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        This is for those who will do the right thing,

        even when it costs them something.

      

      

      

      
        
        And to those suffering through grief,

        it’s always hard, but we’re there for each other.
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        Blood and destruction shall be so in use,

        And dreadful objects so familiar,

        That mothers shall but smile when they behold

        Their infants quartered with the hands of war,

        All pity choked with custom of fell deeds,

        And Caesar’s spirit, ranging for revenge,

        With Ate by his side come hot from hell,

        Shall in these confines with a monarch’s voice

        Cry “Havoc!” and let slip the dogs of war,

        That this foul deed shall smell above the earth

        With carrion men, groaning for burial.

      

      

      
        
        —Marc Antony

        Julius Caesar by William Shakespeare

        Act 3, Scene 1

      

      

      “I never understood why people cling to Shakespeare when we have so many more contemporary playwrights to quote.”

      
        
        —Patrick Kell

      

      

      “Because he’s Shakespeare, Patrick.”

      
        
        —Morgan Kell
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        SCHWARTZHAMMER FOREST

        OUTSKIRTS OF ADZE

        HAMMER

        DUCHY OF TAMARIND-ABBEY

        FREE WORLDS LEAGUE

        17 JULY 3148

      

      

      “Don’t think of it as a retreat, then,” Colonel Hank Mallory told his Ghost Dogs as he angled his Wolfhound through the trees and hoping the Marians wouldn’t set the whole forest ablaze to smoke them out. “Like the old saw goes, call it advancing in a different direction.”

      On the private channel, his XO, Ilsa Escalera—a firecracker of a woman with dark hair and soulful eyes to match her light brown skin—called him from her Hound. “What’s next, sir?”

      “We need to figure out how to cut them off before they press the attack into the capital. Martillo is nestled in the mountains, and if they take it, we’re out of a contract.”

      “They outnumber us two to one.”

      Hank scoffed. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “I recommend we set camp in the foothills,” Ilsa said. “We run patrols to make sure they’re not pursuing while we come up with something. We did hit them pretty hard, it should be at least a day or two before they press forward.”

      “If we’re lucky,” Hank replied. “We didn’t hit them hard enough. Pick a spot, Ilsa. We’ll get it together.”

      Ilsa pushed her Hound, with its gray and pink paint scheme with light blue accents covered in scorch marks and laser burns, to the front of the pack and started her search for their safe harbor for the night. A strategic spot to stop an advance and not get killed in the process.

      For his part, as he navigated his 35-ton ’Mech through the trees at twilight, Hank knew he would have to negotiate with the planetary leaders he was trying to defend. Again. As though he wasn’t already trying to help them.

      His hair was already gray enough, he didn’t need them adding any more to his head. The idea that they cared more about some misguided sense of federalism rather than self-preservation made them all deeply unserious people in Hank’s gray eyes.

      “Alpha Hound Leader, this is Charlie Hound Leader, do you copy?” That was Rufo Nguyen’s voice; he led Charlie Lance. Funny guy when you got to know him. Serious in a fight, though. It felt like Charlie Lance was always covering the escape when they needed one, and this time was no exception.

      “I copy, go ahead.”

      “We have Marian forces pursuing.”

      “Size of force?”

      “Sending telemetry now, but it looks like two Centurions and a Bandersnatch.”

      “Any reinforcements from Adze behind them?”

      “Negative.”

      Hank looked at the data coming in. Parts of the city of Adze were on fire, which had nothing to little-to-nothing to do with the Ghost Dogs. The Marians had an UrbanMech down there with a flamer in the city, torching buildings to flush out the Ghost Dogs ’Mechs and the local infantry that had decided to fight at the last minute. Getting the locals to do even that much was like pulling teeth. It didn’t matter that the liaison from the Free Worlds League and the rep from the Duchy of Tamarind-Abbey had helped Hank try to convince them. These people from Hammer were stubborn—imagine that. Anything from the overarching government was met with suspicion, even common-sense measures that would save their damned skins.

      Hank never wanted to work in the FWL again if this was how it was going to be.

      “How do you feel about our pursuing forces?” he asked. He always wanted to get the opinions of his officers. And he kept thinking about retiring, so anything to test their thinking was good in Hank’s book.

