Chapter 2 – A New Ally


Bryton Larkin was awoken from his slumber by a shrill beeping.  He swung his legs off his bed, and looked around his bedroom for the source of the beeping.  Ah yes, the computer.  He walked over to his computer console and looked at the screen.  It was flashing, “Access Granted”.


A smile spread acorss his face.  The program he’d written had worked, he’d broken in to the accounts of the First National Bank.  All he had to do was transfer the money to a ghost account, and he was rich.  


Then he heard voices and he slammed the console closed.  The voices got closer, and then there was a loud clanging.  A clanging?  Wait a second that wasn’t right.


Then his comfortable bedroom disappeared as his eyes came open.  It was replaced by gray-brick walls, a comparatively small cot, and a sink.  At the far side were the bars and door of his cell, through whuch two guards were shoving a prisoner.  The door slammed behind the man, leaving him glaring at the guards.  He was taller than Bryton, probably a little more than six feet tall, and was wide-shouldered, definitely bigger (and stronger) than he was.  Bryton nodded and allowed himself a slight smile.  Definitely a mechwarrior.

The man now turned to face Bryton.  His brown eyes stared intently ahead, and he swiped his rather unkempt, short, jet black hair back.  He moved his arm in front of his face then, and tugged at the small cord wrapped around his wrist.  Bryton looked down at his own wrist.  “I see you’ve got a bond cord too.  Welcome to the club.”


The prisoner focused on him, as if noticing for the first time that the cell was occupied.  “Who are you?”


Bryton smiled, covering the slight fear the other man’s hard eyes had instilled in him.  “Your new roommate, Bryton Larkin, hacker, cracker, and expert of most other things computer.”


  The other man grinned, then walked over and sat on a cot.  “If you’re such an expert, how’d you get caught?”


Bryton’s smile faded a little and he heaved a small sigh.  “My homeworld fell to the Falcons.  I had sliced my way onto a Clan cargo ship as a member of their crew.  I was supposed to go get help, from mercenaries most likely, since the Lyrans had no troops to commit to something like that.  Then a console in my bunkroom blew out, and in the medical bay, they found out I didn’t have one of those codex things, and my cover was blown.  The garrison commander decided I had some useful skills, since I’d outdone his Clan technicians, so that’s why I wasn’t shot.  By the way, you didn’t mention your name.”


“Bruce Falcon,” he grunted.  “My lance fell into a trap set up by Clan artillery.  Command thought we could take ‘em by surprise.  Heh.  I’ve lost too many good men on missions without decent intelligence like that, and I’m lucky to be alive now, myself.  The government doesn’t have a clue how to deal with these Clanners.  If we ever get outta here, I’m not going back to the Commonwealth’s miltary.  I’m takin’ my own orders from now on.  Not going to quit on the war, though maybe I’ll join up with a merc unit.  Hell, maybe I’ll start one.”


“If?” Bryton asked, his smile coming back with full force.  “What if I told you we could be out of here at dinner?”


“What?  Why aren’t you out of here yet then?”


“Well, I needed a cellmate who could pilot a mech,” he replied with a chuckle.


Bruce flipped his spoon through the grainy bowl of slime in front of him.  If this is food, I’d hate to see what the rest of the conditions here are.  Bryton looked over at him, and Bruce nodded back.


“This is gonna hurt isn’t it?” the hacker mumbled out of the side of his mouth while looking into his own dish.


Bruce smiled and went back to staring at his food.  Then Bryton took his bowl and dumped it into Bruce’s lap.  Bruce kicked back the bench as he rose to his feet.  He turned to Bryton with a glare on his face.


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he yelled, then swung his fist into Bryton’s gut.  He let back before hitting, but he could still see by Bryton’s face that he’d knocked the wind out of him.  As Bryton finally coughed up a breath and put his arms back as if ready to punch back, the guard came up and hit Bruce in the back with his laser rifle.  Bruce winced, then turned to face the guard with fire in his eyes.  


The glare startled the guard a second, then he laughed.  “That’s it, you two are going back to your cell.  Hope you’re pleased.”  He lowered the rifle at the two prisoners.  Bruce turned around and walked towards the mess hall’s exit behind Bryton, who carefully rubbed his stomach.  They got out of the room and into the hallway, then rounded a corner into another corridor.


Bryton looked up at Bruce with a glare, then looked back down at the ground.  That was the cue.  Bryton tripped himself with his left foot, stumbling behind Bruce and bumping into the guard.  The guard dropped the rifle to use it to shove Bryton forward, then Bruce’s right fist slammed hard into the guard’s nose.  Bryton came around and kicked the guard’s knee, sending him to the ground.  Bruce then finished by smashing his foot into the guard’s face, making sure he couldn’t radio for help.


“I think you killed him,” Bryton choked out, keeping his eyes off of the guard’s collapsed skull.  “What are we gonna do with, uh, the body?”

