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          Philip A. Lee

        

      

    

    
      Since its inception in 1984, the BattleTech universe has maintained one simple concept: continuous warfare across the Inner Sphere. But what happens when the war stops? How do soldiers and civilians alike deal with peacetime, with armistices and truces? And more importantly, is peacetime truly achievable, or is it just a convenient ploy, or possibly a different tactic? Is the war still being waged, only in a different way than before?

      Few things in BattleTech history embody the all-out warfare mindset than the Clan invasion in the mid thirty-first century. At the end of 3049, the squabbling interstellar empires of the Inner Sphere were turned on their head as mysterious invaders swarmed out of the Periphery. Deploying warriors bred for combat and high-tech weaponry that outmatched the degraded and ancient technology fielded by the Inner Sphere’s armies, they conquered world after world.

      This unstoppable tsunami of military force became known as the Clans: the descendants of famed General Aleksandr Kerensky’s self-exiled Star League Defense Force. These former SLDF soldiers had spent nearly two centuries in isolation in a far-off star cluster, reforging themselves into an unrecognizable warrior culture whose single-minded drive to capture humanity’s birthworld, Terra, struck terror into every Inner Sphere nation. The people of the Federated Commonwealth, Free Rasalhague Republic, and Draconis Combine were drowning in the unstoppable tide of the Clans’ unrelenting conquest, while the Free Worlds League and Capellan Confederation, far from the front lines of the initial invasion, braced for a potential future wherein these strange marauders might someday attempt to conquer their nations as well.

      Although the vast tidal wave of Clans Wolf, Jade Falcon, Smoke Jaguar, Ghost Bear, Nova Cat, and Steel Viper seemed an insurmountable enemy force, the military arm of ComStar, the interstellar communications organization, offered the Clans a proxy battle for Terra in the form of a series of combat trials on the Rasalhague world of Tukayyid. If the Clans won, ComStar would hand over control of Terra, but if ComStar won, the Clans would abide by a fifteen-year truce, during which they would not advance any farther toward Terra. On 21 May 3052, after three weeks of brutal fighting on Tukayyid, ComStar emerged victorious, and the Clans were honor-bound to accept the fifteen-year truce.

      So what did this grand truce between the Clans and the Inner Sphere mean for the concept of continuous warfare? This anthology answers that question by exploring events occurring within the calendar year after the pivotal Battle of Tukayyid, a year in which the tide of war seemed at an all-time low. However, war, like the tide, always returns. The Clans’ crusade was a conflict fought on a large scale, involving many Inner Sphere regiments and Clan Galaxies, but after Tukayyid, the war shifted into much more personal territory.

      The nine short stories you are about to read offer a glimpse at how the Clan invasion affected warriors and civilians on both sides of the truce line, and how they continued fighting for what they believe in. In “Save What You Can,” a conquered Rasalhaguian trying to live in his heroic father’s shadow considers making a deal with the devil to save his rebellious friends from certain destruction. In “I Was Lost,” a Federated Commonwealth veteran from the invasion’s front lines must come to terms with his actions during the war. “A Cold Collaboration” depicts a mercenary unit’s struggle to do whatever it takes to protect their families on a world conquered by the Clans. “Shadow Angels” follows an eclectic team of independent operatives tasked with rescuing persons of importance from planets under Clan control. And in “No Rest for the Wicked,” a lone Inner Sphere MechWarrior must evade her Clan hunters on an otherwise pacified planet.

      This anthology, originally published on the BattleCorps site in late 2015 and early 2016, serves as a reminder that warfare in the BattleTech universe never truly dies. Even during so-called peacetime, conflict between the sprawling interstellar nations of the Inner Sphere merely changes in scale and scope. And remember, the slack tide only lasts a short time before it surges up again, sweeping away everything in its wake.

      The Clans may have been halted at the Battle of Tukayyid, but they are far from powerless…and all of them are still spoiling for a fight.
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          Philip A. Lee

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ARTIST’S QUARTER

        SAKUNTALEM, KALIDASA

        SILVER HAWKS COALITION

        FREE WORLDS LEAGUE

        9 SEPTEMBER 3052

      

      

      The wan yellow light above the back-alley door to Angry Dan’s told Jiang Hu Li that her contact finally had something for her. She hoped Cristiano had brought something of actual use this time. She hated going home with only rumors to hand to her superiors.

      If Cristiano had nothing, she owed him a hard elbow into his already deviated septum.