      “I think it’s just a token force to keep track of us and make sure we keep going. I think Charlie Lance could take them.”

      “Token force? What’s your reasoning on that?”

      “They made a mistake. They’re numerically superior in the overall war, but they handed us a battle we could win and a retreat we could reasonably cover.”

      Hank nodded, even though Rufo wouldn’t see that from his own Wolfhound. “Do it then.”

      “Aye-aye, sir.”

      The line squelched, and Hank hoped they could pull off some sort of miracle. They just had to make it too costly for the Marians to take the capital and find some way to drive them off planet.

      It was going to take a miracle—and the Marians had outlawed miracles.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Rufo Nguyen maneuvered his Wolfhound through the trees, keeping one eye on his viewscreen and the other on the map on his console, trying to decide the best way to deploy the ’Mechs in his command.

      The Centurions were heading straight toward the clearing on either side of the Bandersnatch, right behind the main company of Ghost Dogs. Centurions were bipedal ’Mechs built in a roughly human shape, but the Bandersnatch looked like a discount, Wonderland version of a Marauder, hence the name. All were painted in maroon trimmed with orange, and bore insignias of a legionnaire’s helmet over crossed swords over a shield. They took the Roman thing very seriously, and Rufo figured that was why they were all about bringing their “way of life” to as many surrounding systems as they could.

      Or it was simply a desperate land grab from a fascist, power-hungry emperor. You know, one or the other.

      The Marian ’Mechs were following Mallory’s main force, both Alpha and Bravo Lances. Rufo had a lance that could strike hard, and he knew how to use them. Scotty Jardine—a blond-haired, blue-eyed mountain of a MechWarrior, was in a Warhammer C  2. Deanne Anderson, descended straight from the old indigenous tribes of the North American Great Plains on Terra, piloted a Pouncer A—perfect for long-range attacks. And Ronnie Johnston, a wiry fighting ace of a fella with buzzed hair and a constant smirk they’d picked up on Galatea ages ago, piloted a Pouncer G—ready to get up close and personal. In addition to his Wolfhound, the Ghost Dogs’ Charlie Lance was pretty well balanced as far as range was concerned.

      The situation felt like an easy setup.

      “Okay, Alpha Charlie,” he told his lance. “We’re going to fall back and feint to the right hard. If they follow us through the trees, we turn and have a stand-up fight, but if they continue pursuing Alpha and Bravo, then we double back and flank them. We just need to make it quick and give Alpha and Bravo time to breathe.”

      They all chimed in with their acknowledgement and, like a well-oiled machine, turned immediately on Rufo’s order and headed in the direction he sent them.

      They were a good bunch, and he liked working with them. They’d all taken the switch from Kell Hounds to Ghost Dogs with more calm than he did, and they’d assured him that he was part of the reason they stayed. At least, that’s what they said to his face.

      “Looks like they’re sticking with Alpha and Bravo,” Johnston said.

      Glancing down at his console display, Rufo knew he was right. “Copy that, Charlie Four,” he said. “Let’s swing around, then. Come up on their three and hit them from the side. Dee, you play missile boat while Scotty digs in with the PPCs. Ronnie and I will edge in closer with your covering fire and we’ll do what damage we can. Focus fire on the Bandersnatch first, then we’ll take out the Centurions one at a time.”

      Rufo swung his agile Wolfhound around, and let the Pouncers and Warhammer take the lead to get into firing positions against the Marians.

      Anderson pushed forward, as they would be the first to get a shot…if they were lucky. The woods were thick in places, and they weren’t exactly using the terrain to their advantage, just advancing through it, but a lock would be had sooner than later.

      Pushing the Wolfhound forward, watching the rest of his unit lead, Rufo felt a swell of pride. They’d been doing this for a couple years now, and were good at it. And if all went well, they’d be the heroes of the night, and everyone would buy them drinks.

      Or… at least, everyone would bring them whatever drinks there were to be had…

      …they probably wouldn’t get drinks, actually. Not if they were setting camp and a perimeter to keep the capital safe.

      Okay, the drinks could come later. And then Ronnie would tell his fabled story about taking down three Urbies in one engagement again and Scotty would roll his eyes while Dee goaded them both.

