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PROLOGUE




DropShip Merlin, Approaching Glengarry 

Glengarry System, Skye March 

Federated Commonwealth 

1345 hours, 26 April 3057




Field Marshal Brandal Gareth of the Armed Forces of the Federated Commonwealth had reason to be pleased. As the world of Glengarry slowly swelled in the DropShip Merlin’s viewscreens, vast and mottled in the greens, blues, and ochers of a living world, reports continued to flow in from the robot probes, the advance DropShip landings, and the aerospace fighter scouts deployed in advance of the main invasion fleet.

He was seated in Merlin’s Ops Center, leaning back in an acceleration couch almost completely ringed by screens and readout panels, a high-tech spider at the center of a vast and far-flung web of constantly shifting reports and incoming data. Thus far, all reports from the fleet landing zones on Glengarry remained good. Aerospace Fighters were engaged with both air and ground defenses now, but the first DropShips had grounded more than two hours ago, and initial reports from the surface suggested that the defenders had been unable to deploy their ‘Mech assets in time to effectively counter any of the landings.

That, of course, was quite according to plan. Contested DropShip landings were relatively rare in modern Battle-Mech warfare; planets, after all, were big, generally offering the invader his choice of landing sites. At last report, Glengarry’s defenses boasted only a single BattleMech regiment—the well-known Gray Death Legion—and one of the Legion’s three ‘Mech battalions had been diverted to the world of Caledonia as the opening move of Operation Excalibur. Gareth’s invasion force, a reinforced regiment of three full ‘Mech battalions plus a heavy assault ‘Mech company, backed up by auxiliary infantry, support units, and an aerospace ground-attack wing, ought to be more than sufficient for a quick, clean, and efficient victory over the rebels.

Rebels. He smiled at the unspoken word. Brandal Gareth was, above all else, a manipulator, a man who always put himself in control of the situation, in control of the people he worked with. For Gareth, people were assets, resources to be quarried, refined, and put to best use, whether they were his allies or his opponents. If the Federated Commonwealth had declared Grayson Carlyle and his Gray Death Legion to be rebels, mercenaries in direct violation of their contract, then it was because Gareth had deliberately maneuvered Carlyle into that position.

Which left Gareth, as usual, in control.

A flashing amber light in the corner of one of the smaller viewscreens announced an incoming priority call, flagged for Gareth’s attention. He touched a key on the arm of his couch, accepting the communications link.

“This is Gareth,” he said. “Go ahead.”

A man’s face appeared on the screen, peering out through the visor of a heavy neurohelmet. The winged-V emblem of the Fifth Hesperan Aerospace Wing, the Nighthawks, was prominent on the helmet’s crest above his eyes.

“This is Captain Umberto,” the man said after a brief hesitation; the Merlin was still a quarter of a light second out from Glengarry, which meant a half-second pause between each statement and its reply. Umberto’s teeth flashed in a tight grin. “Alpha Squadron of the Fifth. Looks like we’ve got the rebel bastards on the run, Marshal!”

“Give me your tacsit,” Gareth demanded. Umberto’s image blurred and jolted. Part of the cockpit of his aerofighter was visible behind his head and the back of his ejection seat. Clouds wheeled through a deep, deep blue sky beyond the bit of the transplas canopy Gar-eth could see on the screen. “Sorry, sir,” Umberto said after a longer space than the speed-of-light time delay required. “Picking up some heavy ground-to-air for a second, there. Okay. We’re over the planet’s capital. We’ve got scan traces on what we estimate as one battalion’s worth of BattleMechs in this immediate area, mostly at the spaceport, and up the hill at the fortress. Fighting at the three primary DropShip LZs is light to nonexistent. I think we pulled it off, sir.”

Gareth nodded. It was supremely difficult to achieve anything like surprise in a planetary invasion like this one. This system’s zenith and nadir jump points were positioned some twenty-eight light minutes from Glengarry’s orbit, a five-day flight time for Gareth’s incoming DropShips that gave the planet’s defenders plenty of time to note the approach and prepare their plans. The true tactical surprise in an assault lay in the attacker’s choice of DropShip landing zones, a choice that might not be made until literally the last few moments before the deorbit burn and atmosphere entry. Still, Glengarry was a Terralike world—not as big, but with smaller oceans and larger continents—with over 150 million square kilometers of land surface area.

There was no way a few hundred BattleMechs could cover it all.

“How about the locals’ aerospace strength?”

“There’s not much in the air yet,” Umberto replied. “I’ve lost one in my squadron so far. Glasky got nailed by PPC fire from that damned fortress. If they’ve got space fighters down there, they’re keeping them hidden in shielded bunkers or revetments.”

“Any sign of their DropShips?”

“That’s negative, sir. There are indications of a pretty extensive underground complex at the spaceport, and there could be some stored up at the fortress.” The image jolted and blurred again. “Whoof!” Umberto grunted. “Wait one—”

Distantly, Gareth could hear the crackle of radio voices, calls between the members of Umberto’s squadron. “Watch it, Alpha Leader!” one voice cried. “Watch it! There’s heavy fire coming from that secondary tower!”

“I’m hit!” another voice called. “I’m hit and going down!”

“Punch out, Alpha Five! Punch out!”

The sky visible behind Umberto’s head spun crazily for a moment, then steadied. “Make that two downed,” the squadron leader said. An aerospace squadron—the equivalent of a ‘Mech company—numbered six air/space fighters; Umberto’s unit had lost a third of its strength already. “Sir, the ground defenses are wicked, mostly centered in and around the fortress. If they’ve got mobile assets down there, DropShips or fighters, we haven’t seen ‘em yet. It’s, ah, possible, sir, that the enemy has some of their ‘Mech forces and DropShips redeployed elsewhere in-system, and they’re laying low.”

“Copy that, Squadron Leader,” Gareth said, thoughtful. If the advance strike force’s scanners had picked up only a battalion or so of Legion ‘Mechs in the immediate area around Glengarry, that left another battalion, as many as thirty-six BattleMechs, unaccounted for. “Keep looking. Especially for those missing ‘Mechs. We don’t want any surprises after we’re fully deployed.”

“Roger that,” Umberto said.

“Report to me directly as soon as you have solid intel. Gareth out.”

As Umberto’s image flicked off, Gareth thought again about how big a world was ... and knew that those tens of millions of square kilometers of terrain—of forest and mountain, of ice cap and marsh, of prairie and tundra and city and even ocean—would help the enemy at least as much as it had already helped him. If the sheer size of the planet allowed him to pick and choose undefended landing sites for his DropShips, it also gave the enemy plenty of room to hide. No doubt the defenders of Glengarry were deliberately keeping the major portion of their forces under cover until they knew just how strong the invaders were.

No problem. Gareth’s forces would crush those defensive units they could find, then hunt down the rest company by company, even ‘Mech by ‘Mech if need be. The only real deadline was to complete the work before the rest of the Gray Death Legion returned from Caledonia.

