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LEGACY

 

(Two years before)

 

Huntress

Kerensky Cluster, Clan Space 

28 March 3060

 

It would be the Uhlans’ last stand. The hunters had driven their quarry to bay, all right. Only to have the Jaguars fall back on them with a vengeance they could never hope to match.

An early morning mist persisted into a noon fog, filling the shallow valleys of the Dhuan Swamp, roiling over sward-covered knolls that stood as small islands, barely discernible from one another. Thick and gray, the fog gave rise to shifting light and shadow that had the pursuing MechWarriors jumping at phantasms. It was as if Huntress herself favored the Clan defenders, would give them every last advantage they needed to drive away the invading armies.

The haze swirled about trees and boulders, tangled among the legs of the Uhlan BattleMechs, clinging to their upper bodies like a shroud of dingy, damp gauze. Kommandant David McCarthy, commander of the First Kathil Uhlans’ Second Battalion, forced himself to look away from the ferroglass shield that protected his Devastator’s wraparound cockpit. Nine meters above the ground, swaying under the lumbering stride of the giant war machine, the sensation of flying through the fog was almost hypnotic.

He gave himself a mental shake. He couldn’t sit here dreaming. He should be studying the sensor images fed back by his targeting and tracking suite. He shifted in his seat to ease muscles cramped from several long days of hard fighting in the cockpit of his ‘Mech. If only the Smoke Jaguars would just leave off, let his unit fall back with the others.

David checked his unit’s formation on the heads up display, a 360-degree sensor sweep compressed down to the 120-degree arc of his two-dimensional tactical screen. He’d positioned the unit in a loose arrowhead, with him self only one row back from point. They were down to sixteen BattleMechs—two abbreviated companies left of his original battalion—and every warrior surely as battered and exhausted as David himself. The rest were dead or scattered in the face of the Smoke Jaguar counterattack.

He hoped that at least a few had managed to fall back into the Dhuan Swamp to rendezvous with Leftenant-General Redburn’s unit while David led this rearguard feint. The responsibility sat heavily on him. Even his neurohelmet, pressing down against the padded shoulders of his cooling vest, seemed heavier today. But he was still here, and still able to fight. How many of his men could no longer say that?

Too many.

His hundred-ton Devastator stood more than a head taller than most ‘Mechs, not counting the Berserker, which was the only other assault-weight machine left to him. What happened next might have been due to that extra meter or two of height, his position near the front, or simply the fact that he happened to be concentrating on the sensor-image feed. Whatever the reason, David was the first to call out a sighting of the Smoke Jaguars. The enemy ‘Mech icons spilled onto his HUD, the red shapes brightening the display’s eastern edge like some kind of angry artificial dawn.

“Contact!” he called out, throttling his Devastator into a side-stepping walk that brought it to the top of a wide knoll. His throat tightened with the familiar surge of adrenaline. “Eight-zero through one-oh-five,” he called over his neurohelmet mic.

A trio of enemy OmniMechs crowned a nearby rise to the east, a collection of vague shadows in the mist. Four . . . five, a full Star. Then two Stars—ten Clan Omni-Mechs spread over the hillocks in a hunting line. Mostly heavies and assaults. David shivered and tried to blame it on the coolant surging through his vest. This was it, then. He and his men would buy General Redburn’s retreat with their lives. He toggled for active targeting.

Its feet planted firmly in the loamy ground, the Devastator became a fixed weapons platform towering some ten meters over the hillock where it stood. David thrust for ward the two gauss rifle barrels that served his humanoid ‘Mech for arms. His targeting crosshairs burned from red to gold as they dropped over the computer-imaged silhouette of a Mad Cat, only to be jogged aside as the Devastator took a hard-hitting flank strike from a Jaguar warrior farther down the line. Energy cored into his ‘Mech’s left leg and armor melted off the side, splattering molten fire against the dark earth. David tied his particle projection cannon into his main trigger, fighting to reacquire target lock, and then jerking into a hasty snot. One gauss slug streaked toward the enemy ‘Mech, the rail-propelled device smashing armor into impotent shards and opening a wound that his PPCs could exploit as their man-made lightning whipped across the Mad Cat like some god’s scourge.

The bulk of the two forces were not far behind, the exchange of weapons staggering into a full-fledged storm. The air between the two lines opened up with a wash of violent energies as lasers and particle cannon fire lashed back and forth. A lethal rain of bullets hammered away and missiles arched up, over, and into each line, tearing up the ground, shattering trees and pounding armor into scrap. A common soldier wouldn’t have lasted more than a few seconds trapped on such a hellish battlefield, except in the fog-shrouded valley that separated the two armies.

Even that would have become impossible as David ordered his lighter ‘Mechs—a Scarabus and a pair of Stealths—into the lower no-man’s-land. With shorter-range weaponry, they needed to close distance to be effective. But they were protected only by light armor that could never hold up against the Clan assault. Speed allowed them a slight edge, but hardly enough against the Clans’ superior targeting ability.

“We’re taking heavy fire on the right,” called Hauptmann Kennedy, David’s one surviving company commander. Despite the grave news, her voice was calm. “Gladiator, Thor, Cauldron-Born,” she said, naming the more dangerous ‘Mechs confronting her.

Brevet-Hauptmann Polsan was less composed. “Gladiator, Kingfisher, Masakari, Daishi!” he called—assault-class OmniMechs all. “We need help fast or we’re done for!”

