
The hum of the battlemech engine died, leaving Bryton Larkin and Bruce Falcon with the sounds of the night.  The chirp of crickets and croaks of frogs rang through the night, amplified with an eerie echo off the walls of the caves where they were parked.


They had stumbled across the cave as they were moving through the mountain pass.  Nothing more than a deep hole in the wall of one of the higher steep peaks, they had spotted it just after crossing a large open area.  They were on the north side of the pass now, and, in fact, they could see the lights of the city of New Sarinca out of the mouth of the cave.  


“You think we’re safe here?” Bryton asked, breaking the silence.


“For at least a little while.  Once we made the mountain range, the magma activity and the natural ore should have covered us from their infrared and other scanners.  Someone will get here eventually though, so we’ve gotta move fast.”


“We can’t both go down to the city though, someone should stay with the mech.”


“You got around the boot-up system, can’t you lock it down?”


Bryton frowned for a second, then nodded.  “Got it.”  He reached for the control panel, opened it up, and pulled out a card of some sort.  He closed up the panel again.  “Can’t start up without this.  And they’ll have to go all the way back to their ship to get a replacement part.”


Bruce laughed, then stood up and opened the hatch.  He pulled himself up out of the cockpit.  Cold rushed over him as he got out.  The cockpit had contained a good deal of the heat from the battle, even though it had gotten cold as night had fallen.  He stood up, looking around.  While Inner Sphere mechs were normally close to human shaped, the Clan omnimechs, though still having arms and legs, were not as recognizably human.  The short Blackhawk was one of those.  Its design was very boxy, and in fact the top of the mech was more or less a flat surface.  Bryton came up behind Bruce, looking over the cave from the top surface of the war machine.


Bryton shivered visibly.  “Wow, so much colder out here.”  He looked towards the cave mouth and the city lights beyond that.  “Well, let’s get moving.”


Up close, the city didn’t look nearly as small as it had from the hills.  There was an outer wall as tall as most battlemechs and it stretched at least two miles in each direction.  Lookout towers were spaced evenly along the wall, and guards dressed in the garb of the local militia occupied each one.  An older model Warhammer walked along the wall, the twin spotlights on its shoulders panning out over the landscape.


Bruce and Bryton walked up to the front gate.  The gate was open, as no enemy forces were readily apparent, and the open gate allowed economic traffic to flow more freely.  Bruce had changed back to his mechwarrior suit, out of the Jade Falcon guard uniform.  He and Bryton now entered the city uncontested, more or less blending in with the other members of the city.


“We’re here.  Now where do we go?  This place is huge!” Bryton commented.


“Well, let’s head for the spaceport.  If we’re gonna find a ride, that’s where it’d be.”


A wheeled bus pulled up to a bench across the street.  “Let’s go,” Bruce said as he jogged across the street.  Bryton followed behind, and they quickly reached the bus door.  “This bus go to the spaceport?”


The driver nodded, and Bruce and Bryton walked to an open seat at the back.  “Hey Bruce.  We’re gonna have to pay to get off.  I haven’t got any cash.”


Bruce frowned.  “Clanners took my wallet, I’m broke too.”  He nodded towards a kid, probably about 19 years old.  He slid over to the seat next to the kid.  “Hey kid, me and my buddy are short on cash.  Could you help us out with the bus fare?”


The kid scowled.  “Why’d you get on if you don’t have the fare?”


“Look, we just broke out of the Clanners’ brig, and we’re trying to get off the planet before they find us and our mech.”


The kid looked at Bruce’s uniform, noticing it for the first time.  He lowered his voice and leaned over.  “You’re a mechwarrior?  Wow, I’ve always wanted to pilot a mech.  I even convinced my dad to get one of those simulators!  I’m on my way off-planet now; my dad’s got a drop-ship waiting.  It’s taking a shipment of ‘mechs to Outreach.  Maybe I’ll be able to appropriate one, and be a real mechwarrior now.”


