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FOREWORD

By Jason Schmetzer

 

Welcome to the counterattack.

The stories in this volume are taken from the fifth year of publication on BattleCorps, a time when the site and the new stable of authors it had grown were continuing to really push the boundaries of what BattleTech fiction was and could be. It was a year of exciting firsts and triumphal returns, and it demonstrated that whatever else was happening, BattleTech fiction was going in surprising and unexpected ways.

A number of exciting returns happened on the site, but the first thing you’ll likely notice about this collection compared to volumes one through four is fewer authors and fewer stories. There are several reasons for this, but the most obvious—and most telling—is that during 2008 BattleCorps published more and longer stories than ever before. 

In fact, we serialized and published several novels!

Chris Hartford’s excellent Fall from Grace finally saw serial publication in English—it had been previously published in German—in the latter part of the year, offering readers an in-depth look at the Star League-era Free Worlds League and Magistracy of Canopus. Also in 2008 were two parts of Randall N. Bills’ heretofore-unseen Founding of the Clans novels. As exciting as those two projects were, however, they were far from the only exciting returns.

Fan-favorite mercenary regiments saw significant attention during this year, with new stories appearing about the Jihad-era Crescent Hawks as well as the Succession Wars-era Wolf’s Dragoons. Popular writers like Steven Mohan, Jr., and Phaedra Weldon continued to turn in stories that could only be described as tours de force; indeed, in this collection you’ll find Weldon’s “With Carrion Men,” which returns readers to the popular character Aris Sung while he’s in more danger than ever before!

Powerful as those stories are, though, there was one story that was just too large to include here, but which appeared in 2008 and must be mentioned: “Not the Way the Smart Money Bets,” marked the first short fiction New York Times Best Selling author Michael A. Stackpole had written for BattleTech in years. In it, Stackpole took readers back to the foundations of one of his most compelling and cherished characters: Morgan Kell, and the Kell Hounds.

We opened this foreward by saying “welcome to the counterattack,” and while what we’ve told you so far is certainly powerful, we don’t want you to think you’ve already heard about the best. There are other, smaller stories included here that simply demand your attention, written by both new and familiar authors. They range across centuries of the thousand-year BattleTech fictional history.

These stories tell the tales of infantrymen and vacuum marines; of mighty MechWarriors and lowly tankers. These stories present the horror of the Word of Blake’s Jihad and the soul-wrenching betrayals of the fall of the first Star League. They are stories that put relatable, interesting characters into terrible stress and watch how they react. They are stories that demonstrate to readers the best and worst of the BattleTech universe, the events and battles and heartbreak of that thousand-year history.

We said “welcome to the counterattack,” and we meant it. Welcome to the stories that, by theme and nature and simple storyline, demonstrated the resolve of BattleTech characters fighting back against oppression, against defeat, and against each other.

Walk the deck of a gunboat in “Blue Water,” and trace the machinations of the Word of Blake in “Office Politics.” See the bonds between common soldiers in “Godfather,” and the deep bond of loyalty between charismatic leaders and their men in “Feral.” Witness the double-crosses of merciless pirates in “Unholy Union.”

Welcome, again, to the counterattack.


 

 

 

 

AN ILL-MADE HOUSE

Jason Schmetzer

 

PART ONE

 

Hasse Plateau

New Vandenburg

Taurian Concordat

4 April 2765

 

The sound of groans and catcalls limped through the gap between the floor and the door panel. Captain Aaron Dane stood at attention before the major’s desk, waiting for the field-grade officer to acknowledge him. Major Talbert was studiously engrossed in his paperwork. At the noise he looked up, his eyes focused past Aaron at the door.

“They must be playing it again,” he murmured, and went back to his requisitions.

Aaron clenched his jaw but made no other move or sound. He’d been standing motionless for two hours. The backs of his thighs and his forearms were burning, but that was pain he could deal with. He’d once spent twenty straight hours at attention in Aphros. He was a Gunslinger. He wouldn’t give in to discomfort.

“All right, Captain, you can sit,” Talbert said, without looking up. The major was a spare man, a centimeter or so over two meters. His dark hair stood up in the front. His mouth, although supple, was perpetually frowning. In effect, as Aaron saw it, he was the perfect superior: condescending; supercilious.

Distasteful. Aaron sat down.

“We stand on enemy soil, Captain,” Talbert said. “New Vandenburg,” he gestured at the walls with his free hand, “has decided it can manage its own affairs without us. So they announce to the galaxy with that broadcast they keep airing.”

Aaron said nothing. If the major wanted to monologue, he wasn’t going to stop him.

“The General’s at Fort Gorki right now, trying to get things figured out.” Talbert looked up then, as if to see whether or not Aaron would react to the presence of General Kerensky, Commanding General of the Star League Defense Force. When he didn’t react, Talbert blinked and kept talking.

“Which is what we’re doing here,” he said. “Do you understand?”

“Sir?”

“I asked if you understand, Captain.”

“Sir, yes sir. I heard you. I understand that some rebels have decided they have a death wish. I understand that the General is on the other side of the planet, trying to calm them down. I understand that we’re out here on the ass end of nowhere, instead of being where we matter.”

Talbert set down his requisitions. The papers settled loosely on the cluttered composite desk. Aaron felt a breeze as a small electric fan washed air across him. He smelled Talbert’s sweat, carried on the air.

“Free-thinking people who decide they don’t want people a thousand light years away making their decisions for them don’t have a death wish, Captain.” He folded his hands on the desk in front of him before leaning over them. “And as for your assessment of our position, I think you need some perspective. Why don’t you take your company out on patrol?”

Aaron blinked, held it. “Is that an order, sir?”

Talbert smiled. “It is, Captain.”

Aaron sighed. “Sir, yes sir,” he said, and stood. He drew himself to attention and waited until Talbert waved a dismissal at him. The door opened in instead of out. When he released the flimsy panel, the breeze from the fan was enough to slam the door against the frame after he left.

He didn’t look back.

 

 

 

The Thug’s sensor console beeped negative again. Aaron ground his teeth and tried not to imagine Major Talbert’s smug grin again. Instead, he guided his Thug back around to the north, toward the Bridge Pass. The rest of the company followed.

“Still nothing, Captain?” Lieutenant Brake asked. His olive-painted Thug shadowed Aaron’s. The eighty-ton machines were identical, save for the crossed six-shooters painted on Aaron’s ’Mech. Those pistols had bought him a lot of drinks in Haganau over the last few months.

“What do you expect?”

“The news from Fort Gorki doesn’t sound good,” Brake said. “I don’t want to see that sort of thing here, is all.”

Aaron sighed. He was on the wrong side of the world. After Petain’s screwup outside Fort Gorki, the Taurians had pulled a whole battalion from between the sheets and thrown it at General Kerensky himself. He was a Gunslinger. He should have been with the General.

His sensor board pinged again, a more strident note than before. Aaron looked down through his neurohelmet’s visor. He frowned.

“Contacts on the other side of the river,” he said.

“Three Lance, break right,” Brake ordered, not bothering to acknowledge the transmission. As company XO, it was his job to move the other two lances around. “IDs? My screen isn’t painting anything.”

Aaron slowed his Thug’s walk and turned it east, toward the river that separated the Hasse Plateau from the Haganau Plains. Fort James Miller, the newly-built SLDF outpost on the Plateau, overlooked the city itself. There was a Taurian militia base in Haganau. His HUD painted three light hovertanks cruising along the riverbank. Schematics and other data flickered across the lower-right corner of his display. They mounted short-range missiles only. They were no threat to him or his ’Mechs.

“Little toys,” Aaron said. He brought his Thug back around to the north. The rest of the company followed suit, falling into a rough triangle formation, with each lance diamond-shaped in its position. Brake ordered the transition without Aaron noticing. He was a good troop, too good to be stuck out here with Talbert as a CO.

It was six kilometers up the River Road to Bridge Pass. It was named because the single bridge across the Elbe River faced the only pass that led onto the Plateau. Star League planners had laid claim to the mesa as soon as they’d seen it, although Fort James Miller had only been constructed a year ago. Aaron looked down at his map display, noting the dozen green icons representing his company of Thugs and the blue line of the river. They were probably five klicks from the bridge. Not long at this speed, but probably still too quickly for the major.

“Captain Dane?” Brake asked. A red icon burned to life on Aaron’s communication board, signaling that the lieutenant was on a discrete channel.

“Lieutenant?”