He’d barely spoken when a barrage of ruby and emerald laser fire pounded in against Corporal Denning’s Scarabus. The pulses of coherent light gouged into its armor, slicing through molten-edged wounds and piercing the thirty-tonner’s wedge-shaped chest. Golden fire blossomed inside the deep rents torn through the ‘Mech’s metal skin. The fusion reactor, freed from its magnetic shielding, quickly devoured the small BattleMech as it faltered midstride.

Escape panels blew away from the top of its head as the pilot’s command couch ejected on a tongue of argent fire that chased it into the gloomy sky, and caught the pilot before a canopy could spread and glide him to safety. The flames consumed the ejection seat and pilot both in a silent, short-lived flare that arced briefly over the battlefield. No calls for rescue or mercy.

“Blake’s blood!” Polsan said.

David McCarthy bit down hard on his lower lip to keep from making a similar outburst that would only serve to demoralize his own troops. Their job was to give their comrades the chance to fall back. Some of his people would simply not make it.

With slow, deliberate steps, David moved his Devastator forward while keeping up his pressure on the Mad Cat. Off his right shoulder, the gray silhouette of Kennedy’s ax-wielding Berserker did the same. David nodded silent recognition to his senior company commander. Their two assault ‘Mechs could stand up to the Clan machines better than anything else the Second Battalion fielded. Moments, he decided, triggering another salvo. It might buy them moments.

Heat washed through the Devastator cockpit with each exchange of weapons fire drawing enough power to spike the fusion reactor. Heat bled upwards past the physical shielding to bake David in his cockpit. Sweat poured off his face and stung at his eyes. The cooling vest he wore kept his body temperature down enough to prevent heat stroke—though just barely—and special heat-sink technology labored to keep the rising temperatures under control. But the heat sinks couldn’t keep that up indefinitely. He was risking reactor shutdown.

Damn the heat curve, he told himself, and tied his medium lasers into the main trigger as well. He pulled into another exchange, slapping at the shutdown override when it blared for attention.

The Clan Mad Cat was not holding up well. A dangerous heavy-class design, with weapon loads more suitable for an assault machine, David had chosen it as his early target for its vulnerability to hard-hitting weapons such as the gauss rifles he wielded. It limped along the far rise, attempting to hide its savaged right side from David’s reach. A pair of gauss slugs slammed into its left leg, snapping the endosteel femur in half, even as two of his Devastator’s lasers reached past the leg to dig slender, sapphire fingers through the ruined armor of its right flank. The claws of brilliant energy ruptured its missile bin, lighting off solid propellant and detonating warheads.

Toppling toward the ground, the ammunition explosion gutted what remained of the Mad Cat’s torso cavity. One arm spun away and smashed into the side of a Thor, crushing its autocannon into twisted wreckage. Razor-sharp shrapnel sprayed a nearby Vulture, pitting and gouging otherwise pristine armor.

One finger crooked over his main trigger, David told himself to hold back. The loss of the Mad Cat wouldn’t stop the Clanners. He knew that. This was no simple grievance to be settled easily. The Uhlans were here to help drive the Smoke Jaguar military into extinction, repayment for the decade of savage war that the Clan had visited upon the Inner Sphere. The Jaguars were fighting for survival, with a blind rage that the Uhlans couldn’t match. David didn’t plan to make it any easier for them. He would give his heat a chance to recover.

But that was a chance the Smoke Jaguars wanted to deny him. Through the fog, David could see their line wavering along the far rise as several OmniMechs plunged down into the shallow valley that separated the two forces. Laser flashes appeared through the soup of fog that filled the valley, and David knew, sick at heart, that his light ‘Mechs could not have survived the exchange.

“Here they come.” Hauptmann Kennedy sounded as if she were reporting on the arrival of unwelcome neighbors, not a deadly military force.

The Devastator rocked back on its heels, a cascade of brilliant light washing over it as a Masakari leading the Jaguar charge trained its four energy cannon on David. Alarms blared their warnings as armor sloughed away to the ground, burned and smashed to oblivion. He hung in his seat thanks to a restraining harness, working control sticks and pedals to keep the one-hundred-ton BattleMech upright. The neurohelmet fed David’s own sense of balance down into the Devastator’s stabilizing gyro, preventing him from losing his fight with gravity. Violent tremors continued their attempts to unseat him as he fought to hold the line, and his finger clenched over the trigger as he fired again . . . and again.

And again . . .
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CHAPTER ONE

 

DropShip Korpsbruder 

Near Orbit, Kathil

Capellan March, Federated Commonwealth 

8 October 3062

 

David McCarthy hooked his toes under the low ledge surrounding the DropShip’s observation deck to keep from drifting off bodily in the null gravity. A career infantry sergeant had done just that earlier, stranding himself ten centimeters off the decking and just out of reach of the bulkhead. Tumbling and grasping for a handhold, he’d turned the air blue with invective that would have had raw cadets shaking in their boots but merely amused the ship’s crew, who finally pulled him back to safety. The sergeant kept close to the handrails and foot anchors after that, the knuckles of his leathery hands white with his tight grip on the posts. Apparently, even a chestful of ribbons wasn’t enough to keep your feet on the deck.

