
        
            



 


 

 

 

 

Prologue

 

10 km Southeast of Harney

Harney, Hall

The Chaos March

22 December 3066

 

It felt unnatural, watching a mountain fly through the air with giant war machines leaping out of it.

Adele Estwicke blinked, pushing down the sense of awe that warred with the worry in her heart. The flying mountain was a matte-gray DropShip with an orange tiger’s snarling face painted on the side; the war machines were BattleMechs making a combat drop. Behind her, the small crowd in the field tent cheered.

The tiger’s face meant this was the Stealthy Tigers, the mercenaries Emperor Baranov had hired to help him put down the rebellion on Hall. Or at least, that’s what the newscasts said. Estwicke wasn’t about to argue.

Not when the emperor was about to win.

Because beneath the dropping mercenaries was the gathered force of Count Radcliffe McNally, the emperor’s fiercest opponent. His ’Mechs and tanks had been evenly matched against the emperor’s Fourth Republican. With what looked like at least a battalion of mercenary ’Mechs falling at him, he was doomed.

Hence the cheering.

This could be it, she told herself. The culmination of my mission here. The fulfillment of the years of work the Word of Blake has put into Hall.

The Word of Blake, the holy order devoted to communications and the preservation and control of knowledge, had been the core of the communications conglomerate known as ComStar for centuries. A decade ago, during the height of tensions with the Clans, and while the Federated Commonwealth was distracted with breaking into two realms, it had struck, reclaiming Terra from its ComStar custodians and establishing, finally, its own legitimacy.

Estwicke wasn’t a soldier, but she’d been a part of Operation Odysseus. She’d been among the first to put her feet on the holy soil of sacred Terra. She’d felt the spirit of Jerome Blake himself reinvigorate her soul as she had done so. That vigor had sustained her for a decade, and she’d spent those years working toward a mission like this one.

When Precentor Blane had sent her here from Terra three years ago, she hadn’t actually believed she’d be able to pull her current mission off. The Word of Blake had been consolidating its hold on the worlds around Terra, laying the foundation for what had become the Word of Blake Protectorate; a barrier of worlds around Terra, all allied to the Word. She’d heard some call it a new Terran Hegemony, but Estwicke dismissed those people. The Terran Hegemony was ancient—and tainted—history. Until the Clans were dealt with . . . she sniffed.

The first Tigers BattleMechs landed, crashing to the ground in thuds Estwicke could hear and feel from kilometers away. Those with integral jump jets landed and immediately moved toward McNally’s shocked force; the others, wearing detachable thruster packs, shed their wings and followed.

Excitement tingled in Estwicke’s fingertips. She’d accompanied the Fourth Republican into the field to get a better appreciation of the reality of the emperor’s fighting forces. She didn’t trust the sycophantic reports that came back to Harney, the capital, from the front. If those reports were true, word for word, then McNally would have been dead years ago.

But he might get killed today, Estwicke realized. She had enough experience to recognize that. The Tigers BattleMechs, humanoid war machines up to twelve meters tall, moved in tight, synchronized groups with no fear. Body language didn’t translate directly, but Estwicke had seen enough ’Mechs on the march to recognize nervous MechWarriors in the cockpits. The Tigers were not nervous.

The McNally MechWarriors, however, were terrified.

Estwicke couldn’t help it. She thought about the future.

With McNally dead, the emperor’s hold on Hall should be all but ironclad. The nobleman had been the largest thorn in William “Bud” Baranov’s scheme to seize ultimate power since the Federated Commonwealth broke apart a decade ago. The two had been sparring ever since, neither able to land a decisive blow against the other.

Until, perhaps, now.

Estwicke looked up then, across the low valley toward the fight. Lasers flickered, red and blue and green. Missiles smoked and swarmed. PPCs flashed blue-white. Cannons hammered. Even this far away, she could hear the pounding of weapons against armor, the crash of overstressed metal collapsing, the manmade thunder of energy weapons drilling holes in the atmosphere. She felt like she was watching an action holovid: the fate of a world, being decided right in front of her eyes.

Her mouth was dry. She coughed and worked her tongue, tried to swallow.

“Look at those suckers go!” one of the Fourth Republican officers behind her shouted. She looked back and forth, and saw a lance of four Stealthy Tigers ’Mechs drive straight through the encampment the Republicans had told her was the count’s headquarters.

“We should get out there,” another Republican shouted. There were sounds of agreement. “We don’t want to miss this.”

Estwicke ignored the rush past her. She wasn’t a MechWarrior—there was no tall ’Mech for her to rush off to. Instead, she watched the battle. It was as one-sided as anything she’d ever seen on the HV.

The Tigers methodically worked their way across the field, firing at and crushing every McNally ’Mech and tank in their way. Still, the McNally forces weren’t giving up. Both sides were firing, and here and there a Stealthy Tigers ’Mech fell. Several of them got back up. At least three did not, but the losses weren’t enough to stem the tide.

The Tigers were more numerous and better organized. Estwicke watched one McNally ’Mech, then another, turn and try to run away. Past the fight, the Tigers lance that had overrun the count’s headquarters was moving slowly, firing at the ground at figures that were little more than specks to Estwicke’s eyes.

People, she realized. She turned and looked behind her, and up.

The Republican Centurion was tall, about eleven meters. Estwicke recognized it from training years ago. It stepped closer to her, every footfall shaking the ground. To her, standing unarmored and alone on the ground beneath it, it was as tall as the sky and as heavy as the earth. She licked dry lips and looked from it back toward the fight, unwillingly imagining what it must be like for the people in the count’s camp.

She shivered.

The Centurion stepped over her like she wasn’t there. Its footsteps quickened as it accelerated, every step shaking the ground. Estwicke shivered again and wrapped her arms around herself.

How could anyone survive that? she wondered.

Then she shook herself and blinked several times.

She smiled as she watched the huge ’Mech stomp off toward the battlefield.

If he’s dead by the end of the day, she told herself, then the Blessed Blake’s plan for this world is one day closer to completion.


 

“Where were these mercenaries a month ago, when it might have mattered?” asks an anonymous McNally supporter. 

 

“We went out in the south and asked the people there what they thought of the arrival of the Dismal Disinherited, mercenaries under the illegal auspices of the Allied Mercenary Command. Here’s what they said:”

 

“Who?”

