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PROLOGUE




Royal Palace Avalon City, New Avalon 

Crucis March 

Federated Suns 

16 April 3065




General of the Armies of the Lyran Alliance, Nondi Steiner watched her niece as the younger woman keyed a few notes into the noteputer sitting atop her desk.

Katrina’s movements had an odd, jerky quality, the effects of the “real-time” HPG link the women were using to communicate.

Behind the desk, virtually ignored by the blonde-haired, blue-eyed woman seated there, a broad window gave an excellent and inspiring view of Avalon City, capital of the planet and of the Federated Suns. There, in the northern climes of New Avalon, winter’s grip was slackening at last. Much of the snow had melted from the rooftops, and patches of grass could be seen on the palace lawns.

Katrina Steiner-Davion, ruler of the Lyran Alliance and the Federated Commonwealth as a whole, was the most recent occupant of the office, lifted her eyes from the datastorage unit, turning her ice-blue gaze on her aunt, holding Nondi’s unremarkable brown eyes for a moment before she spoke again.

“Now then, General,” Katrina said in a most formal tone, “what of the Skye Province?”

This was the portion of the daily briefing Nondi had been dreading. Of late, Katrina’s moods had been subject to strange, violent swings. As likely as not, the rapid changes in temper were due to the ups and downs of the civil war against Katrina’s brother, Victor. Still, as a member of the Archon’s cabinet, and as General of the Armies, Nondi owed Katrina the truth.

It was the increasing unrest in the historically fractious Skye Province that had prompted Katrina to make the long trip home from New Avalon. Ever conscious of public opinion, she thought it was time for a personal appearance on Tharkad. In the face of a growing wave of rebellion in the Skye region, she thought her presence on the Lyran throne-world would assure her people of the Archon’s concern for the totality of her realm, not just the portion comprising the Federated Suns.

“The Isle of Skye is, as it has always been, a powder keg with a lit fuse,” Nondi said, reading from her own noteputer. “Most of the nobles in Skye are aware of your reasons for moving troops into Skye. Most feel it is acceptable, if not particularly prudent, given that your brother is seemingly poised for an attack from Thorin.”

“Most?” Katrina asked incisively.

“Yes, Archon, most.” Nondi wondered if the sharply spoken question was the first dark cloud of a coming storm. “There are those who feel the measures you have taken to ensure the security of your realm as a whole were little more than an attempt to extend your control over the province as a whole.”

Katrina didn’t respond immediately. She leaned back against the leather-covered padding of the big chair, her fingers steepled in front of her. Nondi could have recited by heart the steps Katrina had ordered to make sure the Skye Province remained in her hands. She had moved a number of military units, both LAAF and mercenary, into the region. She had also ordered several worlds closed to all interstellar traffic in order to preserve the secrecy of the Alliance’s war preparations.

Most of the big interstellar JumpShips servicing the area had been called into military service under a little-used clause in the Lyran Constitution. As a result, military traffic into and within the Skye Province had increased, while civilian shipping had been severely disrupted. Though steps had been taken to ensure that food, medicines, and the like still got where they needed to go, smaller, less important worlds were beginning to experience shortages of essential goods.

That, in turn, had resulted in protests and demonstrations and a rekindled flame of Skye separatism. The smoldering fires of rebellion had caused Katrina to dispatch agents of Lohengrin and the Molehunters, the Lyran anti-terrorist and internal security agencies, to the region. There were even dark rumors that Loki, the shadowy Lyran terrorist organization, had been sent to Skye to eliminate those who opposed Katrina.

“I suppose we know who has been the most vocal critic of my policies?” Katrina said at last.

“There are several who have been quite outspoken regarding their dissatisfaction, Archon.” Nondi kept her tone as neutral as possible. A sharp glance from Katrina told her she could equivocate no longer, so she spoke quickly and to the point. “Yes, Archon, there is one whose voice has been raised above all others.”

“Robert,” Katrina said in a quiet, even voice.

“Yes, Archon, Duke Robert Kelswa-Steiner. He has long been an advocate for independence for the so-called Isle of Skye. It seems Duke Robert has seized upon the military buildup in the province and its attendant increase in security measures as more fodder for his speeches. He has been quite outspoken in opposing nearly every measure you’ve taken, stopping just short of calling for open rebellion. Not that his ‘restraint’ is making any difference. Already there have been a dozen relatively minor incidents between our forces and the citizens of the Skye Province. The movement grows with every speech he makes.”

Katrina banged her fist down against the desktop. “Will no one rid me of this troublesome Duke?” she fairly howled.

“Archon—” Nondi began.

“No, General, this meeting is over. Leave me.” Katrina’s voice had risen another notch in pitch.

“As you wish, Archon,” Nondi replied, as the Archon severed the connection. Slipping from the communications center as quietly as possible, she was met by Colonel Chris Wyndham, her aide.

“Anything new today, General?” Wyndham asked.

“No, Colonel,” Nondi answered. She walked on in silence for a few paces, then changed her mind. “No, wait, there is something new. I want you to contact General Alicia Savinson immediately. Tell her I have an arrest order for her.”

“Yes, General,” Wyndham said, and Nondi was sure he’d have contacted the head of the Lyran Intelligence corps even before she reached her office. “Can I tell her who the warrant is for?”

“Yes, tell her to arrest Duke Robert Kelswa-Steiner, on charges of sedition and fomenting rebellion against Katrina Steiner-Davion, his liege lord and lawful ruler of the Isle of Skye. He is a filthy traitor who has forfeited his rights as a lord of the realm.”














