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        OVERLORD-C-CLASS DROPSHIP BLOODY TALON

        OLD CONNAUGHT

        ARC-ROYAL

        JADE FALCON OCCUPATION ZONE

        1 OCTOBER 3146

      

      

      Garran winced as the hatch to his quarters opened without a knock. He restrained a sigh and turned in his chair to greet his uninvited visitor.

      Seeing Khan Malvina Hazen froze him to his core.

      He leaped up from his chair and stood at attention. He might have washed out of warrior training by failing to score a kill in his Trial of Position, but he still had the instincts drilled into him during the first decades of his life.

      She sneered. “Garran of the Watch. Your assignment. Do not fail.” She tossed a datacard onto his desk and turned on her heel, departing as quickly as she had arrived. She did not close the door behind her.

      Releasing the breath he did not realize he had been holding, Garran slumped back into his chair. Swiping a hand across the beads of sweat on his forehead, he removed the datacard he had been studying from his computer and picked up the one the Khan had delivered. It was labeled TARGETS, 5 of 18. Wondering who drew the other mystery assignments, he slotted it into his computer.

      The datacard consisted of two columns of entries. The left column contained names of individuals and dates of service. The right column listed known relatives. The heading for the data revealed his assignment: Kell Hounds and Affiliates, Last Known Location: Cumbres – Annihilate.

      A sneer appeared on his face for an instant before the expressionless mask he carefully cultivated reappeared. The Hounds had long been a thorn in the Falcons’ side. Now that they had finally been crushed here on their homeworld of Arc-Royal, the Khan apparently wanted to eliminate all vestiges of the fabled mercenary command by wiping out everyone connected even tenuously to them. Many mercenary units thought long-dead had been resurrected by descendants. That would not happen for the Kell Hounds. Not if Garran were to succeed, which he must if he were to avoid the Khan’s wrath, too.

      The list included only names. Cumbres was one of many worlds in the Lyran Commonwealth. Knowing the people on the list were on that planet was not much to go on. A scowl formed on his otherwise calm face. Almost as quickly as it had appeared, the line between his brows vanished. Slowly, a sly smile grew from the straight line of his thin lips. The Lyrans were meticulous record-keepers, to an almost ridiculous degree. He could find detailed information regarding the specific locations of these people in their own files.

      Garran scrolled to the end of the list. Cumbres was one jump from Arc-Royal. Below the targets was a short list of assets. His name was at the head of it as mission commander. The assets included a DropShip—the Union-C-class DropShip Emerald Quill—along with a Nova, and a second Star of ’Mechs.

      He popped out the datacard and gathered his few possessions. Hurrying out the hatch, he ran through the corridor. The Emerald Quill, its hemispherical cap and slightly elongated body studded with weapons blisters atop an array of engine bells, had arrived that morning, but it grounded several kilometers from the Bloody Talon. The Khan had not given a timetable. She demanded immediate action from those under her command.

      Garran had wound up in the Watch because he was a failed warrior, not because he was a fool.
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        COURSING HOUNDS MERCENARY COMMAND HEADQUARTERS

        KARSON

        CUMBRES

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        13 OCTOBER 3146

      

      

      Lieutenant Shane Atkins watched with amusement as the rest of the company ran about, pulling on their cooling suits while alarms blared. He knew better. The militia would comm soon enough to tell them to stand down. It had happened too many times in the last six months for Shane to get excited over nothing. He stayed in his reclining chair, feet propped up on the maintenance supervisor’s desk, his tall, lean body stretched out to the point he was almost supine.

      Captain Zakai Unterwald, clean-shaven head gleaming in the flashing yellow lights of the alarm beacons, walked up. He stopped in front of Shane and put his hands on his hips. His Teutonic features inspired fear in most of the company. The ruddy complexion, pointed chin, lengthy nose, and almost lipless mouth could almost be mistaken for a Halloween mask of a goblin. He appeared cartoonish to Shane, but Unterwald’s glare could melt the icecaps. “On your feet, Atkins. This ain’t naptime.”

      Shane had no patience for Unterwald’s spit-and-polish attitude. The Coursing Hounds were mercs, not Lyran House troops. “You sure about that, boss? Every time we get the alert, we run around like chickens with our heads cut off, only for them to tell us not to bother. Even if this one’s real, they won’t want to fork over the extra combat pay. We’re here, supposedly on R&R, and this is at least the dozenth alert. They’ve called us off on every one. We’re not even under contract!”

