses mixed with the soldier’s gentle laughter.

“You might say that,” he said. “It’s ozone.” He tugged at the collar of his jumpsuit. “It gets in your clothes, your hair. Can’t get it out, after long enough in the turret.”

“The Colonel said now, Sniper.” The MP shifted his feet, one hand extended toward the door. “We can do this your way or my way.”

Private Frederick Jones—Sniper to his crew—stood from his barstool and tugged his service cap from his back pocket. He fixed his cover straight and stuck out his jaw. “Can’t keep the Colonel waiting, then.” He paused at the door. The MP tensed.

“Best go home, Melinda. The Marys are coming, sure as the rain.”

And then he let the MP pull him out of the bar.

 

 

 

Halsten’s Brigade had a reputation in the Lyran Commonwealth. They weren’t the Kell Hounds or any of those ’Mech-lovers, but they were solid troops. Where Halsten went the rocks stood still, they said. A regiment and more of heavy tanks, and they were damned hard to bust. If Halsten’s red flag flew over a world, the dregs whispered on Galatea, it would stay there.

Sniper Jones would make sure of it.

The tank was where he expected to find it.  Eighty tons of fighting steel, nothing so romantic as a BattleMech or a fusion-torch fighter. A simple tank, low-slung, with long, wide treads and the slitted triple barrels even ’Mechs feared. The manual called it a Schrek PPC Carrier. The holovids called it the closest thing to a ’Mech on treads. The Brigade called this one Headhunter.

Sniper called it Hell.

“Welcome back, Sniper,” his tank commander called. Sergeant Petty stood in the turret hatch—in Sniper’s hatch—and watched the MPs pull away. Sniper raised a hand to block Poulsbo’s bright sun and eyed the track. The missile scars had been repaired and repainted, the same primer-gray as the rest of Halsten’s tanks. There was a new cowl on the driver’s compartment at the right-front of the forward glacis. Sniper wondered if they’d managed to clean all of Bowman out of the couch. He wondered if there was a new Bowman.

“We got a mission?” he asked, walking along the left side of the tank.  The Marik Militia on Poulsbo had been raiding for a month, skirmishing with Halsten’s lines around Caramel off and on. The engagement a week ago had been their strongest push, a full company of BattleMechs against Halsten’s Hammer Battalion.  Bowman had bought it there, victim of a lucky LRM strike from a Mary Archer.

“Colonel wants us out on the line,” Petty said. “Intelligence says the Mary commander is right pissed at how we dinged up his ’Mechs. He’s coming himself to push us out of this fine town and right off this rock, if he can.” Petty leaned forward and slapped the center-mounted Hellstar PPC. “Colonel says to give him the middle finger.”

Sniper leaned in. The bittersweet tang of grease invaded his nostrils as he checked the turret rotator coaming.  It had stuck the last time he’d traversed. Almost thirty tons of armor and weaponry did not turn easily, but it had turned better.  He’d told the mechanics about it.  Even that weenie from Aldis who kept poking around.

“Talk a lot to the Colonel, Pet?” he asked, stepping back. Either the turret would spin or it wouldn’t. He didn’t figure to care one way or the other. It would turn or he would be dead.

“Get mounted, smartass,” Petty said. “We’re laying track in ten minutes.”

Sniper nodded. Warmth flickered in his chest, in his gut. He smiled as he pulled himself onto the forward deck and ran a hand across one of the flame-scarred PPC barrels. The scent of ozone, Melinda’s scent, rushed against him. It smelled like lightning. It smelled like brimstone.

It smelled like home.

 

 

 

The Hammer Battalion of Halsten’s Brigade was commanded by Major Tucker Sears, a former Free Worlder himself. He’d backed the wrong Marik in the last dynastic squabble and been encouraged to leave Marik service afterward. The Colonel picked him up on Galatea and gave him a battalion. His accent had been coming out ever since the Brigade had grounded on Poulsbo. His birthworld was only a few tens of lights away, nearby Cerillos. Petty had been mimicking him for the whole four months they’d been in Caramel.

“Them broncos is coming,” Petty crowed over the interphones. Sniper sat back in his seat and tried to ignore the banter.  He tapped his booted toes against the traversing levers and his thumbs against the butterfly triggers in front of him. Unlike many other tanks, the turret on his Schrek was operated by foot levers that controlled its horizontal movement and a pivot on his butterfly grip that raised and lowered the barrels. All three targeted on the same point, although each Hellstar had its own trigger.

“Passing point bravo, Sergeant,” the new driver said. Private Delacroix was fresh from the Brigade RD pool—straight from repple-depple—and hadn’t said two words that weren’t related to his function in the crew.  Not that Petty let him get away with it.