“I mean, the fighting is over, isn’t it? McNally is dead? Baranov won?”

“Does this mean Wolf’s Dragoons supports the emperor?

 

“No matter where you stand on the rebellion launched by the late Count McNally against the emperor, it’s clear that no one wants the AMC on Hall.”

 

—From the Harney Morning Edition, 

Harney HV Channel Six


 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

10 km Southeast of Harney

Hall

The Chaos March

18 January 3067

 

When he knelt and touched the loose soil, Ezra Payne breathed in the cloying scent of wet earth and dust. He rubbed the coarse brown dirt between his fingers, looking down, eyes half-closed. His other hand, resting on his knee, twitched.

When he closed his eyes, he could smell more: sweat and hot circuits. Overheated lubricants and the sinus-tearing taint of missile exhaust. Ozone. Wood smoke. And beneath it all, the burned-meat stench he recognized from a dozen other worlds.

Ezra opened his eyes and stood. He wiped his hands against each other and looked toward the horizon. At a discreet throat-clearing behind him, he sniffed and turned around. Eleven men and women stood in front of him.

“It was right here,” he told them.

And then for a few seconds, he said nothing. He wanted to see how they would react. Only one of them—Sergeant Major Robert Halleck—had been here before. And Ezra knew he could trust the sergeant major to keep his mouth shut until the proper moment.

The assembled MechWarriors didn’t move, but he saw their eyes moving. A couple of them frowned, looking back and forth. The after-action reports were available, of course. It was a famous battle already, on Hall. Even in the Tigers’ own lore, it wasn’t every engagement that ended a civil war. Ezra knew the sergeant major had checked to see which of the MechWarriors had reviewed the reports. Ezra hadn’t checked, and he hadn’t asked Halleck. He preferred to find out himself.

Besides, he told himself, how many times have you heard—or said!—that the map isn’t the ground?

“Who can tell me why we’re out here?” Ezra asked a moment later.

No one spoke.

“Sergeant Major?”

Halleck didn’t turn his head. “Talb. Answer the captain.”

One of the MechWarriors blinked. She was tall, with thin, blond hair and gray eyes. A scar ran from her temple back into her hair, and unless you were looking you didn’t notice that she stood with a slight lean. “This is where the regiment won Hall, sir.”

“Wrong,” Ezra told her. “Who else?” 

No one spoke. Sergeant Major Halleck growled low in his throat.

“This is where Major Calhoune died,” MechWarrior Tima Zan said.

“Correct,” Ezra said, “but not the reason we’re out here.”

Zan frowned, but didn’t say anything more.

Ezra waited another handful of heartbeats, then looked at Halleck. “Sergeant Major?”

“This was our last fight, sir,” the short, solid, black-skinned man said.

“Right in one,” Ezra said. He looked at the MechWarriors, trying to see if any of them grasped the significance. He didn’t expect them to. They didn’t know each other well enough—they were too new. Some of them new to the Stealthy Tigers, and some of them new to his company.

Instead of speaking, he turned back and looked across the field. It had been a few months, and Hall’s native ecosystem had attacked the battlefield with a vengeance. New-growth grasses and brush dotted the field, glowing a lighter shade of green than the mature plants around them. Each place marked a spot were the turf had been torn or broken.

Sometimes it had burned.

“This is where we dropped to kill Count McNally,” he said quietly. “We didn’t plan to kill him—only to stop him. But sometimes stopping people means killing them.”

He blinked, and it was like he was there again. He felt the jolt as his Crusader touched down, felt the shuddering ripple as he fired his missiles. He heard the sounds of combat and the crowing triumph of Major Markoja when her ’Mech crashed through the count’s field headquarters.

Ezra blinked again, and it was gone. He reached up and rubbed his hand across his brush-cut brown hair. Then down across the short stubble on his face. He hadn’t shaved to the skin since December. He wasn’t sure he wanted to ever again.

“Until a couple of weeks ago, you’d have been right, Talb,” he said. “With McNally dead, there’s really no one left to oppose the emperor.” He turned back to face the MechWarriors. “Until a couple of weeks ago. When . . . Zan?”

“The Dismal Ds landed,” Zan replied.

“The Dismal Ds landed,” Ezra repeated.

The Dismal Disinherited were among the elite of the mercenary regiments of the Inner Sphere. Three full regiments strong, they had thrown their support behind Jaime Wolf’s Allied Mercenary Command almost immediately. One of those regiments—the Third—was here, now, on Hall. “Checking for signs of Blakist aggression or coercion.”

Ezra felt his lip curl. Those had been the Dismal D colonel’s words when he’d landed.

The emperor’s media machine had immediately condemned the AMC’s presence, and that condemnation carried a lot of weight—even without the pushing of the local media, firmly in Baranov’s pocket after ten years—with a lot of people. The Allied Mercenary Command was an abomination, so far as Ezra and a lot of the Stealthy Tigers were concerned.

Mercenaries fought for a contract. It didn’t matter why they had become mercenaries in the first place. It didn’t matter what side they fought for. It didn’t matter what the reporters said, or the pundits. It didn’t matter if they were a lone platoon of infantrymen or a full-size regimental combat team. Mercenaries were a way of life in the Inner Sphere. Centuries of constant warfare ensured that there were always men and women trained to fight, and that same warfare meant there were also just as many men and women becoming disenfranchised with the reasons they’d begun fighting in the first place. Mercenaries had earned a place in almost every conflict across the Inner Sphere. Often they were too skilled to be left out.

But they didn’t fight because they wanted to. Because they found some policy or group they objected to.

They fought because they’d signed a contract that stated they would. Because they were professionals. Because when you went into combat without the weight of a national government behind you, all you had was professionalism.

Which brought them back to this field of grass.

“Right now the Dismal Disinherited are unloading. They’re setting up their patrol routes, looking at combat zones, and doing all the firsthand intelligence gathering they can fit into every hour of the day.” He looked down the line of MechWarriors. “In short, they’re doing everything we would be doing on first landfall of a new contract.”

Ezra looked at Sergeant Major Halleck. Then he glanced down the line again and nodded. “I brought you out here today,” he said, “to make this point: it’s important to win. Winning is everything, even when winning means simply not losing. But the reasons we fight—the reasons we win—aren’t because of the rightness of our cause, or because we’re destined for victory, or because anything else.” He licked his lips.