David had adjusted much more quickly than the space-green sergeant, having pulled much more time in space than most MechWarriors, thanks to his stint with Task Force Serpent. The Serpent fleet had spent ten long months secretly journeying to the Clan homeworlds, and then another eight returning to the Inner Sphere once they’d achieved their goal of destroying one whole Clan and ending the invasion for good. After an odyssey like that, David found the last three months of hopping star systems from Tukayyid to his homeworld of Kathil, in the Capellan March of the Federated Commonwealth, almost commonplace. Thinking of Huntress called up images of the final desperate battle in the Dhuan Swamp, but his mind quickly flinched away. It was easier to focus on the physical predicaments of zero gee, no matter how distressing. Nausea was a constant companion as his stomach protested the lack of gravity, and bile burned at the back of his throat.

It had been easier when the Korpsbruder remained under constant thrust, first accelerating away from the Jump-Ship that had delivered them to the Kathil system, and then decelerating as the Leopard-class DropShip finally fell in-system toward the planet. On most journeys, a DropShip stopped decelerating only after touchdown, letting passengers pretend they had almost never left terra firma.

On this trip, however, the Korpsbruder had to rendezvous in high orbit with the McKenna Shipyards to take on personnel rotating back to their ground facilities. The McKenna Shipyards were possibly the Capellan March’s most important industry, one of the few shipyards in all of the Inner Sphere capable of reproducing the barely understood technology of Kearny-Fuchida drives. Sitting at the heart of every JumpShip, the engines were even more valuable in WarShips, making possible almost instantaneous travel between stars and connecting the various interstellar empires.

David only wished they’d hurry, as the DropShip had been drifting at the shipyard’s loading dock for several hours, with only an occasional maneuvering thruster supplying any semblance of artificial gravity. Movement in zero-G felt awkward, uncontrolled. David might have felt more secure strapped down in his shipboard bunk, but after a few agonizing minutes, he couldn’t stay put. The protective straps reminded him too much of a BattleMech’s restraining harness—and that was exactly what he had come back to Kathil to forget.

Besides, he wanted to see the Federated Commonwealth’s newest WarShip. The impressive new Avalon-class cruiser boasted advanced levels of automation and remote-station controls. The entire war fleet of the Federated Commonwealth consisted of less than fifteen of the vessels, and David knew such opportunities were not to be taken lightly.

In any event, it made for a good excuse to leave his room.

The Robert Davion hung in its construction gantry against a starscape of black sackcloth punctured by brilliant, diamond-edged flares. David always found the sky so much crisper, so much crueler, outside a planet’s atmosphere. Specially placed mirrors collected and reflected back sunlight to bathe even the ship’s eclipsed side in its harsh glare. The broad-hulled WarShip massed some 770,000 metric tons, and word was that it would begin its shakedown trials in six months. Still, at two kilometers away—an extremely close distance in spacefaring terms— the missile cruiser looked small and fragile despite the web of steel framework wrapped around its eight-hundred-meter length. Having seen other WarShips at a lot closer range, David decided he vastly preferred them at a distance. It made them seem more . . .

“Unimposing,” he muttered to himself. That was the word.

“The hell you say.”

David turned at the sound of the gravelly voice. So absorbed in observing the WarShip, he’d failed to note that someone had come up alongside him. The other man stood gazing fixedly at the distant ship through the ferroglass that shielded the entire exterior bulkhead of the observation deck. He was a short gamecock of a man in the uniform of a Loran Alliance naval officer; his fiery red hair and the thrust of his sharp chin promised a fractious temper.

“She’s an incredible piece of work,” the man said. “A real hunter, that one.”

David would have recognized him as naval personnel even without the black “spacer’s stripe” running down the outside of his service-green dress slacks. It was obvious in his casual stance, the way he held himself in place with only the lightest touch of his fingers on the handrail, and in how close his face was to the transparent shield. The shield’s ten centimeters of ferroglass made it stronger than the DropShip’s armored bulkheads, but only some one on the most familiar terms with space travel could be comfortable so close to that deadly, alien environment.

“I only meant from a distance,” David said evenly, hoping to head off an argument with a superior officer. The two broad bands and a single narrow band on the spacer’s epaulets made him a leftenant general—a rear admiral in the naval ranks.

“From a distance is where she can hurt you the most, Hauptmann.” The spacer stressed the rank difference between them as if that automatically won him the day. “The Robert Davion could blast us into component atoms with her lasers from only two klicks’ distance. From two hundred klicks, those AR-10 missile launchers would break the Korpsbruder’s spine, and we would probably never know what hit us.”

The man finally turned toward David with little more than a slight adjustment of his hand on the rail. He read David’s uniform with a practiced eye, no doubt noting the differences that marked David as a solider of the Federated Commonwealth, and a MechWarrior. He smiled thinly. “From orbit she could obliterate a ‘Mech regiment without breaking a sweat. Impressive.”

Impersonal, David translated. A WarShip could not hold territory or protect a city, except by laying waste to every thing around it. The Robert Davion, for all its technological achievement and massive firepower, could not land on a planet, pick out the enemy and liberate the civilian sectors with minimal harm. BattleMechs could. David himself had done so in the past.

But the admiral was not really interested in a debate. David had no idea what he’d done to attract the admiral’s ire. The guy was obviously spoiling for a fight. David shifted one foot free of the anchor while gripping the rail with his right hand so he could turn to face the admiral. He felt his ears burn from the rebuke. “I stand corrected, sir.”

