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PART ONE-NEW DOG, OLD TRICKS


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Redvers Badlands 

County Shu, Epsilon Eridani 

Chaos March 

26 November 3061

 

The particle beam caught Tybalt Kelly as his Lineholder emerged from cover among a stand of wind-weathered sandstone columns. Crackling energy clawed at his armor. He fought to retain his balance as red blossomed on the status board. Alarms rang. Leg armor gone! Actuator damage! Structural damage to lower torso!

He snapped off a shot at his tormentor, more to distract the pilot than damage the ‘Mech. Kelly didn’t take the time to aim, being more concerned about getting his Lineholder turned to present his less savaged armor to the enemy as he ducked back into cover. The neurohelmet pressed down into his shoulders, heavier than ever. He wanted to toss it off, but he didn’t dare, since its electronics were running a feedback loop, using Kelly’s own sense of equilibrium to react to the data from the ‘Mech’s gyroscope. That feedback system was the necessary edge he needed to keep the machine upright. The helmet’s scalp contacts seemed to drill into his skull as he fought to bring his ‘Mech around.

Slow. Too slow!

Lasers flashed past him. A particle beam blasted chunks of hard sandstone from the canyon wall. Rocks spanged against the Lineholder, but that was all, nothing more lethal chewed into his ravaged armor. He’d gotten the Lineholder turned and managed to put some of the canyon’s spires between him and the enemy. The tapering rock columns were the only things in the arid landscape big enough to hide a ‘Mech. Kelly had taken no hits on that pass for which grace he whispered a prayer of thanks.

He’d done well against the first enemy, a Vindicator. No great achievement since his Lineholder outmassed the other ‘Mech by a good ten tons. But then its two buddies had shown up and turned him from hunter to hunted. If he’d been part of a lance, even if he’d had a partner, things would have gone differently, but that wasn’t the case. When he’d fought one-on-three battles in simulations, it hadn’t seemed such a big deal, but here, now, it was different. He could smell his own stink in the close confines of the cockpit. Was that what fear smelled like?

Sweat runneled his side in defiance of his cooling vest. He had good reason for fear. According to the status board, there wasn’t an area on the Lineholder that was intact. When the two Commandos had suddenly showed up, he had hesitated, unsure which to target. But they hadn’t hesitated. They’d dumped everything they had on him. They weren’t great shots, and that was all that had saved him. Even so, they had hurt him badly. His internals remained intact, but at this point his armor was wrecked. He was vulnerable to anything bigger than a medium class laser almost everywhere.

And it was three to one. He squinted through the forest of variegated stone spires that filled the broad canyon. They were out there. His two Commando opponents were yet undamaged. The third, his original antagonist, had to be in nearly as bad shape as he was. If only he could be sure. He was sure that the battered Vindicator still had an operational particle projector cannon because the Commandos didn’t carry heavy armament like that. At least he didn’t think they did. They were too small. They were only twenty-five-tonners, weren’t they?

Cha! He was losing it.

Missiles slammed into the Lineholder’s back. Multiple hits. Kelly throttled up, shifting away from what he guessed was his enemy’s line of fire. He spared a glance at the scanner. Twin blips showed that the Commandos had circled around and gotten behind him.

He swung up the Lineholder’s right arm, intending to teach one of the Commando MechJocks a very large laser lesson. Only the thickest armor on a Commando’s torso could withstand such a shot. It wasn’t until he pulled the trigger and nothing happened that he realized the last salvo had taken out the weapon.

What now?

The Commandos where dodging among the rock towers, fleeting targets as they moved in to better take advantage of their short-ranged missiles. He couldn’t afford to let them.

He launched a spread of his own missiles. They went wide, but they sent one of the Commandos diving for cover behind the talus slope of a long-ago demolished spire. The other slowed, but kept coming. Maybe its pilot was surprised that Kelly was still fighting back. Whatever the reason, Kelly intended to capitalize on his opponent’s sluggishness.

He spun the Lineholder hard, intending to catch the smaller ‘Mech with a full bank of laser fire. The Intek lasers in the Lineholder’s torso weren’t as powerful as the arm-mounted BlazeFire, but there were four of them. More than enough to ruin the Commando’s day.

Only three fired, the fourth had been knocked out unnoticed. But three on-target shots—and they were on-target—were enough to discommode the Commando. The light ‘Mech rocked back. Its missile launch went awry and sent smoky contrails arcing over the Lineholder’s cockpit.

Gotcha!

Kelly sent another flight of missiles at the wounded Commando, intending to press his advantage. He didn’t get to see if he scored because the Lineholder shuddered and spun under the impact of a PPC beam. The Vindicator was back and had caught him from behind. Alarms screamed as. the Lineholder toppled, crashing into the sheer wall Kelly had been using to ward his left flank.