CHAPTER ONE




Dunkeld, Glengarry 

Skye Province 

Lyran Alliance 

22 May 3065




“Keep on him! Make him fight!” Grayson Death Carlyle bellowed over the ear-torturing whine of the armed hover jeep’s lift fans. The driver nodded his understanding and whipped the small ground-effect vehicle into a skidding right turn. A grimy brick wall rushed at the jeep’s side as the driver fought to bring it back under control. Grayson flinched, feeling the jeep lurch beneath him. The driver wrestled the vehicle back into the middle of the alleyway and floored the accelerator. A puddle flashed into a dirty gray mist under the wash of the screaming fans. At the next intersection, the driver careened through a left turn, this one better controlled than the last.

A burst of heavy machine-gun fire echoed along the empty streets, followed by the sharp crack of a laser firing. Under all the racket, Gray could hear the rapid thud of a BattleMech’s running feet.

A few blocks along, he signaled his driver, and the man at the jeep’s controls hauled the vehicle into a tight left turn. This time, the hovercraft ricocheted off a parked ground car, leaving a streak of drab brown-green paint on the blue bodywork of the civilian vehicle. When the jeep darted back onto the main street they had left only a few seconds earlier, Grayson saw their quarry. Tall, hunched over, looking like a predatory yet flightless bird, the twenty-ton Locust stood in the middle of the street, menacing another hover weapons-carrier. A stroke of manmade lightning reached out to batter the scout ‘Mech’s armor.

A light ‘Mech not intended to stand up to that sort of punishment, the Locust staggered. Over the din of battle, Grayson could hear the shriek of overstressed gyros laboring to keep the ‘Mech on its spindly legs. In the heat of battle, the enemy Mech Warrior had either missed the jeep’s skidding arrival or had opted to first deal with the more dangerous opponent, the hover vehicle carrying the deadly particle projection cannon. Either way, it was a mistake that would cost him.

Hunkering down behind the jeep’s thirteen-millimeter machine gun, Gray settled the weapon’s crude iron sights over the Locust’s back and mashed his thumbs down on the butterfly-shaped trigger. The massive gun spoke in a thuddering roar, spitting fire at the enemy. Forty-three-gram armor-piercing bullets ripped into the ‘Mech’s relatively thin rear armor, shattering the reinforced steel and blasting the Locust’s whip antenna from its mounting.

Grayson was sure it had to be getting hellishly hot in that cockpit. BattleMechs, the ten-meter-tall masters of the thirty-first-century battlefield, boasted more armor and firepower than a battalion of twentieth-century tanks. But they also had an enemy they carried around in their hip-pockets: the waste heat produced by their weapons and the fusion plant that drove them. Temperatures in the cockpit of an embattled ‘Mech could reach as much as 49 degrees Celsius, enough to cook off ammunition or kill the pilot through heat exhaustion. The Locust had been pushing hard all during the running fight and surely must be close to overheat-triggered shutdown.

Reacting to the rear attack, the ‘Mech backed into the mouth of an alleyway. That would let it keep both enemies in its front quarter, with its laser and heavy machine guns. Gray’s driver slid the jeep forward even without being told, maintaining contact with the retreating ‘Mech. The hover PPC-carriers got there first, but a long, chattering burst of machine-gun fire sent them skittering for cover, leaving two soldiers dead in the street behind them. Grayson’s jeep lurched to a halt as the driver, reluctant to brave the killing zone of the alley mouth, threw the drive fans into reverse.

Grayson jumped from the vehicle and edged his way toward the intersection. Risking a peek around the corner, he saw that the Locust had backed itself into a cul de sac. The air shimmered around the scout ‘Mech’s stubby body as its heat sinks struggled to bring its internal temperature under control.

“Have you got an Inferno launcher?” Gray asked a hatchet-faced infantry sergeant.

“Sure. Shoulder-fired job. Back in the carrier,” the noncom growled.

“Get it.”

The sergeant dashed back to the jeep, returning with a heavy, twin-tubed, short-range missile launcher. The tips of stubby missiles jutting from the launcher’s business end bore the telltale red markings of Inferno rounds. Unlike armor-piercing missiles, which detonated on impact with a ‘Mech’s hide, Inferno rounds were triggered by a proximity fuse. They showered a target with a volatile mixture of napthalene palmitate and white phosphorus, which clung to the target with nightmarish tenacity. Though Inferno rounds did little physical damage to the ‘Mech, they increased the machine’s internal temperature past survivable limits. When hit with Inferno rounds, pilots had been known to eject from otherwise serviceable ‘Mechs rather than be roasted alive.

Taking advantage of a burst of covering fire, Grayson darted into the alleyway.

“Hold it right there, warrior!” he bellowed. “One twitch of those weapons and you’re cooked! Scan me to see if I’m bluffing!”

For a long moment, the armored Goliath seemed to glare angrily down at the missile-armed David before it.

“You might kill me, but you’ll fry,” Gray called again. “One round of Willie-Pete is a nasty way to go.”

“All right,” came the pilot’s reply, made gravelly by the dry heat of the cockpit and the Locust’s external loudspeakers. “I’m coming out.”

A sharp hiss-pop sounded from the ‘Mech’s belly as the pilot broke the cockpit’s hatch seal. A length of chain ladder spilled out, jiggling to a stop a half-meter from the ground. As the Mech Warrior clambered down the steel rungs, it was immediately apparent that the Locust’s pilot was a woman.







A sharp, flat click jolted Grayson awake. Sitting at his side was that same female Mech Warrior, the woman who had shared his life for the past forty-one years.

“You’re awake,” she said, smiling down at him.

“Where . . . ?” he croaked, his voice ragged, as though he’d caught a lungful of smoke.