The admiral’s eyes caught and held David’s. Pale green surrounded by the brightest whites David had ever seen, they stared up at him, hardly blinking. They were eyes used to gazing into the vast reaches of space, and their distant focus made David feel like a mere pinpoint of light among thousands of others—until the admiral let his gaze drop to David’s campaign ribbons. His focus narrowed like a laser, targeting on the black-gray-black ribbon at the end of a very short row. For all of the admiral’s own “salad” of ribbons, this was one he would never earn.

“Serpent?” The admiral’s voice was razor sharp, both jealous and accusing. “You fought on Huntress?”

“Yes, sir. Hauptmann David McCarthy, lately of the First Kathil Uhlans.”

Suspicion flitted through the man’s pale green eyes. “I thought the surviving Uhlans were forming up a new regiment in the Star League Defense Force.”

David nodded. The Uhlans were—had been—a famous regiment, one of the most elite forces in the Federated Commonwealth. He wasn’t surprised the admiral had heard and remembered the news. “I decided not to join,” he said. “I’m returning to Kathil for assignment with the forming Capellan March Militia.”

“Hrrm.” The sound seemed to convey an impending verdict.

David was starting to understand how he had attracted so much hostility. He was a native of Kathil and the old Federated Suns, while the admiral obviously owed his allegiance to the Lyran state. Until recently, the two nations had been allied to form the Federated Commonwealth, ruled by Prince Victor Steiner-Davion. Five years back his sister, Katherine, seceded the Lyran half of the union to reestablish an independent Lyran Alliance, with herself as Archon. Then, while Victor’s loyal armies were off fighting the Clans on Huntress and Strana Mechty, Katherine stole Victor’s throne in the Federated Suns half of the Commonwealth as well. The injustice had raised hackles across the Commonwealth and even angered some in the Lyran Alliance, sparking bloody riots on Solaris VII riot two months prior, as the violence of Solaris’ arena games bled into the streets. Those riots were being held in check now only through Lyran force of arms.

Now the original Federated Commonwealth, with the Lyran Alliance already seceded, was a nation more divided than ever. Half of its inhabitants were swearing allegiance to the Archon-Princess, and half still hoping that Victor, recently named Precentor Martial of the Star League Defense Force, would return to claim his rightful throne.

Katherine’s insult to Victor had almost been enough to drive David into exile with Victor, taking permanent post with the surviving Uhlans’ new SLDF regiment. Except that Prince Victor himself had urged his warriors to return home, hopefully to a peaceful service, and David’s memories of Huntress haunted him. Eighty percent casualties among Task Force Serpent regiments. David’s command shattered—David himself among the few survivors. The Kathil Uhlans disbanded. Taking into account the growing unrest on many Commonwealth worlds, accepting a post with his homeworld’s militia had seemed, the better choice.

“Admiral Jonathan Kerr,” the other man finally said, deciding that the Task Force Serpent ribbon demanded at least a minimal acknowledgment. Kerr refused to offer his hand, however, and a salute was not required of David in such an informal meeting. The admiral thrust his chin toward the ferroglass shield and the WarShip beyond. “She’s mine.”

And he was welcome to her, David decided, also turning back to the transparent shield. He had no desire to get into a pissing contest with the Lyran officer—no matter how much the older man seemed to be trying to provoke one. The depth of Kerr’s hostility had surprised him—he had no idea how close to the surface the Katherine/Victor tensions had risen in the FedCom. He stared back out into the darkness, his thoughts equally dark. An Octopus DropShip tug had moved in toward the front of the space-dock gantry, latching on to one of the portable factory complexes that had been attached to the frame work. With the DropShip to provide scale—its spheroid hull dwarfed by the Robert Davion—David marveled at the size of such an engineering project.

“Tell me what it was like,” Kerr said, startling David after a long minute’s silence. “The fighting on Huntress.” It carried the weight of a direct order—no doubt intentional.

And David was suddenly back in the harsh, gem-hued light, the dark plains lit by the fires of that final battle before the Uhlans retreated into the Dhuan Swamp—be fore he sacrificed his men to the ferocity of the Clan warriors, to save the others as they fell back. The shattered hulks of BattleMechs littering the ground like giant corpses left to rot where they fell. The treacherous footing as his Devastator trod over severed ‘Mech limbs . . . the violent shaking of the cockpit . . . missile-lock warnings and reactor shutdown alarms and all the while the inexorable, relentless advance of the Clan Smoke Jaguar OmniMechs . . .

He squeezed his eyes shut, driving away the ghosts for a little while. “Hard,” he said, knowing he could never explain that battle, especially to a naval officer. “Costly. But we won.”

That was enough for most people of the Inner Sphere, who really didn’t want to hear what their victory had cost in lives and materiel. All anyone really cared about was that the Inner Sphere had won. They had destroyed the Smoke Jaguar military on Huntress and then moved on to Strana Mechty, where Prince Victor put an end to the Clan invasion. And now Victor Steiner-Davion was living in exile, deposed by his treacherous sister, and the Uhlans were no more.

Kerr did not look satisfied with the simple answer, apparently suspicious that a native of the original Federated Suns might be holding back. Whatever grudge the man had with the Commonwealth, it ran deep. David decided to change the subject. “You’re going to—”

Three harsh tones blared over the Korpsbruder’s address system, interrupting David and distracting Kerr: a warning that gravity would be shifting again as the DropShip engaged its main fusion drives. The deck thrummed with released power, and everyone settled back to the decking at one-half standard gravity—enough that David’s nausea retreated and he could finally swallow away the acidic taste at the back of his throat. The DropShip powered up above the plane of the space-borne construction yard, the WarShip and its docking array falling from sight below the edge of the transparent shield. Beyond the titanic gantry, David could now see some of the assault-class DropShips sitting guard duty over the nearly completed WarShip.