That portion of the plan, Gareth reflected with just a shadow of a frown, hadn’t gone nearly as well. The news from Caledonia, relayed to the fleet by HPG a few days before, was not at all good. Not that the outcome posed any real problem to the larger plan; the Caledonian operation had been less certain to begin with, and, given the opposition, more difficult to carry off with complete success. By all accounts, the battle outside the small Caledonian village of Falkirk had been a disaster for Gareth’s task force, under the command of the late Marshal Felix Zellner.

But then, Zellner’s orders had been to engage the Third Batallion of the Gray Death Legion, to destroy it if possible, yes, but more than that to keep it tied down while Gareth’s real blow fell here, on Glengarry. Partly, of course, the diversion on Caledonia made Gareth’s operation on Glengarry easier, with only two ‘Mech battalions to face instead of three. The real significance of the battle between the Legion and Zellner’s Third Davion Guards was that it gave Gareth’s assault on Glengarry the legitimacy it needed in the name of the Federated Commonwealth.

Of course, the FedCom government had no idea what was really at stake here and would not until it was too late. That thought, the certainty of the ultimate success of Operation Excalibur, was part of Gareth’s feeling of almost exuberant well-being. So far, each piece of the plan had fallen into place with masterful precision. The situation with the rebel Jacobites on Caledonia had been engineered specifically to force the Gray Death Legion into a violation of its mercenary contract. Marshal Zellner and the Third Davion Guards had been sent in to support Caledonia’s legitimate government—and to provoke a fight with the Legion, a fight that would brand Carlyle’s mercenaries as contract-breakers.

That provocation, it seemed, had worked only too well. According to the information he’d received so far, Carlyle had pulled off another of his tactical miracles, splitting his battalion in the face of a much stronger force and striking hard and unexpectedly from an unguarded flank. The attack, reportedly, had rolled Zellner’s right flank into his center and left, creating a vast, struggling mass of BattleMechs that were easy targets for the attackers while the ‘Mechs themselves were unable to maneuver or fire. The Third Guards had been virtually wrecked at Falkirk, and Zellner was dead, his mighty Atlas pounded to scrap. If only Zellner could have kept the fight going just a little longer ...

Gareth sighed. He was a realist and content to deal with situations as they were, not as they should be. It would take time for the Legion’s Third Battalion to make the passage from Caledonia to Glengarry, a minimum of three hyperspace jumps. While the jumps themselves were virtually instantaneous, it took anywhere from four to ten days after each jump to recharge a JumpShip’s drive coils, depending on the energy flux from the local sun. Add to that the five days it would take the Legion DropShips to travel from Caledonia to the star system’s jump point, and five days more for the trip from Glengarry’s jump point to Glengarry, and the whole passage would take three weeks or more—plenty of time for Gareth’s forces to complete their mission here. The Third Battalion would arrive at Glengarry sometime in mid-May, only to find its landhold firmly in Gareth’s grasp. Carlyle and his “rebels” would have no option but to surrender.

It was a pity, really. Carlyle had an exceptional mind, his unit a record unparalleled in the military histories of the Inner Sphere. The man was a tactical genius, with a list of military victories as long as a BattleMech’s arm. If there were only some way to get him to join Operation Excalibur....

Gareth swiveled his couch to look at another of the display screens ringing his work station. An unpiloted remote scanner was providing him with a direct visual feed from the planet, an aerial view of the city of Dunkeld. Above the city, on a low and rocky cliff, squatted the object of the invasion, the huge and dull-black sprawl of a Star League-era fortress, the headquarters and operations center for the Gray Death Legion.

Soon that will be my headquarters, Brandal Gareth thought with a heady rush of anticipation. And then Excalibur can properly begin....














CHAPTER ONE




DropShip Endeavor Nadir Jump Point 

Gladius System, Skye March 

Federated Commonwealth 

1805 hours, 9 May 3057




Alexander Carlyle listened to the soft, lonely peep of the vital signs recorder, the periodic hiss-click of the respirator, the low-voiced hum of the refrigeration units that kept the medical stasis capsule’s interior at a chilly eight degrees Celsius, and he wanted to scream. More and more during these past few days, that sleek, oblong capsule with its coils of wires and power feeds had been taking on in Alex’s mind the cool, dark proportions of a coffin. Live, he commanded, the thought loud in his mind. You’re going to live, damn it! You’ve got to live....

Damn ... damn ... damn! ... So far, he’d managed to put a careful mask over his feelings, but that mask was at every moment in danger of slipping, and as the days trickled past, it was becoming harder and harder to maintain it.

Grayson Death Carlyle, his father, was encased inside the capsule’s gleaming, ceramic and plastic embrace, his features, paste-white and death-still, just visible through the fogged transparency that covered his face. Half of that face, me left side, was further shrouded by the silver-gray metal of a bioplas woundseal; the right side was blotched and puckered by second-degree burns that were still only imperfectly healed. The Legion’s medtechs had decided to put Carlyle into cryosuspension in order to stabilize his more serious injuries, even though the reduced heart rate and drastically lowered body temperature slowed the healing of his minor wounds. “Right now,” Medtech Ellen Jamison had told him days before, “all we can really do is try to keep him alive. We can’t begin to fix everything that’s wrong here on the DropShip. We need to get him back to Glengarry.”

Initially, Alex had been cushioned by a sense of unreality, a detachment that said this couldn’t have happened to his father. Grayson Death Carlyle had always been such a vital, active, keenly intelligent man. To see him reduced to this state, neither wholly dead nor wholly alive, sealed helpless and unmoving inside the coffinlike shell of the stasis capsule ... it was as though Alex was being forced to witness the drawn-out death and decomposition of someone else, a stranger. This couldn’t be his father. ...

As the days passed, though, he’d gradually begun to accept the reality of the situation. With acceptance had come pain.

No one blamed him for his father’s condition, no one who’d been willing to confront him face to face, at any rate. Alex had spent much of the past two weeks trying to convince himself that his father’s wounds were not his fault, and at times, at least, he’d been nearly successful. He knew now, for instance, that it wasn’t his being late in hitting the enemy forces at Falkirk that had led to the elder Carlyle’s brush with death.

His father had been betrayed on the battlefield in the moment of victory by one of his own men, a mole evidently planted within the Legion by enemies as yet unknown. Grayson had been blasted at near pointblank range from behind, then seriously burned when he tried to climb out of the wreckage of his Victor. Most of the wounds he’d suffered had been the result of an unshielded near-miss by the PPC of the traitor’s Zeus. He’d lost his left arm—removed by the medtechs shortly after the battle. Worse, at least from any MechWarrior’s point of view, there was a possibility that he’d never be able to pilot a ‘Mech again. No one, least of all Alex, was looking at any of that closely now, though, since there was still no guarantee that the medtechs would even be able to save his life. If they could get him back to the med facilities at the Legion’s Glengarry base, then maybe ...