The shock jarred him to the core and slammed his teeth together so hard that he was certain he had chipped a tooth or three. He realized that he had bigger problems as the cockpit flooded with heat. The reactor shutdown warning was flashing. He tried punching the over-ride code. The angle was awkward and he struggled against his restraining harness, trying to reach the control boards in the canted cockpit. His fingers were slow, fumbling. Main power failed as the Lineholder’s engine went into shutdown.

Kelly lay there, straps cutting into his shoulders. He was hot, battered, and drenched in sweat. Defeated! His hands shook with anger at himself. He’d blown it. His eyes morbidly fixed on the status screen where a sullen red glow covered most of the Lineholder’s structure. There was no blue, nothing undamaged. The head alone showed in green; only the cockpit was still carrying any significant armor. He was safe, still alive, but his ‘Mech was nearly dead.

“It’s over.”

The deep voice boomed in Kelly’s headset, echoing his own thoughts and dragging him from the dark timeless pit in which he’d sunk. Hydraulics hissing, the cockpit’s access hatch unsealed and yawned open. A dark shadow interposed itself between Kelly and the bright sunlight outside, like the dark shape of death’s angel coming for him.

But it wasn’t death’s angel; it was Subcommander Veck.

Shadows masked the force leader’s face as his blunt fingered hands started disconnecting Kelly’s neurohelmet. Kelly wanted to see what expression that face wore. He imagined disapproval at the least, scorn at the worst.

He tried to help, but had his shaking fingers contemptuously brushed away. Embarrassed, Kelly let the force leader finish his task. With the helmet swung up into its cradle, Veck leaned over and cupped Kelly’s chin, turning his head from side to side.

“You okay?”

He gave Veck a sheepish grin. No real damage. Just lost the fight.

The subcommander leaned back just enough that the sun caught his weather-lined face. He wore no expression at all. “I’ve seen worse.”

A wild hope surged up. “Then I’m in?”

“I didn’t say you were any good. I just said that I’ve seen worse.”

Veck popped the panel on the umpire, the gray box that had been acting as an interface between Kelly’s controls and the Lineholder’s systems, and he made some sort of adjustment. The boards came live again. Damage vanished as the computer system forgot all the hits the Lineholder had taken during the trial. Veck snapped down the jumpseat and crammed himself into it. “All right, get this hulk on its feet and take her back to the barn. And try not to walk into anything on the way.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Redvers District 

County Shu, Epsilon Eridani 

Chaos March 

26 November 3061

 

Kelly re-rigged the neurohelmet, glad of the masking effect the enshrouding headgear offered. He was embarrassed by his performance. Maybe his father was right. Maybe he wasn’t meant to be a MechWarrior. He had waited for this his whole life and now he had failed.

He had never done so badly in MechWarrior simulations! He should have been able to take the Vindicator out before the two Commandos showed up. He shouldn’t have let the Commandos catch him from behind. He should have been able to take out at least one of the Commandos. He shouldn’t have forgotten about the still-active Vindicator. He should—

Shouldn’t—

What did it matter? It was over. Veck’s silence told the tale. Kelly had made a mess of his test.

Determined not to make matters worse, he piloted the Lineholder with all the care he could muster. The machine’s gait was smooth and steady as they left the badlands and moved into greener country around the river valley. Normally the sight of the towering pines and thick bushes with their bright flowers would have been a welcome sight after the sere browns and reds of the badlands. Just now all they meant were that he was on his way to the training center where County Shu’s new BattleMech facilities were sited. On his way to judgment.

He strode the ‘Mech into the hangar, more careful than ever to “not walk into anything,” a task much harder in the confines of the hangar than it had been outside. He turned the Lineholder and eased it back into its maintenance cradle. The board confirmed docking, and he started the shut down routine.

Veck was up and unsealing the cockpit before Kelly finished stowing the neurohelmet. On his way out the hatch he said, “Commo. Showers. Barracks call at 1700.”

Kelly understood the last two, but the reference to “commo” puzzled him, until he looked down and saw that he had left the communications system live. Stupid! All systems were supposed to be shut down when docking in the maintenance cradles. Veck probably thought that he’d wanted to listen in clandestinely on the evaluators’ channel to find out how he’d done. Cursing himself, he fixed the omission, then hauled his very tired body out of the ‘Mech.

The air in the hanger was a lot colder than that inside the Lineholder, and the scanty uniform that served well in the tight confines of the cockpit was inadequate. He shivered in the sudden chill. At least, he wanted to believe that was the reason for his shaking. It couldn’t be that he had just blown his chance to become a real Mech Warrior. Could it?