Lori Kalmar-Carlyle laid gentle fingers across his lips.

“You’re in the sickbay,” she said with the faintest hint of a quaver in her voice.

“Yeah, sickbay,” Grayson answered, his voice becoming stronger, but containing an uneven note that was the mirror of her own. The room came into focus. The pastel green walls hung with cheerful prints of flowers and sunsets belonged to the critical-care section of the Gray Death Legion’s base hospital on Glengarry. A rack of machines hummed and beeped and whirred through their normal monitoring routines.

“I was dreaming,” he said.

Lori smiled slightly. “Of Trellwan. I know. You were muttering in your sleep. You were dreaming of the day we met.”

Grayson didn’t reply. Though his initial meeting with Lori had been over the sights of an Inferno launcher, he had come first to respect her, then to love her deeply. That love had grown into a relationship that had lasted a lifetime and had produced a son.

“Yeah,” he repeated.

“Hello, Dad,” came a voice from just outside his field of view. It took a concentrated effort to turn his head far enough to see the face that was a handsome combination of Lori’s and his own.

“Hello, Alex,” Gray murmured. “Typical Carlyle luck. You made it just in time.”

“Nonsense,” Alex said with a smile. “I got leave and decided to come and see my folks. There was no luck involved.”

“Alex, I’ve been a warrior for far too long to kid myself,” Grayson told his son flatly. “I know what the docs are saying. I haven’t got much time left, and you wanted to see your old man one more time before he dies.”

A shadow fell across Alexander Carlyle’s thin face at hearing his father speak the truth in so plain a fashion.

“Don’t worry too much, son,” Gray said. “It’s been a good life. I’ve had everything that any man could ask for. I’ve got no right to complain.”

Even as he spoke, Gray felt an odd, writhing pain deep in his abdomen, one even the morphine-analog being fed into his left arm could not completely mask. Forty-odd years of a warrior’s life and all the privations that went along with it had taken their toll on his body. And now that toll was catching up with him. Despite all the advances of modern medicine, nothing could be done to halt the attack of what was still one of mankind’s greatest foes. The medics figured that Gray had, in a way, been responsible for his own illness. Exposure to radiation from damaged reactors, PPC discharges, and the like had probably contributed to the rapid, silent killer that was eating his body alive.

Over Alex’s shoulder, Grayson could see the room’s wide window. Ostensibly, the sunlight was good for a patient’s morale, but, in this case, there was no sunlight. A cold front had settled over the city of Dunkeld, bringing with it thick gray clouds and driving rain. Sitting next to that window, dressed in the gray fatigues of the Legion, was another of the outfit’s old warriors.

“Davis, how’s the Legion?” Grayson asked.

“Dinna worry aboot that right now, lad,” Davis McCall’s New Caledonian burr came out, as it always did in times of stress. “You let us worry aboot th’ Legion, and you worry about getting’ some rest.”

“I’ll have plenty of time to rest soon, Davis,” Grayson said in a level tone, despite the feeling of heavy weariness in his breast. “How are they?”

“They’re doin’ as well as can be expected, considerin’ that their chief is lyin’ in a hospital bed,” McCall said matter-of-factly. “Aye, half o’ them are standin’ outside in that rain, waitin’t’ hear how you’re doin’.”

Grayson and Lori had built the Gray Death Legion, one of the Inner Sphere’s elite mercenary warrior regiments, from nothing. Though operational command of the Gray Death had long since passed to Lori and it had been nearly a decade since Grayson had piloted a ‘Mech, he was still the Legion’s “Old Man.” His men counted standing in a cold, driving rain a small price to pay as they waited to learn the fate of the founder, heart, and soul of the Gray Death Legion.

“Get them out of the rain,” Grayson said. “I don’t want any of—” He broke off as a fit of coughing wracked his body. When it passed, he continued, “I don’t want any of them getting pneumonia on my account.”

Lori brushed the sandy blond hair, now thickly streaked with white, from his forehead. “They’ll be all right, Gray. You just rest.”

Grayson looked up at her with a momentary flash of irritation. Before he could speak, the door latch clicked as someone entered the room.

Another of those bloody-damn doctors coming to poke and prod him again, he guessed, and his sickbed irritation with Lori turned to a hot flare of anger with the medical staff, whose solicitous efforts had become a major nuisance. Well, not this time, not while his family was here.

Grayson tried to push himself up on his elbows, the better to confront the intruder. But the strength to do so just wasn’t to be found. He felt the anger well up inside him as the man he guessed to be a doctor or medtech stepped quietly around the bed to stand opposite where Lori sat on one edge.

The indignation drained away when Grayson saw the gray fatigues of a Legion Mech Warrior instead of the uniform of the med staff. Looking down on him was the craggy, ruddy face of Charles Bear, another of the Legion’s veterans. Bear, a Delaware Indian and the Legion’s only Terran native, had, like McCall, been one of the outfit’s first members. Unlike McCall, Bear had elected to retire from the Gray Death Legion back in 3055. A year later, he came out of retirement to aid the Legion in its fight against the Fourth Skye Guards during the Second Skye Rebellion. In the years since, Grayson had seen the old warrior only twice. Once when the Legion celebrated Alexander’s graduation from the Nagelring academy, and again a few months ago at the military funeral for Hassan Ali Khalid.

“It is good to see you, old friend,” Bear said, laying his hand on Grayson’s shoulder.

“Is it time?” Gray asked, smiling up into Bear’s dark, solemn eyes. Bear had told him he would see Grayson once more in this lifetime.

“Not yet, Sachem, but soon,” Bear said quietly.