What gnawed most at Alex was the knowledge that he’d been at least partly responsible for bringing his father to Caledonia in the first place ... and for the decision that had made the Gray Death Legion change sides, from that of the legitimate government under that bloody-handed Wilmarth, to that of the political and religious rebels who’d been fighting Wilmarth for months. Even now, knowing what he knew, Alex couldn’t see how he—or his father—could have made any other choices. Governor Wilmarth had been a vicious and sadistic monster in human guise; to have obeyed his orders would have meant turning the Legion’s BattleMechs against all but defenseless civilians in a brutal mass slaughter. To obey that kind of order was unthinkable, no matter what the cost.

At the same time, though, it was impossible not to remember that if the Legion had obeyed Wilmarth, the Battle of Falkirk would never have been fought, and his father would not be packed away in a chilled ceramic tube like a bloody slab of Glengarrian aurochs.

What else could I have done? Alex’s hands curled into fists, squeezing so hard the nails bit the flesh of his palms. He shook his head slowly, trying to clear it of dark and accusing thoughts. Damn it! What else could I possibly have done?

A hand descended, resting itself on his shoulder with a surprisingly light, almost apologetic touch. Alex turned, startled. Major Davis McCall stood at his side. “Aye, it’s me, lad,” the big man said. “Sorry t’ bother you, but there’s aye a’ bit a’ trouble you should know aboot.”

Gently, Alex pushed himself back from the med capsule, turning to snag a handhold and brace himself against the possibility of drifting free. The Endeavor was in microgravity at the moment, and each movement, each gesture, required care. “Now what?”

Davis nodded his head, indicating the sick bay door. “Let’s takit away from here, lad. Up in th’ Communications Center.”

“I’m coming.”

McCall, Alex thought, looked drawn and worn, haggard even, if that word could be applied to the big, powerfully muscled man. Though his red hair and beard normally gave him the look of someone much younger, despite the streaks of silver at his temples, at the moment he looked every one of his sixty standard years, and then some. He, too, Alex realized, was shouldering a certain amount of personal responsibility for Falkirk. The arrest by Wilmarth of Angus McCall, Davis’s brother, had been the trigger that had set the whole Caledonian campaign in motion in the first place. McCall was a Caledonian whose family’s Jacobite sentiments had led the two Legion officers to get involved with the rebellion—and to recommend to Carlyle that the Legion join with the rebels against the tyrant Wilmarth. It had been, without any trace of doubt whatsoever, the right thing to do.

But, oh God, the cost!

Alex took a last look around at the sick bay, cluttered with med canisters and electronic monitors. Casualties at Falkirk had been light, considering the odds they’d faced, and only a handful of containers showed the winking constellations of lights and glowing numerals that spoke of injured, cryosuspended, barely living flesh within.

Casualties at Falkirk had been light....

The thought mocked Alex as he pulled his way along, hand over hand through the close confines of the DropShip’s partially padded, steel-walled passageways. Even one death or maiming was tragedy to the victim’s family. A battle, any battle, multiplied that grief by scores, by hundreds, by thousands or more.

The Endeavor was a Union Class military DropShip, a 3500-ton sphere measuring less than eighty meters from bridge dome to primary jets. At the moment, she was docked tail-on to the spinal-mount magnetic grapples of an Invader Class JumpShip, the free trader Blue Star. Balanced atop a tightly focused stream of charged particles, the 505-meter JumpShip was not, properly speaking, in zero-G, but under a constant micro-acceleration of some hundredths of a gravity—the thrust necessary to keep the 152,000-ton starship balanced and more or less motionless against the tug of the local star’s gravity, at least for the week it would take to recharge her jump coils. As a result, objects—and people—adrift within Endeavor’s close compartments and passageways tended to drift slowly toward the bulkhead opposite the Blue Star’s prow. Maneuvering in micro-A could be tricky, but it was something that MechWarriors generally got the hang of by the time they’d made a hyperspace jump or three. Alex barely noticed the low-G tug as he followed McCall out of the sickbay and into one of the Endeavor’s passageways.

The DropShip’s comm shack was located forward, three decks above the sick bay and just below the bridge, though terms like “above” and “below” carried little practical meaning in zero-G. It was a small compartment, crowded with both flat-screen displays and a large, three-V holoprojection plate. McCall indicated the main flat screen, mounted beside one of the compartment’s two acceleration couches. “An HPG message came through from Glengarry a few minutes ago,” McCall told him.

His eyebrows arced high on his forehead. “My mother?”

“Aye, lad, it was your maimer. She’s got the situation in hand right now, but it does nae look good back there. An’ ... well, I should warn you. Her message was cut off, sudden like.”

Alex slid into the chair, pulling the harness across his body and snapping it shut. “Let me see it.”

“Aye ...”

McCall touched a control on the arm of Alex’s chair. The main comm viewscreen switched on, showing the ComStar logo. At the lower right, alphanumerics appeared.




HPG TRANSMISSION

09 MAY 3057

ONE-WAY, NON-PRIORITY

GLENGARRY TO GLADIUS

RECORDED FOR IN-SYSTEM TRANSMISSION

CODE BLUE SIERRA 2
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As they watched, the five changed to a four ... three ... two ... one ...

The image faded out, replaced by the face of Alex’s mother.

At fifty-six years standard, Lori Kalmar-Carlyle was still a handsome woman, the hard lines of her face betraying more of her character than they did of age. Her once-blond hair was nearly all prematurely silver now, which made her eyes dark and intense by comparison. She looked tired, and there was a crisp edge of no-nonsense professionalism in her voice that Alex knew covered a well-hidden worry. “Hello, Davis,” she said. “And Alex. I presume you’re there too. Things are getting worse around here.”

The image flickered, then shifted to another view, one obviously taken from an aircraft or drone flier high above the city of Dunkeld. Glengarry’s capital was spread out for Alex’s inspection like a scale-model miniature, tiny buildings rising among the patchwork swaths of green marking the city’s parks. North of the city, a bare-faced and eroded hill rose like the crown of a brown and weathered skull. Sprawled across its crest were the black, slick walls and weapons towers of Castle Hill, the Legion’s fortress. Alphanumerics winked at the bottom of the screen, showing date, time, and the legend: drone 7: download direct feed: realtime Transmission of full-color, as-it-happened imagery like this was hideously expensive, and the three-V holocasts favored by the rich and powerful of the Inner Sphere were even more so. Most HPG transmissions were carried out in text only, or with small images, in compressed squirts of data lasting a millisecond or less. Longer messages, three-Vs, or realtime two-V transmissions like this one required much longer transmission times and could be put out over the HPG net only when general traffic was light.

ComStar charged obscene amounts of C-bills for high-data services when they were able to provide them at all, but it was worth it sometimes in the amount of data that could be conveyed. Usually, these techniques were reserved for news transmissions of import to the entire Inner Sphere, but the Great House governments and those independent military units that could afford them sometimes took advantage of the immediacy of the intelligence they offered.