No, he tried to console himself as he descended the stairs of the gantry down into the maintenance bay. You don’t know that you screwed up beyond hope. Not for sure. The other candidates might screw up even worse.

Yeah, right! None of the ones who’d come back before he’d gone out had returned shaking like some kid whose puppy dog had been run over by a groundcar.

You should be a tech, he heard his father’s voice. You have the aptitude. Don’t waste yourself chasing a MechWarrior’s dream.

I’m not, he replied, almost aloud. I can be a MechWarrior!

The habitual fury subsided as fast as it had blown up. A true MechWarrior would have done better in the test.

He was grateful that at least there weren’t crowds to witness his far from triumphal return. From the base of the gantry all he saw was a tech rolling a cart toward the Lineholder and Veck striding along the catwalk above with deliberate speed. The subcommander was going to meet the Vindicator that was settling into its cradle. Kelly’s first opponent and chief evaluator was piloting that machine. Veck’s veiled accusation of eavesdropping wasn’t far from wrong. Kelly did want to know what his evaluators thought, but there was no way to hear what was being said.

With a sigh, he headed out of the bay. He hated not knowing whether he’d passed or failed. He hated even more feeling that it was almost certainly the latter.

“Hey, ‘Jock!”

He looked up to see the tech with the cart approaching. Kelly knew she couldn’t be addressing him since he wasn’t a MechJock. Might never be now. Still, those deep green eyes weren’t aimed at anyone but him.

“I’m not a pilot, just testing.”

“You look like you pass muster to me.” She grinned as she surveyed his scantily clad body.

Kelly was in no mood for bantering. “I don’t think I did very well.”

“Yeah? Maybe you did better than you think.”

Could he have? He wanted to believe so, but Veck had been cold. Surely if Kelly had made the grade, Veck would have been warmer to someone who was about to become a fellow MechWarrior.

“It was you bringing old number two home, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“Like I said, maybe you did better than you think.” She gave him a wink as she rolled her cart past him and onto the gantry to the Lineholder. “Why don’t you look me up if you make it? Name’s Meryl LaJoy-Bua. I’m the one that keeps these tin men running.”

She wore a lance sergeant’s rank tabs, which marked her as a senior technician, important but hardly the one in charge. Still, she outranked him, although she wouldn’t if he became a Mech Warrior. The obvious invitation in her tone prompted him to give her a second look. Her hair, tucked up under her cap and away from her narrow-chinned face, was glossy black. Ah, her green eyes—startling and memorable, those. And she did have a figure under those coveralls. She might even be pretty if she was cleaned up. But while his brain was processing that data, his body had already gotten interested and his perking hormones were trying to stir him out of his dispirited funk.

He didn’t let them have their way. What was the point? This Meryl was interested in a MechWarrior, something he was not. And now might never be.

With a glum nod, he turned away and started for the showers. Cold water would wash away his physical urges.

And maybe his dreams as well.

Between him and the showers lay the ready room where the other applicants waited their turns to test. There had been twenty of them this morning, including him, all testing for the last few MechWarrior slots available in the County Shu Volunteer Battalion. There’d still be at least five hopefuls waiting.

He squared his shoulders and prepared to face them. Facing them would be easier than facing his father and listening to the old man crow about how right he had been.

There were six wannabes still waiting. And five of them homed in on him like heat-seeking missiles after an overheated ‘Mech. The barrage of questions was unintelligible in the aggregate, but the general topic was the test. They were the same questions they’d asked of the other returnees, but that didn’t dampen their enthusiasm. They were testing soon, and they wanted to know what to expect. Did they think he’d come back with some secret knowledge to share with them and make their test go easier?

As if he would. A MechWarrior had to earn his slot. By himself. Bayard Sten, arrogant bastard though he was, seemed to understand that and held himself aloof from the mob.

“Hey, Mr. Chill.” That was Jorge Jurewicz, or JJ as he insisted on being called by his friends, one of whom Kelly had become without noticing. JJ had dubbed Kelly “Mr. Chill” right after the written examination a few days ago. He’d been impressed by how cool Kelly had seemed at the time. But cool wasn’t something that Kelly felt right now, and it certainly wasn’t how JJ looked.

“How’d it go?” JJ asked, apparently channeling his own anxiety into concern. “You don’t look so good. Did you do okay?”

“Not good.”

“Sorry. It’s—”

“Just too damned bad, isn’t it,” sneered Sten. The crowd parted before him as he approached. Sten was tall, well-built, and had the smooth Eurasian features that could have made him a fortune in holovids on Sarna or even Sian itself. They had certainly made him sure of himself. Kelly hadn’t liked him from the moment they’d met at the test center, and what Sten said next only strengthened that first impression. “Real talent shows itself though, doesn’t it? But don’t worry too much, Kelly. You know your place now, and have no worries. No worries at all. Me and my ‘Mech will protect you now that you’ve been born-again as a groundpounder. A gropo.”

