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THE GULF OF REASON

 

Arbor Mesa, Gaul 
Calderon Protectorate 
The Periphery 
3 February 3067

 

Captain Andrew Lennox’s boots barely touched the decking before the woman waiting at the bottom of the ladder launched her tirade. He let her speak long enough for him to glare up at the armored barrel chest of his Warhammer. Fresh scoring marked where the Taurian lasers had raked him. That Grasshopper jock was luckier than he knew, Lennox thought. He drew a deep breath and turned to face his assailant, staring her into silence.

“Are you finished?” he asked.

Dorothea Craft bunched her jaw, the muscles beneath her skin tightening and relaxing. “The techs tell me it’ll take two days to get Dean’s Whitworth repaired. We need a new long-range missile battery for it.”

Lennox sighed. “Then I’d guess you should locate one, shouldn’t you?” He twisted and waved at the empty ’Mech bay next to his. “That’s what an executive officer without a ’Mech does, isn’t it? Arranges repairs?” He regretted the words as soon as he said them, but it wasn’t something he could take back. He watched her reaction.

“And the captain, Captain?” She met his stare. “What does he do? Get our ’Mechs shot up for no reason?”

“We shoot back, Thea.”

Craft closed her eyes, bit her upper lip, and held the heel of her palm to her forehead. When she spoke, it was in the calm voice he’d heard her use when disciplining children in the Light Horse’s nursery. “So do they, Captain,” she said. “And to what end?” She barely slowed, launching back into her original arguments. Lennox had heard—or even made—all of them before, but he let her go. There were no Light Horsemen within earshot, and she needed to vent.

“We’re stuck out here at the ass end of the Periphery, surrounded by well-supplied and supported regular units. They want nothing else than to pound us flatter than a Canopian credit rating, and we’ve got nothing for it except Kithrong and his children.” Her hands twisted into fists that beat at the waist of her khaki day uniform. “We’re a better unit than this, Andy. You know that. It’s your unit. We’ve got to get out of here before we’re smashed to scrap for that nut-job’s power trip!”

For two months Lennox’s Light Horse had been on Gaul, supporting the defending Protector’s Pride battalion by raiding along the Taurian lines. It had been a costly and, until today, unrewarding campaign. Lennox knew his XO was right; he hadn’t spent a year training on Outreach to bury himself in the back of beyond.

But the money and opportunities were too much to pass by.

“How’s your ride?” he asked.

“Trashed, thank you,” she said with a frown. “I parted it out to the rest of the company.” She leaned around him and pointed to a discolored patch on his Warhammer’s left knee. “There’s a piece, in fact.” She held her frown and looked back at him. Guilt picked at his stomach for a brief moment; he knew how much she’d loved her old Dervish. A rumble in the decking told him his timing was perfect, though, and anticipation dissipated the guilt.

“I brought you a new one,” he whispered.

“A new what?”

“A new ’Mech,” he said, and pointed.

The low, blocky shape of a prime mover crawled up the shallow ’Mech bay ramp, struggling under its load. Lennox’s trained eyes picked out the distinctive marks that had made this ’Mech such a feared foe on the battlefield, and he smiled again at the burned-out cockpit. The cleansing fire of a bolt from his left Johnston High Speed had killed the Taurian MechWarrior, leaving his sixty-ton ’Mech to the Light Horse when the Taurians pulled out.

“A Dragon,” Craft said.

“A Grand Dragon,” he corrected her as they walked toward it. “Darcy took a good bolt from the Lord’s Light PPC it has instead of the cannon. I hit it pretty clean, though.”

“Cockpit?”

Lennox allowed himself a small smile of pride. Later he knew he’d have nightmares about burning alive in the cockpit of his Warhammer, but for the moment he was proud. It had been a one-in-a-million shot, and he’d made it. “Stood just right,” he said.

Craft turned to him and smiled, a real smile, the first he’d seen in weeks. Her earlier arguments were, if not forgotten, at least relegated to the back burner. “I’ve got to get Mathers over here,” she said, referring to the Light Horse’s chief technician.

“We haven’t used the cockpit from your Dervish for anything,” Lennox said. He stopped a few meters from the supine ’Mech and watched his XO keep walking. “I hope you’re good with some pliers and a wire trimmer.”

She looked back at him, still smiling. “What I can’t do, I can order someone else to do,” she said. “I am the unit executive officer, remember?”

Lennox laughed. “That you are.”

She ignored him after that, walking around and joining the small crowed of astechs and teamsters examining the hulking ’Mech. Lennox trusted her to keep her head about it, but he had little doubt the ’Mech would be operational as quickly as possible. He turned and started for the hatch, leaving her to admire her new toy. It had been a good day. Good salvage—which they could keep, given the Baron’s largesse in the contract—and a better engagement. He had little doubt the rampant red diamond crest of his Light Horse would be on the viewing screens in the Taurian camp that night. Little by little, the Light Horsemen were making a name for themselves. He chuckled as he pulled the hatch open. From long practice he held his breath as the air rushed out of the companionway, dank and foul with the stench of too many bodies in too small a space. It had been a good day.

“Now to figure out tomorrow,” he whispered, and closed the hatch behind him.

 

 

 

“You can’t do that,” the subaltern said.

“I bloody well can,” Lennox said back.

“It violates the contract.”

“It does not.”

“I remind you of paragraph sixty, sub paragraph four, which states—“

“Some legalese bullshit you’re about to spout at me, I know,” Lennox said, holding up a hand. “Look. I’m not trying to get out of my contract. I just need another day to get my machines patched up, is all.”

