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      Through the gray fog of the blizzard, the Jade Falcons came. They appeared as though they were simply born of ice and snow, but Major Hank Mallory knew better. He’d been a Kell Hound long enough to know there was nothing mystical or magical about the Jade Falcons. They were simply vicious, mindless monsters, and they would stop at nothing to watch a city burn.

      And he was being paid very well by the Lyran Commonwealth to make sure the capital of Carsphairn—a sprawling, domed city called Narcisse—didn’t fall to their damned Mongol tactics. There were several hundred thousand people in the dome, and they made some of the best alcohol he’d ever tasted, and were some of the nicest, most peaceful people he’d ever met. It wouldn’t be too hard to level the city. The geodesic domes were tough, but not so tough they could withstand a bombardment from a company of determined ’Mechs.

      But his Wolfhounds were on the job.

      “I have incoming from the north on my scopes,” Mallory said to all three lances in his command, which consisted of what they affectionately referred to as “The Wolfhounds.” Technically the Second Company of the Kell Hounds’ Second Battalion, they were so far down on the org chart many people thought of them as second-stringers, but that was to the detriment of their enemies. Hank Mallory’s crew was the finest in the entirety of the Kell Hounds, if you asked him. And if you didn’t, he’d let you know at every available opportunity.

      “I’ve got them on the south side as well,” said Raven Davis, captain of the Wolfhounds’ Bravo lance.

      “Nothing from the west,” replied Rufo Nguyen, captain of the Wolfhounds’ Charlie lance.

      “And we have nothing from the east,” Ilsa Escalera said. She was the Wolfhounds’ XO, and piloted a Valkyrie in Hank’s five-’Mech Alpha lance. Having the slightly larger lance made it easier to split it up, a tactic he had become fond of over the years. She would take a couple of ’Mechs and move to the heavier position, and he could take the remaining one to flank, or they could cover twice as much ground together. Some officers didn’t play that aggressively, not wanting to put themselves in harm’s way, but Hank figured everyone in a BattleMech was in harm’s way, and he shouldn’t exclude himself from the duty.

      “It’s a pincer,” Hank muttered. Then he called out to Raven, “How many have you got, Bravo? Send the data over.”

      “Roger. Looks like we have three here.”

      The transmissions from Raven Davis came in and, when added to the tags his WarBook had assigned, it showed five ’Mechs split on both sides of the domed city. He transmitted the rest of the data to everyone else. “Looks like two from the north. A single Star, unless there are more elsewhere, but intelligence said this would likely be it.”

      “They bid a single Star against an entire company of Kell Hounds?” That was Rufo again. He had a knack for injecting a healthy dose of incredulity into everything they did.

      But he wasn’t wrong on this score.

      Hank scoffed. “Well, they wanted to meet their maker a lot sooner than the rest of them, it looks like. Or maybe they didn’t realize who they were dealing with.”

      “Or it’s an insult,” Raven said.

      The aging major wouldn’t have put it past the Jade Falcons to have purposely bid so low on the assault to make it an insult on their honor. The Falcons had nothing but disdain for the Kell Hounds, thanks to their dogged defense of planets like Timkovitchi, and the emerald birds had spent the better part of the last decade trying to eradicate them. They should have known the Kell Hounds weren’t so easily cowed, but Jade Falcons were stubborn. They had to learn things the hard way. Though, now that Hank thought about it, it seemed like everyone in the Inner Sphere needed to learn things the hard way these days.

      “Insult or mistake, let’s put it to use to our advantage, but not be fools about it. We know what they are and how they operate, but let’s keep our eyes open for trouble. Ilsa, take your force and head north with me. Rufo, back up Bravo in the south. You’re all professionals. You know what to do.”

      As far as Hank was concerned, they were a well-oiled machine, and he wouldn’t have to worry about how they would do. The Falcons were clearly out of their gourds if they genuinely thought a single Star of ’Mechs were going to stop an entire company of Kell Hounds. Maybe there was more to their attack, but the way of the Clans typically didn’t allow for much in the way of subterfuge.

      “I figured that would be the plan, sir,” Raven replied. She had a way of knowing what he needed before he even mentioned it.

      The first ’Mech Hank’s WarBook tagged was a Shrike. The 95-ton assault ’Mech looked sleek, painted charcoal gray with the typical emerald trim along the shoulders, wings, and shins of its raptor-like legs. There was no mistaking it for anything other than a Jade Falcon ’Mech; even its cockpit head was shaped with the hooked beak of a bird of prey.

      Riding in his own 35-ton Wolfhound, Hank wouldn’t stand a chance against the Shrike. But Shrikes, in his experience, tended to belong to Jade Falcon commanders.

      The smaller ’Mech accompanying the Shrike was much lighter—a 30-ton Kit Fox—but that didn’t mean it was any less deadly. At long range, a Kit Fox worked best because of its autocannon and large laser. Hank could imagine the Shrike leaping into the sky on its jump jets to get closer to the fray while the Kit Fox hung back, firing like a sniper.

