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      False thunder hammered the ground. The floor trembled, and fresh cracks shot through one of the bunker’s concrete walls. Lights flickered and dust showered down on the plotting board, sparkling like rain as it fell through the holographic projection.

      The blast hit Captain-General Geralk Marik like a heavy mallet against his chest. He grimaced and gripped the table edge tightly, his attention focused on the blue lines plotting out enemy positions. Lines which, until this morning, had been isolated from his position by a broad swathe of purple. Now they looked like arrows shooting toward his command post.

      The Lyrans had pushed through some of his most hardened troops.

      “Their artillery has us bracketed, sir.” The young commtech split his attention equally between his lord and his sensitive communications gear. “That was a direct hit on the western logistics park.”

      Geralk grunted. Ammo and food supplies gone. Problematic, but far from fatal.

      He leaned over the table. His purple uniform was creased, dust-covered, and smeared with a crust of dried blood from earlier fighting. Slouched over the table, he felt a weight far beyond his thirty-nine years.

      “What about our counter-battery fire?” he asked.

      “Inconclusive, sir. Captain Mathews says they’re off on the eastern edge of the Lean Massif, on the far limit of our range.”

      “Damn it. Where are the fighters? We need that battery silenced!” He scarcely heard the reply as another massive projectile slammed into the ground, and the trembling started again. This time the flash of the explosion was clearly visible through the bunker’s window, and Geralk could smell the acrid smoke of burning plastics and flesh. “And their pushes?”

      “The western assault is being held at the Djansky crossing, but our losses are mounting. The northern one is crawling along the Kohlan Road—we’ve slowed them enough for the 471st Armor to roll into position. They should hold.”

      “At least the Elsies can’t come across the massif any easier than we can,” Geralk said. “But damn their artillery.” As if on cue the earth trembled, lights flickered, and more dust rained down.

      “And find that spotter!” Geralk snarled.

      More flames were visible though the thin slits of the bunker’s windows, and the explosions of ammunition mixed with the cracking of flames, shouts from the camp, and the regular thump-thump of the Marik artillery’s counter-battery fire.

      “Galaine! What’s the status of the eastern perimeter?” Geralk asked the commtech.

      “No reports, sir.”

      “Then get me a sitrep.”

      Galaine made a series of attempts over the comm, becoming increasingly agitated with each failure. “No answer, sir.”

      Geralk stared at him, unbelieving, then threw his baton onto the map table. The image wavered and collapsed. Turning, he dashed to the doorway and leaned out, twisting to look east at the massif. High on the ridge near the security post were flashes of light: tracers and explosions. Though easily half a kilometer away, he could see several large figures through the smoke of the burning stockpiles. Very large figures, from his point of view, but they were likely just people casting large shadows through the setting sun and mist. Nothing on the field would be that large.

      “I think we found our spotters,” he said grimly. “Send the security company to the eastern perimeter.” And let’s hope they hold.

      Galaine waved to him urgently. “Captain-General, message traffic for you, sir.”

      Damn amateurs. The slightest hiccup and everyone wants to speak to the Captain-General to make sure their ‘Vital Report’ gets through. He sighed. “Which position?”

      Galaine paled. “None, sir. It’s the Lyrans.”

      Geralk snatched the headset. “This is Captain-General Geralk Marik. Who’s this?”

      “Captain-General, I am General Marcus Andrews of the LCAF. I’m here to tell you you’re done.” The voice was clear and precise, slightly colored by a guttural accent.

      “What?”

      “You’re pinned. You’re undermanned. Yet I’m still willing to offer you the honors of war—something you generally neglect to offer us.” The bitterness in the general’s voice came through clearly.

      “Pinned?” Geralk scoffed. “You’ve pushed through a few infiltrators. I hardly think I need to surrender.” He was calm and collected as he spoke, but put enough ice in his voice to chill the entire planet. “I think you overestimate your position.”

      “And I think you underestimate the threat facing you. But you’ll see soon enough. Ihr Begräbnis, Metzger.”

      A wall of fire rained down on the camp from the hillside; lasers, missiles, and cannon shells washed over the camp like an Olympian storm. The concussion knocked Geralk flat, and he could smell singed hair—his own.

      The figures on the hill moved, striding down the slope as their weapons struck at the weak Marik defenses; not illusions at all, but fully as tall as their shadows had made them appear. Like angels of death, they descended toward the camp, swatting away temporary buildings and immolating defensive positions. Armored vehicles in the Free Worlds camp began to fire back, but they were few and far between.

      Struggling to his feet, Geralk snatched the singed purple beret from his head and threw it into a corner of the damaged bunker, then grabbed a padded armor vest and a worn helmet and put them on.

      “Pull everyone back across the Sumire River,” he said as he donned the gear. “Hold there if you can. If not, pull back to the DropShips.”

      Galaine relayed the orders, then turned to his commander. “And you, sir?”

      “’I’m going to buy the breathing room you need.” Pulling on the gloves he wore tucked into his belt, he strode outside and toward his tank parked adjacent to the command post. The massive vehicle bucked as it fired shell after shell at the metal predators stalking into the fringes of the camp.

      Geralk reached up and triggered the mike on his helmet. “Michael, I’m mounting up.”

      The firing stopped and the Captain-General hauled himself toward the turret hatch. Sitting in the entry, he turned back to Galaine, who stared up at him. “Get out of here now. That’s an order.”

      “But, sir, you must evacuate, too. “

      “Turn tail and leave the troops? Never. I’ll be the last one back to the rally point.” He grinned. “Didn’t they tell you, Galaine? Mariks are invincible.”