“We fight because we’re professionals. We fight because we have a contract, and because we keep to that contract. That is where our honor lies.”

Bringing his hands out from behind his back, Ezra reached up and tapped the small pin on his lapel. It was an enameled black pin with a white tiger’s head in side-profile on it. “This is a Raider pin.” He didn’t ask if they knew what that meant. They were Stealthy Tigers. They knew.

“You can’t buy this pin,” he said. “You can’t be promoted into it. The sergeant major can’t give you one. I can’t give you one. Even the colonel can’t give you one. You have to earn it, and earn it in the eyes of every other Tiger who wears one.” He dropped his hand.

“You earn it by doing your job.” He looked up and down the line again. “It’s that simple. Do your job. Do it well, as best you can. Not because you want this pin, or because you want a promotion, or you’re trying to get laid.” He ignored the smirks.

“We only have one philosophy,” Ezra said. He half-turned and swept his arm across the field. “Every Tiger who fought here did so for one single reason: because it was their job, and because they did that job to the best of their ability.”

“If the last time the Tigers had fought in open combat had been a skirmish where no one did anything more than scratch each others’ armor, I’d have brought you there today. I’m not trying to impress upon you the glory of combat. I’m trying to impress upon you the exact opposite.”

Unbidden, Ezra’s mind showed him Major Calhoune’s Huron Warrior crumpling under the sustained fire of two McNally Demolisher tanks while a soot-charred Firestarter blasted his ’Mech with plasma-powered flame. The commo had cut out before the screams could have began, but Ezra knew—he’d seen it too many times, on other worlds—the regiment’s XO had died screaming, baking, or melting as he succumbed to heat and fire in his cockpit.

He sniffed. He smelled the burned-meat smell in his nostrils, even though the air was clear. 

There is nothing glorious in combat, he told himself.

Except we keep going back to it, over and over again.

A chirp from his pocket made him grimace and look down. His comm was set on private. Only a handful of people could override that setting and make his personal communicator signal. He pulled it out and looked at the screen.

RTB Bravo soonest. Return to base—Bravo Base, in this case—as soon as possible.

It was slugged Tiger Six—the regimental commander. The colonel.

Ezra looked at the sergeant major. He held up the comm. “RTB.”

Halleck nodded and spun. “All right, boys and girls. Back on the bus. Playtime is over.”

Ezra looked back down at his comm, sent an acknowledgment, and frowned.

The meeting must’ve been moved up.

 

 

 

By the time Ezra and the sergeant major made it back to the base, the meeting had already begun in the small room off the colonel’s office. Ezra led the way through the door and then held it for the sergeant major. Four people looked up from the table as he came in.

“Captain.” Colonel Yuri Rauschenbusch nodded at him. He was a fit man in his eighties, just beginning to show signs of slowing down. His hair was short and white, and you had to look to see the permanent circles under his eyes, or the way it took him just a little longer to catch his breath. Ezra hated to notice those things, but he couldn’t not notice them. He’d known the colonel for too long.

Yuri Rauschenbusch had commanded the Stealthy Tigers for more than three decades. It was his personality that was imprinted on the regiment. It was his personality that drove their quest for excellence and professionalism. It was he who had taken Ezra Payne under his wing when Sergeant Aster Payne and her husband had been killed by a terrorist bomb in the Free Worlds League. He was, in every sense except the legal, Ezra Payne’s father.

And he was getting old.

Across the table from the colonel were two people of Ezra’s age, a man and a woman. Mason and Kirsten Markoja were twin brother and sister, and both wore the rank of major on their khaki day fatigues. Mason, older by a few seconds, commanded First—Panther—Battalion, while Kirsten commanded Second—Leopard—Battalion. Of all the Stealthy Tigers, only those three people outranked Ezra Payne. Sometimes that thought made him proud, and sometimes it scared him. Proud, because he was a Stealthy Tiger to the core. He wore a Raider pin.

But scared, because of those three, he only respected the colonel.

The majors Markoja he despised.

Mason, who was chocolate-skinned with a shaved head and thick eyebrows, rode the knife’s blade between respect and sycophantism with Colonel Rauschenbusch more adroitly than Ezra had ever imagined anyone could. He was the odds-on favorite to replace the colonel when he finally retired, and that thought terrified Ezra. Mason Markoja was a competent tactician and a gifted combat commander, but he couldn’t think more than ten minutes into the future. He had absolutely no gift for strategy, no ability to not say the wrong thing around current and potential employers. He is, Ezra thought, just a brute.

Kirsten Markoja was a few centimeters taller than her brother, and more slender, but never weak. Her eyes flashed in any light, and her hair—jet-black, straight, and fine—was never out of place. She wore little, if any, makeup, and she was master of at least four martial arts that Ezra knew of. She said little in these meetings, often just listening. That didn’t mean she wasn’t smart. Most of the Raiders agreed that Kirsten had gotten all the brains Mason could spare in the womb. She was sneaky.

And, excepting duty in the field, the two were never, ever apart.

Neither of them wore Raider pins.

And neither of them ever would, so long as Ezra Payne and Robert Halleck were around.

The fourth person at the table, Colonel Jasper Richmond, wore the field-gray camouflage the emperor’s officers wore as duty uniforms. Ezra nodded to him as he took his seat, careful to keep his face expressionless.

Jasper Richmond was a joke of a man in every sense of the word.

He’d been a leftenant when the ball went up on Hall. A rear-echelon leftenant. Not even a MechWarrior. Now he was a colonel. He never appeared in public in anything other than the comic-opera dress uniform the emperor’s officers had adopted, and always insisted on being addressed by his rank.

Always. Ezra sometimes wondered if he wore his dress uniform into the bathroom.

“Colonel Richmond was just about to lay out the emperor’s position,” Rauschenbusch said as Ezra and Halleck sat down.

“Yes,” Richmond said. “As I was saying before we were interrupted . . .”

The colonel frowned almost imperceptibly at Richmond’s choice of words.

“The arrival of the Allied Mercenary Command is distressing,” Richmond went on, “but ultimately futile. Their mandate is only against the Word of Blake. They have no grounds for actions against us or the emperor’s rightful campaign against insurrectionists.”