“Shut up.” Kelly snapped angrily. He wanted to put his fist where it would rearrange some of those perfect features. But pointless brawling wasn’t something a MechWarrior did.

But Sten wouldn’t let it go. “Harmony is only achieved when all is as it should be. When everyone is in their place. Be grateful that you’ve learned your place.”

Kelly would have been grateful if Sten just shut up, but he didn’t.

“You’ll be looked after, gropo. I’ve got to look after the little people, you know. It’s a MechWarrior’s obligation.”

“Look after this—”

But somebody grabbed his cocked fist. And JJ was in front of him, pushing him back. “Stow it, stow it, stow it,” JJ insisted. “Fighting could get us all marked down.”

Sten didn’t care. Why should Kelly care?

“Some House warrior you are.”

JJ’s remark caught Kelly between the eyes, deflating his anger. For years he had espoused the ideals of the Capellan Warrior Houses, tried to live according to those ideals. Even his new acquaintance JJ knew that. JJ knew as well as Kelly that displaying anger wasn’t a part of those ideals. Kelly had tried to live up to those ideals before he’d joined the military, before he made his try at being a MechWarrior. Nothing had happened to change the worth of those ideals or the value of trying to live up to them. Years of disparagement by his father hadn’t driven Kelly from doing his best to adhere to those ideals. Sten’s arrogantly snotty remarks were a raindrop in the ocean compared to the studied, habitual contempt Kelly’s father displayed. Sten wasn’t the problem here, Kelly was. His anger and temper were what was wrong. Punching Sten, however appealing, wouldn’t change Kelly’s situation in any way except maybe for the worse.

Even a straight path offers choices, the Warrior House aphorism advised. Kelly made his choice.

Surrendering to the hands hauling on him, he let himself be dragged away from the smirking Sten.

The concerned trainees, having assured themselves that there wouldn’t be a fight, drifted away, disassociating themselves from Kelly the Troublemaker. All except JJ. Kelly was pretty sure he didn’t deserve such fidelity.

“Forget the ass. He’s just blowing air to inflate himself,” JJ told him. “He ain’t got nothing worth listening to. Leastwise not till he’s been out himself. Now you, my friend, have been out there. Tell me how it really went.”

“I froze up,” he admitted. “Forgot stuff. It’s not like doing a sim.”

“Shit, if Mr. Chill froze, I’m dead meat!”

Kelly didn’t know what to say. He started to offer a rote encouragement, but he was cut off by Subcommander Veck’s bellow.

“Jurewicz! Sten! Sung! Front and center!”

JJ started at his name, nostrils flaring.

“Looks like you find out now,” Kelly said, slapping his shoulder. The touch rocked JJ out of his shock. He scrambled up, and headed for door.

“Wish me luck,” he requested over his shoulder.

Kelly couldn’t honestly wish him better than second place, but couldn’t bring himself to say it aloud. A MechWarrior of the Capellan Warrior Houses wouldn’t be so small minded. “Luck,” he called to JJ’s rapidly departing back.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

The Hylant Hotel

Palatine of Duvic, Epsilon Eridani

Chaos March

26 November 3061

 

Cara Price, Presider of the Palatine of Duvic, hadn’t gotten where she was by being stupid. She knew who Roman diMassi was. More importantly she knew what he was. Of course, many people thought that they could say that. They were the sort of people who would take one look at diMassi’s Word of Blake robes and reach their conclusions. But Price looked beyond the robes. She looked at the man, listened to him. She also listened to what he didn’t say. Price knew that diMassi’s Word of Blake affiliation was only part of the story, and that knowledge gave authenticity to the smile she put on her face.

“So we are agreed then, Adept diMassi?” She leaned forward and poured herself a glass of water from the pitcher the hotel had set up on the table.

The adept’s narrow face stretched slightly with a curling smile. “I believe we have reached agreement, Presider Price. Blessed Blake be praised.”

“And you will personally act as go-between?”

A flicker of concern flitted across the man’s normally serene face. “I had not thought to do so. These matters are better left in other hands.”

“You are the one in whom I have placed my trust, Adept diMassi. No other. Can I place the safety of the Palatine of Duvic into the hands of strangers? I think not.”

“There are others who—”

“There are no others for me, Adept diMassi. You do understand, don’t you?”

DiMassi sat quietly for several moments, clearly considering the situation. Finally he stood and said, “Yes, I believe I do.”

She doubted that he did. She knew that he was a servant of more than one master, and she had been very careful to make sure he believed that their interests were aligned. She stood and shook his hand. The deal was made, and he was at least as committed to it as she was.