It would be another four standard days, however, before the JumpShip Blue Star would have its jump drive charged and able to carry the Gray Death’s Third Battalion that final eighteen light years to Glengarry. The laws of physics and of Kearny-Fuchida jump drives being what they were, there was no way they could reach Glengarry’s system in less than another hundred hours or so. Why had his mother authorized the considerable expense of a direct-feed, live transmission, knowing that the military intelligence it contained would be four days out of date by the time Third Batt arrived?

Unless she feared that Third Battalion would arrive too late to help ...

Goaded by a sharp stab of worry, Alex leaned forward, studying the insect-like, metallic shapes that were scrawling white contrails through they sky between the highflying drone and Dunkeld’s tower tops, or stalking along the city’s streets. The battle was well under way, and, to judge by the damage already inflicted on the city, it had already been raging for a day or two at least. Missiles slashed through the air like flights of arrows, impacting in silently flaring gouts of light and smoke. A turret, squat and ugly atop one of the fortress towers, pivoted rapidly, and a dazzling sliver of blue light flickered unsteadily from the muzzle of its PPC. Three hundred meters from the fortress, moving along one of the streets of Dunkeld, a ponderous and almost comical caricature of a human lurched unsteadily as flame blossomed close by its left side. Comparison with the buildings on either side showed the machine’s height to be something just over ten meters; Alex’s experienced eye IDed the thing at a glance: one of the new 30-ton Battle Hawks from Defiance Industries on Hesperus II. That meant the attackers were indeed FedCom, as the first messages from Glengarry had suggested.

“After the initial landings,” Lori’s voice said as the drone’s camera panned across fortress and city, “Gareth’s forces moved fast, faster than we really expected. Major Franco’s original assessment was that this was some kind of snatch-and-grab raid, but these people obviously had a detailed deployment all worked out in advance. They knew exactly where they wanted to go, and how they were going to get there. We weren’t able to assemble a blocking force until they’d already offloaded and started closing on Dunkeld from three directions.”

Manuel Franco was the senior intelligence officer remaining back at Legion HQ, a good man with a strong tactical sense, but Alex wondered how good the man’s guesswork had been this time. There were a lot more ‘Mechs down there than any quick raid would justify.

Alex was counting and cataloguing enemy ‘Mechs as the image transmitted from the drone shifted the field of view. Some were older, well-known models—Marauders, a pair of comically stilting Jenners, an ancient-looking but powerful Thunderbolt. Most of them, however, were more recent or less common designs. One huge machine, roughly humanoid but stooped, with a dorsal armor plate like a small, disk-shaped aircraft on its back, he recognized as an 80-ton PPR-5S Salamander. That was another Defiance Industries design, and a very new one. So far as Alex knew, only a handful had even been built so far, and most of those had been assigned to regions bordering Clan territory.

“They hit us two days ago at Colwyn when we tried to block them,” Lori’s voice continued, as more ‘Mechs, accompanied by a trio of heavily armored hovercraft personnel carriers, moved into view. “At least one full battalion against First Batt’s Third Company. They killed three of our ‘Mechs at the price of two of their own, and our people were forced to fall back before they were cut off. As you can see, the invaders have a fair number of heavies, along with supporting infantry and armored vehicles. This is definitely not just a raiding party.”

Everywhere the drone camera panned, more of the invader ‘Mechs were visible. Alex had already counted thirty—nearly a full battalion’s worth—moving in and about Dunkeld itself.

“We now believe we’re facing at least three battalions, plus a battalion of infantry, some long-range artillery, and a wing of aerofighters,” Lori continued. “That number is based on the number of DropShips we tracked inbound, as well as the reports brought back by our recon people and relayed by scout drones. With Second Battalion deployed to Kintyre for maneuvers, I ordered the rest of our people to fall back to Castle Hill. I didn’t like abandoning Dunkeld to them, but I didn’t see that we had much choice.”

“Aye, lass,” McCall said softly, almost under his breath. “More like no choice a’ all.”

Two battalions of the Gray Death Legion, the First and the Second, remained on Glengarry while the Third—plus the headquarters lance of the First—had deployed to Caledonia. Houk’s Second Battalion had been scheduled to deploy to Kintyre, the smallest of Glengarry’s three sprawling, northern hemisphere continents, for training maneuvers, and it sounded as though the invasion had caught them while they were out. That left just First Battalion, minus the headquarters lance, to face three attacking battalions. Lori had done exactly the right thing, pulling her available forces back and hunkering down inside the fortress of Castle Hill. If the attackers tried to dig them out, they’d find it a long, slow, and expensive process.

“That also meant I had to abandon the spaceport,” Lori said. Her voice was tight, the words hard-edged and a bit too precise. “I’m sorry about that, but there was simply no other way to save what’s left of First Battalion. At the moment, Gareth’s people pretty much have the run of both the port and the city. So far, though, the castle’s defenses are holding. We have plenty of food, the wells are operating, and if we husband our expendable munitions, we should be able to make them last until you boys get here.”

The view shifted to a close-up of the fortress, ebon surfaces gleaming in Glengarry’s warm, orange light. Alex was still orienting himself when an attacking aerofighter streaked into view. It was a Corsair, a House Davion design, with the bold fist-in-sun emblem of the Federated Commonwealth on its wings. A heartbeat after it entered Alex’s field of vision, missiles flashed from beneath the fighter’s nose, arrowing into the fortress on tightly drawn threads of white smoke.

“Air attacks have been heavy,” Lori was saying. “But so far we’re manag—”

Then the volley of missiles struck -with a silently pulsing ripple of flashes, and with the third flash the screen suddenly dissolved in a storm of static. Lori’s voice, too, was lost in the steady hiss of white noise. Alex waited for his mother’s voice to pick up the thread of her monologue again, but the hissing static went on and on until suddenly the screen blanked, replaced a moment later by the ComStar logo and a brief and uninformative message.




TRANSMISSION INTERRUPTED AT SOURCE




Alex wasn’t sure what the target had been; he thought, though, that the missiles had been heading for the cluster of communications antennae high atop Castle Hill’s vaulted carapace. It had to have been the destruction of an HPG antenna that had cut his mother’s transmission off in mid-sentence that way. It had to be....

“Davis—”

Alex continued staring at the unhelpful message on the screen, willing the image transmitted from above Dunkeld to return. Gently, McCall reached down and switched off the recording. “Come on, lad,” he said. “Let’s go doon t’ the lounge an’ sit a spell.”

“Davis, you don’t think—”

“Think, lad! Those missiles struck fair among the big antennae up on the fortress roof,” McCall said with his broadest Scots burr. “Y’ must keep in mind tha’ it’s nae so bad as it seems. Tha’ strike we saw a’ the end likely put a wee missile or three into th’ hyperpulse antennae atop Castle Hill an’ damaged it or nudged it oot a’ line before th’ transmission was complete. It was the antenna tha’ went doon, not your maimer.”