“A very reasonable position,” Colonel Rauschenbusch said.

“Very,” Mason Markoja agreed.

Ezra said nothing, though he was relieved. There had been talk that the emperor would order the Tigers to attack the Dismal Disinherited, which would have been at best illegal and—at worst—suicidal. The Dismal Ds had landed with a full regiment—three battalions—of BattleMechs and battalions of supporting armor and infantry. The Stealthy Tigers, after a decade of hard fighting, could mount a few ’Mechs more than two battalions for combat. There were more machines in various states of repair, but funds and parts were tight on Hall. And Ezra knew—because his own Jaguar Company was built out of it—that even if they found the parts and the money, MechWarriors who could fight to the Tigers’ standards were even scarcer.

“Therefore,” Richmond continued, looking pained for a second. “The emperor would like you to place a liaison officer with the Disinherited.”

Mason Markoja made a dismissive sound, but his sister merely raised an eyebrow. Neither Halleck nor Ezra himself said anything, and Rauschenbusch leaned back in his chair. “Interesting,” he murmured, looking at the ceiling.

Ezra considered the idea. It made a lot of sense, after a moment’s reflection. The Dismal Ds could treat with a Tiger as a fellow professional. They’d accept a fellow mercenary where they may not one of Baranov’s men. They’d expect another mercenary to know what was important to notice and what wasn’t.

If it was the right officer, of course. Without meaning to, he looked up and met Kirsten Markoja’s gaze. She was already watching him, and it took everything he had not to flinch. Instead, he raised a questioning eyebrow. He’d be damned if he’d back down before that snake.

She looked away.

“We’ll send Captain Payne,” the colonel said a moment later.

Which explained why Kirsten Markoja had been watching him. She’d already known—or at least suspected.

“Sir—” Mason started, but Richmond cleared his throat and cut him off.

“Sir,” the Hall colonel said, “I wonder if perhaps a more senior officer would be more appropriate. One of the majors, here, perhaps?”

“Sir, Colonel Richmond may have a point,” Kirsten Markoja said, speaking for the first time. “We don’t want to send Colonel Marik-Johns the wrong message.”

Ezra felt more than saw Sergeant Major Halleck’s hand curl into a fist below the level of the table, but ignored it. He wasn’t surprised to hear either of the majors trying to get the posting. It was as high profile as anything on this contract, and whoever got it would gain a small bit of clout in the emperor’s court, to boot.

Not that Mason Markoja would make that connection. Ezra looked at the polished tabletop. The chair was more likely to make the connection before he did.

“You don’t think they’ll take a captain seriously, then?” Rauschenbusch asked. He was looking at Richmond, but Ezra knew he was asking the entire room. Except him. He knew his place.

Richmond smiled placatingly. “Would you, if the positions were reversed?”

Kirsten Markoja looked down at the tabletop.

Sergeant Major Halleck’s cheek twitched toward a smirk.

Ezra kept very still. He knew—they all knew—what was coming. It would have been the same if the colonel had said “Captain Hargood” or “Captain Wa.” It didn’t matter that it was Ezra Payne.

Inside, he was grinning. It didn’t hurt, though.

Colonel Rauschenbusch leaned forward suddenly, grabbing the edge of the table to stop himself. His knuckles were white from the strength of his grip.

“Of course I would,” he said, holding his stare until Colonel Richmond looked away. “Captain Payne is one of the finest soldiers in my regiment.” He looked at Ezra. “You will accept this assignment?”

Ezra nodded. “Of course, but I have a company in training . . .”

Rauschenbusch looked at Halleck. “Sergeant Major?”

“It’s taken care of, sir,” Halleck said.

Rauschenbusch let go of the table and leaned back. “Excellent. What else does the emperor’s staff have for us this fine day, Colonel?”

Richmond blinked. And said nothing.

 

 

 

The meeting broke up a few minutes later. The Markojas stood to escort Colonel Richmond out of the building, but Ezra stayed behind with the colonel and the sergeant major. Once the door closed behind them, Rauschenbusch blew a breath out between his lips and sat back in his chair.

“That could’ve gone a lot differently,” he said.

“Too right, sir,” Halleck said. He looked at Ezra. “You did good, sir. Keeping your mouth shut.”

“Hard to get in trouble when you don’t say anything,” Ezra said, leaning back in his chair. “I was worried they were going to say attack.”

“I was, too,” the colonel said. “I even had Kirsten working on plans, just in case.”

Ezra frowned. “You’re kidding.”

“Of course not. Planning is cheap, son.” He shared a grin with Halleck and laughed. “Always be ready. Remember that.”

Ezra nodded and then looked down. “Thank you for this.”

Rauschenbusch waved the comment away. “Nonsense. You’re going to be a major soon enough.”

Halleck grunted. “Not soon enough, from where I sit.”

“How’s the training coming?”

“Good, I think,” Ezra said, glancing at Halleck, who nodded. “We need to get them in the field more, but I think with the sergeant major running them into the ground day and night while I’m off ‘liaising,’ they should come right along.”

“Good.” Rauschenbusch crossed his arms. “I want you to pay close attention to the Dismal Ds,” he said. “Not just for the contract. They’re pros. Pay attention to how they do things. Maybe there’s something we can learn there.”

Ezra nodded. If the colonel—and, by extension, the regiment—had one article of faith, it was that learning never ended. New ideas were encouraged and rigorously tested. If they were successful, they were added to the Tigers’ doctrine.

If they weren’t, they were discarded.

When he thought about it, Ezra considered that as close to a religious belief as he’d ever felt in his life.


 

“I just don’t see why we have to put up with them being here,” is what Alistair Kung told us here at the Harney Morning Edition, speaking about the arrival of the Dismal Disinherited on Hall. “They don’t even have a contract. Doesn’t that make them pirates?”

 

“To answer that question, we asked the experts at the Harney Judicial Center. Speaking on condition of anonymity, one jurist told us yes, in some cases, mercenaries acting without contracts are considered pirates. But the Disinherited, acting under the banner of Jaime Wolf’s Allied Mercenary Command, are technically under contract to the planetary government of Outreach.”

 

“Don’t make no difference,” Mr. Kung told us when we explained that to him. “The emperor will see them off, too, just like he did with that traitor McNally and the rest of them mercenaries.”