They left the small conference room separately, as they did the Hylant Hotel. Security reported no untoward interest in the Blakist’s departure, or in her return to her office.

 

 

The rest of the day was routine, leaving Price to believe that the meeting had been successfully concealed until Negotiator Aaron Waterhouse, puffing from unaccustomed effort, his round face drawn into a scowl of distaste, scurried toward her as she walked down the broad marble steps of Government Palace. He stopped her about halfway down and spoke softly in his best conspiratorial tones.

“I’m told you saw Roman diMassi today.”

If Waterhouse’s spies were good enough to alert him even to the possibility, she’d best not deny it. “Yes, we talked. He’s making the rounds as a goodwill ambassador for Word of Blake.”

“That diMassi is nothing but trouble looking for a place to happen. The Word of Blake is more reactionary than ComStar ever was. They are enemies of progress.”

“And so they’re our enemies.”

“Precisely. If we are ever to see our planet’s independence assured, it will not be through association with the Word of Blake. Epsilon Eridani does not need friends like those fanatics.” About five years prior, the Capellans tried to wrest Epsilon Eridani from the Federated Commonwealth. When the invasion stalled, then Duke Benton led the planet to independence from both Successor States. The planet’s tenuous hold on autonomy was one of Waterhouse’s favorite annoying tirades.

“Aaron, it’s been a long day. You didn’t go through the trouble to waylay me just to give me a speech, now did you?” She sighed to emphasize her lack of interest in posturing. “What is it?”

He nestled his number one chin in among its fellows. “I wanted to discuss this new report we’ve gotten on what Shu is doing.”

“The County Shu Volunteer Force?”

“Precisely. Our agents confirm that it is an all BattleMech force. Nine Lineholders shipped this morning from the Kressly Warworks on the southern continent. All nine are going to Shu, bringing his total up to eleven.”

“Nearly a full battalion. Very patriotic of him.” Lineholders were produced on Epsilon E, but the choice was an economic one as well since they were a relatively cheap design, if one could call any BattleMech cheap. And cheapness suited Count Gabriel Shu.

Price gazed at the people in the street, hurrying home from a long day’s work. She was anxious to be headed that way herself. “Our reports say that the rest of his ‘Mechs are old and tired. Some don’t even have all of their parts.”

“We should not underestimate this force. It is under the command of Major Essie Ling-Marabie, a veteran of the anti-Clan campaign,” he said, stepping in closer for emphasis.

“Ling-Marabie’s is a nepotistic appointment.” Price waved her hand in dismissal. “The good major is the niece of Count Shu. I believe that if you look into her war record, you will find that it is far from stellar. Supply line defense in quiet sectors, mostly. She is more a DeskWarrior than a MechWarrior.”

“That may be so. But she has command of an entire battalion of BattleMechs! That is a force that even a Desk Warrior can wield with devastating effect. We must do something or Shu’s regional power will eclipse our own. And then, with the current instability of the planet, who knows what might happen.”

“We are doing something.”

“What?” asked Waterhouse with narrowed, flinty eyes.

Price didn’t like the stridency in that demand. It was a mode Waterhouse was taking all too often these days, as if he, and not she, was Presider. But the expression of anger had a time and place. Now was a time for conciliation and coddling. “In due time, in due time,” she smiled.

“Cara, I begin to think that you are losing your confidence in me.”

He sounded hurt, but they’d been in politics together long enough for her to know that his “hurt” was a position, not an emotion. Still, it needed to be dealt with. “Not at all, old friend, not at all. It’s just that negotiations are at a delicate stage right now and the fewer who know precisely what is going on, the better for security. I know you understand the necessity. But I can tell you,” she leaned in, Waterhouse mirroring her, “that we have successfully negotiated a contract for some mercenaries of our own. Yes, that’s what diMassi was doing here. The Blakists do so dream of the old times. They still think they have a central role in brokering contracts, and I see no reason to disabuse them when the situation is in our favor. Do you? Of course not. And what diMassi was hawking, I thought Duvic could use, so I have taken advantage of our robed friends. Now we won’t need to rely on President Benton’s leftovers any more.”

“MechWarriors?”

“Yes, indeed. Elements of the Tooth of Ymir. Since the Sarna Supremacy, nominal employers of the Tooth, has fallen under Capellan sway, some of their most notable MechWarriors found such affiliation unpalatable.”

“Warriors with principles, then.”

“I don’t know whether they really have principles, but they do have BattleMechs, and whatever their politics, we can use them. These are veteran troops, each one a match for two or more of Shu’s Volunteers.”

He raised a bushy eyebrow. “Then you are thinking of proceeding against Shu in some way?”