“I know that,” Alex replied, taking a breath and trying to steady his reeling senses. “From that bit we saw of her, it looked like she was in Ops when she made that transmission. A hundred meters down and shielded by five meters of ferrocrete and Star League hull metal. But she’s cut off. Surrounded by those bastards and outnumbered better than three to one!”

“Aye. But if anyone can hold oot against tha’ lot, it’s Lieutenant Colonel Kalmar-Carlyle. She’s a fighter, tha’ one.”

“But can she hold out? Against three battalions?”

“In a stand-up fight, probably not. But in a siege? Your mum knows better than t’ sally oot against th’ likes of Brandal Gareth. She’ll sit tight an’ make him come t’ her. I cannae believe anyone would want tha’ wee planet bad enough t’ take tha’ kind of loss.” McCall gestured with a jerk of his bearded head toward the comm shack door. “C’mon, lad. Let’s find us a place t’ sit an’ have a wee talk.”

Numb, Alex followed. It was so difficult to banish the evidence of his senses. And with his father in a medical coma, with enemy forces closing in back home ...

It was beginning to look as though the very life of the Gray Death Legion was at stake.

And Alex could see no way at all to better the odds.














CHAPTER TWO




DropShip Endeavor Nadir Jump Point 

Gladius System, Skye March 

Federated Commonwealth 

1814 hours, 9 May 3057




The lounge was one of the few places aboard the DropShip where one had an actual, physical view outside the ship, instead of through viewscreen or computer vid display. A long, curved expanse of transplas peered out past armored louvers that were sealed shut during combat. DropShips, especially military DropShips, were designed to be efficient and compact, not comfortable, but ship designers had long ago learned that ship crews and MechWarriors could not spend week after week at one jump point or another, waiting for the batteries to recharge for the next jump, with only cramped cabins or ship working spaces or the ‘Mech bays to work in. They also needed a place for downtime.

Only a handful of Mech Warriors occupied the lounge at the moment, however. As Alex followed McCall in, pulling himself along the handholds, he noticed Caitlin DeVries and Sharon Kilroy sitting in a far corner, engaged in a flickering, fast volleying game of holographic BattleTech. Sergeant Sergei Golovanov and one of the ‘Mech techs were absorbed in an even older game— chess—though the pieces were represented by four-centimeter-tall animated images of black or blood-red BattleMechs.

Otherwise, however, the lounge was deserted. Alex spent a moment floating next to the window, looking out into the star-sprinkled emptiness of space. The Endeavor’s orientation was such that he was looking aft along the JumpShip Blue Star’s spine. Beyond the sail-rigging spars and yards, the vast, dead-black circle of the star-ship’s energy-collection sail blotted out half the sky’s stars. The starship could be pictured as a slender spine of metal and ceraplast balanced on its tail two kilometers above the huge, ebony expanse of its sail. Its stern drives were aimed at the local sun, which was bull’s-eyed in the circular opening at the center of the sail, jet black to absorb every photon it intercepted on the solar wind. The hole allowed passage of the thin, invisible stream of high-energy plasma ejected from the JumpShip’s station-keeping drive, which kept the entire assembly precariously balanced against the relentless tug of the star’s gravity.

Many people, Alex reminded himself as he squinted against the dazzle of orange light peeking past the opening in the sail, perhaps even most people nowadays, thought of a star’s two jump points as spots defined by the star’s north and south poles, places where gravity somehow didn’t exist or was canceled out. He’d always found it amusing, while his father insisted it was tragic, an indication of just how far education and the general knowledge of science had fallen during the past few centuries throughout the Inner Sphere.

Gravity, of course, was nothing like magnetism. It had no “poles,” and its strength varied inversely with distance from the center of mass alone and was omnidirectional. Direction, whether toward the nadir, the zenith, or simply out, had nothing to do with it. The points “above” and “below” a star had come into use as convenient points from which JumpShips could depart a system solely because they offered coordinates as far as possible from the perturbational effects of any planets—especially large, out-system gas giants—that the star might possess, and because they were equidistant from all points of any given planetary orbit. JumpShips required space that was as gravitationally flat as possible, both for the safe operation of their Kearny-Fuchida drives and for the full deployment of their energy-collection sails, which could be collapsed by the tidal effects of nearby worlds. At the same time, the closer they were to the star, the faster they could recharge their drives with solar energy collected by the sail. The compromise between these two opposing requirements—low gravity and high luminosity— determined how far from a given star the jump point could be. The brighter—and therefore more massive—a star was, the farther out a JumpShip had to be for safe operation; at the same time, the brighter the star, the faster the ship could recharge its coils.

Gladius’s sun was a K-class star, orange in color and massing a bit more than half of Terra’s Sol. It would take eight full days to recharge Blue Star’s jumpdrive on that light. The only ways to shorten that waiting period would have been to transfer the Legion’s DropShips from the Blue Star to another JumpShip conveniently waiting, full-charged, and empty at that point—a hand-off express, as MechWarriors called it—or if a recharge station were positioned there which could transfer a charge already accumulated. There were other JumpShips at the Gladius nadir point, but the chances that one would be available for a hand-off were ridiculously slim, and Gladius was not an important enough world to maintain anything so expensive or high-tech as a recharge station.

As Alex floated in front of the viewport, he found him-self beginning to drift slowly toward the transplas, falling, ever so slowly, with the fractional-G thrust of the Blue Star’s sunward-aimed drive, and put out one hand to catch himself on a convenient guard rail. Small, scarcely felt impulses, he thought, could nevertheless build relentlessly to an overwhelming force. Each decision made during the past months had seemed insignificant at the time, and yet each had led, step by inexorable step, to this.

“Alex?”

He turned. “I’m here, Davis.”

“We should decide wha’ we’re aboot, lad.”

Alex planted one booted foot on the padded bulkhead beneath the transplas and gave a small shove, sailing across the lounge to the curved sofa where McCall had already strapped himself in. “It doesn’t sound good, does it?” he said, taking a place next to Davis and buckling his own safety belt.

“Weel, noo,” McCall said, rubbing his beard slowly. “I’ve known less complicated times, aye, an’ that’s a fact. Still an’ all, things could be a damn sight worse. What we do now is figure our next step vurra carefully an’ see if we can take back th’ initiative from this Gareth person.”

“What does Gareth want?” Alex shook his head. “That nonsense about us breaking contract—”

“We did break th’ contract, lad. At least, by th’ strict interpretation of the document’s word we did. But tha’s for a review board or even a military court t’ decide, not Gareth.”

The politics of the Inner Sphere, Alex decided, were enough to drive any such body collectively insane. The Gray Death Legion’s original contract had been with Archon Katrina Steiner and the old Lyran Commonwealth more than thirty years ago, after the Legion’s betrayal by their Marik employers at Sirius V and Helm. That had all been years before Alex was born, of course, but he’d heard and read the story often enough that it was a part of him. The Gray Death Legion took considerable pride in its history as a military unit with a proud past and as a kind of large and extended family for the men and women who served in it. In 3028 the Lyran Commonwealth and the Federated Suns of House Davion had united with the marriage of Hanse Davion to Melissa Steiner. The Gray Death’s contract had been picked up by the new government, which was how the Legion had recently found itself putting down the Skye Separatists in the Lyran sector of the Federated Commonwealth.