Lori slid off the bed and crossed to the window. Resting her hands on the narrow sill, she stared out at the dull gray sky.

“It’s okay, love,” Gray said softly. “It comes to all of us.”

“I know.” Her voice was thick and husky. Grayson knew she was fighting to hold back the flood of emotion that threatened to sweep her away. “I just never thought it would come so soon.”

Again, Gray tried to sit up. He longed to take her in his arms just one more time, and in that embrace both find and give comfort. But the disease had robbed him of the strength to perform so simple, yet so important a task.

Alex stepped behind his mother and laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. She turned to face him, her face stained with tears, and melted into her son’s arms. Gray nodded to himself, and closed his eyes.

All of a sudden, he was so very tired. Perhaps, he told himself, now he would rest for a little while.







Not long after that, the monitors that had been so dutifully beeping out the rhythms of Grayson Carlyle’s life stopped.

For a long moment, no one in the room moved or spoke. Charles Bear broke the spell. He nodded solemnly, rose from his chair, and left the room without speaking to anyone.

As though that was the signal, McCall set his hands on Lori and Alex’s shoulders, leaving them there briefly as though he could impart his strength to them through touch alone. Then, he turned also, and with a stride that bespoke iron Highland courage in the face of great sorrow, he went to inform the rest of the Gray Death Legion that its founder and chief had passed away. The door closed softly behind him, leaving Alexander and Lori alone with their grief.














CHAPTER TWO




Dunkeld, Glengarry 

Skye Province 

Lyran Alliance 

25 May 3065




“Colonel?” Lori looked up sharply at the young man who stood in the doorway to her office in the Legion’s Dunkeld compound. He wore the unit’s gray uniform as though he were still getting used to the idea he was in the military, let alone part of one of the most famous mercenary units in the Inner Sphere. In his hands, he clutched a thick wedge of black plastic, which Lori recognized as an electronic message pad. The odd-shaped star disc on the pad’s housing told Lori it had come from Glengarry’s hyperpulse generator station. Operated by ComStar, the age-old communications bureau, HPG units used roughly the same hyperspace technology as starship jump drives to transmit messages between the stars.

“Bring it here, Private,” Lori said softly. In days past, the youngster’s nervousness might have brought a smile to her lips and earned him a few encouraging words. But, with Grayson’s death only two days in the past, Lori hadn’t much encouragement to offer. Only the daily routines of running the Legion kept her from sinking into a brooding depression. Even the comforting presence of her son had been taken from her. Alex had suddenly been recalled to Tharkad, the duty station where he served with House Steiner’s Second Royal Guards.

Grayson had always been more than a little suspicious of that assignment. Even though he was Baron Glengarry and most nobles of the Lyran Alliance would have killed to have their only child assigned to such a distinguished post, Gray had expressed an old distrust of cushy, prestigious assignments. The Legion had once fought against elements of House Steiner’s military machine back in 3057. Though Archon Katrina had accepted the Legion’s subsequent oath of allegiance, Gray often wondered in private if Katrina actually subscribed to the age-old proverb that advised one to hold your friends close, and your enemies closer. His casual paranoia on this point had infected Lori to the point where she had been surprised when Alexander’s commander, Leutnant-General Richard Regis II, had allowed him a few days’ leave to visit his dying father.

Alex’s recall order had arrived on just such a message pad as the young private now held out to her.

“Colonel McCall signed for it, but he says it’s encrypted,” the youth said, passing her the device. For a moment, he hovered uncertainly on the far side of Lori’s formica-topped, green steel desk. She looked up, forced a thin smile, and dismissed him.

The message pad resembled the standard noteputer used by a wide range of people, from university students to military personnel and government planners. This had one additional feature that most noteputers did not, a small numeric key-pad in the upper left-hand corner. Until Lori punched in a specific string of numbers, the pad would remain “locked.” Some messages were encrypted in such a way that entering the wrong access code for the second or third time would delete the message from the pad’s memory. Lori had even heard about specially “doctored” message pads that would completely reformat the unit’s hard drive or explode.

For a moment, Lori frowned at the device, knowing it probably held a set of operational orders for the Gray Death Legion. At least they could have given her a few days, she thought as she set the electronic pad on the desk. Using the tip of her left forefinger, she carefully tapped in the Legion’s access code. Up until now, that string of seven digits had been known only to Grayson and herself. She supposed she’d have to give the code to Davis McCall, in case anything happened to her.

When Lori hit the Enter key, the unit flared to life. The dull yellow-gray screen flickered, then resolved into the image of the pentagon-backed, mailed-fist insignia of the Lyran Alliance Armed Forces.

Lori scrolled down through the obligatory formal greetings from Hauptmann-General Rainer Poulin, the Skye theater commanding officer, and Hauptmann-General Almida Zee, the Alliance’s Mercenary Troops Liaison officer. Much to her credit, Zee, a former member of the Eridani Light Horse, included a personal message of sympathy to Lori and the Legion on Grayson’s death.

Lori merely skimmed the formal and personal messages, having read enough of those over the past few days. She gave her close attention to the rest of the document. Couched in the language of the military bureaucracy was the simple order:

“Given the mounting tensions in the Isle of Skye, and the civil war between those units loyal to the Archon and those following her disaffected brother Victor, the Gray Death Legion is to upgrade its readiness status. The Legion will take ship no later than 30 May and execute a hyper-space jump into the Hesperus system. There, the Legion will occupy the military base at Maria’s Elegy on Hesperus II, from which base they will aid in the active defense of the planet, most especially of the Defiance Industries factory complex in the Myoo Highlands.”