They were in his cabin on the Light Horse’s Union-class DropShip Caliban. The subaltern was the Baron’s representative—his liaison, according to the strict wording of the contract that Lennox had signed six months ago on Outreach. Two months ago they had grounded on Arbor Mesa and walked off the DropShip into a firefight. Lennox figured his troopers had earned a single day’s rest, and he had the technical schedules to prove it.

If he could just get the arrogant little prig to agree to it.

“You’re not scheduled to stand down for another week,” the subaltern said. Lennox had already forgotten his name. He seemed like a lackey from Erod’s Escape, a favorite in the Baron’s court. This duty was his frontline duty. He’d get a medal or twelve out of it and move to a nice safe staff position back on Marknick. Lennox had no doubt he’d find some bureaucracy there to inhibit, as well.

“In another week we’ll be dead,” Lennox. “We won’t be standing down, we’ll be lying down.”

“Failure to meet your performance quotas will void your bonus, Captain.”

Lennox leaned forward over the holovid tray serving as his desk. “Look. We’ve met every letter of our contract and then some.”

“You brought back a BattleMech earlier today,” the subaltern said. He examined his fingernails for a moment before brushing them against his navy blue jacket. “A Dragon?”

Lennox sat back, placing his hands palm-down on his thighs. “A Grand Dragon, actually.” Where was he going with this? “We’re repairing it now,” he continued.

“No doubt the Baron will reimburse you for the supplies you’re using.”

“It’s our ’Mech,” Lennox said.

“Your contract requires you to turn over all equipment captured in operations against the Taurians.” He looked away from his hands and met Lennox’s eyes. Lennox was surprised at the steel he saw in the young man’s gaze. “I’m not sure such a lightly-damaged machine would qualify as the salvage you are contractually obligated to.”

On his lap, beneath the HV tray, Lennox’s hands curled into fists. “It was salvaged.”

“I’m told there was barely a mark on it.”

“It was missing a cockpit.”

“Removed?”

“Forcibly.” Lennox kept his voice even, despite the cold rage building in his chest. His fingers were sweating, ice cold moisture soaking through his khaki slacks. “I burned it out with my PPC.”

“It was occupied?”

“Would you like to go and watch them scrape the bastard out of it?”

“No.” The subaltern stood and placed a single disc on the tray in front of him. “These are your deployment orders, Captain. One lance, for an estimated six-hour deployment. We’re blocking an incursion near Alesia.” He took his uniform cap and settled in on his head. “We leave this LZ at dawn.”

Lennox didn’t pick the disc up. “We?”

The steel was back in the boy’s eyes when he looked down his nose at Lennox. “I’m going with you,” he said. He left the hatch open when he slipped through into the companionway, leaving Lennox with a single shiny datadisc.

“One lance in the morning,” Lennox mumbled. He picked up the disc and rolled it across the back of his fingers. “’I’m going with you’ he says.” A deep breath cleansed some of the tension from his chest, but not all. He set the disc down and exhaled, visualizing the stress he felt slipping out with the expelled air.

It didn’t work.

In the Inner Sphere Lennox knew he’d be counted lucky to have his command overseen by a liaison officer instead of a direct commanding officer. He’d been to the seminars on Outreach where former small-unit commanders had explained the flaws that led to their destruction. An idiot for a commander was a recurring theme. Together with the phenomenal fee and the incredible salvage clause, this contract would have been fought over for weeks.

In the Inner Sphere.

Out here in the ass end of the Periphery, as Craft had put it, those terms were almost boilerplate. The yokels in the deep dark were so desperate for dependable mercenaries they were willing to pay well. Lennox figured he was doing well to only have to worry about a confusing liaison officer.

Who insisted on coming along on missions, it seemed, instead of staying in his nice safe office.

 

 

 

Two hours of marching were not wearing well on Lennox. He shifted his weight again in his command couch, trying to find a comfortable position. The cushions weren’t broken in yet. He grunted and shoved against his six-point restraints, resigning himself to discomfort. He would have laughed if he dared; his ’Mech still felt new. That was a new thought for him.

His Warhammer had been purchased directly from the manufacturer at great expense. The 8D model Warhammer carried the same fearsome arsenal as the original, but looked little like it. New weapons replaced the vintage instruments schoolchildren had been learning to name for hundreds of years. Lennox liked his new ’Mech, liked its new weapons and longer reach.

But he hated its command couch.

“It’s too nice a ride,” Darcy said over the lance channel.

“It’s just a Vindicator,” Markson said.

“It’s not just a Vindicator,” Darcy said. “It’s a 3L. That’s a brand-new Capellan ’Mech there, not a hand-me-down you give some Periphery bum.”

“The top of the line has stealth armor, dumbass.” Markson read technical journals for recreation. “They’ve been making 3Ls for almost fifteen years. I’m sure the Trinity Alliance put quite a few into the Concordat.”

“We’re not in the Concordat,” Lennox interrupted. “Cut it out.” He had listened to the conversations about their liaison’s ’Mech with half-hearted interest. He wasn’t particularly surprised to see that the boy had an advanced-tech BattleMech. No one became one of Baron Kithrong’s liaison officers without some connections.

“Contact,” the fourth member of Lennox’s Able Lance said. Yuki Yoritomo hadn’t participated in the banter between the lancemates—he seldom did, despite Darcy and Markson’s penchant for arguing—but he could be counted on to keep his attention focused. “Due east, one kilometer.”
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