Alex knew, though, that his father had always believed that the Legion’s first loyalty was still to House Steiner— and to the Steiner family rather than to the government that happened to be in power. The elder Carlyle was, by anyone’s standards, a rather old-fashioned sort, a man who counted obligations to people rather than to any institution. That, in very large part, was why Carlyle had sided with the rebels on Caledonia. In his view, Wilmarth had been acting against the interests of House Steiner with his atrocities and his tyrannical, even genocidal rule; Grayson Carlyle had elected to honor the spirit of his contract to the Steiners by breaking its letter.

And that single act of rebellion, of mutiny, might well have cost him, and the Legion ... everything.

“Who is this guy Gareth, anyway?” Alex wanted to know.

“I looked up his bio in the library computer,” McCall said. “Th’ man has aye an impressive record. Served wi’ several mercenary units before going to the Nagelring a’ Tharkad. Commissioned First Leutnant in ‘34. Served with the Second Royal Guards an’ saw action against the Clans when they showed up. Credited wi’ four Clan kills, an’ tha’ takes some doing. Order of the Tamar Tigers. Honor of Skye. The McKennsy Hammer.”

“The Hammer?” Alex felt an uneasy stirring at that. The award was an actual block hammer of solid silver massing some nine kilos, awarded by House Steiner to officers who’d shown special skill as tacticians or strategists. It was a military award that was not lightly given.

“Aye. Seems he’s pulled a wee rabbit oot of a hat a time or two. That’s how he got his promotion to field marshal, too. An’ of course he’s commander of the Planetary Defense Force of two regiments stationed on Hesperus II, including our friends, th’ Third Davion Guard.”

“That alone says something for his abilities,” Alex said. “Or at least for his political skill.”

“Aye. Hesperus II is Tharkad’s ace in the hole. They only entrust that place to the very best and the most loyal.” McCall frowned. “Though there’ve been a few bootlickers t’ win tha’ plum as well. Still, Brandal Gareth is, by all accounts, a fine soldier.”

“So why does he have it in for the Legion?”

“His record mentions he does nae like mercenaries.” McCall grinned. “Tha’ seems little enough reason to go to all this trouble, though, eh?”

“Maybe someone else is giving the orders.”

“Possibly. Or possibly he heard wha’ was happening from Zellner and the Third Guard an’ decided to act on his own.”

Alex shook his head. “I’m not sure that works logistically, Davis. I mean, we received word that Gareth was entering Glengarry space and demanding the Legion’s surrender just after Falkirk. Hesperus II is as far from Glengarry as Caledonia is. Two jumps, two weeks, close enough, plus DropShop shuttle time in-system at either end. He’d have had to leave Hesperus for Glengarry almost three weeks before Falkirk to get there when he did!”

“Aye.” McCall leaned back in the sofa, looking thoughtful. “Aye, you’re right aboot tha’. I suppose he could hae set oot in early April, say, when there was first word aboot our wee risin’ on Caledon.”

McCall was referring to the brief, savage guerrilla war he and Alex had waged against Wilmarth’s ill-disciplined militia with the help of the local Caledonian resistance. It was that fighting that had led to the Gray Death’s direct involvement and the elder Carlyle’s decision to intervene on the side of the rebels.

“And he obviously set out for Glengarry ready for trouble. Three battalions? Plus auxiliary troops, recon and scouting units, special equipment, supplies for a major campaign....”

“Aye. I’d bet my pension tha’ he waited just long enough to know th’ colonel had left for Caledonia before lifting th’ whole kit an’ caboodle for Glengarry. Probably from a spy in th’ Legion. Now that’s an interestin’ thought”

The more Alex looked at the problem, the more obvious it was that Gareth had set out to trap the Legion from the beginning, though he still couldn’t begin to guess why. He’d sat back and waited until the Gray Death’s commanding officer had left for Caledonia with over a third of the Legion, then made straight for the Legion’s baseworld with a demand for its surrender. Alex couldn’t help wondering if Brandal Gareth had somehow been behind the trouble on Caledonia in the first place, creating it as a diversion to split the Legion and leave Glengarry weakened. It made sense, in a twisted sort of way. Caledonia was right next door to Hesperus II, less than ten light years distant. It was possible that Wilmarth had been Gareth’s pawn, someone who could have been bent into his homicidal ways to force the well-known morality of Grayson Carlyle to rebel against orders.

And then there was the matter of the traitor, Dupré, who’d opened fire on Grayson Carlyle’s Victor from behind at point-blank range, then tried to fry him with a PPC beam as he climbed out of the ‘Mech’s shattered cockpit. That man was the best candidate for a spy within the Legion that Alex could think of, ideally placed to report on the Legion’s movements. Too bad the bastard had vanished after Falkirk.

“What you’re saying, Davis,” Alex said carefully, “is that Gareth may well have set up this whole thing ... and probably tried to have my father killed as well. Why does he want Glengarry, anyway?”

“Weel, it’s a nice enough world, but I do see your point. It has no particular industry or other prize worth th’ having, save for the Legion itself.”

“What it comes down to is he either wants Glengarry for some reason, as a base, or because of some intrinsic value to the place, or his target is the Legion. He wants it dead or disbanded or whatever. I’d give a lot to know why.”

“So would I, lad.” McCall shook his head. “But for tha’ kind of answer, I think we need to investigate th’ wee bastard ourselves.”

“Which leads us to the next question, which is what are we going to do about it?” Alex drove his right fist into his left palm, a startling slap of sound in the quiet lounge. “About Gareth. It’s going to be two weeks before we can ground on Glengarry, and by then—”

“Weel, noo,” McCall said, “there’s always this.” He reached into one of the many pockets in his black combat vest and extracted a palmscreen, an electronic notepad with an eight-centimeter screen, handing it across to Alex. Alex touched the display key, revealing a glowing computer plot of radar targets, each tagged by a cryptic line of alphanumerics.

“A jump-point scan?” Alex asked.

“Aye. This jump point, an’ taken this morning.” He indicated one of the blips on the screen, representing a kilometer-wide collector sail, glowing squarely at the center of the circular plot. “That one’s us.”

There were three other targets as well. Jump points were rather vague and ill-defined regions in space, given that their only real identifying characteristic was their distance from the local sun, and the fact that they were more or less in the zenith or nadir direction, as defined by the star’s north and south poles. The nearest JumpShip to the Blue Star, according to the scale showing in the lower left-hand corner of the display, was about half a million kilometers away.