Bruce’s eyebrows raised instantly.  “You’ve got a dropship?  And you want to be a mechwarrior?”  Bruce paused, working his jaw slightly as a plan came to mind.  His conscience gave him a pang of guilt at the thought of taking advantage of the kid, but he promised to himself that he’d make it up to him somehow in the future.   “I’ll make you a deal.  We’re starting out a mercenary unit once we get to Outreach.  Uh, the Falcon’s Talons.  If you give us, and the Blackhawk we---”


“You have a Blackhawk?!  That’s a Clan mech!”


“Yeah, like I said, we just escaped from the Falcons.  We took a, uh, going away present.  Anyway, if you’ll get us to Outreach on your ship, we’ll accept you into our group.”  He looked at Bryton and winked, then turned back to the boy.  “We’d have to see what you can do in a mech, but we might consider you for the rank of sergeant. “


“Are you serious?  I don’t even have to apply or try-out or anything?”


“Consider the transportation your application fee.”


“Wow!  You’ve got a deal!  Starting out a new mercenary unit. It’ll be like the Gray Death legion, and I’m a part of it!  Wow!”


“Yeah, just like that,” Bruce said, chuckling, as he turned and smiled with a nod at Bryton.


“Next stop, spaceport.  Please have your fares ready,” the bus driver announced.


“Oh yeah, the fares.  I’ll pay for you guys, don’t worry.”


The bus pulled to a stop and Bruce and Bryton got up and followed their new acquaintance off the bus.  The spaceport loomed before them, a mass of steel and concrete.  An egg-shaped Union class dropship lifted off into the sky.  Bruce leaned his head towards the kid, as they walked through the crowded passageways.  “What’s your name anyway kid?”


“Richard.  Richard Miller.”


“You mean Miller of Miller’s Metal Works?”  Bruce said, unable to contain the surprise in his voice.  Miller’s Metal Works was on of the main reasons the military was putting so much effort in trying to keep this planet.


“Yup, that’s my dad.  He realizes the Clans are going to take control of this planet, and his factories too.  I’ve been trying to get him to let me go off planet for the last two years, this was finally a good enough reason for him to let me.”


“If your dad’s so rich, why were you taking the bus to the spaceport?  Couldn’t you have gone in a hover limo or something?” Bryton asked.


Richard grinned, then leaned closer to the other two men, obviously proud of the secret he had to tell.  “Well, to tell the truth, I already did.  I just took the bus to say good-bye to my girlfriend.  Dad doesn’t approve of her, you see, so I have to do a little sneaking,” he whispered.


Bruce smiled, and shook his head at the boy’s over-abundant youth.  Not that he was much older, at age twenty-five, but he’d like to think his military training had matured him a bit more.  He turned back Richard, and brought the conversation back to business.  “Are you supposed to restart his company somewhere?”


“Well, he gave me control of the accounts, to do with as I like.  He’d like me to rebuild his business of course, but that business stuff was just boring.  He understands I want to be a mechwarrior.  Maybe someday I’ll reestablish the business.  We’ll see.  For now though . . .”  He stopped at the base of a Union class dropship.  “Here’s our ride, the Magincia.”


The ship was in pristine condition.  Aside from a couple of recent scorch marks from re-entry to the atmosphere, it appeared almost new.  A crest painted on the side showed an ancient mill, only steel beams emerged, rather than flour.  Other than the crest however, it was the shiny silver-gray of the alloy used for metals intended for space travel.


“By the way, where’s your mech?”


“In a cave south of town.  Seeing as it’s a Clan mech, we didn’t think we should bring it into town.”


“No, I suppose that was a good idea.  Let’s head for the bridge and talk to the captain.


Bruce grabbed onto the railing as the engines ignited and the ship began to lift off.  Bryton, not as used to space travel, had buckled into an empty crew seat on the bridge.  Slowly, the towers of the spaceport began to slip down past the viewport, and eventually the spaceport was out of view and the city and terrain beyond filled the view instead.  The ship angled slightly to the south, modifying its usual straight flight path to space.  Bruce kept his eye open as they approached the mountains, looking for the field and the cave by it.