“I just wanted to say that no one misses Captain White. All of the troopers, sir, they’re behind you.” The lieutenant’s Thug shifted its torso slightly until it was facing Aaron’s. He saw it in his HUD. “It’s an honor to have a Gunslinger as our CO.”

“That’s good to know,” Aaron said, before severing the connection. The weight of his neurohelmet pressed even more heavily on his head as the Thug’s wide-legged gait rocked him in his cockpit. White was not someone he wanted to think about.

White had been relieved for cause. White was the reason he was out in this backwater. When the previous company commander was arrested for conspiring to turn over SLDF materiel to pro-Taurian rebels, Aaron had been the only supernumerary company-grade officer on-planet. The orders had been cut and signed before Aaron even had a chance to talk to the division commander.

White reminded him that he was out here with people who valued money more than loyalty. The Star League deserved better. Aaron clicked his com system to the company frequency. Several of the company’s troopers were talking.

The first voice he identified was from Blakely, in B Lance. “We should be pounding these Tauries back into the Stone Age,” he said.

“Enlightenment from the Sphere, Blakely?” asked Hernandez, who ranked as the best gunner in B Lance. He was also from the Outworlds Alliance. “And people wonder why we didn’t want to join.”

We? Aaron made a mental note to look more deeply into Hernandez’s record.

“We’ve done it once,” Blakely said.

“And it took twenty years and a million or so casualties,” a woman put in. Aaron searched his three-sixty HUD until he found Sergeant Grover’s Thug. She was the only woman from Rim Worlds space in the company. “You want to be here for twenty years, Blakely?”

There was long break in the conversation after that. Aaron turned the volume of his helmet speakers down and let himself go. His hands knew how to keep the Thug on course, and his eyes were aware enough to make the marked turns. He could march his Thug for hours like that, another trick learned on Venus.

“Contact!” Brake called. An alarm pinged on Aaron’s console. He jerked himself aware and scanned his boards. All of his weapons were hot: the Tiegart PPCs charged and ready, and missiles in the tubes of his Bical racks. The threat board on his tactical display was clear; the alarm had come from Brake, cross-loading across the company channel.

“Report!” he said.

“Multiple bogeys north,” Brake said. His voice was even, but taut. Aaron squeezed his control yokes. Bogeys, not contacts. Which meant the young lieutenant had some idea of what he had.

“IDs?”

“’Mechs,” Brake said. “And they’re not ours.”

 

 

 

The Thug’s computer finally stopped flashing through BattleMech schematics and displayed a high-resolution image of the leading ’Mech of the Taurian company. Aaron glanced at it and immediately sent it flashing to the rest of his Thugs.

“Where the hell did they get that?” Blakely asked.

A reinforced company of Taurian BattleMechs stood a hundred meters from the mouth of Bridge Pass. The trailing lance—the lightest lance, from what Aaron saw—was still near the bridge itself. Most of the ’Mechs were heavy designs, older models that the Star League had been phasing out in favor of newer machines. Aaron bet there wasn’t a single one of the designs still represented today in any of the Royal divisions.

Except for the lead ’Mech.

“It’s an Emperor,” Blakely said.

“No kidding,” Hernandez said. “I saw one on New Earth. I thought those only went to the Royals.”

“Apparently not,” Aaron said, cutting into the chatter. “Damp it.”

At ninety tons, the Emperor outmassed Aaron’s Thug by ten tons. It was far more heavily armed and armored. In a straight-up contest, Aaron’s Thug wouldn’t last more than a minute.

Gunslingers didn’t believe in straight-up contests.

Aaron tapped his com system. “Brake. Right now, get through the Pass and report to the major. Taurian BattleMechs at the Bridge.” He kept his eyes on the Emperor, but his peripheral vision kept watch for motion.

“You’re going to need me here, Captain,” Brake said.

“I gave you an order, Lieutenant,” Aaron said. “Carry it out!” He toggled the microphone off and waited. A few heartbeats later Brake’s Thug moved, stepping around its lancemates and starting toward the Pass. None of the Taurian ’Mechs moved. Aaron toggled his radio back on.

“Watch them,” he said on the company channel. “If they’re going to do something, it will be before we have a chance to warn the Fort.”

“Why aren’t we just radioing the report?” Blakely asked.

Aaron flicked his eyes to his ECM screen. “Look at your ECM, Sergeant.” The long-range communications were jammed.

“Do we fire?” asked Hernandez.

“Not first,” Aaron said softly. He stepped his Thug forward, moving it away from the rest of the company. Brake’s Thug disappeared into the Pass. Aaron took a deep breath, held it. He exhaled. A finger opened the general channel.

“I am Aaron Dane,” he said. “Captain of the Star League, commander of these ’Mechs.” He drew in another breath. “I am a Gunslinger.”

An amber light burned on his HUD. “And I am not,” a scratchy voice said, “and yet I am here.” The Thug’s computer painted a caret over the Emperor, identifying it as the sending unit.

Aaron smiled. “So you are.” He waited, but nothing further came across the airwaves.

“I have to ask your intentions,” he ventured.

The Emperor shifted, moving a step backward and turning to face Aaron’s Thug head-on. Aaron held very still, his fingers light on his controls. The instructors at Aphros had pounded this into the trainees. The moment before battle was joined was electrical, tangible. You could feel it in the wind, in the air. Even in the cockpit. On the back of your neck, the small of your back. Taste it in your sweat. 

Anticipation.

“The Elbe is the boundary,” Aaron said. “No Taurian military unit is to cross the river without escort and permission.” He risked a glance down, judging the position of the rest of his company. Gunslingers learned to fight alone, to duel. To trust themselves and their ’Mechs.

No one moved. On either side.

“You shouldn’t believe everything you hear on the HV,” Aaron said. 

Nothing.

“The Star League is not your enemy,” he whispered, just loud enough for the microphone to pick up.

Sound sparked to life in his helmet speakers. Static hissed and popped across the open line, punctuated by short crackles. The other man had his microphone engaged, but didn’t speak. Aaron waited, tense.

“You would ignore Fort Gorki?” The scratchy voice was soft, filled with emotion.

“Gorki was a mistake.”

A short bout of harsh, pain-filled laughter echoed across the empty space between the two ’Mechs.  “Tell that to my daughter.”

“You have my sympathies,” Aaron said, sincerely. “Consider that Star League troopers died too.” He swallowed and spread the Thug’s arms wide. “We’ve already had blood for blood.”

The light lance near the bridge burst into motion, sprinting forward. The Emperor’s arms rose, spilling raw light deeply into the maws of the huge autocannons mounted there. The Thug’s sensors screamed for attention as targeting systems swept across the ’Mech. Every Taurian BattleMech on the field shifted, bringing weapons to bear.

Aaron triggered the PPCs filling the Thug’s bulky forearms. Crackling whips of artificial lightning flailed the horizon. Fresh static washed across the radio, and the burning scent of ozone crept between the Thug’s parts to trickle into the cockpit.

“Challenge!” he shouted.

“I am no samurai,” the Taurian said.

“And you’re no soldier,” Aaron spat, his attempts at diplomacy abandoned. “I challenge you for that ’Mech. Somewhere a Royal is without his ’Mech because of you.”

“Captain—” Hernandez began.

Aaron toggled the company channel. “If he accepts my challenge, no one interferes. If not, we fall back to the pass and hold them until Brake gets back with the rest of the battalion.”

The Emperor didn’t move. The trailing lance slowed and then stopped just behind the bulk of the Taurian ’Mechs. No one fired. The Thug’s alarm continued to wail at Aaron; all of the enemy ’Mechs were still painting him with their targeting scanners.

But they weren’t firing. Every second he held them here was another for Brake to warn the major.

“We will fight, you and I,” Aaron said, after he switched back to the general frequency. “And when I beat you, I’ll have that ’Mech and the name of the man who sold it to you. You’ll take your force back across the bridge, and you’ll abide by the terms of the Accords.” He stopped talking, waiting.

“And when I win?” the Emperor’s pilot asked.

“You won’t.”

“Nevertheless.”

Aaron’s lips drew back from his teeth. “Then you’ll have killed a Gunslinger. How many Tauries can claim that?”

For most of a minute no one moved. Aaron watched the Emperor, watched its shoulders, trying to see the bunching of the myomers beneath the thick armor. If the Taurian decided to rush him, it would begin in the big ’Mech’s broad shoulders.