Bruce hit the panel on the door next to him.  It opened up, revealing a supply closet beyond.  He picked up the body and tossed it in, then tore a piece off the guard’s pants to wipe the blood up off the metal floor.  He hit the panel again and closed the door. 

Bryton looked around nervously.  “Hurry up, let’s get moving”


Bruce wiped the blood on his shoe off on the fallen guard’s shirt, and grabbed the dropped laser rifle.  He looked up at Bryton.  “Which way to the mech bay?”


“It’s two corridors down this way.  We should be able to get there without running into patrols.  I was able to study a lot of the ship routine the day before my cover was blown.”


“Right.”


They quickly started at a brisk jog down the hallway.  Bruce slowed at the first corridor, poking his head in first.  He then waved Bryton forward and they quickly came up on the next corridor.  Bruce again poked his head around the corner, but this time quickly ducked back.  Guard coming.  He wasn’t looking at me though, stay back.”  He handed Bryton the rifle.  “Watch the other corridor.”


They both stood back against the wall.  Bruce listened as the footsteps grew closer.  Bruce reached out and grabbed his head, twisting it quickly sideways.  He heard a snap, and he gently set the now dead guard on the ground.  Looking down the hall, he dragged the body into the corridor leading to the mech bay, waving Bryton to follow.

Bruce tugged on the vest of the uniform he’d taken off the guard as he walked into the ‘mech bay.  It fit loosely, as he didn’t quite fill it out as well as the larger Clan guard, but it was on tightly enough.  He turned and grabbed Bryton by the collar, pulling him through the doorway.  A few of the technicians looked up, but most kept glued to their work.  One, a short, stocky man, rose from his control panel and walked over to Bruce.  “What is the meaning of this?”

“Command wants to test our security systems.”  He gestured towards Bryton.  “He was an Inner Sphere hacker, he…is going to try to break in.”  Bruce made a mental note to remember not to use contractions, as he almost had there.

“I have not received any such orders.”  The tech narrowed his eyes.  “I do not recognize you.  What is your name?”

Bruce reached into the uniform’s pocket and produced the datacard Bryton had just modified to contain their orders.  He handed the card to the tech.  “I am Sergeant Raynal.  Here are my orders from command.”

The shorter man looked over the card, looked Bryton up and down, then handed the card back to Bruce.  He twisted his mouth into a sort of half-scowl.  “Very well.  I will monitor his activities however.”

Bruce pushed Bryton forward with the gun.  Bryton turned his head towards him and raised his eyebrow, then turned back and walked with the tech over to the console.  That signal meant Bryton knew he was going to be able to accomplish his task, but he needed Bruce to provide a diversion so he could run a program to mask his activities to the nosy tech.  Bruce started to fidget a little, then acted as if he was examining his laser rifle to pass the time.  Slowly, he lined it up to point just to the right of the head tech’s head.  He then let his hand “slip” over the trigger, pulling it.  

The laser blast fired past the technician’s head and hit the wall, which sent some sparks flying.  The tech leapt from his seat, a look of astonishment overtaking the initial shock of fear on his face.  “That almost hit me you idiot!  What in the name of Kerensky were you doing?”

Bruce looked from the gun to the tech.  “Uh, uh, I was just…examining the rifle.  And it went off,” he stuttered, dragging out the conversation.

The technician shook his head.  “Well, you are not going to be a guard for long.  Though how you got to be one in the first place escapes me.”

“Yeah, yeah, you think they’re gonna believe a tech over a warrior?”

The technician’s face flushed red.  “We will just have to see about that!” he fumed as he sat back down in his chair.  “Well, I see the worthless Inner Sphere hacker has been unable to break into our superior Clan systems.”

“That’s what it looks like doesn’t it?” Bryton replied, letting a little contempt and frustration slip into his voice.  He entered a few more commands to the console.  “Well, I must say your Clan systems aren’t all they’re cracked up to be.  I really expected this to take longer.”

The technician let out a quick laugh.  “I see your frustration has led you to delusions.  Perhaps we should shoot you now that your skills have proven worthless.”

“Or perhaps we should shoot you for being annoying.”  The mech bay door began to open.  The tech sprung for his feet and went for Bryton’s console.

“You Inner Sphere surat!” he snarled.  “How did you do that?”

“Trade secret.  It’s been nice working with you though.”

Bryton got up and walked toward Bruce.  The tech reached into his pocket and began pulling out a laser pistol.  He didn’t get it out.  A shot from Bruce’s rifle hit him square in the chest, dropping his now charred body to the floor.  Bruce and Bryton ran for the nearest mech, a Blackhawk.  They scrambled up the leg of the mech, all the way to the cockpit of the squat machine. They both dropped in, Bruce settling in to the command couch and Bryton quickly working on the computer system.

“Where did you learn so much about Clan systems?”

“I picked up a little here and there.  Hackers on occupied systems share their findings across the ‘net.  There’s not much the Clans can do to stop that kind of information spread.  We want to get rid of them as much as you warriors do.  I’m no expert though, we’ve got about 30 seconds before the command center is on to us.  Pull on the neurohelmet.”