 

— From the Harney Morning Edition, 

Harney HV Channel Six


 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Bravo Base

Hall

The Chaos March

18 January 3067

 

 

The door of Colonel Richardson’s hover limo had barely closed before Kirsten Markoja heard her brother curse under his breath. They stood near the sentries at the entrance to Bravo Base. The sentries were braced to attention, but the majors were not. As soon as the limo’s muted lift fans engaged, they turned away. Mason turned, she was sure, like anyone would, to keep the dust from blowing into his eyes.

That was why she turned, also. But it wasn’t the only reason, or even the main one. Mostly she turned away because she didn’t want to look at the toad of a man the emperor had set on them anymore.

“Not here,” she told Mason. Nodding to the sentries, she led him back into the building and toward her battalion’s offices.

The regimental headquarters for the Stealthy Tigers—on any world they served on—was called Bravo Base. It didn’t matter if it was a cubbyhole in a planetary defense headquarters or a field tent on the windswept plain of a barren world. It made for a sense of continuity for the regiment’s soldiers. Many mercenary regiments had similar traditions. Mercenary soldiers fought where there was fighting, and unless they were hired for that purpose, they didn’t spend a great deal of time in garrison. It was hard to put down roots when you’re always moving.

Hence, Bravo Base.

On Hall, Bravo Base was a row of low buildings on the edge of Fort Decker, fifteen kilometers northeast of Harney. Fort Decker was a sprawling military reservation that served as the capital’s garrison and military station. Unless there was a frontline regiment on-world, it was maintained by the planetary militia. Under Emperor Baranov, it housed the Fourth Republican—the former Federated Commonwealth troops who’d stayed loyal to him when he’d declared himself emperor a decade ago—and his closest supporters, including the Stealthy Tigers.

The offices of Kirsten’s Second Battalion were near the center of the headquarters building. Her office was at the center of that mess, accessible via either a private, heavily-secured corridor that led out the back of the building, or through an orderly’s office. She nodded at her orderly, Sergeant Bush, as she went past. Mason followed her into the office, closing the door behind them. He flopped down onto the low couch across from her desk while she went around the desk and sat down.

“Well, that didn’t work,” he said.

“No, it didn’t,” Kirsten said. She keyed her desk terminal live and punched in the access codes for her private files. While she did that, an automatic data security check ran and showed her green codes: no one had attempted to access her files. The codes were always green, but she still always ran the check.

Kirsten Markoja had not risen to her present position by trusting that people were honest.

“How are we going to get around this?” Mason asked her.

Kirsten blinked and looked up at her brother. He was her twin, and her only living relative. They had known each other literally since birth, and she loved him as much as she loved anything. They had been a team since they were old enough to know what the word meant.

But none of that meant that he wasn’t, sometimes, exasperating.

“We’re not,” she said. “We’re going to shift tactics.”

“Tactics?”

“Tactics.”

Mason stared at her. She could almost see the wheels turning behind his eyes, but he just shrugged. “Fair enough. What do you need me to do?”

Kirsten looked back at her screen. “I’m still figuring that out.”

She had counted on the colonel selecting Mason for the liaison role. He was the obvious choice: a senior officer, the heir apparent to the regimental command, and something of a dullard. He’d be both appeasing and nonthreatening to the Dismal Disinherited. They’d see him as another mercenary officer they could dismiss; skilled, polite, but nothing to be worried about.

That would have been perfect. She was long accustomed to using Mason to manipulate people into doing what she wanted. And Mason—bless his heart—trusted her far too much to ask too many questions. She made the decisions. It had been that way since they were teenagers and had gone out on their own.

But the colonel—here, in her office with only Mason to see, she didn’t bother to hide her scowl—had picked his pretty boy for it. Ezra Payne. Payne was like an itch she couldn’t scratch. He was an annoyance that wouldn’t go away. He was the colonel’s favorite, and if things didn’t move quickly enough, there was a real chance he could supplant Mason in the colonel’s esteem.

That couldn’t be allowed to happen. Things had progressed too far. Important things, far more important than who led a pissant mercenary regiment on a no-name world in the Chaos March.

She hadn’t quite believed the activation code when it had pinged on her console, but after a year on Hall, she believed it. The deal she and Mason had made all those years ago had seemed like a pipe dream: after this long, she never expected to be called upon, but she had. On Hall, of all places.

To be ready to help the Word of Blake.

To help the Master.

She looked at her right wrist, where the scar she expected to see wasn’t there. She flexed her hand. It moved naturally, like nothing was amiss. Like there weren’t three bones missing and replaced with polymer, and the circuitry, and the other things she didn’t allow herself to think about. Or hadn’t, until the code came. And the orders.

She blinked and cleared her head. There’d be time to worry about that later. For now, she needed to see how she was going to deal with the wild card the colonel had dealt her. They wouldn’t be able to deal with the Dismal Ds directly, which meant she’d have to work through other means.

She already knew she couldn’t maneuver Payne.

That meant she had to take another tack.

She snapped her fingers. “Elly Burton.”

Mason looked up, frowning. “We should’ve killed that bitch, too.”

Kirsten ignored him. She typed a query into her system and then sat back in her chair, thinking.

When the Sarna March had collapsed into the Chaos March in 3057, and Baranov had made his bid for empire on Hall, Count Radcliffe McNally had been his principal opponent. His private army had been one of the few sizable formations on Hall, and as the Fourth Republican tore itself apart fighting between those who supported Baranov and those who didn’t, he’d moved quickly. He’d grabbed defensible terrain, made a couple powerful alliances, and begun hiring mercenaries.

One of those mercenary outfits had been Burton’s Brigade, a small, spectacularly uninspiring ’Mech unit. Over the years, they had manned their defense points manfully. They had kept to their contract.

And Elly Burton, the Brigade’s founder and leader, had fallen in love with Count McNally himself. And bore him a son.

With McNally dead, Elly Burton remained a rallying point for anti-Baranov factionalism. None of the remaining nobles on Hall had the strength to stand against the emperor’s forces, not with two battalions of Stealthy Tigers still on-world. But her son . . .

Kirsten smiled.

McNally had died without a clear heir, and Elly Burton still maintained her contract and her vigil for her son’s inheritance.

“She’s the key,” Kirsten whispered.