McCall indicated that nearest blip. “This one’s of no use. Steiner military transport wi’ a full load, en route from Skye to Tharkad.” His blunt finger shifted to another blip, the one farthest out. “An’ this one is a civilian JumpShip, but she just arrived aboot twelve hours ago an’ won’t be goin’ anywhere until she’s full charged. But this one, noo ...” McCall’s finger slid across the screen to the third blip, a sail tracing perhaps a million kilometers from the Blue Star’s position. “This one is the free trader Caliban, an’ she might just meet our needs. She’s ridin’ near empty, a fact tha’ her skipper made quite clear to me earlier was nae t’ their likin’.”

“You’ve talked to them, then?”

“Aye, tha’ I did, lad. They’ll consider taking on a cargo for Glengarry. Us. For a price, of course.”

“What price?”

“Expensive,” McCall said, his mouth twisting in a frown behind his red beard. “Expensive enough to curdle a good Scotsman’s soul. It may be we’ll be able to bargain it doon a wee bit more. But whatever the cost, it’ll aye be worth it, considerin’ the fact they’ve been here three days longer than we have—”

Alex’s eyes widened. “They’re ready to jump tomorrow?”

“In another sixteen hours, more or less. Just time enough for us to effect a transfer, if you follow me.” 

“A hand-off express!”

“Exactly. An’, to put th’ gildin’ on the BattleMech, as it were, it turns out they’ve been t’ Glengarry before, an’ recently. They’ve a full an’ up-to-date ephemeris in their navigation computer.”

Alex nodded understanding. “So you’re thinking of using a pirate point?”

“Aye. We could do tha’ an’ save even more time. We hae all the necessary data for it.” McCall shrugged. “I may have to convince the Caliban’s captain of the, um, urgency of our schedule....”

“If anyone can convince anyone of anything, Davis, you’re the one!” Alex felt a savage, exultant stirring within. The hardest part of these past few weeks had been his utter helplessness, his inability to strike back. Now, though ...

“We’ve got aye a long way to go yet, lad,” McCall said quietly, “but we’ll see it through. I promise you that.” He nodded with his head and eyes, indicating the sick bay and Alex’s father. “An’ him.”

“Who is this ship captain?” Alex wanted to know.

“Her name,” McCall replied, “is Mindy Cain. An’ if half of what I’ve heard aboot th’ lassie is so, we’re not going to have any trouble a’ all with a pirate point jump.”






CHAPTER THREE


Castle Hill, Dunkeld 

Glengarry, Skye March 

Federated Commonwealth 

0917 hours, 13 May 3057


Deep in the heart of the Gray Death Legion’s fortress on Castle Hill, Lieutenant Colonel Lori Kalmar-Carlyle and her commanders were gathered in Ops, a reinforced underground bunker that served as the military nerve center for all of Glengarry.

“Mechdrek!” she said with considerable feeling as she leaned over the shoulder of a tech to study a tactical screen displaying the fortress and the Legion’s positions as tiny, three-dimensional images viewed from overhead. Enemy ‘Mechs, highlighted in glowing red, were on the move, falling back through the streets of Dunkeld. For days, they’d been tightening the noose on the Legion’s stronghold. Now, just when her people were ready to strike back for a change instead of skulking behind ferrocrete and duralloy walls, the enemy was pulling out.

Not out, Lori corrected herself as she watched the movements on the screen. But they were shifting their deployment, and it looked to her as though they were moving to block the Legion’s incoming reinforcements from the north.

“Do you think they’ve spotted Houk’s people yet?” Captain Vincent Allen asked her. Allen was a prim and fussy sort of man, with a pencil-thin mustache that was probably intended to make him look either dashing or dangerous, and failed both ways. He was commander of the Castle Guard.

“Sure looks that way, Vince,” Lori said, voicing at last the worry that had been dogging her for some time now. At first, she’d not been sure the movements she was watching were anything more than the random shuffling of Gareth’s BattleMechs as he tightened the noose on the Gray Death’s fortress. Now, though, it was clear that more and more of the invader ‘Mechs were leaving their positions in and around the city south of Castle Hill and were moving around it toward the east or west, then swinging around into the hills to the north. The land north of the fortress sloped gently down to the wooded banks of the Killross River about eight kilometers away, then began rising again among great, tumble-down blocks of granite and thickly clotted forests, toward the icy, distant peaks of the Scotian Highlands beyond.

The last voice communications Lori had received from Major Houk and Second Battalion had been over two weeks ago, just as Gareth’s invaders had been spotted arrowing in from the Glengarry system’s zenith jump point. At that time, Second Battalion—currently on the rosters with twenty-eight BattleMechs and two anti-’Mech infantry platoons—had been on training maneuvers in Kintyre. Houk had agreed to keep his unit hidden, to lay low until the invaders’ intentions were known. He would have been eavesdropping since, maintaining vid and radio silence while listening in on encrypted tacsit updates broadcast from the fortress.

Four hours ago, just before local dawn, a single, brief burst of radio noise had been picked up by the Legion’s comm center, a string of alphanumerics telling Castle Hill’s defenders that Houk’s forces were close by and preparing to attack.

In two short weeks, Houk’s ‘Mechs had traversed nearly eight thousand kilometers, slipping unseen through the vast forests of Kintyre, moving along mountain passes south across the twisting Isthmus of Moray, and finally approaching Dunkeld from the north side of the Scotian Mountains. Evidently he’d made it all that way without being spotted by Gareth’s patrols.

Now, however, as Second Battalion approached to within a few kilometers of Dunkeld, it was virtually certain that Gareth’s patrols had picked up the incoming ‘Mechs.

“At any rate, we have to assume that they’ve seen them,” Lori continued. “Second Batt won’t be in position for another hour at least, but the bad guys will have both scouts and remote sensors out all across the perimeter, if nothing else.”

“If the bad guys did pick up Houk, they’ll be moving to hit him when he crosses the river and comes up out of the woods.”

“Maybe,” Lori said, thoughtful now. “Although if I were Gareth, I’d try to arrange for a surprise in the woods, where Houk’s people couldn’t give each other support. But, one way or another, Gareth’s going to give Houk a bad time, no matter where he lays his ambush. Unless we can give him something else to keep them interested in us.”

Vince looked uncertain. “A sortie?”

Lori turned, picking out Christie Calahan, the Ops Officer, sitting at her console nearby. “C. C!”

The lean, dark-haired woman looked up. “Yeah, Boss!”

“I’m calling a scramble. Every ‘Mech the gang downstairs can power up. I also want full alert on all Castle Hill defenses. Stat!”

“You got it!”

Vincent Allen’s frown of concern etched itself deeper into his face. “Do you think that’s advisable, ma’am? They still outmass us by a substantial margin.”

Lori gave him a hard-edged look. “I sure as hell don’t see any alternatives, Captain.” She nodded toward the display screen. “At the moment, we’re in danger of what Colonel Carlyle would call defeat in detail. If we don’t poke our noses out from our hidey hole, Second Batt is going to get ground to bits.”