The Thug’s alarms quieted. The Taurian BattleMechs relaxed, many of them settling back into still postures. Aaron released the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

“I accept,” the Emperor’s pilot said.

 

 

 

Lieutenant Thomas Brake swore as his Thug took a final ponderous step inside the perimeter. He slapped the standby switch and dragged the heavy neurohelmet off his head. Normally it took several minutes to bring the assault ’Mech to a slumber, but Brake expected to be back in his cockpit quickly.

Major Talbert was waiting at the bottom of the chain ladder when Brake reached it. The officer had even held the bottom steady, making it easier for the MechWarrior to clamber down. Brake dropped the last meter to the ground and brought himself to attention. Two infantrymen, weapons at the ready, stood behind the major.

“Sir. As I reported by radio, there is a reinforced company of Taurian BattleMechs at the Elbe River Bridge. Captain Dane remained behind with the company to delay them while I warned you.”

Talbert narrowed his eyes. “Is that so?”

“Major, we don’t have time. I need to get back out there.” Brake restrained himself from frowning. The rest of the battalion was already drawn out. The infantry squads were in formation off the side of the parade ground. The heavy rumbling of their APCs shook loose gravel on the field.

“Was there fighting?” Talbert asked.

“Not by the time I had left, sir,” Brake said. He clenched his fists instead of frowning. His fingers, slick with sweat, slid along his palm until his fingernails cut painfully into the thick calluses on his hands.

“Then maybe there’s still time,” Talbert said. “Sergeant?”

The two infantrymen each took one step away from Major Talbert and snapped their rifles level. Brake did frown then, staring down the barrels of two assault rifles.

“Major?”

Talbert reached across delicately and slipped the compact laser pistol from Brake’s holster. “You’ll be detained, Lieutenant,” he said. “Unless you choose to do something foolish.”

“You’re with them?”

Handing the pistol to one of the infantrymen, Talbert stepped back and smiled. “I was born on New Vandenburg, Lieutenant, did you know?” The smiled slid away into a sneer. “I’ve been in this Army all my life. I’ve seen what’s happened to my world. It can’t be allowed to continue. If the Lords of the Inner Sphere can’t be trusted to do right by us, we’ll do right for ourselves.”

“You swore the oath, Major,” Brake said. “You know the motto. I am the defender of the Star League; my strength is in loyalty.”

“That’s the thing, Brake,” Talbert said, laughing. “The Star League didn’t defend me.”

 

 

 

They faced off at three hundred meters, near the base of the floodwall at the edge of the river. Aaron held his Thug steady. His grip on the controls was firm. He’d turned the radio off, leaving only the gentle background hum of the Thug’s fusion engine. He breathed in, held it.

“See the enemy in front of you,” he whispered. “Face him, and him alone. When he is defeated, then you may consider the next.”

The Emperor raised both its arms and flashed ruby laser pulses to the sky. It was a show of bravado that Aaron didn’t care to match. The Thug was a powerful ’Mech, but it surrendered ten tons to the Emperor. The Tiegart PPCs were some of the best in known space, but the Emperor’s big autocannon easily matched them. The pair of Bical short-range missile racks embedded in the Thug’s broad chest were reliable launchers, but the paltry missiles would merely pock and score the Emperor’s thick armor.

Aaron spread the Thug’s arms wide, held them there for a three-count, then let them fall to the Thug’s sides. He didn’t waste his energy or his heat sinks in pointless displays.

“See the enemy in front of you,” he whispered.

The Emperor stepped to the right and brought its arms up together. The large lasers mated to the cannon barrels flared to life, washing coherent light across the armor over the Thug’s left leg and left torso. The cannon remained silent. 

Aaron leaned the eighty-ton assault ’Mech forward and charged off to his right. He brought his left arm to bear and fired. The PPC bolt scored high on the Emperor’s chest, splashing melted armor to the dusty ground and sending silver-white static discharges snaking over the Emperor’s shoulder. Already the Emperor had the better of the exchange, but Aaron remained confident.

The rest of his company stood half a kilometer back, in front of the Pass. The sole remaining officer, Lieutenant Velasquez of C Lance, stood at the forefront. Aaron knew she wanted to be Gunslinger. She’d be watching.

The Taurians had formed a half-circle. The light lance was actually standing on the Bridge, but the heavier units were spread in an arc in front of it. The lead ’Mech was a flat-black Guillotine.

A burst of cannon fire skittered across the Thug’s left side, probing. A few of the heavy slivers gouged divots from the tough armor, but the majority missed the moving ’Mech and dug into the ground. A single laser flickered past, refracting in the thrown dust. 

Aaron dodged the Thug left, back toward the Emperor. He triggered both SRM racks, more to keep the Emperor’s pilot occupied than to cause any damage. He wanted the Taurian overconfident, thinking he had the Gunslinger in the lighter ’Mech on the run.

He had the edge. The Emperor outmassed him. The Emperor outgunned him. Those were Aaron’s advantages. He was faster. He ran cooler. The Thug was packed with heat sinks, enough to cool even the ravenous heat loads of dual PPCs.

“Face him,” Aaron whispered.

Inertia shoved him against his five-point harness as he stopped the Thug in its tracks. The Emperor, tracking him as he moved, stumbled and turned ponderously, trying to correct its aim. Aaron snarled and squeezed his triggers.

Both PPCs unleashed their azure fury against the thick torso armor over the Emperor’s heart. Aaron shouted in triumph and shoved the Thug into motion. That was his target.

The price the Emperor paid for all those weapons was the massive extralight engine buried beneath all that armor. Breach any one place and he could knock the bulky shielding away.

A double-blast of discarding-sabot autocannon shot scraped at the armor over his Thug’s right side. A yellow warning indicator flashed to life on his wireframe schematic. One of the shots had breached his armor, but luckily missed hitting anything vital.

“Deal with him,” Aaron ground out, tugging the Thug into a staggering zig-zag. “Before he deals with me.”

 

 

 

For the seventh time Brake glanced to either side, judging the odds of getting one of the infantryman’s weapons. His Thug stood motionless on the parade field, still active on standby. Talbert had no MechWarriors to put in it.

“Damn,” Talbert said. Silver light reflected off of the low-hanging clouds toward the Bridge Pass. The rumble of cannon fire echoed up the fissure. “He’s fighting.”

“He’s doing his duty,” Brake said.

They were on the parapet overlooking the main gate to Fort James Miller. Talbert turned away from the vista and faced Brake.

“I wanted to do this without bloodshed, Lieutenant,” Talbert said. “There is more than enough force in Haganau to force our ‘surrender.’ No one at Division would fault an infantry battalion and a detached company of ’Mechs for giving in to a full ’Mech battalion.”

“Thanks for the intel, Talbert,” Brake said, forcing himself to smile. “I’ll be sure to tell the S-2, when I see him.”

The infantrymen shifted, taking a step back. Clearing a field of fire, Brake realized.

Talbert stepped close. “Careful, League man.”

Brake forced another grin. He hoped it hid the shaking in his hands.

 

 

 

The Emperor stepped close and hit Aaron’s Thug with its lasers. The two large beamers on the Emperor’s arms dug deeply into the already-pitted armor over the Thug’s chest. The mediums dug and needled and succeeded in penetrating the last bit of protection over his left arm. Warning alarms announced the immobilization of his left elbow actuator.

Aaron clutched in his controls and twisted the Thug as far as its waist would pivot. At the apex of the turn he rippled both his SRM racks. The fat-bodied missiles barely cleared the launch frame before detonating against the shredded armor over the Emperor’s heart. Explosions added scorch marks to the already-PPC-blackened tatters.

A flicker in the corner of his eye caught Aaron’s attention. He glanced right, at the secondary display he’d set to thermal imaging. A new point of light blossomed and began leaking wispy trails on the Emperor’s left side.

“Finally,” Aaron muttered. He charged the Thug past the staggering Emperor, trying to get behind it. He wasn’t trying to get at the weaker rear armor—by now, he’d smashed the frontal armor to practically nothing—but just out of the Taurian’s zone of attention for a moment.

Dazzling light flickered in his display. Aaron looked behind him. He cursed. His right hand dove for the throttle even as his left was shoving forward.

The Emperor jumped.

In SLDF circles, it was called a “death from above,” or sometimes a Highlander Burial. The 90-ton assault ’Mech called a Highlander was famous for leaping into the air and smashing unwary foes to the ground by simple mass. It was one of the most dramatic and damaging attacks a ’Mech could make. It played wonderfully on entertainment holos across known space.