      Li pulled her short waistcoat tighter to combat the evening rain’s chill and lazily avoided the deep puddles along the pitted alley. To any onlooker, her gait, stylishly mussed hair, and chic attire would suggest a tipsy auteur on her way home from a gallery showing. No one would see the concealed, Maskirovka-issued needler pistol until it was too late. No one but a SAFE agent, that is.

      Well, maybe. Li still wasn’t sure whether Cristiano qualified as an intelligence agent. He was…sloppy at best, and accidentally dangerous at worst. Didn’t even bother to use a code name, first off. Might as well have a sign painted on his back saying i work for the information gathering department. So naturally, when she’d crossed the street and saw the light on, she assumed he was once again crying wolf.

      She went anyway. Such was the job.

      The back door to Angry Dan’s opened before she arrived. Instinct tightened her hand, already white-knuckled around the needler concealed in her waistcoat pocket, ready to draw in case some Davion spy had found Cristiano first. But the balding, middle-aged League agent stuck his broken-nosed face out the door at an angle and nodded her inside.

      Cristiano had zero subtlety.

      Li sighed and shut the heavy steel door behind her. Angry Dan’s was closed at this hour—shutters bolted, interior lights dark except a few floods always left on to deter criminal activity. After listening for other occupants to ensure they were alone, she squeaked into the nearest cracked-Naugahyde booth and slumped back with disinterest. Her hand never left the needler’s butt.

      “I grow tired of meeting like this,” she said with a sigh. “Doesn’t SAFE ever use dead drops?”

      Cristiano’s swarthy smile made his broken nose look even uglier, something Li hadn’t thought was possible. “I don’t trust them. Imagine if an MI6 agent learned of the location. No, the simplest ways work best.”

      “Maybe that’s your problem. You’re still stuck in such a low-tech way of thinking. The Clans’ arrival prompted everyone else in the Inner Sphere to make a mad dash toward technological progress, and yet somehow the League stagnates in comparison to your neighbors.”

      Li couldn’t help the smirk on her face. The Treaty of Kapteyn meant the Capellan Confederation, the Free Worlds League, and the Draconis Combine—and their respective intelligence apparatuses—had to cooperate for mutual benefit against the megalithic Federated Commonwealth, but that didn’t mean they all had to like each other.

      “Ah, the Clans.” Cristiano’s mouth split wider, into a toothy grin. “Precisely what I would like to bring to your attention, my dear Huli Jing.”

      Li’s code name, Huli Jing—a play on her full name, Jiang Hu Li—referenced a fox spirit from ancient Chinese superstition, often depicted as nine-tailed fox that could assume the form of an alluring young woman. Not for the first time did she wonder if the SAFE agent knew her real name. “Spare me the small talk, Héctor. What do you have?”

      “I think you’re going to like this.” With an impressive flourish, he produced a data crystal seemingly from nowhere and tossed it to her.

      She caught it left-handed, her right still caressing the needler’s grip, just in case. “What’s on this?”

      Cristiano leaned against the booth seat opposite her. “Load it up and see.”

      Against her better judgment, Li let go of the needler and popped the crystal into her noteputer. Text, images, and maps flowed across the small screen. She felt her blood pressure spike with surprise.

      This was far, far better than anything Cristiano had ever brought her.

      When her voice returned, it emerged in a near whisper. “How—how in the Chancellor’s name did you get an agent into the Clan Occupation Zone?” Ever since the Clans’ disastrous defeat on Tukayyid, even getting commercial vessels through the border to treat with the Clans’ merchant caste had proven incredibly difficult.

      “Trade secret,” he said smugly. “All you need to know is that data contains the location of something that could help both our realms, both against the Clans and our respective enemies.”

      Li looked up from her noteputer. “You already have an agent there. Why are you giving this to me?”

      “Because we cannot afford to follow up on the intel directly. If we leave it to politics, Parliament will debate on the operation for months before deadlocking and tabling the discussion until next year’s session. If we’re to capitalize on this, we need to act now, and your Confederation has the ability to act without getting trapped in bureaucratic red tape before the trail goes cold. If we can pull this off, both our realms profit.”

      Li studied the intel and memorized it all, every map and set of coordinates. Then she unplugged the crystal, dropped it to the grimy floor, and crushed it into silicate powder under her boot heel.

      Cristiano flinched at the destructive action, but if he was horrified, she couldn’t see it in his eyes. Perhaps he was indeed more professional than she’d assumed.

      “Xiè xiè,” she said with a nod of thanks. “I’ll get people on this right away.”

      She left without another word. Outside, she resumed the persona of a drunken artist in search of a cab ride home.

      Within five minutes, she was on her way to Sakuntalem’s spaceport.