“Captain, I’m detecting two clan mechs in a clearing just north of here.”


“Looks like they found us Bruce.”


“Sure does Bryton, so we’re gonna need a covered evac.  Think you’re up to it Richard?”


“Me?  What do I have to do?”


“Keep the clanners busy while Bryton and I run for the Blackhawk.  This ship has weapons right?”


The captain nodded and turned to an officer sitting along the wall of panels to the right of the bridge.  “Power them up.”


Bruce looked back to Richard.  There was a slight look of panic on his face, then a big grin replaced it.  “Wow, a trial by fire!  This is even better than I could have hoped for!”


Bruce looked at Bryton, who shook his head slightly, then stood up.  They both turned for the bridge’s exit and ran for the mech bay.


Bryton hit the power-up button on his medium sized laser pistol and a high-pitched hum followed.  Bruce looked over as he did the same on his Rorynex submachine gun and his smaller laser pistol.  Above them, the louder hum of the Cerberus 95-ton assault battlemech drowned them out.  Bruce raised his voice over the mech engine.  “Remember, we sprint for the cave, then I’ll cover your tail as we head for the mech.  Hopefully there’s no elementals in there.”


Bryton’s head swiveled to Bruce with wide eyes, obviously not having thought of that before.  “Uhhh . . .what if there are?”


Bruce smiled grimly.  “Then we’re in trouble.”


Across the bay, the dropship door began to open, slowly revealing the rocky terrain beyond.  The dropship was still descending as the hills were appearing from the door’s bottom.  The sound of laser and autocannon fire overwhelmed the battlemech engine’s hum.  Bruce caught a glimpse of one of the Clan mechs, the feared Timber Wolf.  He wondered if Richard was going to be able to handle this.  Another pang of regret rang in his mind for taking advantage of the kid’s blind enthusiasm.  


The floor shaking first step of Richard’s Cerberus shook Bruce out of his thoughts.  The battlemech continued out of the mech bay door, stepping out of the still lowering dropship and falling to the ground.  The Timber Wolf lowered its torso from targeting the dropship and lined up the Cerberus.  Richard’s mech let loose with an alpha strike, hitting the Timber Wolf with everything he had.  Armor plates melted away, but the spread-out damage meant the armor wasn’t broken through.  The Timber Wolf took a step back to brace itself, then returned fire.  Richard, in his inexperience, had hardly started moving.  The lasers bored themselves into the center of the Cerberus’s torso, while the missiles smashed into the right and left sides and arms.  Richard, caught by surprise from the power of the damage, lost the mech’s balance and it plummeted backwards to the ground.


Bryton pushed Bruce’s arm bringing his attention back to his own problems.  “Bruce, we’re landing, lets roll.”


The stop of downward motion jerked the two of them a little, but they kept running for the bay door.  They leapt to the ground. Bruce paused for a second, surveying his surroundings.  Richard’s mech was getting to its feet; the armor was damaged, but luckily not broken anywhere.  The Timber Wolf was circling, trying to avoid the fire from the dropship.  On the other side of the dropship was a Vulture, concentrating its fire on the dropship and not Richard’s downed mech.  


He started running for the cavern, noting an APC parked outside the entrance.  Maybe a whole infantry squad means no toads.  He and Bryton hunched next to the outer wall next to the cavern, both holding their breath with nervousness.  Bruce nodded to Bryton, then held up his hand, three fingers raised.  He counted down, then rolled off the wall into the cave mouth, angling into the cave, but away from the mech.  He fired as he ran, not really aiming, but shooting in the general area of troops.  Two fell from the random submachine gun fire, either dead or severely wounded, while others scattered for cover.


As Bruce dove behind a rock, popping up to let off a couple shots, Bryton ran into the cavern, heading straight for the mech.  He fired two bursts, the first missing wide, but the second hitting a soldier in the head.  Bruce used the distraction to run for the mech himself, still firing as he went to try to take the attention back off of Bryton.  He hit two more soldiers who were looking towards Bryton, then leapt over the rock and smacked a third in the face with the gun barrel.