“She’s the what?” Mason asked.

“The key.” Kirsten looked up at her brother. He sat slouched on the low couch, fingers spliced across his belly. He looked bored. She frowned and resisted the urge to sigh.

“We’ll use Elly Burton,” she told him. “To get the AMC fighting Baranov.”

Mason frowned. “Why would the AMC fight Baranov? They’re here looking for Blakists.”

Kirsten carefully didn’t react. “Yes, they are. And since we don’t want them actually fighting Blakists—since right now we’re the closest things to Blakists with ’Mechs on Hall—we need them to fight Baranov. If we can get them to attack that fool, public opinion turns against them. We can play that across the entire Protectorate—hell, the whole Chaos March.”

Mason grinned. “And keep them from shooting at us.”

“Right.”

Kirsten’s console chirped. Eyes narrowed, she scanned the few lines of text. After a few seconds, she found what she was looking for. Her grin grew to a wolf’s smile. She stood.

“Come on,” she said. “We need to deliver a message.”

Mason stood. “A message?”

“To a friend,” Kirsten said. Some might even say a sister, she thought.

 

 

 

Because it wasn’t part of either of the regular battalions, Jaguar Company’s offices weren’t in the main Bravo Base buildings. Ezra had placed them out on the edge, along the ’Mech bays that served the company as hangars. He would have told anyone who asked it was because he wanted his new charges nearer their ’Mechs, and it would have even been the truth.

But it wasn’t the whole truth.

When he and Halleck entered his small office off one of the ’Mech bays, four men and one woman in Tigers khaki were already waiting there. Three wore officer’s matte-black insignia on their collars; the other two were MechWarrior sergeants. They varied in age, from Ezra’s to the sergeant major’s. There was no similarity in hairstyle or skin tone. Three sat in the small chairs along the wall next to the office door. The other two stood, leaning against the wall, arms crossed.

All of them wore Raider pins.

“Well?” Captain Heather Hargood asked. She was the only other captain in the Raiders, and Ezra had her by date of rank.

Ezra looked at her and sat down behind his desk. It was the only chair left.

“Colonel’s made him liaison to the Disinherited,” Sergeant Major Halleck said. He perched on the corner of Ezra’s desk, crushing his boonie cap in his hands, looking down at it.

“So we’re not fighting them?” Sergeant Ervil Gam asked.

“They’re not here for us,” Ezra said. He resisted the urge to reach into his desk drawer and pull out the anti-listening device scanner he kept there. One of the other Raiders would have already swept the office before they got there. That was only smart.

Dumb people didn’t get Raider pins.

“Like that matters,” Gam muttered. “We weren’t supposed to fight the Faithful on Caph, either, but that didn’t stop us, did it?”

“No,” Captain Hargood said. She was one of the ones standing.

“It’s the AMC?” Lieutenant Branden Roth asked. “That’s confirmed—they’re not here on someone else’s dime?”

“It’s confirmed,” Ezra said.

“So they’re here for the Blakists,” Roth said.

No one spoke.

Roth looked around, then sighed. “Well, are we going to tell them?”

Ezra chewed on his lip. “We are not.”

The room reacted as he expected it to. It wasn’t the first time they’d asked the question, but it was the first time he’d answered it definitively.

“It’s why they’re here,” Roth said.

“It’s not our place.”

“Our place?” Roth looked like he wanted to stand up, to pace, but he was a big man—over two meters tall, well over a hundred kilos. There wasn’t room for him to get to his feet without making Sergeant Major Halleck move.

And Halleck wasn’t moving. Ezra wondered for a second if the wiley old noncom had planned it that way, then decided he probably had.

“Our contract is with the emperor,” Ezra said. Several of the others, Captain Hargood among them, nodded.

“That’s bullshit,” Roth said. “Our contract is with the bloody Robes. You all know that. The money is coming from Terra, no matter what the contract says.”

Ezra frowned, and Halleck grunted. “Think about what you just said, son.”

“What?”

“The contract is all that matters.”

Several of the other Raiders grunted, but Roth sat back in his chair and grimaced. “You know what I mean.”

“Here’s what I know,” Ezra said. “Tomorrow I have to go play nice with the Dismal Ds. I don’t know how they’re going to react. We’re not going to fight them, not unless they get a lot more active than they are now.”

“If they hit us—” Sergeant Liam Porra muttered.

“Then we’ll hammer them flat,” Sergeant Major Halleck said. “That ain’t going to happen.”

“Right now, we’re going to do what we’re supposed to. I’m going to go make nice-sounding noises at the AMC. Halleck is going to pound my Jaguars into paste on the training fields. Heather—” He looked at Captain Hargood. “—I’d appreciate it if you’d be available if Bob needs a hand.”

Hargood looked at Halleck and nodded.

“Good.” Ezra looked at the others. “What else?” No one spoke. “All right. Get out of here.” He pulled his noteputer out and activated it on his desktop while the others stood. He ignored the small talk until he heard the office door slide shut again. Then he looked up.

Two people were sitting in the chairs across from him. Sergeant Major Robert Halleck, and Lieutenant Charles Monet. Halleck was sitting comfortably, one booted foot up on his knee.  Monet was sitting upright, hands folded in his lap. He was frowning, but he was always frowning.

“For a second, I thought Roth was going to hit me,” Halleck said, chuckling.

“I thought so, too,” Ezra said. He was looking at Monet. “Charlie?”

“His method of articulating it aside, he’s not wrong,” Monet said. He was a slender, dapper, soft-spoken man. His hair and face were perfectly groomed, and his khakis were tailored. If you hadn’t seen him in a BattleMech, you’d have thought he was far too effeminate to be threatening.

Ezra Payne had seen him in a ’Mech. More, he’d been there when the man had earned his Raider pin on Caph.

Come to think of it, he’d earned it in that same skirmish Roth mentioned, with the Always Faithful.

“What do you mean?” Ezra asked.

“I can show you the transfers,” Monet said. He pointed at the noteputer on Ezra’s desk. “I have shown you the transfers. I can trace the money back almost to Terra, from the shell companies that get it into Baranov’s treasury.”

“Inadmissible transfers,” Ezra said.

“Yes,” Monet allowed. “But that doesn’t make them false.”

“No,” Ezra replied, “it doesn’t.”