      It’d be a great time. Eventually.

      The woods thinned out and there was a great clearing in the valley with great lines of sight, perfect for the side-attack Rufo had planned. They couldn’t have timed it better, since the Marians were just cresting the meadow to their left in their continued pursuit of the rest of the Ghost Dogs.

      “Okay, Charlie Lance, let’s light it up.”

      Deanne let loose with her dual long-range missile launchers, the smoke trails making golden-gray beams appear in the dwindling sun as the light caught them. The missile salvo rocked the Bandersnatch, catching it off guard. But it couldn’t have been caught too off-guard. Rufo knew if they were tracking the Marians, the Marians were also tracking them.

      Maybe they just didn’t expect them to put up such a fight. Whatever their thinking, they were going to learn fast that they had made a mistake.

      Peppered with missiles, the Bandersnatch was the first to divert course and turn toward Rufo’s group—another foolish mistake in his eyes. The Marians were outnumbered from the start, and shouldn’t have even picked a fight.

      Scotty Jardine opened fire next with his Warhammer’s extended-range PPCs, the twin bolts of blue energy racing across the battlefield like crackling lightning let loose from Jupiter’s grip. They both tore into the Bandersnatch, melting away armor across its legs.

      The Pouncers both hit their jump jets and flew into the air, leaving the Warhammer and Rufo’s Wolfhound on the ground. Scotty went for a better position to line up his firing arc while Rufo pushed his ’Mech across the meadow, the heavy legs of the ’Mech—even a light one like the Wolfhound—shaking the earth below him.

      Rufo let the details of his lance fade a little bit into the background of his mind, knowing they would accomplish their jobs without too much management from him. Instead, he focused on his firing solution against the Bandersnatch, fading into the darkness of the dwindling night.

      Flares and loud reports ripped from the Bandersnatch as it fired its long-range missiles. Rufo squinted at his screen, wondering who the enemy ’Mech was targeting. Usually, Scotty’s Warhammer was the first to take fire, as it was a common strategy to take the big guns down first. But he was surprised when the missiles raced toward Ronnie Johnston’s Pouncer just as it hit the ground far ahead of him, pounding its squat cockpit, cracking the ferroglass window to the outside world.

      “Charlie Four, sitrep,” Rufo called out, concerned for Ronnie’s safety. The Pouncers were 40-ton ’Mechs, just a little heavier than his Wolfhound, and boasted a healthy wrapping of ferro-fibrous armor.

      “No worse for wear, nothing to worry about yet, sir.”

      Rufo knew he didn’t have to worry yet, he didn’t need to be told, but he wanted to hear it out of their mouths personally. Talking MechWarriors were living MechWarriors.

      “Keep an eye on that incoming.”

      “Copy that.”

      Rufo fired a lance of shimmering cobalt from his extended-range large laser, slicing at the literal heels of the Bandersnatch. It was all he could do to curse himself. He was a better gunner than that, and should have scored a solid hit.

      He just needed to cover lose the distance between them. He worked better at closer range.

      Now the Centurions shot, returning fire with their own blue lasers and missiles rocketing from their torso-mounted launchers A few of the missiles impacted Ronnie’s Pouncer, rippling down the front of the ’Mech, but all the lasers missed, which Rufo was grateful for.

      “Ronnie, why don’t you pull back to a safer spot. They seem to be targeting you.”

      “Got it.” Ronnie hit his jump jets again and pulled back, but the Centurions pushed forward to match the distance as best they could. They just couldn’t move as fast as the Pouncers. Frankly, nothing in that meadow except the Wolfhound could move as fast, leaving the Pouncers their speed advantage.

      Rufo took another shot at the Bandersnatch, carving away a chunk of one of its big gun arms with his large laser and melting off pieces of leg and torso with his emerald medium lasers. A salvo of missiles from Anderson’s Pouncer burst across the front of the Marian ’Mech, and then the twin PPCs of Scotty’s Warhammer cracked the center open like a molten piñata, ready to spill all the goodness inside. The Bandersnatch, taking such a heavy hit, backpedaled, but surprisingly the pilot didn’t eject. Either they were foolish and taking a risk or they knew something Rufo didn’t. He guessed the former
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