The document went on at length, including quite a bit of boilerplate setting the amount the Alliance was willing to pay the mercenary unit for its deployment, outlining salvage rights, transportation allowances, and so forth. It simply meant that the Gray Death Legion was going into combat.

Appended to the contract was a rundown of the units with which the Legion would be working. There were two main-line Regimental Combat Teams on planet, the Fifteenth and Thirty-sixth Lyran Guards. Lori didn’t know much about either unit in recent years, except that both were firmly in the camp of Katrina Steiner-Davion. Had the loyalty of either unit been questionable, the Archon would surely have rotated them off Hesperus long before now. Had either declared for Victor, effectively placing Hesperus and the critical Defiance Industries complex in his hands, the Legion, and indeed the Alliance as a whole, would be facing a completely different situation. Knowing good intelligence was as useful as a full company of assault ‘Mechs, Lori made a mental note to pull down whatever new data she could get on the Fifteenth and the Thirty-sixth Guards.

She took her personal noteputer from a desk drawer. Uncoiling a set of cables, she connected the message pad to the ‘puter and downloaded the deployment order. Then, with a few more taps on the pad’s console, she erased the message.

Putting the now-blank message pad aside, she punched a control built into her desk’s flat formica top.

“Yes, Colonel?” her orderly answered from his office just outside her own.

“Mick, please call all the battalion commanders for a meeting. I’d like to see them in the conference room in one hour.”

“Right away, ma’am.”

Shutting off the comm unit, she sat back in her chair and stared at the off-white acoustic tile ceiling of her office. She had taken the Legion into battle before, even leading them through full-scale operational exercises in conjunction with the regular Lyran Alliance Armed Forces. But there had always been Grayson’s comforting, guiding presence at her back. Now, with his passing, she had nothing to fall back on. Lori knew the feeling was an illusion, a fantasy born of loss and grief. Davis McCall was still there, as was Julio Vargas, commander of the Death Eagles, the Legion’s fighter wing, and Tom Leone, the hulking infantry major who was the core of the Legion’s Armored Infantry contingent. Each was an expert in his own field, and each would give Lori the benefit of wise counsel, but none of them would ever be Grayson Carlyle.







“Lieutenant-Colonel McCall, what is our current status?” Lori asked, yielding the floor to her executive officer. Like all good commanders, she knew the Gray Death Legion TO&E down to the platoon level. But, like all good commanders, she allowed her subordinates to do their jobs.

“Well Colonel, as y’know, we’ve got two full battalions of BattleMechs, havin’ fleshed out th’ Assassins.”

Lori shifted a bit uncomfortably at Second Battalion’s nickname. Known as “Hassan’s Assassins” after Hassan Ali Khalid, the unit’s long-time commander, the battalion had been the first to experience the death of a veteran commander when Khalid died back in late December. The battalion voted to keep the name in honor of the man who had led them for so long.

If McCall noticed her discomfort, he gave no sign of it, but continued his briefing.

“All of our ‘Mechs are either new models or have been retrofitted with ‘foundtech’ gear. The same goes for the aerospace wing.” McCall used the Legion slang for the new technological devices that had been developed over the past thirty or so years, thanks in great part to the Legion’s discovery of an ancient Star League memory core during its early days. “Foundtech” was the Gray Death’s tongue-in-cheek answer to the term “lostech,” the more common term for such rediscovered technology.

“Major Leone’s infantry battalion is now fully equipped with power armor. He’s been pushing them through their paces pretty hard lately. He says ‘they’ll do’. An’ for Tommy Leone, that’s high praise indeed.”

“What about the armored battalion?” Lori asked, glancing toward a slim, dark-haired woman slouched against the briefing room’s back wall.

“The Cats are ready to go, if that’s what you mean, Colonel,” Major Megan Powers said, maintaining her slouch. “I’ve got one full company of armored scouts who know their jobs well enough for me. I could use two more. We’ve finally got Second Company converted over to all hover tanks. Third is still a hodgepodge of wheels and tracks. But we’ll be ready when the balloon goes up.”

Megan pulled herself into a straighter stance. “It is about to go, isn’t it? That’s why you called this meeting, right?”

Lori smiled for the first time in days. If there was one thing that would never change, it was the irascible Megan Powers.

“That’s right, Meg. The orders just came down from theater command. We’ve been assigned to Hesperus II.”

A low murmur ran through the small knot of Legion officers. Everyone in the room understood the significance of the orders. As the civil war ran its course through what had once been a united Federated Commonwealth, any facility capable of producing BattleMechs and their various vital components had become a primary target. War, they all knew, was as much a matter of logistics as it was a matter of strategy and tactics.

The Lyran Alliance had two major ‘Mech production facilities. One of those, Coventry Metal Works on the planet of the same name, had already fallen to Victor Davion. The other was the sprawling, city-sized Defiance Industries factory complex on Hesperus II, and the smaller, though no less important, Doering Electronics manufacturing installation also on that world. Though Victor had yet to threaten Hesperus directly, everyone knew the Alliance’s remaining major war producer was at risk.

Hesperus II lay within the borders of the politically unstable region of the Lyran Alliance known as the Isle of Skye. With the Alliance’s attention focused elsewhere, the Skye Separatist faction had used the opportunity to initiate yet another rebellious bid for independence. Given the importance of Hesperus II to both the Alliance and the Skye rebels, the Archon was reinforcing the planet’s defenses by reassigning the Gray Death Legion.

“We’re going to have to get the Legion together in one tearing hurry,” Lori continued as the low rumble of commentary subsided. “We’re to ship out in five days, and we’ll make all haste for Hesperus. When we get there, we’ll move into the base at Maria’s Elegy and aid in the defense of the planet.”