      Though the Kit Fox was certainly dangerous, if the leader really was piloting the Shrike and it had the heavier firepower, it would be smarter for his group to focus on it first. He tagged his lance on the radio. “Let’s focus on the Shrike first, Alpha Hounds.”

      “Understood,” Ilsa replied. She was an excellent executive officer, but if you asked Hank, she was an even better MechWarrior. He never wanted to sideline her to solely track logistics if he could help it.

      The rest of the lance—Millie Boardman, Callum Dean, and Raphael Pate—all chimed in a second later than Escalera. They would be happy to tear apart the Shrike once they were all in range. Escalera was currently on the other side of the city with Dean and Pate, but Boardman was close to Hank, and ready to attack. Like their XO, Boardman piloted a 70-ton Hound. Between her and Hank, there was a chance the two of them could take out the Shrike—as long as everything went their way and the Kit Fox managed to miss every ranged shot it made.

      Hank wasn’t holding his breath. “How you feeling about this, Boardman?”

      “Like usual,” she replied. “Ready to kill fascists and get paid.”

      “Ready to take down some Falcons, then?”

      “Always.”

      Hank smiled. He liked Boardman. She was young and had a good head on her shoulders, even if she had been through a lot—too much, really. She’d been scooped up by the Kell Hounds on Galatea, scraping out a living as a pilot in the arenas. Callandre Kell had heard about her and personally recruited her into the outfit, which was about as good an endorsement as a Kell Hound could earn. Since the Wolfhounds were the contingent of Kell Hounds based on Galatea, Mallory had taken care of the rest. After he saw Boardman fight, he decided she would be perfect for a Heavy slot in his expanded command lance.

      The rest, as they say, was history.

      “It’s just us for the moment, so we’ll have to go in careful. Let’s try to stay out of range of that Kit Fox and double-up on the Shrike while the others get here, since it’s going to come for us anyway.”

      “Let’s do it,” she replied.

      Hank expected the Jade Falcon Shrike to go for him first. His Wolfhound—painted in the standard black and red of the Kell Hounds—was the easier target. As the company commander, he had the right to take whatever ’Mech he wanted, but far preferred the nimble maneuverability of the lighter ’Mechs. And besides, what did it say about the quality of his leadership if he insisted on walking around in the biggest, heaviest ’Mech, ready to be the last one standing?

      Stepping backward, keeping the dome of the great city behind him in the hope he’d prove a more compelling target, Hank took the risk and sought the red targeting carats over the ’Mech clomping toward him in the distance. But he was still out of range. The countdown on his HUD would indicate when his extended-range lasers could start carving into the Shrike’s armor. Those numbers just weren’t dropping fast enough.

      Well, maybe it’s not so bad, he thought. The longer it took for them to get in range, the more time Ilsa and the others had to get into the fray.

      “I’ve almost got them in range,” he told Boardman. “It’ll be just like on Summer. Get your target lock and I’ll distract.”

      “Understood. I’m moving closer,” she said. Her longest-range weapon—an autocannon—was a bit shorter than his.

      “Stay frosty.”

      The Jade Falcon Shrike jumped into the air, and it was all Hank could do to keep it in his sights. Sweat beaded on his brow as the enemy ’Mech dropped to the ground, much closer now. The targeting carat finally turned gold, but the yawning maw in the pit of his stomach opened, too. The Shrike could annihilate him at this range. They weren’t even close to evenly matched, and for the next few seconds, until Boardman could clear him out of her firing arc, Hank was on his own.

      But he was a Kell Hound.

      He’d make do.

      His computer screamed at him, and he took the shot. The azure beams cut across the battlefield and charred the heavily armored Shrike across the legs and torso. “I scored the first shot,” he said into the radio.

      Then the Shrike opened fire with everything it had. Smoke blasted from its torso as its short-range missiles rocketed toward Hank’s Wolfhound. Bright blue-green light filled the space between them as it followed up with its own pair of large lasers.

      “Here we go…” Holding his breath, Hank looked down to the damage display on his HUD, bracing for the flashing lights that told him he was about to die.

      But the display readout remained solidly in the green.

      “What the hell?”

      There was no way every single shot from an accomplished Jade Falcon MechWarrior had missed. Hank had moments of being lucky, but he’d never been that lucky.

      Then he found his answer. Hank looked to the edges of his screen, which compressed the entire 360° around him into a 180° band, to look behind him. That’s when he saw the missiles crashing into the great dome of Narcisse City and the lasers burning into the transparent plates of metal that protected them from the harsh elements and weather of Carsphairn.

      “They’re not taking the bait. They're going for the dome,” Hank said to his Alpha lance, doing his best to keep any panic from his voice. Not that he was panicked—his sangfroid could chill a bonfire. But he was concerned. And it was best to keep an overwhelming
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