Turning her back on Allen, Lori had just crossed the Ops floor and entered one of the elevators plunging down into the bowels of the fortress when the rasping bray of the base alert klaxon began sounding from unseen speakers in the ceiling overhead. As the sound echoed away, she heard Captain Calahan’s voice. “Attention! Attention!

This is a Class One scramble! All MechWarriors, man your machines!”

The elevator dropped, the sensation raising old memories of free fall aboard JumpShips hanging in space. Castle Hill was some three and a half centuries old, dating well back into the Star League era when settlers from Terra—from the impoverished nation-states of Scotland, Norway, and Canada—had first come to Glengarry. It filled much of the sheer-faced mountain above the city of Dunkeld, with kilometer upon kilometer of underground warrens, assembly and repair facilities, ‘Mech bays, and storage chambers.

The sensation of weight surged back as the elevator slowed, and a moment later the door opened onto Castle Hill’s Number One ‘Mech bay, a vast and cavernous space blasted centuries ago from the solid granite of the mountain. Walkways and gantries covered the cavern walls and stretched from one side to the other across soaring, open spaces beneath a ceiling lost in darkness and the occasional dazzle of a brilliant overhead spotlight. First Battalion’s ‘Mechs were kept here; a few were in the process of being repaired or re-armed, but most were ready for combat, standing beneath the gleam of multiple worklights, wreathed in the soft haze of steam from coolant feeds and pressure lines. The noise was a brain-numbing cacophony of clanks and shrill metal-on-metal screeches, of hissing, high-pressure gas lines and the heavy thud of multi-ton footsteps on the duralloy-reinforced ferrocrete deck, and, threading through it all, the piercing ululation of alarm sirens.

There was activity everywhere she looked: men and women swarming over the ranks of wailing BattleMechs, completing hasty repairs or loading them with munitions; small tractors trundling about hauling carts piled high with missiles, machine gun ammo, and autocannon magazines; the ‘Mechs themselves, one by one edging clear of the gantry towers that enclosed them and marshaling near the towering, heavily armored doors on the north wall of the cavern.

Tech Sergeant Max Dewar was standing on the deck of the bay, waving one of the Legion’s Assassins forward with swift, precise motions of the yellow chemical light wands he held in his hands. The 40-ton ‘Mech pivoted slowly, following Max’s signals with careful, almost mincing steps. “Max!” she called, shouting to be heard above the racket.

“Colonel Kalmar!” His eyes widened with surprise. Both the techs and the Mech Warriors of the Gray Death called her by her maiden name; lieutenant colonels were addressed as “colonel,” and there could be only one “Colonel Carlyle” in the regiment. “What can we do for you down here?”

“Is Boss Lady ready to stride?” She knew it was; she’d checked the ready list up in Ops earlier that morning.

He looked doubtful. “Yes, ma’am. All but for the A/C loads. But, well, are you figurin’ on taking her out?”

“That I am, Max.” Her eyes found Boss Lady, a hulking, 55-ton Shadow Hawk standing in a corner of Bay One not far from the tunnel leading to Number Three Magazine. “Surprised?”

“Uh, no, ma’am!” The tech’s answer was a bit too quick. “I just didn’t have you listed on the deployment sched, is all.”

“Well, I’m there now. I’m putting myself on.” Fists clenched at her sides, she strode toward the towering ‘Mech.

Boss Lady was one of the Legion’s handful of supernumerary ‘Mechs, a machine that might serve as a walking repository of spare parts, or as a spare machine for a Mech Warrior whose regular machine had ended up hors de combat. She was also Lori’s ‘Mech, whenever she cared to take her out.

Lori could understand Max’s being nonplused by her demand for a ‘Mech. She’d not been in the cockpit of one for more months than she cared to think about right now. There’d been talk in the Legion, she was well aware, to the effect that she’d ceased conning BattleMechs. It had, in fact, been a good many years since she’d piloted a ‘Mech in combat. The reasons for that were complex and had more to do with her perception of how she could best serve the Legion—and Grayson—than with any conscious decision to avoid ‘Mech firefights.

Her career as a Mech Warrior had actually started over thirty years before, on Sigurd, the world of her birth, a frigid planet out beyond the periphery of the Inner Sphere, deep within what was now Clan-controlled space. She’d seen combat on at least a dozen different worlds since then, most of them in the early years of the Legion’s history, before Grayson had built the unit up from a single mercenary company to the reinforced regiment that it was today. When she’d become pregnant with Alex, she’d dropped the role of MechWarrior, thinking that it would just be for a time.

Somehow, being a mother had detoured her career as warrior, though she’d continued to serve as the Legion’s Executive Officer, handling the unit’s internal affairs and bossing the Gray Death from headquarters in Grayson’s absence.

The thought of Grayson’s absence twisted in her gut, nearly making her miss a step as she reached the ‘Mech access gantry. There was no new word from Third Battalion, which by now would be waiting out its recharge in the Gladius system, preparing to make the last hyperspace jump back to Glengarry. There would be no word, not until they could get Grayson back home, decant him from his med capsule, and begin treating him for the injuries he’d suffered at Falkirk. As a military woman, Lori was used to the ideas both of death and of crippling dismemberment, but never before had those realities of war struck so mercilessly close to home.

It was the knowledge that she had to keep the Legion’s landhold safe so that Grayson had someplace to come home to, as much as anything else, that had kept her going these past few weeks, had kept her fighting against Gareth’s invasion. She’d had to decide early on whether to flee Dunkeld entirely and go to ground in Glengarry’s outback wilderness, or to hole up in Castle Hill and hold on until Third Batt returned. She’d decided in favor of the fortress mostly because she knew Grayson would need its medical facilities—by far the most advanced on the planet—when he returned.

She slipped one boot into a footloop and rode the strap elevator up the gantry frame. Boss Lady stood just over ten meters in height, not counting the sleek, black, vertical thrust of the autocannon mounted behind her left shoulder and now pointed straight up at the cavern’s dark-shrouded ceiling. The ‘Mech was painted in Legion colors, a mottled camouflage of grays and blacks, and with the Legion’s grayskull emblem painted on the Shadow Hawk’s left breast and both arm pauldrons. She let go of the lift strap and stepped onto the head access gantry; the cockpit was open, the padded seat almost filling the narrow pilot’s compartment behind the instrument panel and HUD projector struts.

Max stepped onto the gantry just as she was sliding down into the cockpit. “The Lady’s right arm’s been stickin’ a bit, still,” he warned her, squatting on the platform to put his head close to hers. “A bit of a lag when you’re acquirin’ a target. Watch that, or you’ll trigger too soon.”

Lori was cinching the straps snug and locking them home. She nodded. “Got it.”

“Here comes your A/C.”

Autocannon shells were fired in three- to five-round bursts drawn from the Shadow Hawk’s wheel-shaped carousel magazines. The ‘Mech also sported an Armstrong III cannon, a good, reliable

























OEBPS/Images/cover.png
BATTLETECH

® LEGENDS |
| a% AL g
= . \f

&
,‘r A

WILLIAM H. KEITH, JR