“Oh, I’m doing more than thinking, old friend. Much more than thinking.” She laughed harshly as she quickly descended the rest of the steps, leaving him to make of it what he would.

 

 

The Precentor smoothed his robes under him and sat down in an armchair by the window in his office and read the report once again.

 

TO: Precentor Blane, Gibson, Free Worlds League

FROM: Adept Roman diMassi

DATE: 27 November 3061

RE: Epsilon Eridani—Status Report

 

Matters are progressing well here; I have made several useful contacts in the city of Dori, and most have expressed at least guarded interest in our proposals. A few walk away upon learning who we are—some because they prefer not to work with “a gang of fanatics,” as one put it, others because they still remember Operation Scorpion and equate us with Primus Myndo Waterly’s failed attempt to redeem civilization. Most, however, look first to their purses, where we measure up quite well. Our work here should be finished within two months, at the rate things are going. I have also learned the names of several dealers—some based on Epsilon E, others based elsewhere—whose merchandise makes them suitable for our purposes. Attached are the names and brief descriptions of the most likely candidates; hopefully, this information will be sufficient for ROM to come up with a fuller profile of each. Extra leverage can be very useful when dealing with these people.

I met President Benton briefly, though I have not yet spoken frankly with him. I thought it best to take the measure of the man before doing so, and ascertain just how deeply his commitment to Epsilon E’s independence runs. He is an excellent leader of men, with immense personal integrity and charisma. He would make a persuasive advocate for our cause, provided we can convince him of its justness. Toward the Word of Blake in general, he appears wary, though not hostile. He is among those who distrust “fanatics,” and he has little taste for politics outside of his own planet. If he sees our activities as political meddling, he is unlikely to want anything to do with them. At the same time, however, he will not hinder us unless he believes we pose a danger to his world.

Epsilon Eridani’s HPG stations may offer us a way to get what we need here, with or without Benton’s cooperation. As one of the few safe havens in the Chaos March, Epsilon E is a thriving center of commerce, which depends upon swift and easy communication. The sheer amount of business that takes place on this planet entails heavy HPG use, which is currently enriching the coffers of the ComStar heretics. If we can offer a better deal—to President Benton or to a sufficient number of prominent local businessmen—we can likely engineer ComStar’s departure.

I will continue my inquiries and report back in two weeks.

 

The Precentor set the noteputer on his lap and looked out the window for a long moment. “All is proceeding,” he whispered softly, smiling. Then he stood, smoothed his robes again and crossed to his desk to send another message.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Redvers District 

County Shu, Epsilon Eridani 

Chaos March 

27 November 3061

 

The meeting called for the morning after the testing wasn’t for an announcement of who had won the coveted slots as everyone expected. Instead Subcommander Veck announced a leave for everyone. No one seemed happy to be left hanging—Kelly certainly wasn’t—but almost everyone seemed pleased at the idea of free time. Except Kelly. He didn’t have anywhere he wanted to go, and with the military quarters closed to him, he had to go somewhere.

Service with the County Shu Militia might be honorable as all get-out, but it didn’t pay. Living on base and eating in mess hall, Kelly had never found that to be much of a problem, but a quick check of rates for local rooms showed him that he couldn’t afford to stay anywhere on his own with what little he had saved. Prices in the nearby town of Mirandagol were a lot higher than he remembered, and Mirandagol was a backwater. A lot of people said that prices had risen since President Benton had kicked the butts of the Capellan Reunionists off of the planet. Some blamed rumors of the Steiner-Davion civil war that was brewing or a possible local system grab by House Marik or a threatened offensive by the Capellan Confederation. Whatever the reason, prices had risen and he’d been insulated from it. It was a sudden education in just how high costs could go. Independence, it appeared, had a steep toll.

He had to sleep somewhere, and he didn’t intend to make his bed in one of the local parks or alleys. His effective poverty left him nowhere to go but home. Reluctantly he made the transportation arrangements. While he was at it, he dumped half of his credit chips into the family account, just in case his regular deposits weren’t generating enough good will. He intended to avoid a scene with his father about any burden to the family’s finances. To forestall another set of histrionics, he spent some of the rest on some civilian clothes to wear for his homecoming instead of his paternally unwelcome uniform.
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The homecoming the next day went well enough, especially since his father was still at the Trade Union building when Kelly arrived. His mother was glad to see him, gladder still when he told her about the deposit he’d made. To his surprise, his little sister Cordelia was there, living in his old room. She was home on familial sufferance while she recovered from a messy divorce. The news made it easy for him to accept that he would be berthing on the couch in the basement of the family’s bungalow.

At least his grandfather was glad to see him and he started in immediately asking about Kelly’s service experiences. His grandfather was the biggest influence on Kelly’s military career. From the time he’d been a young boy, the old man had filled his head with stories about the glory days of Capellan rule and tales of the great and honorable Warrior Houses.