The Stealthy Tigers were, in the modern mercenary market, somewhat odd in that they were a pure BattleMech unit. Regiments like the Disinherited had battalions or even whole regiments of supporting forces: combat vehicles, infantrymen, aerospace fighters. The Tigers had none of that, nor even the large staff components that many regiments maintained. Most of their “technical experts” were MechWarriors who wore two hats in the regiments.

So, where the Disinherited might have an entire team intended for information security and hacking, the Stealthy Tigers had one man.

Charles Monet was the regiment’s hacker. The colonel didn’t always like to think about where the information Monet provided came from, but he never disputed its validity.

Not even all of the Raiders had seen the information Monet had gathered about the emperor’s finances. Monet had gone to Major Calhoune before he died, and Halleck. After Calhoune died, Halleck had brought Ezra in.

Not even the colonel knew this yet. Because it didn’t matter.

It was hardly the first time someone had subsidized mercenaries for someone else.

But. Monet was staring at Ezra.

Charles Monet hated the Word of Blake the way people hated child molesters and long waits at the doctor’s office. It was one of the few things that brought the normally placid man to open, instant, and boiling anger.

“We can’t tell them,” Ezra said.

“Why?”

“Because we’d be stabbing our employer in the back.”

“He deserves it.”

Halleck set his foot back on the floor.

Ezra smiled tightly. “Maybe he does. But he still signs our checks.”

“With Blakist money.”

“It spends no matter where it came from.”

Monet’s mouth worked, but he said nothing. Pink appeared on his cheeks, and his knuckles, still in his lap, whitened with tension. He glanced at Halleck, getting nothing but a raised eyebrow in reply.

“They’re here looking for the Word of Blake,” Monet said carefully. “And we know where the Word of Blake is.”

“Then they should hire us,” Ezra said. It was pedantic, but it was also the core of one of the few belief systems he had.

Monet stood. “If you’ll excuse me, Captain?”

“Of course, Charles.”

Monet spun and walked out of the office without another word. Halleck let out a big breath when the door slid closed again. “I thought Roth was bad.”

Ezra was still staring at the door. “Am I wrong here, Bob?”

Halleck leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “No,” he said.

Ezra looked at him for a few moments. “That’s all you got?”

“You asked me a yes or no question, Captain.”

“Come on, Bob.”

“You’re right. It’s not our place to tell them. Right or wrong don’t come into it. We took the man’s money, and maybe he’s a fool and maybe he’s letting the scariest people since Stefan Amaris finance him, but the contract is valid, and we signed it.” Halleck sat back upright and glared at Ezra. “But you knew all that.”

“We don’t always get to pick our employers,” Ezra said.

Halleck snorted. “Of course we do. No one made us sign the contract.” He shook his head. “Besides. You remember who pushed for this one, right?”

It was Ezra’s turn to frown. “Kirsten Markoja.”

“The missy major herself,” Halleck agreed.

Ezra ran his hands up and down his face, sighing. Kirsten and Mason Markoja made his head hurt. He didn’t trust her, but not even Charles Monet could find any reason to doubt her. She was ambitious, but hell—Ezra was ambitious. No one became a mercenary officer without ambition. Certainly no one made captain.

He dropped his hands. “Sixty-eight and we evacuate, right?”

Halleck nodded. “Sixty-eight, sir.” He rubbed his hands together. “Now. What do you think I should put these kids through while you’re off playing nice with the Disinherited?”

Ezra grinned and tapped his noteputer live. “As it turns out,” he said, turning the screen to face the sergeant major, “I’ve already given that some thought.”


 

“Officers of the Dismal Disinherited, the mercenary regiment sent here illegally from Outreach on behalf of Jaime Wolf’s vendetta-crazed Allied Mercenary Command, again refused to sit for an interview with us. Rather, they insisted they’re here to uncover the hidden Word of Blake influence behind the emperor’s rightful assumption of power.”

“That’s just crazy, John, and we all know it. Just because other worlds near Terra have appealed to the Word of Blake for mutual defense treaties doesn’t mean they’re actively building a new nation in the Chaos March. I think this is just another ploy to keep our attention away from the real issue.”

“The real issue?”

“The AMC has always supported Victor Davion in his rightful quest to unseat Katrina Steiner as the rightful ruler of the Federated Suns, and this is just another transparent attempt to keep our attention away from New Avalon.”

“So you’re saying this has nothing to do with the Word of Blake at all?”

“Of course it doesn’t. Have you—has anyone—ever seen a single Word of Blake ’Mech on Hall? No. I mean, come on—they don’t even run our HPGs! ComStar runs our HPGs—and whose army did Victor Davion lead before he abandoned that one too to chase his sister?”

“ComStar.”

“You’re damn right, ComStar.”

 

— From the Harney Morning Edition, 

Harney HV Channel Six


 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Brampton

Hall

The Chaos March

2 March 3067

 

Sergeant Jacob Brim grabbed his nose and squeezed it between his thumb and forefinger as he walked outside. He already felt the sneeze building, but if he could just hold it—he couldn’t. He sneezed. It was, like all the others, both a wet and dry sneeze, the sneeze of sinuses tortured by the pollen of a new world.

He stepped aside, out of the path of the others walking. “Damn it,” he muttered. He looked at his fingers, but they were clean. At least I’m getting good at this.

“Still bad?” asked a familiar voice.

“Go to hell,” he snapped. Then he looked up. “Sir.”

Ezra Payne chuckled and handed him a small white medicine bottle. “These helped me when we first landed,” he said. “Allergies are just one of the wonders of star travel, don’t you think?”

Jacob took the bottle and slid it into his pocket. “Makes me want to consider a filter mask.” He stepped back onto the stoned path and into step with the Stealthy Tigers officer. “What’s new today?”

Payne shrugged. It was already a familiar gesture.

It had only been a couple of months, but already Jacob was used to seeing the officer around the Dismal Disinherited field base. The liaison officer had gravitated toward him almost immediately, for obvious reasons. They were the only two soldiers not wearing the gray battledress of the Dismal Ds. Payne wore the khaki duty uniform of the Stealthy Tigers, and Jacob the blue duty jumpsuit of Wolf’s Dragoons. They were both outsiders.