“You’re going to captain the Robert Davion?” David asked once the alarms gave way to the fusion drive’s distant rumble. He knew enough about naval protocol to understand that the term “captain” was a sign of respect for any officer in charge of a vessel.

Kerr continued to scowl daggers at David, apparently unmollified. “No. Executive officer.” He leaned into the shield, getting one last glimpse of the WarShip before it disappeared off the aft beam. “But I know every centimeter of her, every system. She’ll be mine someday.” He grinned, but there was no humor in it. “Someday, when you’re lucky enough to command a few hundred tons of war machines, I’ll have the Davion.”

The man sighed then, a moment of unexpected frustration that he likely did not notice he’d revealed, especially to someone he viewed as being on the opposing side of a growing conflict. “Two months,” he said. “Two months before the official ceremony and my investiture aboard.” He tapped impatient fingers against the railing and glared into space as if reading the positions of the stars. “All right, we’re over the dock. Now we begin the roll toward Kathil.”

David tried to hold the Korpsbruder, the Robert Davion, and Kathil in his mind all at once, picturing the three-dimensional model Kerr grasped instinctively. There was something he was missing. “Kathil is to the DropShip’s rear, isn’t it?” He caught Kerr’s flash of annoyance, but plunged ahead. “I was trying to figure out why we needed to move above the WarShip’s construction dock at all.”

The admiral’s smile was not kind. “Just try to cross between any construction dock or orbital factory of the McKenna Yards, and see if you even live to regret it.”

After eight years in the military, David’s first thought was for patrols. The Robert Davion would be protected by several assault vessels and an array of aerospace fighters, of course—each precious WarShip was an appreciable chunk of the military budget, after all. But factories? Why would the military condemn the Korpsbruder for cutting across a factory’s line to the planet . . .

A piece of history floated up to the surface of his memory. “The microwave uplinks,” he said.

Kerr nodded curtly. “Kathil has one of the most severe approach paths of all planets in the Inner Sphere. As far as I know, only Outreach applies more stringent regulations.”

David should have remembered about the microwave-power generation facilities. Weren’t they a part of his Uhlans history? Several geothermic power plants situated around the world beamed power to the orbiting factories and construction yards in the form of tight-beam micro wave transmissions. Most orbital facilities held geosynchronous positions and so received continuous power from one particular station. Others, such as the construction yard, which was situated at the LaGrange point between Kathil and its one small moon, had to switch between stations.

“I forgot about the power stations,” he admitted, feeling all the more foolish for being lectured by a Lyran admiral about his homeworld.

Capitalizing on his advantage, Kerr took up a lecturing, almost condescending tone. “The Capellan Confederation tried to destroy some of those back in ‘29. Sent in the Death Commandos and Tau Ceti Rangers near the end of the Fourth Succession War. One of the microwave beams was redirected—smashed a full company right out of the atmosphere. No survivors.”

David nodded and replied without thinking. “That was Morgan Hasek-Davion. He formed the Uhlans from Redburn’s Delta Company, some veterans from the Fifth Fusiliers, and the local militia. We stopped the ones that landed.”

He’d meant we in the collective sense that the Uhlans had done it, a regiment he’d been part of for eight years. But it sounded again like he might be trying to one-up the Lyran. And the reference to Morgan didn’t help. Morgan Hasek-Davion had been assassinated while on Task Force Serpent, giving him a martyr’s status over and above his position as a hero of the Fourth Succession War and Marshal of the Federated Commonwealth armies. It was no secret that his family supported Victor.

As hereditary March Lords, the Hasek family name carried no small amount of weight. George Hasek, Morgan’s son and current Field Marshal of the Capellan March, was an outspoken critic of Katherine Steiner-Davion. If David could have picked a worse story to remind Kerr of their differences, he wasn’t certain what it might be.

There was little doubt that the admiral was indeed thinking along those lines. He stared pale green lasers through David, silent for several long heartbeats. It was hard to guess what he might have done or said next. But David would never find out because the Korpsbruder rolled over and the world of Kathil appeared off the starboard observation deck, allowing him to snub the younger officer for his first view of the planet.

Turning back to the ferroglass shield and its view of the world, David was just as glad for the distraction. Blue waters framed yellow-green continents, the washed-out vegetation a result of chlorophyll-poor plant life that was used to the system’s bright F-type star. Muran’s mountain-wrinkled landscape was full beneath them, and the island continent of Thespia had just peeked its shorelines over the eastern horizon. As usual, the clouds piled up against Muran’s western coast, drowning it in rain, while the interior remained an arid plain that ran all the way to the temperate and moderate eastern seaboard.

Yes, David knew this world. Kathil. Home.

And when you were running from your past, home was always the best place to go.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

CMM Staging Grounds 

Radcliffe, Kathil

Capellan March, Federated Commonwealth 

13 October 3062

 

David’s Devastator stood at the fore of the Kathil Militia’s ‘Mech bay. Feet planted wide, it fronted a company of twelve BattleMechs frozen in review formation, three columns across by four rows deep. As the only assault-class machine, the Devastator stood a full meter over the next-tallest ‘Mech and towered two meters over the thirty-five-ton Garm that led the next lance. The Devastator’s broad shoulders were a match for anything but the squat Bushwacker racked in directly behind it.