Lori waited until the note-taking officers caught up with her before she continued.

“Dan, I’ll be calling pretty heavily on you once we arrive. You’ve got a more intimate knowledge of the area around the capitol and the Defiance plant than any of us. Consider yourself part of the strategic planning staff on this one.”

The man to whom Lori addressed her remarks was one of the younger officers to wear the Legion gray. In his late thirties, Daniel Brewer was slim, ebon-skinned, and affected the somewhat archaic twin braids of a Lyran Mech Warrior framing his face. He also wore the captain’s bars pinned to his collar with an air of quiet self-assurance.

None of that was surprising, as Brewer was not just another Legionnaire. He was also the Duke of Hesperus, and a nephew by marriage to General of the Armies Nondi Steiner. Brewer had once been the nominal Chief Executive Officer of Defiance-Hesperus. That was before the Gray Death’s last visit to Hesperus, back in 3057. Then, Brewer and the Defiance Self-Protection Force had fought the Legion, with Brewer almost single-handedly breaching their defenses. Following that operation, Brewer had been “enlisted” in the Gray Death Legion by Archon Katrina.

“I’ll give you what help I can, Colonel,” Brewer said in his characteristically low tone.

“Colonel,” McCall put in, “have we got anything resemblin’ an intelligence report? Any idea what the sassanach might be throwin’ at us?”

“Not yet, Davis.” Lori smiled at McCall’s use of the Gaelic term “sassanach.” Originally a corruption of the word Saxon, the ancient Scots of Terra had applied it to the English during their wars for independence, and later to any outsider, especially an enemy. “We’ve got to figure that they’ll hit us pretty hard, though. Defiance-Hesperus is pretty important to the Alliance, and to the Skye Separatists, and to Prince Victor. So we have to expect that they’ll hit the planet with at least three regiments, maybe more.”

Lori paused again, putting her thoughts in order for what she had to say next.

“I want you to understand, people, that there is more to the mission than a simple military deployment. Remember, the Gray Death Legion has been on Hesperus before. That time, we were the invaders. Two of the units we fought are still on planet—the Fifteenth Lyran Guards and the Defiance Self-Protection Force. We are going to have to assume there will be at least some bad blood over our last visit to the place. Therefore, I will expect all Legion personnel to conduct themselves with the utmost professionalism and tact. I know diplomacy isn’t a skill much required for piloting a BattleMech, but it is one we’d better pick up on the fly.”

Again, Lori waited until her thoughts caught up with her.

“The worst part of this mission isn’t going to be the fighting or our relations with the regular Lyran forces on planet. The worst part will be that aspect of internal Lyran politics that made this deployment necessary—the Skye Separatist Movement.

“We can’t forget the nightmare the Eridani Light Horse faced on Milos, when they tried to liberate a people who did not want to be liberated. With the Isle of Skye in open rebellion against the Alliance, I’m doubly unsure of the reception the Legion is going to get. And that leads us to a broader question. What if the general population of Hesperus decided they’d rather be free from the Alliance? What does the Legion do then?”

“Colonel, the way I see it, we are under contract to the Lyran Alliance, to the Archon,” Julio Vargas said quietly. “I would have to say that we fulfill our contract within the limits of the guidelines set forth by the Mercenary Bonding Commission and the Ares Conventions. So long as our defending Hesperus against any invasion force does not violate those laws, we must do our utmost to keep the Alliance from losing that world.”

“I agree, Julio,” Lori said. “I guess it falls to me to make the decision, doesn’t it? So, here’s how we play it. The Skye Separatists have abandoned the political process in favor of armed rebellion against a lawful ruler. Therefore, as mercenaries contracted by the Lyran state, we are bound to do everything in our power to make sure Hesperus remains in the hands of the Lyran Alliance, short of violating either the bonding commission codes or the Ares Conventions.

“All right. Anything else?” Lori asked the question only because Grayson had drilled into her head the idea that there was always one more thing to cover. When no one spoke, she nodded. “Very well, go brief your people. We’ve got a lot to do and not a lot of time to do it in if we’re going to be ready to ship out in five days.”
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Lori gripped the back of the Captain’s acceleration couch hard as an odd feeling of vertigo drained away and the swirling colored lights faded from her vision. The illusory phosphorescence was a direct result of the effects of hyperspace jump travel on the human body. Some people were more susceptible to Transit Disorientation Syndrome, or jump-sickness, as it was more commonly called. Those unfortunate folks often found themselves experiencing blinding headaches, severe nausea, and other unpleasant physical side effects caused by the eldritch forces necessary to instantly transport a massive JumpShip and its attendant DropShips across thirty light-years of space. She was glad of the magnetic boots commonly worn by spacers. Despite all of mankind’s advances in space travel, artificial gravity was still in the realm of science fiction.

Beside her, Davis McCall seemed to be even less affected than she was.

“Right on time, right on target,” the DropShip’s pilot said in a calm, almost bored, tone. “Those Steiner navy boys really know their jobs. I’ll give them that.”

The Durant, a Union-class DropShip named for Grayson’s father, along with two more of the Legion’s nine DropShips, was mated to the Invader-class JumpShip Invidious. Not far off, two more Invaders, carrying the balance of the Legion’s DropShips, floated against the velvet blackness of space.

Following the man’s gaze, Lori looked toward the ship’s main viewscreen, where the other Legion starships were rendered in a wire-frame schematic. But they were not alone. Standing off at only a few hundred kilometers was the broad, twin-hulled bulk of a WarShip. Nearly a kilometer long, the massive WarShip dwarfed the Invidious by comparison. Her forward structure bristled with weapon ports of every type and description.