Bryton and Bruce met at the base of the mech.  Bruce turned and fired around the cavern, giving Bryton cover fire as he scrambled up the mech leg.  He gave him a five-second head start, then started up the ladder himself.  One laser shot hit the ladder just beneath him, then another hit right above his head.  He fired off a couple shots in those directions with his pistol.  He kept going up then, using the short pause in laser fire to go safely.


He finally reached the top and dropped into the cockpit.  Noticing a dead technician on the floor, he picked up the body and shoved it out the hatch before slamming it shut.  “It’s ready to go, the card is back in place.”


“Gotcha, let’s save Richard’s hide and get out of here.”


Bruce slipped into the command couch and pulled the neurohelmet down.  Bryton hit a few commands on the panel, and the mech hummed to life.  “Weapons online, sensors online, all systems nominal,” the computer voice echoed in the cockpit.


He moved the mech forward, heading out of the cave.  He blasted the APC with six lasers, then turned and started running for the dropship.  The Vulture turned at the appearance of this new threat.  Bruce hit the Blackhawk’s jump jets, lifting off and flying over the Vulture.  He twisted around and landed, then fired all twelve lasers into the enemy mech.  The high-energy lasers burned through the left arm, severing it, while others bore large holes into the torso armor.  Secondary explosions lit up in the torso, and suddenly flames jetted out the back.  The Vulture crashed to the ground.


“Nice shooting!” Bryton shouted over the heat warning klaxons.


“Hit the LRM ammo.  It was a gamble, our heat’s at dangerous levels, especially with the missing heat sink from the damage we took last time.  It’ll keep him down long enough for us to evac though,” Bruce responded as he typed in the code to override the automatic heat shutdown.


He lifted the mech up over the dropship using the jump jets, bringing into view below them the Mad Cat and Richard’s Cerberus.  Richard’s mech had lost one of its arms, leaving it short one Gauss rifle, and it was down on one knee, rising up after apparently having fallen again.  The chest armor had more holes than armor, and green coolant fluid was smeared down the front as well.  The Mad Cat came up and was setting up for an aimed shot.  Bruce glanced at his jump jet fuel, then cut the jets.  The Blackhawk dropped, landing directly behind the Clan battlemech.


Bruce switched the lasers into single fire mode and pumped one after the other into the weak rear torso of the Mad Cat.   The heat was reaching unbearable levels, as the sweat and condensation in the cockpit began to burn his eyes and blur his vision.  He gave a silent thanks to whatever gods may exist that this design didn’t have any ammunition that would explode at these temperature levels.  The Mad Cat turned, and twisted its torso to face Bruce’s mech, and Bruce cursed to himself.  He was hoping those lasers would break the engine shielding, or at least snap the gyroscope that gave the machine its mobility.  Red beams fired from the large laser barrels on either of the Mad Cat’s arms, melting away armor and causing serious damage to the already wounded legs of the Blackhawk.  Suddenly, the enemy battlemech jerked, then it seemed to freeze as it toppled forward, setting off some minor explosions as it hit the ground. 


A crackle broke from the comm unit, and then a cheer from Richard came through.  “Yeee-haw!  Your lasers broke through his rear armor, and the idiot turned his back to my Gauss Rifle in order to face you.  I think I got his gyro!  My first kill!”


“Congrats, Richard, but no time to celebrate just yet.  The Vulture is down too, but not out.  We’ve got what we came for, now let’s get out of here.”


Richard’s Cerberus jogged up and around to the mech bay, while Bruce’s Blackhawk limped along behind.  The knee actuator in the right leg was badly damaged from the laser blasts, and both of the feet had various damages as well.  As he stepped the mech into the bay, the door began to close behind him.  He turned and looked out as the Vulture stepped around the corner into view.  The sound of autocannons firing from the dropship rang out, and the already damaged engine shielding collapsed on the Vulture.  The torso exploded in a large fireball as the mech bay door latched shut.