David stood on the floor of the bay, his head barely reaching the ‘Mech’s giant ankle, and stared up at his war machine. Stared up at it and felt a violent shiver run up his spine.

No one noticed. Two astechs working from a lift were touching up the ‘Mech’s new colors, a scheme of dark green with red highlights. They wore breathing gear, a necessary precaution with the industrial-grade paint. The heavy aerosol had already driven David back eight or ten steps, burning his sinuses and threatening to suffocate him even in the well-ventilated space. A third astech had just finished stenciling the words “Duty, Honor, Loyalty” over the Capellan March insignia—a torch set against a red shield—on the Devastator’s left chest.

That was fine with him—as long as no one was asking for bravery. That had died on Huntress, along with most of his men. He just wished he didn’t have such a strong feeling that the Devastator might be required—and soon.

“An impressive machine, sir.”

David turned at the voice, a husky contralto belonging to an officer with leftenant epaulets on her uniform. Her honey-gold hair was pulled back in a severe knot that seemed only to set off her heart-shaped face and soft, chocolate brown eyes. She spoke with the manner of a veteran, though the lack of ribbons on her uniform told David she couldn’t be more than two years in the military. He wondered if she was a member of his unit.

Both the leftenant and her enlisted escort, a corporal, managed to draw themselves up into some semblance of attention and an official salute, which David returned. The corporal immediately reverted into a relaxed slouch.

“Leftenant Tara Michaels, Corporal Richard Smith,” she said. David recognized the names from the list he’d picked up from personnel; both were MechWarriors as signed to Second Company, his new command. Tara Michaels offered her hand and frowned slightly when David was a touch slow in taking it. “The old man sent us to find you, Captain. One of the techs pointed you out to us.”

Old man? Captain? “The old man being . . . ?” he asked dryly. Leftenant Michaels had an unwarranted attitude for someone who likely had very little military experience. He was starting to realize the problems he might be facing with his new command.

“Major General Donald Sampreis. I think the LC—that would be Leftenant Colonel Damien Zibler, our battalion commander—is waiting with him.”

David gave his Devastator one final glance, then nodded toward the tall hangar doors that opened onto the Kathil Militia’s Radcliffe staging grounds. “Let’s not keep them waiting, then,” he said.

Corporal Smith trailed a few steps behind David and Tara as they went. She nodded regally to the technicians they passed along the way, obviously enjoying her status as a MechWarrior and an officer. “Word is that you fought on Huntress with the Uhlans,” she said, stealing a side long glance at his Task Force Serpent ribbon. “As a major.”

David didn’t show his surprise. “Major” was the old Federated Suns rank for the post he’d held. It was the second time Tara had defaulted to the old system, and David wondered whether that was by personal choice or command policy. “As a kommandant, yes,” he said.

Tara’s eyes narrowed only briefly at being corrected. “Was it as rough as they say?”

David didn’t speak for a moment. “Yes,” he said finally. He knew she wanted to hear his war stories, but Huntress still had too many painful memories attached to it for him to want to stir them up.

When they stepped outside, he felt refreshed by the late spring air, all the sweeter for displacing the paint fumes. He spat dryly, trying to clear the oily taste of paint that coated his mouth. He savored the pleasant weather after so many months in the artificial environments of space.

Tara indicated a nearby utility jeep, and the three piled in. She drove, with Smith lounging in the back. No one spoke, and the silence stretched out so long that David decided he wouldn’t give Tara another chance to bring up the subject of Huntress.

“Does he ever speak?” he asked, loud enough for Smith to overhear.

“Only when I want to get in trouble,” Smith said, his tone lightly sporting. “Besides, I’d rather listen to the leftenant talk.”

David turned slightly to look at him. “Is that why you’re a corporal now? You got in trouble?” One of a MechWarrior’s privileges was usually automatic promotion to sergeant.

“No,” Smith said, suppressing a smile, “but it didn’t help.”

“Corporals Smith and Barnes came up through the militia’s rural recruitment program on the continent of Thespia,” Tara explained. “It’s a probationary rank. We expect Barnes to make promotion on his yearly review, no problems.”

David considered the implications of her comment and filed it away for future review. Another drawn-out silence followed, interrupted only by the artificial rush of wind created by the truck’s speed. The base was large, containing several hundred ‘Mechs and armored vehicles, as well as providing billeting for half of the thousand-man infantry regiment.

Radcliffe had formerly been the eastern seaboard’s primary base, but newer facilities had been constructed in the planetary capital of District City while David was away. He was surprised to learn those facilities were currently under the control of another unit.

Traffic had picked up, both vehicular and pedestrian. David also sensed more tension in the air than one would normally expect on a peacetime base. It was as though something hovered, thick and heavy, over the hurrying men and women.

“I had hoped to speak with my staff sergeant this morning. Any idea where she might be?” he asked Smith over his shoulder, knowing that the enlisted ranks tended to band together.

As they rounded the corner of a supply warehouse, it was Tara who answered while maneuvering down a road between long rows of administration buildings. “She’s in the sims today. When you didn’t show at muster, she called for a training exercise.”

If Tara had hoped to head off Smith’s response, she was unsuccessful. “Yeah,” the corporal drawled from the back seat. “She said it was time to give Pachenko’s Pack an other good drubbing. Tara’s Terrors had their turn last week.”