Jacob and his team filled out the Allied Mercenary Command component of the AMC mission to Hall. He and his squad—six other Dragoons—were seconded to the Dismal Ds from Wolfnet, the Dragoons’ intelligence operations arm. Five of the six other Dragoons were technicians, not combat troops. They were data miners, computer hackers. One, Dooley, was a forensic accountant. Only Jacob and his team second, Sergeant Carlsson, were former combat soldiers.

Unconsciously, Jacob reached up and rubbed the stylized “7” on his shoulder patch. He didn’t like to think of himself as a “former” combat soldier. He was only thirty-two years old. He wasn’t a “former” anything.

“Another day, another briefing,” Payne said.

Jacob laughed. “Major Fletcher?”

“Is it Tuesday?”

“It’s Tuesday.”

“Then Major Fletcher.” Payne looked at him and grinned, but kept walking. Jacob grinned back, then twitched as he felt a twinge in his nose. He held the sneeze down and kept pace.

Major Kellen Fletcher was the Dismal Ds’ intelligence officer. It was rare for mercenary regiments to maintain full time staff officers, but apparently the Disinherited were large enough that such chaff was worth the expense. Fletcher was a former MIIO operative from the Federated Suns, but that didn’t cut him any slack with Brim. If the Davion intelligence agency—which maintained a respectable reputation among the spooks of the Inner Sphere—had employed Fletcher long enough for him to earn a pension, there was a serious flaw there.

It wasn’t that Fletcher wasn’t smart. He was very smart. But he was also very divorced from reality—what Jacob’s instructors at Wolfnet had called ground truth. He came to every situation with the preconceived notions of right and wrong, truth and falsehood, that he’d learned on New Avalon.

He made Jacob shake his head in wonder.

And not in a good way.

“I hear the colonel will be in today,” Jacob said as they approached the prefab building that stood as the Disinherited’s central headquarters on Hall. The Third—John’s Hostile Hellraisers, unofficially—had arrived and set up a base camp thirty klicks south of Harney, near the small village of Brampton. The building—all the buildings—had come out of the DropShips.

“Really?” Payne asked.

“Yeah. Something’s broken loose.” Jacob watched Payne carefully.

Over the last few weeks, he had made himself close to Ezra Payne. Initially it had been because the liaison officer from the Stealthy Tigers was an obvious source of information. If Payne had been an idiot, prone to talking to prove himself smart, he could have been a gold mine. Jacob would have had to be an idiot—or Kellen Fletcher—to ignore him.

Two days had been long enough for Jacob to realize that hope was groundless. Ezra Payne was many things, but prone to talking wasn’t one of them. He was friendly enough, always ready with a quip or a bit of banter. He was funny. But he rarely said anything of real importance.

After those two days, Jacob had stayed near him for two reasons. First, even if Payne wasn’t a fount of information, he had still been on Hall for more than a year. He was a wealth of local knowledge, even if he was only willing to talk about the weather and the desert formations that gave Hall its name.

And second, because he was a fellow professional—and Jacob met few enough of those as it was.

But now he was watching to see if Payne would betray any interest. Saying “something’s broken loose” was one of the best ways to pique anyone’s curiosity. If Payne’s mission here, as liaison with the Dismal Ds, was anything other than it was supposed to be, then now would be a good time to discover it.

Jacob Brim was too much a professional not to trade on the friendship he’d built with Payne. The answer he found might disappoint him, but he’d have the answer nonetheless.

Payne just glanced at him, sideways to keep the rising sun behind his head. He grinned and bounced his eyebrows at Jacob. “Can’t wait,” he said.

They reached the door and halted in front of the two infantrymen standing sentry outside.

“Corporal,” Jacob said to the senior of the two. He nodded in greeting and used the motion to eye the guards’ kit.

Each of them wore the gray-on-gray battledress of the Disinherited, with body armor and load-bearing harnesses. They had slung AX-22 assault rifles, with no magazine in the well, but full ones in bandoliers across their bellies. Each one wore a buckled helmet. Their gear was worn, but well-maintained. The corporal’s nametape read MATHER.

“Sergeant,” Corporal Mather said, inclining his head in return. “Your pass?”

Jacob grinned and displayed a chip to the noteputer in the corporal’s hand. A chirp signaled acceptance of the codes on it.

“Thank you, Sergeant,” Mather said. He turned to Ezra Payne. “Sir? Your pass?”

Payne slid his own chip out of a breast pocket and presented it. The noteputer made an identical chirp, and Mather nodded.

“Thank you, Captain,” he said, bracing and stepping back.

“Any time, Corporal,” Payne said. He nodded to the silent private standing on the other side of the door as he reached for the handle. “Shall we, Sergeant?”

“Of course,” Jacob said, grinning. He let Payne open the door for him, then stepped inside. The building air system was set a few degrees cooler than the outside air—Jacob shivered with a sudden chill. His sinuses felt immediately better, though. The cool air was drying.

“I can breathe,” he said.

Payne sniffed. “Little chilly in here,” he said.

“Pansy.”

 It was a short walk to the briefing room. By the time they entered, about three-fourths of the two-dozen chairs were already filled, all by men and women in gray-on-gray battledress. Jacob and Payne took two seats near the back of the room, side-by-side. Payne had a noteputer in a thigh pocket, but didn’t take it out.

Jacob had learned not to bother with notes after the second day. The intelligence shop circulated the day’s report after the meeting for “expansion and discussion.” Fletcher just stood up and read the report aloud, every time.

The door behind them opened and a sharp voice called, “Ten-hut!”

Everyone in gray snapped to their feet. Jacob grinned at Payne and stood as well, though not nearly so quickly.

Three officers strode down the narrow aisle toward the wide table at the front of the room. Jacob recognized Colonel John Marik-Johns, the Hellraisers’ commander. He was a solid, fit man of just under forty years, with a full head of black hair and a stubbled chin. He walked everywhere like a man with purpose.

Behind him came the tall, stooped shape of Kellen Fletcher. Jacob didn’t recognize the younger woman with them, but saw captain’s insignia on her collar as she passed.

Marik-Johns went around the table and sat down without speaking. Once his companions were seated, he looked up.

“Sit,” he said. Feet shuffled and chairs groaned as everyone sat back down. No sooner had Jacob’s butt hit molded plastic than Marik-Johns spoke again.
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