      Atkins kept the snide grin on his face, knowing it would piss off his commander even more. His perfect, white teeth gleaming in the sodium lights of the ’Mech bay had set off the captain the last time this waltz had been played. His teeth and his eyes stood out against the tan he’d managed to acquire during their time on Cumbres. He blinked a few times to let his tear film give his eyes a gleam to match that of his smile.

      “This is our home, Atkins! Now get off your ass!”

      Unterwald’s mouth was still open when the alert lights shut off and Commtech Sander’s voice came over the PA speakers. “Stand down, stand down. Alert canceled. Major Dietrich just commed to order us to hold station here unless specifically called upon. That is all.”

      Unterwald’s mouth snapped shut with a click. “It’s lazy-ass behavior like this that got you tossed from the Kell Hounds training program. You don’t shape up, you’ll find yourself kicked out for the second time in as many years.”

      “I’ll save my runnin’ for when the shootin’ starts.” Atkins locked gazes with his commander, widening his grin until he was sure all his teeth were showing. He knew the alarm would be canceled. If the Coursing Hounds fought in anything other than their own defense, the locals would be expected to pay for services rendered. Anything less than a full planetary assault would keep the purse strings tightly tied. From the corner of his eye, he saw some of their comrades nudging each other to watch the spectacle.

      Unterwald kicked Shane’s feet off the table, glared another moment, opened his mouth to shout again when a commtech sprinted to the captain’s side. He whispered into Unterwald’s ear. “What? Now?!” The captain’s already pale face whitened even further before he turned and ran off.

      The MechWarriors who’d stopped to stare jolted into action as he stormed off. They scattered in his wake, finding something to occupy their time until he cleared the area.

      “Probably has someone else to hassle,” Shane muttered, finally letting his grin morph into a frown. He clambered up into his chair—Unterwald’s kick had left only his upper body in the seat—and combed his hand through his double-wide Mohawk of light brown hair and got up.

      It was Sunday, and he had someplace better to be.

      
      
        
        ADMINISTRATIVE DISTRICT

        KARLSBADEN

        CUMBRES

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        13 OCTOBER 3146

      

      

      Leutnant Jaira Raigan’s mouth went dry. All the recent false alarms had made her complacent, as it had the rest of the Cumbres Militia. She thought it was just another waste of time. She was wrong. This was the real thing.

      An actual Jade Falcon DropShip had shattered the pre-dawn calm. It had ignored all calls from space traffic controllers and the broadcasts from Militia HQ outside the city. Jaira commanded the recon lance of the militia battalion’s second company. They had been sent to scout the Falcons’ landing zone. A brisk breeze whistled and hissed through the alleys and streets of the capital city loud enough to reach her ears inside the cockpit of her ’Mech.

      Five red markers glowed on her tactical display. Her WLF-5 Wolfhound’s battle computer identified the Clanners. Her dry mouth was complemented by the sweat that broke out on her scalp as she keyed through the list. The contacts of her neurohelmet felt cold against the freshly shaved sides of her head. Normally that sensation gave her comfort, confidence that her connection to the helmet was solid. This time it felt like the feet of tiny insects crawling across her bare white skin. Her golden hair was gathered in a topknot that was currently being pressed into the top of her head by the helmet. Everything seemed to discomfort her in that moment.

      A Mad Cat, a Loki, a Black Lanner, a Black Hawk, and a Shadow Cat. While she tabbed through the list of enemy ’Mechs, the number of red telltales on her screen suddenly increased. Each ’Mech was now surrounded by a red cluster. Elementals, too, she thought. The new icons assembled into groups of five and split off from the OmniMechs that had carried them. They disappeared in the ground clutter, but Jaira thought they had breached nearby buildings. The Omnis spread out and blocked the roads leading into the central square.

      She toggled her comm to address her recon lance. “Raygun to Echo, hold here.” A trio of acknowledgments chorused in her ear. She switched over to the command frequency, addressing the other two lance commanders. “Echo to Delta and Foxtrot. Enemy spotted. Looks like a Nova. They’ve deployed Elementals and are setting up a perimeter near the—” she consulted a guidebook, “—the tax assessor’s offices?”

      “That a question, Echo?” Hauptmann Marcusz Ludensdorf sounded amused.

      “No, sir,” she replied automatically.

      “Orders, Hauptmann?” Leutnant Cyrus Golden asked, eagerness in his voice. Golden commanded Foxtrot Lance, whose heavy ’Mechs were often key to repelling raiders.