      Galaine smiled weakly. He saluted his commander, who dropped into the tank and pulled the hatch shut.

      Within moments, the turret-mounted cannon resumed its volleying at the approaching giants, its revving engine adding acrid fumes to the already-bitter air. Edging forward, the vehicle’s body swung in line with the massive main gun. He saw his targets more clearly now as they strode forward on heavy metal feet, their huge limbs bristling with every possible deadly weapon. They were like nothing Geralk had ever seen, and he found himself almost dazed by their aura of power.

      He snapped out of it, churning tracks into the temporary roadway as he sped alone toward the approaching walkers, a lone mortal charging a pack of titans.

      

      
        
        ATREUS CITY, ATREUS

        MARIK COMMONWEALTH

        FREE WORLDS LEAGUE

        11 MAY 2459

      

      

      Dark spots appeared on the dusty cap she clutched as tears fell from Simone’s eyes, her angular cheeks streaked with the remains of her makeup. It was undignified, but no one commented on the young woman’s display of grief.

      She sat alone—tall, thin, scarcely nineteen years old—on the throne in Parliament’s chamber, and wept as the weight of the realm settled onto her shoulders.

      The reports coming back from Loric were sketchy, but still contained enough information to be devastating.

      “How?” Her voice was scarcely more than a whisper.

      “He fought valiantly, Lady Marik, buying time for others to withdraw.” General Mattias Ivanevksy spoke, heading the delegation. His normally florid face was drained of color, his mouth drooping into his white beard. “The Lyran machines—these ‘BattleMechs’—were unstoppable.”

      “I know he led the rearguard.” She sniffed. “How did he die?”

      The general looked uncomfortable, glancing at his assembled colleagues and at the empty parliamentary benches. “He died…with honor.”

      “Dammit!” Simone smashed her fist down on the arm of the marble throne. The blow made a feeble thud rather than the echoing crash she would’ve liked. ”Just tell me, Ivan. He was my father.”

      “As you command, Captain-General.” Technically the title wasn’t hers yet, but as the sole eligible Marik—her brother was only eleven—she would succeed Geralk unless she refused the post. “His tank was disabled, but he refused to surrender. He kept shooting at the BattleMechs—and by all accounts crippled one—but eventually they overran his position. They—” he hesitated, “—crushed the Captain-General’s tank.”

      Simone Marik struggled to keep her composure during the brief report. She wiped away her tears, leaving a puffy and streaked face with red-rimmed eyes, but her spine stayed stiff, and she projected resolve in the midst of her grief. “And the rest of our forces? What happened to them?”

      “The command staff complied with your father’s orders, pulling back to the river line and holding it into the next day. But the Lyrans moved in and surrounded several elements, crushing them or forcing them into surrender. The last transports containing survivors left Loric on the twelfth. We’re anticipating some form of diplomatic approach in the next few weeks to discuss repatriation.”

      “And the dead?” Her voice shook but was stronger than moments earlier.

      “They have been interred on Loric. We were unable to recover your father’s body, but we believe it lies with the others.”

      “He would have liked that. The troops were as much his family as Carlos and I.”

      Ivanevsky nodded, pausing to give the new Captain-General time to cry again if she felt it necessary.

      She didn’t. Her bearing stayed strong, and her voice hardened into ice. “And the other worlds?”

      “Holding. It appears that the Lyrans have only a handful of these BattleMechs. They can achieve local superiority, and we should expect a pasting where they bring these machines, but they don’t have enough to support strategic operations.” He paused. “Knowing the Lyran industry, however, it’s only a matter of time before they field these machines in much greater numbers.”

      “So we need our own BattleMechs.” It was not a question. She beckoned to a small, dark-suited man who was lurking behind the FWLM officers. He was tanned with dark hair, looking like a holovid star shrunk down to three-quarters size. “Something for the National Intelligence Agency, I think. Director Sanders, do you have appropriate assets?”

      The wispy, quiet figure thought for a moment. Jervais Sanders’s memory for minutiae was legendary in governmental sectors. Then he nodded. “There are a couple of operatives I can set to work on it. Alarion gives us the best chance, I think.”

      “And the timeframe?” The streaks on her face were now the only evidence of Simone’s recent grieving.

      “I can issue appropriate directives as soon as the operation is approved—”

      “—which I will do immediately after the confirmation hearing tomorrow,” she interrupted.

      Sanders nodded. “We will likely need twelve to twenty-four months communication and operation time.”

      Simone leaned back and faced the generals once more. “Can we hold that long?”

      “Provided our assessment on the quantity of the walkers is accurate…”

      “It is,” said Sanders, his whispery voice sliding through the room’s echoes.

      “Then we can hold,” Ivanevsky said. “We’ll have some short-term losses—more worlds may fall while their BattleMechs are on the move. I’ve issued precautionary orders limiting our vulnerability to the machines, but that won’t stop them from coming. However, I believe I can prevent our losses from blunting our overall strength. For a year or two.”

      Simone thought for a moment, then placed her bony hands on the hard armrests of the throne, her pale eyes seeming to pull in strength from the rest of the room, filling her gaze with determination and even ferocity. “Then I pray our enemies become overconfident, and don’t see the hammer blow of our vengeance falling upon them.”

    

  

OEBPS/images/a-dish-served-cold-proliferation-5-epub-cover.jpg
B TTLEI'ECH

wi ADISH «
SERVED COLD

THE PROLIFERATION CYCLE, PART 5





OEBPS/images/catalyst-logo.jpg