“You don’t think I can read the navs, driver?” Petty was back in his own compartment, the TC billet deep in the center of the tank. The two engine ratings were absent; Petty had dismissed both of them on combat deployments, since the GoreTex fusion plant required no maintenance. It was really an on-or-off contraption. 

“Just doing my job, Sergeant,” Delacroix said.

“Leave the kid alone, Pet,” Sniper said.

“You stay out of this, Sniper,” Petty said. “Just mind your guns and watch for your targets.”

“Roger that, Sarge,” Sniper whispered, and flicked his helmet radio off.

The entire Hammer Battalion was advancing to the prepared positions outside of Caramel. Sniper and the rest of Headhunter Company—the ten Schreks remaining in service—were in the center of the formation, while the two Demolisher companies rode the flanks. Sniper knew he’d see the enemy in plenty of time without the warnings from his crew.

“I always have,” he said to himself.

The first indication came when an Echo Company Demolisher exploded under concentrated long-range missile fire.  Major Sears immediately shifted the battalion left and dropped his command into combat, well short of the prepared positions two kilometers ahead of them.

Four Mary BattleMechs in the purple war paint of the Marik Militia burst from concealment and charged the Schrek company.  All were medium-weight BattleMechs, three Griffins and a fleet-footed Hermes II. Sniper smiled and traversed his turret, bringing the glowing gold target point to rest on the lead Griffin’s torso. He flicked the radio back on and winced.

“—damn it, Sniper! Shoot at something before we’re killed.”

“Target Griffin, ten o’clock,” he said.

“Target!” Petty called, releasing him to fire.

Sniper smiled. “Shot,” he whispered, and squeezed all three triggers.

Three particle projector cannons unleashed their fire at the lead Mary Griffin. Three ravening tunnels of blue-tinged hot protons linked the ’Mech and the tank for a glancing moment, and then the tank was free and the ’Mech was falling. The humanoid battle machine collapsed, its torso awash with smoke, sparks, and the arcing discharges of a particle cannon strike. 

“Blake’s blood,” Delacroix cursed. “Where’d my power go?”

Sniper relaxed his hands and leaned away from his display while the guns recharged. His mouth was dry as the heat sinks that made up fully a quarter of the tank’s mass bled the waste heat from the guns and the GoreTex off. He toggled his mike. “Quirk of this particular tank. My guns take most of the fusion’s output, driver. Learn to deal with it.”

“I can’t keep us safe if we’re not moving,” Delacroix said.

“It ain’t your job to keep us safe,” Petty snarled. “Sniper does that. Now get us moving!”

Sniper sniffed ozone and caressed his triggers. The Griffin he’d shot was already moving, getting its feet back under it. It held its empty left hand across its chest like a man would hold a wound. Automatic response by the MechWarrior, Sniper assumed. The tin men were too attached to their machines. This was the fourth Schrek Sniper had fought on the twelfth world across the Commonwealth. He used his tools. He didn’t wear them.

“Hit the same target,” Petty said. Delacroix surged the tank ahead as the Hellstar indicators flickered to green. The rest of the platoon followed suit; they were used to supporting the Sniper until he got his target. “Two fingers.”

“You point, I’ll shoot,” Sniper said. The Mary Griffin stumbled into motion, following the leapfrogging advance of its lancemates. Sniper dropped the targeting pip over the Griffin’s heart and held his grip, waiting. The Griffin didn’t disappoint. It took two more steps and jumped, leaping into the air on silver plasma exhaust. Sniper smiled and waited, toggling the barrels up and tracking the ’Mech. He held his breath, his fingers twitching ever so slightly to keep the pip on target, until the Griffin fell out of the sky, committed to landing. It dropped into a crouch, gathering itself before it could lurch into a run.

Sniper gave it three fingers.

“I told you two!” Petty snarled. Delacroix was swearing on the interphone as the other three Schreks surged past them. The GoreTex hummed and trembled, working the charge back into the Hellstars’ capacitors. Delacroix maneuvered the tank into a shallow depression and, true to his ratings, brought it to a halt with just the muzzles of the PPCs showing. Sniper looked into this displays, past the shimmering heat distortion rising from the Schrek’s body, and waited.

The Hermes II tried to sprint past the Hammer Battalion lines, hoping to get in behind the tanks and take them in their lighter rear armor. Sniper pushed gently on the right traverse with his boot, shifting the turret slightly. He waited, two heartbeats, three, and no more.

The PPC streams converged on the Hermes II’s torso and blew the lightweight machine off its feet. Sniper laughed as one of the silly-looking heat exchangers on the ’Mech’s foot broke off as it fell. “An Achilles heel,” he said.

Fire from the rest of the company drove the ’Mechs back before the Demolishers could get in on the action. Granite Company went to flank and chased them until the Marik ’Mechs entered the trees, despite Major Sears ordering them not to. When they finally rejoined, they were two tanks light.
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