      Ludensdorf was silent for a moment. Jaira imagined him checking the positions of his lances relative to the Clanners. She tried to convince herself her palms weren’t clammy on the controls of her ’Mech, that it was hunger and not fear gnawing at her belly from the inside. She had trained as hard as anyone in the militia, but this would be her first taste of combat as lance commander. The lives of the three people she commanded were her responsibility. She tried to generate some saliva in her dry mouth so she could swallow the lump growing in her throat.

      “Echo, hold fast. Delta will advance from the west, along Morganstrasse. Foxtrot, wait for the Clanners to react, then hit them from the east. Echo, once Delta and Foxtrot are engaged, swoop in from the south. Radio silence until we hit them. Attack in thirty—that’s three-zero—minutes. Once engaged, you each have tactical command of your lances. Don’t wait on orders from me. I’ve already commed battalion. Astro and Crypto won’t be here for a few hours. Boreo’s on its own. Out.”

      Jaira chewed her lower lip. Crypto Company was on maneuvers far to the south. Maybe if they hitched a ride on a DropShip...And Astro was stationed at the spaceport, north of the city. They’d have to hustle to get here through streets not built to accommodate a running column of BattleMechs.

      Swallowing away the nerves about leading a lance into battle for the first time, she toggled back to her lance frequency. “Echo, hold position. We wait for Delta and Foxtrot to attack, then we hit the Falcons from the flank.” She felt she needed to say more, left the channel open while she tried to come up with something. The silence stretched.

      “Something more, Raygun?” Reynaldo McSparin asked from his Commando.

      Jaira smiled, knowing he was trying to help. This wasn’t his first command. Part of her longed to be in his shoes, not in charge of the lance. “Affirmative. Hit ’em hard, hit ’em fast, don’t let ’em hit back.” She frowned, hearing how foolish it sounded to her own ears.

      “Roger that, boss. Words to live by.” McSparin nodded his Commando’s head in her direction.

      McSparin and Harald Wayfair, both in Commandos, paired up as the right side of Echo’s echelon formation. Jaira held the point in her Wolfhound, and Pam Hedstrom anchored the left in her Nyx. Hedstrom kept watch out for ambush, as the Nyx carried a Beagle probe. The Commandos were too light on armor for any sort of standup fight. Jaira hoped they managed to avoid one.
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      The time passed too slowly for Jaira’s comfort. The hiss of ECM and other interference filled her cockpit. A countdown timer on her display showed six minutes until the attack. She nearly jumped out of her command couch when Hedstrom’s voice broke through the static on Echo’s lance channel.

      “Boss, something strange is happening in the square.” A note of apprehension tinged his normally cheerful voice.

      “It better be important, breaking radio silence. Can you elaborate? Your sensors are a lot better than mine,” Jaira said while dialing up the magnification on her display. She edged slightly to her left, trying to give her cameras a better view around the building she was standing behind.

      From a half-klick out, she saw movement, but couldn’t make out details. The statue at the center of the square filled her screen, showing Katrina Steiner (The real one, she thought, not the usurping imposter of a couple generations later) looking down over the shoulder of the much older statue of Saint Matthew, patron saint of accountants, bookkeepers, and tax collectors. The saint was sculpted sitting at a desk, shuffling papers under the former Archon’s watchful gaze.

      “Looks like the Elementals are herding the civilians into the streets, making them kneel. They’re blocking the roads with them.”

      “That sounds more like pirates than Clanners,” McSparin broke in. “Never known even the Falcons to take hostages.”

      “Why are there so many civilians there on a Sunday?” Jaira asked.

      “Tax collection never takes a day off in the Commonwealth, Raygun.” McSparin chuckled, trying to lighten the atmosphere.

      A squeal tore through the comm interference. Jaira yelped in pain at the sudden intrusion.

      “Attention, militia MechWarriors. We seek only information at present. Do not interfere or we will terminate your fellow citizens. This is your only warning.” The powerful broadcast broke through the static, but it was still faint in her ears.

      He sounded annoyed, probably wants to fight instead, she thought. And what kind of information would Jade Falcons want from a tax office?

      “Nope. Definitely Clanners,” Wayfair whispered over the comm. He always did that, as though whispering made any difference in ’Mech combat.

      “Yeah,” Jaira agreed, “but they’re not hostages. They’re human shields.” She checked the countdown. Her eyes widened. Less than a minute remained. Should I break radio silence? Surely they heard the warning, too. Right?

      Her lance was closest to the enemy, and she had barely heard the call. She could not convince herself that the more distant elements would have heard the Falcons’ message, not with intervening buildings
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