Tara blushed furiously, avoiding David’s gaze. She braked the jeep to an abrupt and rocking halt and pointed out some nearby buildings. “You’ll find the upper brass in there, Captain. Anything else we can do for you?”

David nodded curtly. “Find Sergeant Major Black and tell her training is suspended for the day. Have the whole company report for a meeting in two hours, back in the ‘Mech bay.” Then he caught himself. The ‘Mech bay was the last place he wanted to be. “Wait. Let’s make that something more suitable for introductions. You know the base, Leftenant. Find us a room and send Corporal Smith to get me.” He glanced back at Smith. “You can drive?”

Smith opened his mouth to say something, hesitated, then shrugged. “Yeah, I can drive.”

Sliding out of the jeep, David began considering what he was getting into with the Kathil edition of the Capellan March Militia. Sloppy attitudes. Overconfidence. Familiarity with superiors—and that one ran from the lowest enlisted position at least up through Leftenant Michaels. Borderline insubordination from Smith, though David couldn’t be certain if the man was deliberately insolent or merely unschooled in proper discipline. Not to mention a staff sergeant setting herself up in competition with his lance commanders, both of whom had taken on airs— along with prideful lance names.

Those thoughts kept him preoccupied all the way through the front doors of the command center and past the wards of two secretaries, until he finally reached the working office of Major General Sampreis. The “old man” greeted David personally at the door, then led him into a room smelling of cigar smoke and paperwork. David pondered briefly how those two scents seemed to be typical of offices of regimental commanders throughout the Inner Sphere. A light haze drifted near the ceiling, evidence of a cigar only recently extinguished.

Sampreis actually looked fairly young for his rank; David guessed the man was in his early forties. Of course, the large holograph on his desk of Sampreis shaking hands with Field Marshal George Hasek, duke as well as military commander of the Capellan March, might have something to do with that. In fact, David spotted at least three other pictures on the wall that had been taken with more than a few friends in high places. One of them, a holopic of Morgan Hasek-Davion, caught his eye, and he felt a sudden lump in his throat.

“I’m a friend to his son,” Sampreis explained, following David’s gaze. David took that to mean the general was squarely in Victor Davion’s camp. George Hasek was one of the strongest supporters of the former Prince of the Federated Commonwealth.

Sampreis adjusted the formal cape of his uniform, then moved behind the kidney-shaped desk. “We all looked up to Morgan. His loss was tragic.”

David waited for the inevitable questions about Task Force Serpent, but none came. That surprised him enough that he almost missed the fact that Sampreis used the old Federated Suns rank when introducing David to Leftenant Colonel Damien Zibler, David’s superior officer. He accepted a seat next to Zibler.

The man was recruiting-poster material: an impressive build strapped over a 180-centimeter frame, reddish-blond hair, sparkling blue eyes, and a proud nose. His grip was firm. He wore the old Federated Suns dress uniform, sans the formal cape, the same as David.

“Welcome home,” Zibler offered as they all retook their seats. “Captain McCarthy is a Kathil native,” he explained to the general. “We met several years ago when he was still serving in the Uhlans.”

Sampreis pursed his lips. “Local family?”

“Further inland,” David said, then spent the next few minutes answering inquiries concerning his background and pedigree. Sampreis seemed genuinely interested, but then family ties must have meant a lot to the general on his way up the chain of command.

“Most of them are near Vorhaven,” David said. “About a dozen managed to make it to District City for a quick reunion after I landed. Hardly enough to catch up, but it made my arrival a partial homecoming.” He paused. There was a fine line between making polite conversation and boring your new CO.

“Apologies for my tardiness today, General,” he said, giving Sampreis an opening to change the subject. “I didn’t find out until this morning that I was to report down here in Radcliffe and not to the District City base.”

Sampreis glanced at Zibler. “Well, now, that’s a touchy subject,” he said. “We’ve got orders to occupy District City. Field Marshal Hasek officially activated the Kathil CMM last month, and he ordered the Eighth Regimental Combat Team to turn garrison of the planet over to us. Their orders were to relocate to the world of Lee, but the Eighth has refused to budge, despite efforts by Duke VanLees to pry them out.”

David frowned. “Koster VanLees is putting up with that? I remember the Duke being made of sterner stuff.” Then he remembered that Duke Koster must be in his seventies now.

“Not the father,” Sampreis said, “the son. Duke Petyr VanLees. He’s got his father’s fortitude, but the Eighth RCT has a regiment of ‘Mechs and eight supporting regiments that say they’re staying.”

“Why are they so determined not to leave Kathil?” David asked, genuinely puzzled. It was true that the ship yards made Kathil an important industrial planet, but Lee was near enough the border with the Capellan Confederation that a posting there could promise significant military action. The RCT would not lose any prestige in the move.

“The Eighth was appointed as Kathil’s garrison force last year, by Katherine Steiner-Davion,” Zibler said, notably omitting her title of Archon-Princess. Zibler was also following the Federated Suns refusal to acknowledge her change to the name Katrina, a rallying point for many Lyran citizens.