It was one of the first maneuvers Gunslingers were taught to counter.

The Taurian pilot twisted his battered ’Mech in the air, bringing the Emperor’s still-imposing front to bear. He feathered his jets, accounted for the Thug’s speed, and cut the power. Ninety tons of BattleMech fell out of the sky from almost sixty meters in the air.

The Thug stopped moving. Aaron let his ’Mech fall to one knee, dragging it against the ground to slow the fast-moving machine. It appeared as though the Thug stopped and knelt, as if in supplication. Aaron used his momentum to pivot the Thug on its knee. The action shredded armor, but brought the ’Mech around enough that he could bring one arm to bear.

The Emperor sailed overhead and landed where the Thug should have been.

“Deal with him,” Aaron whispered, “and then move on to the next.” His hands moved, whip-like.

The Thug leapt upright as if propelled by rockets. The battered left arm came up with the ’Mech, burying itself in the Emperor’s right chest. The already-savaged armor over the Emperor’s heart shuddered, stressed, and shattered. The Thug’s fist sunk into the Emperor’s chest cavity.

Aaron’s thermal display flashed white and then faded. Other sensors sounded as the Emperor began to collapse. With the loss of its shielding, the fusion engine had gone into emergency shutdown.

It was over.

“I want you across the river as soon as you’ve recovered this man,” Aaron sent to the black Guillotine. He used the Thug’s right fist to point down to the Emperor’s cockpit, where the Taurian pilot was clambering out of a battered cockpit hatch.

“You’re letting them go?” Blakely blurted.

“At ease, Sergeant,” Lieutenant Velasquez said, before Aaron could answer. “The Challenge is over.”

“We’ll just be back tomorrow,” the Guillotine’s pilot said.

“We’ll still be here,” Aaron said. He waited, his Thug’s armor still smoking and pinging, until the last Taurian BattleMech crossed the bridge. Then he turned his ’Mech toward the Pass.

“Where the hell is the cavalry?” he asked.

 

 

 

Brake saw the motion at the mouth of the Pass, but someone pointed it out to Talbert almost immediately. The major leaned across the parapet, holding a pair of rangefinder binoculars to his eyes.

“Dane,” he spat, and turned away.

The wide shoulders of the captain’s Thug gradually rose above the level of the ground. Even from a kilometer away Brake could see the damage to the Gunslinger’s ’Mech. Its armor was blackened and its left arm hung at an angle. The assault ’Mech’s stride was off, but Brake couldn’t tell if that was actuator or myomer damage.

“What now?” he asked.

Talbert turned back. He handed the binoculars to a nearby infantryman and pulled his helmet on. “Now we move ahead of schedule.”

Brake smiled, a real smile, not a false one like he’d worn before. “You laid the odds out earlier, Talbert. A battalion of infantry against a company of ’Mechs.” The rest of the company appeared behind Dane’s Thug. They were trailing at a respectful distance, keeping their speed down to match their commander’s. A lump rose in Brake’s throat, full of pride in his troopers.

“We may be infantry,” Talbert said, “but we’ve got big guns.” He brought his communicator around and adjusted it. “Welcome the conquering heroes, Captain,” he said.

The rumble of ferrocrete moving on ferrocrete was all the warning Brake had to steel himself before the massive quad PPC turret atop the wall pivoted and fired.

 

 

 

“Jesus Christ,” Hernandez shouted. “I’ve got red lights everywhere! Cease fire, you idiots!”

Aaron was adjusting the frequency on his radios. He began to broadcast on the emergency channel. “Cease fire! Blue on blue! Cease fire!” He checked his transponder, saw that it was broadcasting his SLDF identification codes.

The rest of the company slowed to a halt, each Thug reacting according to its pilot. Blakely’s arms were leveled. Velasquez saw it almost as soon as Aaron did and began shouting at him on the lance channel.

“Fort James Miller, Fort James Miller,” Aaron said. “Hold your fire, we’re friendlies.” His fingers brought his targeting system online without having to be told. He frowned at the targeting reticles that appeared on his HUD. He reached for the control to turn them back to standby.

The Fort fired again.

Hernandez swore. Aaron looked for him in his HUD. The Thug was down, struggling to rise. The act was made more difficult by the lack of its right arm. The limb had been severed cleanly at the shoulder. It was sparking on the ground a few meters from Hernandez’s thrashing feet.

“Back to the Pass!” Aaron ordered. His hands steadied on the weapons controls. He centered his target pipper on the turret and waited, controlling his breathing.

“It’s got armor,” he told himself, and fired his right-arm PPC. The ion packet wasn’t as dazzlingly brilliant as the fort’s fire, but it spent itself on the turret’s thick frontal armor.

Velasquez had most of the rest of the company already retreating down the incline. Aaron turned his Thug and brought it to where Hernandez was still trying to rise. He reached down and grabbed the damaged Thug’s shoulder. A wrenching lift that made his actuators scream brought the recalcitrant machine to its feet. He shoved it toward the rest of the company.

“Captain Dane,” a voice said.

“Major Talbert?” Aaron twisted his Thug’s torso. Magnification showed him people on the Fort’s parapet, but he was too far away to identify faces without more magnification than he had time for. “Sir, the eastern PPC turret is firing on my company!”

“Do not approach this fort, Captain,” Talbert said.

“Our transponders are active,” Aaron said. “Just order them not to fire.”

“Any Star League forces that approach this Fort will be fired upon.”

The sounds of his cockpit fell away. The blood drained from his face. Aaron leaned closer to his screen, adjusting his magnification. Talbert’s face swam into view. He saw the officer holding a field communicator.

“As of this moment, Fort James Miller is a Taurian Defense Force facility. The Star League is no longer necessary nor welcome.”

The smug son of a bitch was smiling.

“You traitorous bastard,” Aaron said. “You think you can hold that box from me and mine?” His hands twitched on the controls. The Thug took a half-step forward.

Alarms sprang to life again as long-range missile batteries swept targeting scanners across him. A small indicator on his HUD showed the estimated recharge time for the quad-PPC battery almost expired. Rage filled his heart but his fingers obeyed his mind.

The Thug stepped back.

 

 

 

Thomas Brake watched the captain’s Thug begin to retreat. He’d heard Dane’s voice, tinny as it was over the major’s communicator. The anger was palpable. Deep in his mind something clicked.

Taking a long step to the side, Brake brought his right arm up and dove his elbow just beneath the helmet of one of the infantrymen. The trooper gagged as his trachea was bruised, dropping his rifle and grabbing his throat. Brake caught the falling weapon and stabbed the butt-end back into the trooper’s face. The man fell back, his body blocking two more infantrymen who were just starting to move.

Dropping to one knee, Brake reversed the rifle. The stock fell into his shoulder as the barrel came up, and he snugged it tight. Talbert was turning, the communicator still held by his ear. His eyes were widening.

Brake brought the sights up. He notched the forepost between Talbert’s eyes. His finger squeezed, gently, as he’d been taught in basic training.

Another rebel infantryman tackled him from the side. The three-round burst missed Talbert’s head and instead simply plucked at the sleeve of his uniform. A rough-callused hand pushed his face to the cool ferrocrete while more hands pulled the rifle away from him.

“Stand him up,” Talbert said. He lowered the communicator and stuck a finger through the tear in his sleeve. His eyes almost glowed when he looked up, staring at Brake as four infantrymen lifted him to his feet.

Brake sighed, a soft exhalation that took with it all the tension in his body. He blinked, held his eyes closed, and opened them slowly. The mesa was beautiful, he realized.

“Watch this,” Talbert said into his communicator. The laser pistol he’d confiscated from Brake appeared in his hand. Brake stared at it. He focused his eyes on the needlepoint-sized aperture. He thought of his wife and daughter. In his mind he felt the smoothness of his wife’s skin. He smelled the soft soapy musk of his daughter fresh from the bath.

There was a flash of light.

 

 

 

Aaron’s knuckles were white on the Thug’s controls. His throat was raw, burning with each breath as his chest heaved. The cockpit still rang with the echoes of his scream as the rebels pushed Brake’s body over the parapet. It slithered like a limp doll down the wall and out of view.

“Captain,” Velasquez said, “we have to go. There are still ’Mechs in our backfield.”

“Sons of bitches,” Blakely said. His voice was trembling.