“That’s the Simon Davion,” Lori said in mild surprise. “I had no idea she was anywhere in the area.”

McCall pulled himself across the small bridge to hang in the air before the display. Unlike his chief, he disliked the magnetic boots, preferring to move through the free-fall environment of a ship in space unhindered by the clumsy footgear. He pulled himself along hand-over-hand, using stanchions welded to the ship’s overhead and bulkheads for that precise purpose. Some younger, less experienced, personnel moved about the ship by kicking off any convenient surface and “flying.” Usually that mode of travel only lasted until the “airborne” crewman or passenger collided violently with someone traveling by one of the more “conventional” means.

“It makes sense, though,” McCall said, peering at the hand-long image of the cruiser. “Hesperus is awful important to th’ Alliance. If the rebels are really headin’ this way—an’ we’ve got no good reason to suspect otherwise— it makes sense that th’ Archon would want one of her best WarShips here to meet ‘em when they come.”

Gazing at the bulk of the huge battle cruiser drove home to Lori the enormity of the situation in which the Legion found itself. Though technically still a mercenary unit, the Legion was also somewhat beholden to the Lyran Alliance. Not only did Archon Katrina still hold their contract but she had made Grayson Baron Glengarry, a noble of the Alliance. That meant the Legion, Baron Glengarry’s personal troops, were also part of the Alliance Armed Forces. It was a delicate line to walk for all concerned.

The civil war that had torn apart the Federated Commonwealth added a new layer to the complications. Archon Katrina, Prince Victor’s younger sister, was far more politically astute than her brother. A long and unpleasant series of accusations, innuendo, and political maneuvers had served to first estrange, then divide the two oldest children of the late Hanse Davion and Melissa Steiner. When Melissa died, the victim of an assassin’s bomb, Katrina allowed a series of rumors to leak out suggesting that Victor was responsible for his mother’s murder. She then walked off with the Lyran half of the Federated Commonwealth without so much as firing a shot.

A few years later, Victor went off to war against the Smoke Jaguars, leaving his younger sister Yvonne as Regent of the Federated Commonwealth. Some said the move was a calculated insult to Katrina. Others believed that Victor feared for the welfare of his realm under Katrina’s hand. Whatever his intent, by the time he returned from his victory in Clan space, Katrina had seized upon the opportunity to claim the throne of the Federated Suns, ousting Yvonne as Regent in the process.

Unwilling to sit by and watch the domain his parents fought to establish and preserve torn apart, Victor tried to pressure Katrina through political means to relinquish the throne. It was only after the assassination of his brother Arthur three years back that Victor donned the uniform of the Federated Suns and led his troops into Katrina’s territory in a bid to oust his sister and reunite the sundered realms.

In the twenty years since the formation of the Federated Commonwealth, many units from both the Federated Suns and the Lyran Commonwealth had been assigned to new duty stations. Numerous Davion troops had been posted to Steiner worlds, and vice versa, in an effort to more fully integrate the formerly separate militaries. As tensions mounted, Katrina issued a “come home” order to the loyal Steiner troops. Many obeyed; some did not. Meanwhile, Davion troops stationed within the Alliance remained in place.

When the mounting tensions erupted into open hostilities, the result was a chaotic situation where there were no front lines, no rear areas, and units that had occupied the same worlds in peace suddenly found themselves pitted against one another in battle. Victor, ever the soldier to Katrina’s politician, fought a series of battles down through the Alliance, eventually seizing Coventry, one of the realm’s primary sources of BattleMechs. At the same time, Katrina had made a substantial strategic and political gain by destroying the First Davion Guards on New Avalon, when those troops tried to challenge her power on the capital world of the Federated Suns. Thus far, Victor had not moved directly against Hesperus. As events fell out, he didn’t have to.

Robert Kelswa-Steiner, a cousin by marriage to the Archon and the leader of the troublesome Skye separatist movement, had chosen that moment to launch another bid for independence for the Isle of Skye. Like all armies, the Skye rebels needed arms. That placed Hesperus directly in the path of the Separatists, exponentially increasing the risk to the planet, the Isle of Skye, and the Lyran Commonwealth as a whole.

As it happened, the sudden flare-up of rebellion in Skye served to aid Prince Victor. Katrina must pull troops away from the struggle with her brother in order to suppress the rebellion. If not, the risk that the Star League might step in with peacekeepers was real. Lori remembered well what had happened in the St. Ives Compact, when Sun-Tzu Liao, acting under the auspices of his position as First Lord of the Star League, used peacekeepers to regain lost worlds in that tiny state.

The huge WarShip hanging motionless in space only a few thousand kilometers away was a graphic reminder of the dire situation into which the Gray Death Legion had been thrust.

“Colonel, Captain Murad is on the line,” Lori heard the DropShip captain say, bringing her back to the here and now.

“She says we’ll be free to uncouple and start our burn insystem as soon as she finishes orienting the Invidious. She estimates she’ll be ready to cut us loose in about an hour.”

Lori turned to face the spacer. “Very well, George,” she said. “Please convey my compliments to Captain Murad. Thank her for the ride.”



Though Captain Hester Murad’s estimate had proved correct, it was still more than a week before the Durant touched down on the tarmac at Maria’s Elegy. The vagaries of space travel in the thirty-first century were such that transport JumpShips devoted the bulk of their structure to the gigantic Kearny-Fuchida jump drives and to cargo space. Little room was given to fuel or reaction mass for maneuvering drives. At most, the average JumpShip had enough fuel to operate station-keeping thrusters as it hung above the system’s sun, recharging its engines by means of a massive solar energy collector commonly called a jump sail. WarShips like the Simon Davion did boast huge maneuvering drives and vast reserves of fuel to power them, but even they had to rely on DropShips for anyone wanting to make the trip from space to a planet’s surface. It took just over two hundred hours for the Legion to make the long trip from the jump point to the spaceport at Maria’s Elegy.