But before Kelly could get a word out, his mother cut her father off, citing his promises. Grandfather grumped about the impropriety of the younger generation, meaning Kelly’s father, dictating to their elders, but acquiesced. “If he has any honor, a man must acknowledge the ruler of a house,” he harrumphed and said no more about anything military.

Things didn’t get truly uncomfortable until his father limped through the door at the end of the day.

“What are you doing here?” Augustus Kelly barked.

“I’m on leave, Dad.”

“You don’t take leaves, Mr. My-Life-Is-The-Military.”

“They didn’t give me a choice this time.”

“Cashiered then,” he concluded, sounding somewhat pleased as he slung his coat onto the coat rack behind the door.

“I haven’t been cashiered!”

“No? Too bad. Then you might have no choice but to get a real life.”

“Augustus!” his mother warned.

“The boy’s better off as a tech.”

“I’m not a boy any more,” Kelly protested. “I’m a man. And I’m going to be a MechWarrior.” The old familiar argument began again.

“You’re telling me you want to get yourself dead.”

“Grandfather was a MechWarrior. He didn’t die.”

His father’s expression hardened, eyes focused far away. “It was different then.”

“What was different?” Kelly asked, not for the first time. He watched as his father limped into the living room and fell gracelessly into an armchair.

For some reason today, instead of walking away when he got the usual stony silence in reply, Kelly persisted and said something that had been in his mind for years. “It’s your leg, isn’t it? You never talk about how you lost it, but I bet a MechWarrior was involved and now you can’t stand them. That’s it, isn’t it?”

His father continued to stare off into the distance.

Something snapped in Kelly and he hissed, “I bet you lost your leg crouching in the dark while soldiers fought to defend you.”

The ice in his father’s eyes and voice warred with the flush creeping up his thick neck. “You don’t understand, boy.”

“Make me understand. Tell me what was different,” he demanded.

“Everything,” his father said softly. “There’s more to lose than just a leg. You don’t understand.”

That was no answer. “Do you think I’m too stupid to get it?”

His father started to reply, but his mother spoke first. “It’s not you, Tybalt. It’s never been you.”

It seemed to Kelly that it really was about him, at least where his father was concerned. When he was a boy, his father had told him to be strong, to not let anyone get in the way of him being what he wanted to be. Yet his old man had stood square in his path since the day he was thirteen and he’d announced that he wanted to be a MechWarrior. At first it was a sort of a game, flaunting the idea and seeking the forbidden. As his suddenly estranged father had grown more abusive about Kelly’s dreams, it had become open rebellion fueled by a stubborn determination to prove the old man wrong, specifically about who and what MechWarriors were. And, more importantly, about whether Kelly had what it took to become one.

Before Kelly joined the military he’d looked for, and occasionally found, opportunities to prove his father wrong and had taken joy in it. Once he’d signed up, things had gotten even more distant and he’d pretty much given up on trying to break through the wall, accepting his father’s hostility as the way it was going to be. He still nursed a hope that one day his father would see the light. Until then, Kelly was unwilling to give up on the rest of his family. He kept in contact, though not often nor for long.

Coming home had opened the old wounds. Still, after all these years, he thought his father might have learned something about his character.

“I’m not stupid,” Kelly insisted.

His father snorted. “Wanting to be a Mech Warrior says otherwise.”

“Augustus—”

His mother’s protest was stifled by a single glare from his father, but he made a concession and changed the subject. “What’s for dinner?”

That shut down the argument for the moment, bui everyone knew nothing had been settled. Life would go on in the Kelly household as it had been going on for years, which is to say, badly.

The dinner was awkward, with no real conversation. The next one was less so, mostly due to his mother and Cordelia. Kelly women were always peacemakers, even if having peace meant hiding things in the closet. By the next dinner, Kelly and his father had established the latest in their series of cease-fires.

 

 

As the week wore on, Kelly settled into a routine. He’d exercise in the morning and take a turn around the neighborhood. For some reason, ‘Mech simulator games, once the mainstay of his idle hours, didn’t call to him, so he spent most his day flopped in front of the vidscreen. When he couldn’t find an entertainment of sufficient interest, he’d call up the Epsilon News Network.

On his eighth day home, Carolyn Genetian, ENN’s top military affairs reporter, was commenting on the latest bandit raid.

“With one battalion of the elite Eridani Guard still committed off-planet, General Horatio Sung of the Planetary Defense Office says that forces just were not available to intervene. However, the general has assured this ENN reporter that pursuit of the raiders’ DropShip is underway. Eridani spacecraft are on an intercept course and contact is expected within the next thirty hours. What the general did not say was whether the raiders will reach their JumpShip before the intercept and disappear—as have entirely too many other such pirates.”