“Accept that you can’t deal with me and escape, Dane,” Talbert said. “I control the Fort and the Plateau. My compatriots control Haganau. Withdraw.” The carrier-hum popped as the rebel officer terminated the connection. Aaron watched them file off the parapet and into the fort.

He brought his Thug around, turning his back on the fort. The missile-tracking alarms were still blaring, but he knew he’d have sufficient time to get his stronger armor toward the missiles before they reached him. The screech of the Thug’s damaged actuators echoed though the ’Mech’s body. 

“What are you doing, sir?” Blakely asked. With Brake’s death, he was the senior sergeant in B Lance. Aaron found the correct Thug in his wraparound display and stared at it for a moment.

“There’s a satellite relay in Haganau.” The Thug’s first few steps down the Pass were prophetic. He stumbled, straining his already-weakened knee actuator further. Too much more stress and the joint would seize. “We’re going to get word of this to the Fleet.”

With the General himself on New Vandenburg, the SLDF Navy presence in-system was huge. Aside from the General’s flagship, there were three more McKennas present, and a host of frigates and support craft. A signal strong enough to bounce out of the atmosphere would reach one of them.

“What about the Fort?” Hernandez asked.

Velasquez answered before he could. “We’ll be back, Sergeant.” Her voice was even but tight with emotion. “Count on it.”

The company cleared the Pass in short order. A Taurian salvage crew had already descended on the corpse of the Emperor. They looked up when Velasquez’s Thug marched into view. By the time Blakely was leading B Lance out of the Pass, they were scrambling toward their hovercraft. Aaron exited the Pass in time to see the light craft racing down the river, its huge fans ripping roostertails from the shallow wavetops.

“Across the bridge and into town,” Aaron said. The Thugs queued up; the bridge wouldn’t support their mass together. In pairs they dashed across the span, carefully out of step to avoid any resonance.

“And then?” Blakely asked.

“We split up. Half of you will come with me to the Civic Center. There’s a transmitter at the militia base on the other side of town. They’ll expect us to try for that one. They won’t know about the backup in the Civic Center.” Aaron waited until the rest of the ’Mechs were across and then crossed himself. 

“Unless Talbert told them,” he whispered. As a field-grade officer, Talbert had the clearance to know about the backups; whether or not he’d ever looked it up or shared it with his Taurian friends was another matter.

“Velasquez,” he said, stepping onto the Taurian side of the river, “take your lance and Harlow and Garrett from Blakely. I want you to roam about town, watching for flankers. I’m going to drive right to the Center. They’ll know where we’re going once they spot us. It’s your job to slow the reaction.” He paused. “Blakely, you’ll come with me.” 
The eleven Thugs stood still for a moment. “We’ll get word to the General about Talbert’s treachery,” Aaron said. “Once we’ve got some support, we’ll go back and root that bastard out.” He started his Thug moving. The tracks of the ’Mechs that had retreated earlier mixed with his. The buildings of Haganau loomed in the distance.

“Simple orders, troopers,” he said. “If it moves on you, kill it.”
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Zoning in Haganau had limited the buildings to a height of thirty meters. Aaron Dane’s slender column moved slowly down an avenue, the ferrocrete crunching beneath their feet. He’d let Blakely lead, knowing that the hothead would have a light finger on the trigger but not caring. No one else was trained, and his Thug was in no condition to flush an ambush after the duel with the Emperor.

The streets were deserted. It was early evening. Aaron has spent several nights just like this one in town, carousing with the locals and enjoying some rest. It was strange to be on the same streets without the people. He imagined they’d heard the sounds of the battle earlier and fled inside the shelters.

“No contacts, Captain,” Blakely reported. His Thug was paused at an intersection. “Two klicks to the objective.”

“Keep moving,” he said.

They’d gone a half a kilometer further before the sky lit up to the east with reflected weapons fire. Aaron turned his head in time to see a barrage of PPC fire lance skyward. Several of the beams must have intersected a low-flying aircraft, because a yellow-white explosion lit the clouds.

“The word’s out, Captain,” Velasquez said. Her transmission was splotchy, reflected through so many buildings and alleyways in spite of the Taurian jamming.

“Shoot and scoot, Lieutenant,” Aaron said. “I want them chasing you, not me.”

“Roger that, sir.”

“Almost a klick, sir,” Blakely said.

The last kilometer passed without incident. From the direction of the lights, Aaron figured that Velasquez was leading her pursuers around to the north, toward the small spaceport. He smiled, envisioning the six Thugs lumbering down the narrow streets, Taurians in pursuit. 

“Here’s the plan,” Aaron said, planting his Thug in front of the Civic Center and beginning his standby checklist. “Blakely will accompany me into the building. The rest of you stay buttoned up and scanning. If you’re attacked, hold this ground until we get back.”

As soon as he got the neurohelmet racked on the shelf above his head, Aaron slapped his five-point harness and climbed stiffly out of his command couch. He pulled a flat olive vest from beneath his seat and slipped it over his cooling suit. A web belt with a pistol and two fragmentation grenades went around his waist. He adjusted the pistol until it was near his right hand and then climbed out onto the Thug’s shoulder.

Blakely was waiting for him when he reached the ground. The other MechWarrior was dressed the same, but he carried a small submachine gun instead of a pistol. When Aaron raised an eyebrow at it he shrugged.

“Quantity over quality,” he said. “Shall we?”

The Civic Center was a squat gray building with a marble façade, the sort of building that had been built during the Reconstruction to house the Bureau of Star League Affairs offices during the Occupation. The eighty-meter-square building projected a squat but permanent presence. It fit the surrounding architecture enough to blend, but its sheer monolithic size made it stand out, exactly as its designers had intended. It was more than twice as tall as any other building in the city; Star League planners didn’t care about zoning.

The double-glass doors on the front were locked, but they had missed the carousel. Blakely led, holding his submachine gun muzzle-up while the glass frame spun him through. No one waited inside as Aaron stepped through, but yellow emergency lights were flashing sickly shadows against the wall.

“Where to?” Blakely asked. He had the extendable stock of his gun braced against his shoulder, but the muzzle pointed safely at the floor.

Aaron pointed. “The stairs. The relay will be in the basement, in the chapel.” The pair started toward the stairs. They eschewed the elevators, as they’d been taught, mindful of being trapped in a steel box suspended by cables.

“The chapel?” Blakely asked.

“The SLDF always hid transmitters in the BSLA buildings,” Aaron said. They took the metal-grate stairs as quietly as their heavy MechWarrior boots would allow. “In case a garrison got overrun during the Occupation. Units trapped without orbit coms could infiltrate the Affairs buildings and get help.”

“I never heard that,” Blakely said. He reached the bottom stair and held up a clenched fist, listening. The only sounds were the gentle echoes of their footsteps going up the stairwell. “You think it’s still here?”

Aaron drew his pistol and motioned at the door. “No reason it shouldn’t be.” He held a finger to his lips until Blakely nodded, then cracked the door.

Air rushed into the stairwell, damp air heavy with the cloying dankness of mold and office detritus. Aaron leaned out and looked both ways, but the corridor was deserted. A small white cross, half the fluorescent bulbs flickering, flashed at them from halfway down the corridor.

“Let’s go,” he said.

Blakely followed him through the door, watching the corridor behind them. Aaron waited as the sergeant turned back to latch the door behind them, gently pushing it shut with the clasp held open.

A door slammed from around the corner at the end of the corridor.

“Move,” Aaron snapped. He sprinted toward the chapel, pistol at the ready. The floor was thick with scattered paper and slick spots of fungus. He shouldered the door to the chapel open and lunged in, Blakely right on his heels. Aaron slid down the wall beside the door, holding the pistol at his side.

“Two people,” Blakely whispered. He pulled the bolt of his submachine gun just far enough to see a bullet chambered before sliding it closed with a gentle snick.

Footsteps echoed, the sounds sharpening and the fading as the two people walked past. Aaron closed his eyes and sighed, letting the pistol fall to his lap. Blakely relaxed from his crouch on the other side of the door.

“They’ll see the ’Mechs,” he said.

Aaron grunted and shoved himself to his feet. He holstered his pistol and pulled the two grenades from his belt. Blakely reached out and grasped them like they were eggs. “Watch the door,” Aaron said, and turned into the chapel proper.

“Hurry,” Blakely said.