Lori stood on the lower level of the Durant’s cavernous ‘Mech bay. In the dim light provided by the bay’s fluorescent strips, she could see the mottled gray bulk of the modified VTR-9K Victor BattleMech that had until recently been Grayson’s. With its enhanced command, control, and communications gear, it was the Legion’s command ‘Mech. Now it was hers. Beside it stood McCall’s boxy Highlander, its barrel chest sporting the image of an ancient Scots warrior wielding a pike, with the legend “Bannockburn” painted beneath. Beyond those two were more ‘Mechs, and the rest were housed in the bays of the Legion’s other DropShips.

As the thundering roar of the Durant’s engines died, Lori thumbed a large green button set into one of the bay’s outer bulkheads. A high, shrill whine hissed through the bay as a small, man-sized hatch slid upward on well-oiled runners. Light flooded into the bay, momentarily forcing Lori to screw her eyes shut. As her eyes adjusted, she got her first look at Maria’s Elegy in almost ten years.

Little about the spaceport had changed. Some of the systems had been upgraded, making communications masts and radar domes smaller or unnecessary. The main terminal building had been remodeled and enlarged, but that seemed to be the extent of the changes. At the edge of the Durant’s assigned landing bay sat a pair of hover jeeps.

A small knot of men clad in dark gray-green uniforms stood next to the jeeps, looking up at the DropShip. Lori and McCall strode down the ramp and approached the welcoming committee. As they drew near the group, Lori saw that two of them, one man and one woman, sported the T-shaped triple-diamond insignia of a Lyran Alliance Leutnant-General.

“You must be Colonel Kalmar-Carlyle. Welcome to Hesperus II,” a woman with gray-shot black hair said, raising her hand in a salute, then extending it to Lori. “Leutnant-General Gina Ciampa, Fifteenth Lyran Guards.” Lori noted that Ciampa pronounced her rank with the hard, guttural Teutonic accent of one raised in the upper circles of Lyran society.

Her research into her Lyran counterparts suggested that Ciampa was a competent, professional soldier. Because psychological profiles on Lyran officers were highly classified, Lori was unable, for security reasons, to get a complete dossier. She just had to hope that Ciampa’s loyalty to the Alliance would outweigh any personal animosity she might feel toward the Gray Death Legion and its past history on Hesperus II.

Ciampa gestured to the man at her side.

“This is Leutnant-General Peter Zambos,” she said. “He’s got the Thirty-sixth Guards.”

The bearded blond Lyran officer gave Lori a rather cold once-over before fixing her with a blank, level stare. For a moment, Lori struggled to find a reason for Zambos’ seeming hostility. Then it came to her. According to the briefings she’d received concerning this mission, Zambos was something of a martinet, who held strictly to the letter of the regulations. The glare he was bending on Lori and her staff made it clear that he was a Leutnant-General, while Lori was a mere Colonel, and a mercenary officer at that. According to the regulations, she owed him the first salute.

Not wishing to start an argument her first day on planet, Lori touched the backs of her fingers to her forehead in the palm-outward salute used by the Star League Defense Force and by the Gray Death Legion, which had adopted many of the SLDF’s traditions. For several seconds, Zambos remained motionless, his dark eyes locked on Lori’s, then he returned the salute, using the palm-down gesture favored by the Lyran Alliance Armed Forces. He held it for a brief second, then snapped his hand down sharply.

Lori’s digging had provided even less information on Zambos. Unlike Ciampa, who was a product of the Sanglamore Military Academy, Zambos had graduated from the less prestigious, more practically minded Buena War College. Though he was accounted a good officer, some considered him to be brash, opinionated, and self-centered.

“Welcome to Hesperus, Colonel,” he said, and Lori caught the fleeting pause before Zambos uttered her title. Clearly, the man had little use for her. Lori wondered if it was due to a general dislike for paid soldiers or some kind of personal grudge against her or the Gray Death Legion.

“Yes, welcome,” Ciampa repeated. “We’d both like to extend our sympathy to you and to your troops. I wish we could have met under different circumstances or that the Alliance could have given you a little more time before shipping you out here. But we don’t have that luxury right now.”

“Oh?” Lori turned away from the still-glaring Zambos to meet Ciampa’s level, open gaze. “We were told the rebels hadn’t yet begun to move against Hesperus. Has the situation changed?”

“Not yet, but we expect that to change soon. They’ve already begun an offensive on Freedom, and the Separatists have never had any trouble recruiting troops. The Free Skye movement has become awfully popular, especially since the Archon split from the Federated Commonwealth. I guess the Separatists figure that if the Alliance can secede from the F-C, then Skye can secede from the Alliance.

“They’ve got plenty of men,” Ciampa repeated. “It’s materiel they’re a bit short of. A number of native Skye units, like the Fourteenth Skye Rangers, have defected en masse. They’ve got their BattleMechs, fighters, and whatnot, but those few regiments aren’t going to be able to force the Archon to give the Isle of Skye its freedom, not against the might of the Alliance Armed Forces. They’re going to need to raise local troops, militias almost, to support the main-line combat units. Neither the defector main-line troops nor the militias are going to be able to operate for long without a significant source for ‘Mechs and replacement parts, so where does that leave Hesperus?”

“Right in the middle of the biggest bull’s eye in the Alliance
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