Bruce did, strapping it under his chin and hooking up the biorhythm readers.  A few seconds later, the mech powered up.  Bruce skipped his usual power-up checklist and tried the foot-pedals.  The Blackhawk took an unsteady step forward, and Bruce frowned slightly.

“It’ll have to do, we gotta get outta here before they close the door,” Bryton said.  “So floor it.”

Bruce pushed the throttle forward to full as the mech lurched forward.  He directed it out of the door and found himself outside the dropship.  A glance at the secondary monitor showed him four friendly contacts in the area.  I guess our strike force took out something.  He kept the mech at full speed running away from the dropship, heading for the woods at the edge of the clearing.

“Are they gonna follow us?”

“I don’t know.  I hope not, I haven’t got these controls down well, and the fact they’re marked as friendlies isn’t making this any easier.  And I don’t know how to change that.”

The Blackhawk hit the forest’s edge just as a laser hit one of the trees.  The tree caught fire, which started to spread in the brisk wind.  Bruce kept his battlemech running through the trees, avoiding those he could while knocking over others.  His radar display showed only two Clanners following him, an Uller and a Stormcrow on his tail.  Clan systems.  What mechs are those again?  A blue bolt laced past his mech.  Klaxons started ringing and he heard missiles launch behind him.  

“Missiles incoming, grab onto something!”

Bruce swung the Blackhawk to the right, trying to take the damage somewhere other than the weak rear armor.  The LRMs slammed into his mech’s right side, peeling away arm and torso armor, and making Bruce fight to keep the mech upright.  He twisted his torso to the right to face the approaching Stormcrow.  Ah yes, a Ryoken.  He’s only got five tons on me, he thought, recognizing it on sight. 

He lined up the crosshairs and triggered what he hoped was group fire, as he was starting to get the feel for the unfamiliar controls.  He fired, and twelve green bolts of highly concentrated light hit the Stormcrow’s torso.  Layers of armor melted away, and a couple lasers hit the shielding on the machine’s fusion engine.  More importantly, though, the Clan pilot lost control, sending the mech plummeting to the ground.

However, overwhelming heat flooded Bruce’s cockpit, and warning klaxons rang in his ears.  “Heat shutdown imminent!”

“Great Kerensky!  Don’t do that again!”  Bryton shouted.

“Sorry, I’m still learning how to do more complex things like grouping.  Setting that now,” he said as he first hit the keys to override the heat shutdown, then grouping the lasers into groups of six using another panel.

Bruce kept the mech at high speeds, trying to avoid the fire of the second mech.  A blast of streamed charged particles hit the Blackhawk’s left arm, burning away a lot of armor on the upper part.  The heat read-out on his Heads-Up Display showed it had dropped to operable levels, so he turned to head straight towards the Uller.  A second PPC blast hit his mech, this time melting away torso armor.

Bruce lined up a shot and triggered the six right arm lasers.  They hit at the right shoulder, melting away torso armor and severing the arm.  The Uller quickly cut right, exposing the stronger left side while trying to make himself harder to hit.  Bruce let him go, turning his own attention back to the Stormcrow, which was climbing back to its feet.  He lined up a shot at the all but stationary enemy, firing six more lasers into the armor-less torso.  The structure holding the mech together collapsed in on the damaged fusion engine.  The shielding gave on the engine, and the bird-like mech’s upper body exploded in a massive fireball.

The enemy Uller had come back around meanwhile, and it fired its PPC at Bruce’s Blackhawk once more.  It hit dead on the rear torso, melting the armor and starting to work on the structure.  The computer beeped shrilly. “Critical hit, heat sink.”

Bruce cursed, then spun the mech around and ran towards the Uller,  The smaller machine turned to its front-right, twisting its torso to keep Bruce’s mech in its sights.  Bruce kept his Blackhawk running towards the Uller, throttle at full.

“You’re gonna run into him!” Bryton panicked from behind him.

“That’s the idea,” he replied through gritted teeth.

The two war machines collided.  The smaller mech fell back ten feet and hit the ground.  Bruce took one step forward with his mech to brace its balance, then used jump jets to land back about twenty feet.  He fired six lasers at the fallen enemy.  The exposed structure snapped as parts melted away, causing secondary explosions all across the now disassembled torso. 

“Is anyone else following?”

“Not now, but I’m not gonna stick around to give them a chance.”  He set the mech heading north deeper into the woods.  “Now that we’re free, where do we go?”

“Can’t we go back to your dropship?”

“No, they’ll take this mech for their own use and we’ll just get debriefed and I’ll be put back in command of another lance.  Maybe a company if they decided to promote me.  But I’m not going back for that.  After what we’ve been through to get it, wouldn’t you like to keep this thing?”

Bryton smiled.  “Yeah, you’re right, but what other way is there off planet?”

“There’s a town with a spaceport just beyond the mountains to the north.  I think we can make it.”

“Well, let’s get off this planet with our new prize,” Bryton said as he ripped the bond cord off his wrist.