A small altar stood at the front of the room. Alcoves littered the walls, each of them devoted to a particular faith. The Star League allowed religious freedom, and the Camerons had wisely built pan-denominational chapels. One alcove in each, however, boasted no icons or idols; only a simple Cameron Star mounted on the wall, a place for men and women of no firm religion to contemplate their place in the galaxy. To ask a higher power for help, if need be. Aaron touched the points of the Star in a precise order. He had a very specific higher power to speak with.

The Star slid silently into the ceiling, revealing a small dust-covered screen and keyboard. The screen flickered to life, scattering green raster lines across its surface before settling on a blinking cursor.

 

 

 

Gabriella Velasquez tasted blood on her lips and laughed, imagining what she must look like. When she’d been a teenager, her friends had always dressed her up like a vampire. With her full lips and pale skin, it had taken very little makeup. She licked the coppery taste away and swallowed.

“Two more, from the west,” Hernandez said.

“Grover, Paulson,” she said. “Take them.”

The two least-battered Thugs in her force turned left, toward the still-glowing sky where the sun had set, and rippled off four PPC shots in as many seconds.Their cyan brightness illuminated the slinking forms of two Taurian medium ’Mechs. One pair of lightning strikes found the lightly-armored torso of the left Sentinel, burying themselves deeply in the Defiance-built ’Mechs’s heart. The other pair missed, exploding the hardened ferrocrete a dozen meters behind. One of the Taurian ’Mechs raised its right-arm autocannons and fired. Grover’s Thug took the full barrage in the chest. He stutter-stepped the eighty-ton ’Mech and shook off the damage.

The Sentinels split down opposite side streets.

“How bloody long does it take to send a message?” Garrett asked. His Thug was backstopping the force, two blocks behind them and backing slowly their way.

“As long as it takes,” Velasquez said. She wondered the same thing.

“I read two more lances coming behind the skirmishers,” Hernandez said. He’d climbed his Thug up a parking structure to give his sensors greater range. With one arm—and one PPC—gone, he was more useful as a spotter than a shooter.

Velasquez called up a map of the city and squinted at it for a moment. “Shift west six blocks.” Her finger traced a route through the buildings. “There’s a viaduct that runs right past the Civic Center and out of the city. We’ll pick up the Captain and get out of here.”

“There are rebel ’Mechs to the west,” Paulson said. Static slithered through the signal as he fired his PPC. “Two Sentinels, plus whatever Hernandez is scanning.”

Velasquez turned her Thug down an alley. The last of the sun’s light faded from the sky, leaving only the gray overcast sky that hid the stars above them. Her ’Mech’s broad shoulders scraped gouges in the buildings to either side. A fire escape squealed and fell.

“Like the captain said,” she murmured. “If it gets in our way, put it down hard.”

 

 

 

The error tone beeped again. Blakely hissed at him from the door. Aaron turned away from the screen, muttering a curse under his breath, and watched Blakely pull the door open a crack and peek out.

“Company,” Blakely mouthed.

Aaron tapped in a final code and twisted away from the console. His pistol slid silently out of its holster. He crouched, the pistol muzzle-down between his knees, with his thumb on the safety.

“-League ’Mechs outside,” Aaron heard a woman’s voice say.

“We should call the base and let them know,” a man said.

Blakely gently slid the door closed and shuffled backwards, keeping his submachine gun pointed at the door. The sound of the pair’s footsteps echoed again, rising in sharpness and decibel. Aaron held his breath, willing them to walk past.

The console behind him pinged with an open channel.

“Shit,” he whispered, turning away from the door. A green cursor was blinking again, waiting for him to type his destination and message. He holstered his pistol and spun in place.

The door latch clicked. They were coming in.

“Don’t shoot,” Aaron said. He looked around, his head swinging back and forth, until he found what he was looking for. He dove across the dirty floor, sliding on the dust and debris, until he reached his objective.

A slender man in a red jogging suit leaned through the door. He frowned, peering around, until he looked at the Cameron alcove. The console’s green screen was casting bilious light across the chapel.

“What’s that?” he asked, and stepped inside. A slender woman in a matching outfit followed him in. Blakely didn’t move, hidden behind the door. He poked it with his toe as soon as the woman cleared it, starting it closed.

Aaron waited until they were halfway down the aisle. He nodded to Blakely and stood up, pistol leveled. “Don’t move,” he said.

To their credit, neither made a sound. The woman gasped and took a step back. The man stepped protectively in front of the woman, keeping an arm behind him while he held her wrist. “Who are you?” he asked, his voice sharp.

“Captain Aaron Dane, Star League Defense Force,” he said. The door clicked closed behind the couple. The woman jumped, still holding her hands in front of her face. The man glanced behind him. He saw Blakely.

Aaron tossed the electrical extension cord he’d found to Blakely. “Tie them up,” he said, and turned away. The open connection cursor blinked steadily at him.

 

 

 

Hernandez died when the black Guillotine found them. They were six blocks from the Civic Center, close enough for the green icons of the rest of the company stationed around the squat building to appear on Velasquez’s tactical display. Hernandez was just behind Velasquez in the center of the column when proximity alarms squealed to life. Warnings from the rest of the company were too late; the heavy Taurian ’Mech dropped from the sky on flaming jets, its lasers and missiles already firing as it fell.

Hernandez tried to turn, but the damaged Thug was too slow. Hungry red lasers cut deeply into the already-shattered armor on his side. Velasquez brought her own ’Mech to a halt and yanked on her controls. Eighty tons of BattleMech didn’t turn on a dime.

“Damn it,” Hernandez said. His remaining PPC flared to life, driving a sizzling ion lance down the empty street. It was nowhere near the attacking ’Mech, but it showed his struggle.

The Guillotine’s missiles tracked where the lasers had already stalked, disappearing into the gaping wound on the Thug’s torso. Smoke and debris exploded outward when the warheads detonated, one after the other. A rippling, crackling screech of pain rang across the radio, and the Thug exploded.

“Take him down!” Velasquez shouted.

The Guillotine shrugged off the shockwave of Hernandez’s death and twisted its torso to face Velasquez. The shutters over the six-round missile launcher flicked open again, white-painted warheads prominent. Wisps of bone-white steam leaked from the laser apertures. Velasquez snarled, holding her controls hard over, willing the ponderous Thug to turn.

Four PPCs took the Guillotine clear in the back. Garret and Grover, who’d been bringing up the rear of the column, caught the Taurian killer in a deadly web of fire. Velasquez shouted in triumph as her targeting crosshairs finally crept across the staggering ’Mech. She squeezed all her triggers.

The Guillotine jumped.

“Damn you!” she called as the black ’Mech disappeared back the way it had come. Her fire destroyed the façade of a building behind the Guillotine’s last position.

“Do we pursue?” Paulson asked.

“We do not,” Velasquez said. She said her next words through grinding teeth. “We keep moving.”

Hernandez’s shattered Thug lay across the pavement, half buried in a collapsed building. Smoke belched from half a dozen places, sweeping down the avenues in death-colored whorls.

The Thugs marched past.

 

 

 

Location received, the green-tinted screen read. Situation?

Aaron closed his eyes briefly. The officer on the other end of this communication sounded like he was in a hurry. Opening his eyes, Aaron swallowed the lump in his throat and typed a single word.

Turncoats.

“You can’t just keep us here,” the woman in the red jogging suit said. She and the man were tied roughly together, back to back, on the floor in the aisle. Blakely stood near the door, his weapon pointed toward them but his attention on the corridor. “We’re just civilians.”

Aaron ignored them.  He watched the screen. Understood, it read. Rendezvous resupply these coordinates. Aaron read off the string of numbers and concentrated. That was back across the river, at the base of the plateau, almost exactly where he’d begun this hellish day. Another short order appeared, and Aaron nodded. It made sense.

Aaron pondered asking for more information for a moment, but then decided against it. If the other end had more information to offer, they’d have sent it. He bent to the keyboard and typed another parting word.

Strength. The reply came back almost immediately.

Loyalty.

“Let’s go,” Aaron said. He left the alcove open and walked past the two civilians without pause. Blakely raised an eyebrow, but Aaron shook his head. “Leave them,” he said.

The woman’s shouts echoed in the corridor as they ran for their ’Mechs.

 

 

 

There were nine other green icons on Aaron’s display as he settled his neurohelmet back onto his shoulders. He did a quick headcount and toggled a discrete channel to Velasquez. “Hernandez?” he asked.

“Dead,” came the wooden reply.

Aaron clenched his jaw. “Let’s go,” he said, after a pause.