“Kathil is an important world, but there’s no significant danger of attack from the Capellan Confederation. The real reason the Eighth is here is to guarantee that Katherine retains control of the shipyards—and, more importantly, the WarShip fleet. Lieutenant General Weintraub, commander of the Eighth RCT, has recently announced that his orders came personally from Katherine Steiner-Davion, and until she tells him otherwise, he will not leave Kathil to ‘unproven defenders.’ “

“That would be us,” David said, realizing that the situation on Kathil was more tense than he’d suspected. Admiral Kerr’s hostility aboard the DropShip was beginning to make some sense, as was the fact that a Lyran officer was being “loaned” to a FedCom WarShip. If the political situation had degenerated to the point that a Regimental Combat Team was defying a Field Marshal’s orders, then the conflict between Katherine and Victor’s supporters would soon boil over—just as it had on Solaris.

“To his credit, Mitchell Weintraub has a point.” Sampreis seemed able to see both sides, if not more, of any issue, another sign that his position was as much a political appointment as a military one. Unfortunately, in David’s experience, politicians were better at starting conflicts than at avoiding them. Cool heads were required now—for Kathil’s sake.

“We’re still having problems activating the CMM on Kathil,” Sampreis continued, “though I hope that with a strong officer corps we can handle the transition smoothly. Meanwhile, we have to trust George Hasek to pry the Eighth RCT off Kathil. Cooler heads will prevail, Captain.”

“Yes, sir.” David could read the dismissal in the general’s voice. “With your permission, then, I should get to know my new command.”

Sampreis nodded. “Dismissed.”

Zibler offered his hand again, and David extended his as well. The colonel met his eyes as they shook hands, and something in the other man’s eyes made David linger in the hall outside Sampreis’ reception area. He sampled warm water from a nearby fountain, read the posted “Orders of the Day,” and straightened his uniform in the reflection of an encased model of a Union-class DropShip.

His gray-blue eyes looked dark in the ghostly image reflected by the thin glass. Lifeless. Deeper in the glass, caught somewhere between his reflection and his past, a lone Scarabus ran across fogged ground, its paired medium lasers darting ruby arrows into an unseen enemy line. The mirrored hall lights blurred into the colored streaks of laser fire, converging on the hapless light ‘Mech, ripping it apart.

A voice whispered in his mind: And here they come.

“Thanks for waiting.” Zibler’s voice brought David back to the present. He laid one hand lightly on David’s shoulder, a gesture of camaraderie. Zibler was just that kind of officer.

“It’s good to see you again, sir,” David said sincerely. He had always regretted not getting to know Zibler better when they’d first met several years ago; perhaps now they would have an opportunity to make up for lost time.

“I’d like to speak with you at length, later, but I thought a word or two on our way out now . . . ?” He trailed off.

David nodded. “Of course.”

“I usually don’t pry into my officer’s reasons for taking assignment with me, but your case is a little different.” Zibler lowered his voice. “For instance, how does a hero from Task Force Serpent get demoted enroute to his next assignment?”

David shifted uneasily under the title of “hero.” “There wasn’t much left of my personal command,” he said, “and our new Marshal of the Armies decided to disband the Uhlans.” It was hard to keep the bitterness out of his voice when referring to Nondi Steiner as Marshal of the Federated Commonwealth armies. She was a blue-born Steiner who would forever place the Lyran Alliance ahead of the Commonwealth.

“When I declined to follow the rest of my regiment into the Star League Defense Force, I was officially discharged from service. The only way to get my commission reinstated was to return to active duty from retirement. The open position in the Kathil CMM called for a hauptmann, so my rank was reduced accordingly.”

“If you haven’t already noticed, Captain McCarthy, you’ll find-that many regiments have reverted to the old rank system. A silent protest that we don’t appreciate being overrun by Lyran prejudice.” There was no rancor in Zibler’s explanation—only the calm statement of fact. “So was it a bureaucratic snafu?”

David shook his head. “No. It was intentional. Several veterans fell through the cracks that way, and we’ve heard rumors of returning veterans getting shoved into assignments along the Periphery or in other high-danger areas. There was a lot of pressure on us simply to retire.”

“Katherine is worried about having her brother’s supporters in her army. She should be.” Zibler’s words were angrier now, which David figured had to do with the way Katherine had betrayed her brother. “General Sampreis is too trusting of George Hasek. The Field Marshal is a good man, and loyal to the Capellan March, but he’s not here. He doesn’t know just how bad it could get. If you’ve seen vids of the Solaris VII riots . . .”

David nodded. “The latest news reports say that the gaming stables split on nationalist lines,” David elaborated. “Mainly Steiner and Davion.” The family names, historically governing the Lyran Alliance and the Federated Suns, respectively. “The footage says the rest. ‘Mechs fighting in the streets instead of in the arenas. The Game World is being held in a state of martial law, but just barely.”

“Then you know what I mean when I say that I can see it happening here,” Zibler said solemnly. “There’s trouble coming.”

David knew the feeling only too well. It had haunted him ever since his run-in with Admiral Kerr. He shuddered inwardly to think of a slaughter like that on Solaris happening on his homeworld, maybe even to his family. But it was hard to decide how much of that was a soldier’s instinct, and how much was the residue from his time on Huntress.

“How bad is it?” he asked, knowing Zibler wouldn’t pull punches.

“You wouldn’t believe some of the things Weintraub is saying.” Zibler’s blue eyes blazed angrily. “It doesn’t seem to matter to him that Field Marshal Hasek has the indisputable right to move troops in the March as he sees fit. In fact, he’s openly calling Field Marshal Hasek and Duke VanLees traitors, claiming that they want to subvert the rightful government and turn everything over to Victor.”
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