“Do you think they will?” Cordelia came into the room and handed him a bottle of beer: Kai Lung, a Capellan brand and his avowed favorite. He took it, slopping a little of the expensive brew as she slumped onto the couch at his side. “Well, will they?”

“Will they what?”

“Catch the raiders.”

“Maybe,” he said, though he really didn’t think there was a chance. Any really successful seizure had to be made on the ground, or at worse, in orbit. Since only a madman would fire on a JumpShip—those fragile craft were mankind’s only links across the depths of space— the raiders were safe once they reached theirs, something they were likely to do given their head start on the EE aerospace forces.

“I hope so.”

“Report’s not done,” he said, hoping to distract her so he wouldn’t have to burst her bubble.

Genetian’s report went on to explain that the government’s position was that the Eridani Guards were required to remain in the central and southern regions. One battalion guarded the heavily populated areas around the capital, while the other defended the strategically and economically vital Kressily Warworks from threat, especially from raids by the increasingly aggressive bandits.

It was those more numerous raids and lack of success in the government’s defense policy that had changed the nature of the Epsilon Eridani military. The raiders were no longer confining their depredations to the hinterlands of the northern and southern continents. President Benton had hired mercenary forces to deal with the problem, but the recent raid was just the latest evidence of the failure of that program. In several regions, “Volunteer” units were being raised by certain counts and palatine authorities. Count Shu’s BattleMech force was one such unit.

“These Volunteer units are effectively private armies,” Genetian concluded. “And many outside the government see in them a sign that Epsilon Eridani stands poised on the brink of feudal anarchy.”

“Better loyal household troops than mercenaries,” Kelly growled back to the screen.

A rebuttal commentary from some government spokesperson emphasized the legitimate and legal nature of defense forces raised by legitimate and legal heads of political units, making a rational argument to support the position that Kelly knew was right. The commentary was followed by a recruitment commercial for the planetary militia. Not a coincidence, he was sure. There were lots of ‘Mechs in the ad. Kelly knew it was hype, but the shots of the mighty battle machines in action revved his engines anyway.

It took him back to his adolescence, when all he could think about was being a MechWarrior. He’d scanned everything he could find on the great Warrior Houses, those bastions of honor. He’d tutored himself in the glory stories of MechWarriors, played all the game-sims, followed the exploits of notable Mech Warriors (though not the faked triumphs of the Solaris arena-warriors) and decorated House units. He could cite unit histories and describe battles in minute detail the way most of his schoolmates could babble about professional teams and recount sporting events. He’d known then that he was set apart from his contemporaries.

When his father had objected and he’d made it his goal, he hadn’t really had any idea how to make it happen. The only martial connection that offered itself was Honorable Duty Time. He’d taken it not just because it had gotten him out of his father’s house, which it had, but because he’d believed it to be an open door for a kid without—Grandfather aside—a MechWarrior family tradition. Despite his objections to his father’s characterization of him as stupid, he had to admit he’d been stupid at the time. His two years of HDT had been strictly infantry with no ‘Mechs to be seen save in training videos, and when his hitch had come to an end, he had realized that the army of Epsilon Eridani was in sad shape. It was not the planetary force that public relations made it out to be. In fact, each region was almost autonomous, with their branches of the planetary militia under the local authorities’ command, and the only true planetary force, and the only BattleMech force, was the elite Eridani Guards, and they never recruited except among veteran Mech Warriors. Kelly’s lofty dreams had looked like they were going to founder on the rocks of reality, as his father had so often said they would.

Kelly had feared that he was faced with mustering out and returning home with his tail between his legs—something he absolutely did not want to do—or staying on in the militia as a groundpounder, a hardly more appetizing prospect.

Then he had heard that Count Shu was inaugurating a ‘Mech force. The timing seemed heaven sent. So when his HDT was over, he’d headed straight for the County Shu recruiting desk and announced his intentions.

He still remembered how the force commander at the desk had looked him up and down. “So you want to be a MechWarrior?” The expression on his weather-beaten face had been suitable for a high-stakes poker game. “It’s tough. Not every wannabe makes it.”

“I will!” Kelly had said confidently.

“There’s tests.”

“I’ll take em!”

“They’re tough.”

“I’ll pass’em!”

“The Count can’t afford to test any old body. There’re only a few slots, and only the best in the army will make it.”

“I’ll make it!”

“Think so?”

“I do.”

“Okay. Sign here.”

Kelly had signed. “When do I take the tests?”

“When you’re told you can. You’re in the army now. The infinite wisdom of the brass now rules your destiny.”

He had been so young and
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