“Where are we going, sir?” Blakely asked. The sergeant’s voice was tinny; he must still be getting his own helmet settled. His Thug lurched into motion, its limbs moving with an ungainly lack of coordination; characteristic signs that the pilot had pushed the machine into movement while his neurocircuits were still warming up.

“Back the way we came,” Aaron said. He started his own Thug into motion. The company fell into a rough column of march, with the relatively unscathed A Lance ’Mechs in the lead. “Back across the river to a meet with a resupply ship, and then we’re going back to the Fort.”

“What about the Taurians?” Paulson asked.

“Burn ‘em,” he said. “We look to our own house first.”

No one asked what would happen if the rebels tried to stop the SLDF company from crossing the river again. By now everyone knew the orders for that situation.

The arches of the Elbe River Bridge appeared out of the inky darkness after what seemed too short a time. Garret, in the rear of the column, reported in-and-out sensor contacts with trailing Taurian ’Mechs, but none of them came close enough to engage. Even battered as they were, ten Star League Thugs were a force too strong to attack piecemeal. Aaron knew they’d wait until the SLDF troopers had crossed the bridge, and then try and rush them en masse.

Again, Aaron was the last one across the bridge. His creaking Thug shuffled across the mighty span and stepped around the banking abutments. He stopped, and the rest of the company stopped around him.

“They’re coming,” Velasquez said. Her voice was weary, as if the thought of another combat so soon weighed on her. It had been almost twenty hours since they’d left on patrol.

“Company,” Aaron said, on a general frequency. Unencrypted, so any Taurian listeners could hear. “Volley fire, PPC,” he ordered. The remaining Thugs raised their arms.

“Target the bridge,” he said, and fired.

Every trooper shifted aim and fired before their brains caught up with the order. In Thug battalions, the volley-fire order was ingrained in every trooper from day one. Seventeen PPCs struck at the thick bridge members. The heavy steel and ferrocrete deformed beneath the barrage, shaking and groaning until it collapsed into the steaming waters of the Elbe.

“Company,” he said after the rumbling subsided, “volley fire, cease fire.”

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” someone muttered on the company channel.

“I guess we’re not going back that way,” Blakely said.

Aaron checked to make sure he was still on the open frequency. “When we go back,” he said, “we’ll have company.”

By the time the Taurian BattleMechs made it to the wreckage of the bridge, the company was half a kilometer away.

 

 

 

The Union-class DropShip the fleet had sent had repair berths and technicians for a full BattleMech company. The lack of a full complement meant that Aaron Dane’s company was repaired and rearmed slightly ahead of schedule. The MechWarriors, Aaron included, had caught a precious ten hours of sleep while the technicians repaired the ’Mechs. All ten were now ready.

It was up to Aaron to make the troops ready. The nine MechWarriors of the company were drawn up in a line in the main ’Mech bay. Behind them, the technicians were sealing a final armor plate back onto Aaron’s Thug.

“It’s flaring up,” he said. He stood in front of them, in a fresh jumpsuit taken from the DropShip’s lockers. It was an empty jumpsuit, with no rank insignia, no decorations, not even a name tape. The only marking on its drab-green surface was a Cameron Star on the shoulder. It suited Aaron perfectly.

“Right now, rebel Taurian troops are overrunning our positions in Vandenburg City and all across the planet. Current intelligence estimates two full divisions of Taurian ’Mechs are on-world.” He paused for a moment to let that sink in. A full division of BattleMechs would be nine regiments and change; two divisions meant the rebels had almost two thousand BattleMechs on New Vandenburg.

“We don’t know where they came from,” he said. “Secret factories deeper in the Periphery would be my bet.” He sniffed and rolled his shoulders. “I don’t really care.”

“What concerns me most are the traitors in Fort James Miller. The bastards that shot Thom.” He saw the body slip down the wall again in his mind. “We’ve got our orders from Division; we’re going to take out Talbert and his men, and deny the fort to the rebels.”

“Take out?” Velasquez asked.

Aaron looked her in the eye. “We’re to reduce the fort to slag, Lieutenant. We won’t be reoccupying it.”

“Then we’ve lost? We’re pulling out?” Blakely asked.

“No,” Aaron told him. “We’re moving on. Once we’ve dealt with Talbert, the rest of the battalion will be dropped in.” He rubbed his hands together, looking each of his MechWarriors in the eye. “Then we’re going after the rebels.”

An hour later, the Union was nothing more than a rapidly-diminishing spark in the sky, and ten Star League Thugs were marching toward the Bridge Pass.

 

 

 

Major Talbert stood on the parade field, looking up at the empty Thug still idling there. The irony of the situation did not escape him. Despite his preparations, there was no one available who could pilot the powerful machine. Not even the Star League technicians, who’d refused to even shut down the machine.

Even after he shot three of them.

“Sir!” He turned at the shout. “’Mechs!”

He reached the parapet in less than a minute. By the time he could see over the lip of the armor, there were ten Thugs standing at the edge of the Pass. He snatched the binoculars from a sentry.

Fresh welds gleamed from several of the ’Mechs. Talbert played the binoculars across each ’Mech, hoping, until he came to the assault ’Mech in the center.

Paired six-shooters gleamed in the afternoon light.

“Damn it,” Talbert whispered.

 

 

 

“I can see the quad PPC,” Blakely said. “It’s active.” His Thug was the closest ’Mech to the Fort. The technicians on the DropShip had tested each ’Mech’s sensor suite carefully, and Blakely had come back the best. He was the company’s eyes.

“There’s no reason to think any of the active defenses are down,” Velasquez said. “Talbert was always a stickler for maintenance.” Aaron heard the snarl in her voice. “We’ll have to take down the whole Fort.”

Aaron relaxed a moment in his cockpit. A touch on his triggers bounced a rangefinder laser off the Fort’s thick walls: 902 meters. Well beyond range of everything except artillery, and there were no cannons at Fort James Miller. He closed his eyes, centering himself. He touched a control.

“Talbert,” he said.

Nothing.

“You know you can’t escape.”

Static screeched across the frequency. The quad PPC turret erupted in scintillating light, but the burst was tens of meters off; the Thugs were too far away.

“It’ll cost you to come and get me,” Talbert said.

Aaron grinned inside his neurohelmet. “Not as much as it’ll cost you.” He straightened in his seat, adjusting the tension on his five-point harness until he was snug. “The Star League does not tolerate traitors,” he said.

Talbert’s mocking laughter filled the frequency. Alarms pinged mutely at him—he’d disabled the audibles—with multicolored lights as distant targeting scanners played over him. “Is that all you have? Rhetoric?”

Aaron reached forward and took the controls of his assault ’Mech. The machine trembled with controlled power. The technicians had done a good job. The fresh-burnt tang of new lubricant penetrated his cockpit, but he ignored it.

“I’ve finished the formalities,” Aaron said. “You will pay for Brake. You will pay for what’s about to happen.” He pushed the Thug into a slow walk. The rest of the company moved to follow.

“Goodbye, Talbert,” he said, and cut the connection.

 

 

 

Talbert looked at the handset for a long moment. The heat shimmering across the plateau hid the advancing Thugs for instants at a time, making the ten hulking ’Mechs look like a wavering horde of SLDF hardware.

“Orders, sir?” The lieutenant standing next to him asked.

“Full commitment,” Talbert said, still watching the advancing Thugs. “Everything that shoots better be shooting.” He turned away from the view and retreated down the parapet. “I’m going to the TOC.”

Engines roared in the parade field, kicking up swirling dust storms like half-made dervishes. Talbert shielded his eyes and found the man he was looking for. He made a ring motion with his left hand, and pointed toward the pass.

The wind intensified. The dust pattered against Talbert’s back until the sentry pulled the heavy armored door closed behind him.

 

 

 

“I’m getting something new,” Blakely called.

“Ignore it,” Aaron ordered. The range counted down to seven hundred meters. “Company, volley fire, PPC!” The Tiegarts came up.

“Target the quad,” he said. He indicated the deadly PPC turret with his targeting pipper and then shot the image to the rest of his company. “Here’s your point of aim.”

 Turrets on the flanks of the fort disappeared in clouds of dirty white smoke. Alarms blinked at Aaron from his console. “Incoming missiles,” he said.

The Thugs continued their steady advance. The range fell down, six fifty… six hundred. The missiles barrage repeated, striking at the armor of Thugs all along the line. None of his troopers faltered.

This was what assault ’Mechs were made for. The Thugs’ heavy armor shed the missile warheads with minimal damage. The slow-moving assault ’Mechs stayed in step. “Sixty meters to range,” Aaron said, watching the numbers fall.

Five-fifty. Light autocannon fire began to scratch at the Thugs now, from turrets supporting the missiles. The quad PPC tracked left, until it seemed that all four barrels were peering into Aaron Dane’s soul.

Five hundred forty meters. His targeting reticle flickered from black to gold. He squeezed the triggers.

Twenty Tiegart PPCs vented their master’s fury on the most dangerous weapon in Talbert’s arsenal. The heavily-armored box-shaped turret drank in the crackling particle streams. It glowed with an unholy light for what seemed like an eternity.

The turret exploded.

“Volley fire, cease fire!” Aaron called. “Independent fire! Silence the turrets, people!” He shifted his aim to the left, reaching for a smoke-shrouded missile launcher.

An alarm flashed at him. Aaron slapped the override without looking, reactivating the audible tones. Alerts shrieked at him. A scourge of red icons flashed at him from his tactical display.

“Choppers!” someone called on the company channel. 

 

 

 

The Taurian helicopters had flown in overnight, once the ’Mechs had reported the destruction of the bridge. Talbert had asked for reaction forces in case the SLDF made a push for the fort, and the squadron of VTOLs was all he got.

Twelve stolen Cyrano attack craft.

“Order the troops into the APCs,” Talbert told his aide. He leaned over the plot table in the TOC, watching the repeaters as the SLDF ’Mechs broke their formation and began striking at the defense turrets.

He hadn’t expected the concentrated attack on the quad PPC. The rest of the turrets were designed to supplement that heavy battery. 

“You’re not going to order infantry into that open field to face troops, Major!” the lieutenant said. Yet his mouth formed the orders as soon as he’d spat out that sentence, but still the disbelieving look stayed on his face.

“We’re abandoning the fort,” Talbert told him. “We’ll use the hovers to cross the river and join the units in Haganau.” A shudder shook dust free of the ceiling. It wafted through the thick air inside the TOC, glistening in the harsh fluorescent lighting.

“Then why send the helicopters?”

Talbert sighed and pushed past his aide, headed for the door. He’d seen all he came in to see. The ionization track on the evening’s log was clear; a DropShip had come down during the night. That was where Dane had gotten his resupply. That meant the fleet knew of his defection. Which meant it was time to go, before the heavy forces fell from the sky to crush him in the open like an insect.

Behind him, speakers broadcast the first screeching scream of pain and told him the helicopters had engaged the Star League BattleMechs.

 

 

 

Ruby-red light glared through the polarized ferroglass of Aaron’s cockpit. He blinked steadily, trying to clear the afterimage from his eyes even has his hands brought the Thug’s big cannons to bear.

“A cannon to kill a fly,” he muttered. A tone sounded in his helmet; gold flashed on his HUD. Aaron’s finger drew in the slack on the trigger.

Blue-white lightning scoured the Cyrano from the sky.

“The gates are opening!” Velasquez shouted.

The heavy armored doors were indeed sliding apart. A slender hovercraft darted between them as soon as there was space, its fan screaming and kicking up a cloud of dust behind it. The APC dashed toward the Pass, ignoring the battle raging around it.

“Fort defenses neutralized,” Paulson reported. A small, angry black-orange cloud billowed into the sky at the Fort’s south point, where a short-range missile battery had been worrying the Thugs.

“Rally on the gate!” Aaron called. He jerked his Thug away from the pyre of the Cyrano and pushed the throttle to its stops. “They’re trying to break out!”

“Let them,” Blakely said. “We’ve got the fort back.”

Aaron lowered his targeting pipper on the speeding APC. It was almost out of range. The huge fans pushing the air-cushion vehicle across the plateau made it oscillate, giving the hovercraft a natural defense against fire. Aaron bobbed his head, tracking his guns back and forth.

He found the rhythm. He waited, half a breath held, and fired. One PPC, the opposite weapon from the one that had smashed the Taurian helicopter to the ground.

The bolt missed, leading the speeding APC by a dozen meters. The rocks absorbed the PPC bolt’s tremendous heat and kinetic energy and promptly did what any matter given that much power would do. The rocks exploded.

Just as the hovercraft slipped over them.

“Watch for others,” he said, watching the damaged APC spread itself across the landscape like a meteor fallen to the ground.

From the maw of the gate more hovercraft appeared, weapons blazing.

 

 

 

“Go!” Talbert shouted. He leaned closer to the radio as the ramp at the rear of the APC rose, crowding the infantry squad packed in with him. “Get us moving, damn it!”

“They’re waiting for us,” the driver said.

Talbert dropped his handset and shouldered his way toward the front driving compartment. He drew the laser pistol at his waist and leveled it at the driver’s helmeted head.

“Get us moving,” he said. “Right now.”

The deck shifted as the driver increased thrust to his fans. The APC lurched into motion and fell into line, the third vehicle from the end in the queue of screaming hovercraft waiting to run the gauntlet of Star League ’Mechs.

Talbert holstered his pistol and snatched at a radio handset. He twisted the dial until he found the channel he wanted. A roar cut through the keening wail of the fans as one of the Cyranos swooped low, lending its support.

“All choppers,” Talbert said, craning his neck to peer out a gun slit. “Aim for the leader! Concentrate your fire and we might have a chance to get out of here.

“Kill the Gunslinger!”

 

 

 

Aaron brought the Thug to a halt as he reached the halfway point between the Fort and the Pass entrance. The wreckage of half a dozen APCs was strewn behind him, the victims of deadly PPC fire from the other Thugs still converging on the area. He turned the Thug around and watched as the last three APCs exited the gates.

“Halt!” he broadcast. He brought the Thug’s arms up and spread them wide. “You can’t get past me.” He released one yoke and tapped a command into his weapons panel. Scatter shields on the Thug’s chest snapped open, unmasking the short-range missile launchers embedded there. The steady beeping of their seeker-heads searching for a target filled his cockpit.

New alarms screamed. Aaron looked up, blinked. There was a crashing roar, like a series of hammer blows against his ’Mech. He felt the Thug shift.

Darkness.

Only a moment’s darkness, and he was rocking the Thug upright. His tactical display showed the nine remaining Cyranos banking around behind him for another pass.

“They’re after you, Captain,” Blakely said. His Thug was closest, and his Tiegarts threw great static-belching gouts of charged ions across the sky. “All of them.”

Aaron sneezed, spattering blood in a fine mist across the faceplate of his helmet. He swung the fogged visor up in time to see the final trio of hovercraft bearing down on him.

He jerked his yokes, fighting the Thug to one knee. The beeping of the SRMs became a steady wail. He looked in his screen, eyeing the Cyranos. They were still closing. Aaron looked back at the hovers. Close enough. He squeezed the triggers, felt the telltate shiver as the missiles’ exhaust washed across the Thug’s broad chest.

Then he stomped on his foot pedals and gritted his teeth, trying to throw the Thug out of the Cyranos’ path. Red light flared in his HUD. The Thug shook. Something snapped in his cockpit, shooting sparks across his bare arms and exposed face. He felt the skin on his cheeks sting.

Then the Thug struck the ground, and the darkness rushed up to meet him.

 

 

 

 Talbert saw the wave of laser wash across the Thug’s chest. It rocked as armor exploded away from it beneath the lasers’ caress. He clenched a fist and pounded it on the seat in front of him. His shout filled the APC as Dane’s Thug fell.

“Not yet,” the driver said, twisting his wheel.

Dane’s Thug shuddered and sat up, bracing itself on one PPC-arm. Talbert screamed in frustration and raised the radio. “Hit him again!” he shouted.

“Two platoons report reaching the river,” his aide said, listening to a slender handset that he held cupped on his shoulder. “The rest didn’t make it.”

“We’ll make it,” Talbert snarled. He dropped the handset and gripped the back of the driver’s seat with both hands. “Get us past him, Sergeant,” he said.

“Almost there,” the driver whispered.

The Thug had made it to one knee. Through the windscreen Talbert saw the needle-shapes of the Cyranos banking around, diving toward the Gunslinger’s ’Mech. Talbert’s lips drew back in a snarl of contempt. The hubris it took to paint a giant target on a ’Mech amazed him. He stared at the crossed six-shooter insignia, burning it into his memory. He wanted to be able to recall it later, the exact details of seeing that famed art flash past, helpless to stop him.
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