      

      
        
        UNION-CLASS DROPSHIP TIANLONG

        NADIR JUMP POINT, SHILOH

        SILVER HAWKS COALITION

        FREE WORLDS LEAGUE

        16 NOVEMBER 3052

      

      

      “You’re late,” Li said as she heard the cargo bay hatch open behind her.

      She didn’t need to look up to know who had arrived. The stink of space travel, tobacco, cheap Lyran lager, and something else hung about Agent Fedor “Luduan” Fyodorov in a haze no matter where he went, but it was merely to keep up appearances. An operative working the Steiner half of the Federated Commonwealth was expected to indulge in a little decadence, or he’d stick out like a BattleMech bearing Capellan colors in the middle of an AFFC parade. Fortunately, none of the vices kept Luduan from doing his job well. Li knew from experience that he could put away a whole six-pack and still win a close-quarters fight to the death, all with the seeming sobriety of a teetotaler.

      Just the kind of partner she wanted for this job.

      “Had some delays along the border,” he said, speaking German out of habit. He could switch languages and even regional accents at will, just like she could, so she assumed he kept the affectation just to annoy her.

      Li returned to the readout on her noteputer. The file consisted of all the information she had memorized from Cristiano’s data crystal: maps, coordinates, military dispositions. “Did you bring Xiezhi?”

      “Of course. She is aboard my DropShip. Would you like me to go und get her, have her brought to the Tianlong?”

      “Not just yet. But something tells me we will need her.”

      Luduan grabbed a nearby handhold to keep from floating off in microgravity. “Of course, of course. But that beggars the question of why was I pulled off mein assignment? I was so close to hopping into bed with a promising debutante when I got the call, you see.”

      As an example of his charm, he bowed with a flourish and playboy’s grin, affectations any social climber’s daughter would swoon over, despite the awkwardness of zero g.

      Li was unamused. “Seducing a social general’s daughter can wait. I’ve got intel from SAFE, and the director decided to move on it before it grows stale.”

      “Ah, so our League allies have finally shown their usefulness, eh? Das ist gut. What is the target? Hopefully it is more than a grain silo that some fool agent mistook for a BattleMech.”

      She turned the noteputer to show him the star map of their eventual destination. Several dozen planetary systems formed a pale-green wedge. A darker hue, reminiscent of Liao green, marked a dozen systems; one of these marked planets blinked yellow, demanding attention like Angry Dan’s flickering light.

      “Luduan, mein Freund,” she said, matching his Steiner German with her own impeccable accent, “we’re going to hit these Clans where they live. ComStar already humbled them on Tukayyid, and we’re going to take advantage of that.”

      

      
        
        THIRD FANG CLUSTER COMMAND POST

        BENFLED

        STEEL VIPER OCCUPATION ZONE

        21 MARCH 3053

      

      

      Star Captain Nico stepped through the open office door and rapped a knuckle on the door jamb. “Sir, you wanted to see me, quiaff?”

      Yvgeny, Star Colonel of the Third Fang Cluster, stood before the large bay window on the opposite side of the room and stared through it without acknowledging Nico’s arrival. Vertical banners bearing the Clan Steel Viper sigil draped either side of the window and many of the surfaces in the office.

      Nico tried to ignore the decorations, but to no avail. Here at the command post and elsewhere on Benfled—even across the way through the large window as he tried to see what Yvgeny was considering—Steel Viper drapery and iconography hung literally everywhere. Any space large enough to display the Clan’s pride, to make this world their own both in word and in deed, bore visual testaments to Steel Viper ownership of this world. Nico was beyond proud that his Clan had claimed this world during Operation Revival—though the manner in which the Vipers had won was largely unorthodox—but the banners and flags and murals all seemed strange to him. Rather than removing and destroying all Federated Commonwealth iconography and replacing it wholesale with Steel Viper emblems, his Clan had merely wallpapered over the previous owners’ existence. Nico understood the why—outright destruction was wasteful and unClanlike, and many of the Inner Sphere monuments were performing an admirable job holding up the Viper flags and banners—but a small part of him wanted to see them all torn down and Steel Viper monuments raised in their place. After all, this was the Inner Sphere, a place with a seemingly endless bounty of resources compared to the Homeworlds. But on the other hand…

      Nico regarded his commander’s appearance with silent, invisible disdain. During Operation Revival and the Battle of Tukayyid, the Star Colonel had remained clean-shaven as a matter of personal discipline, but a bushy beard had filled in since. It imbued the garrison commander with both authority and age without making him look like he was old enough that reassignment to a solahma unit lay in his immediate future. Yvgeny wasn’t so ancient enough to be relegated to cannon fodder—yet. Neg, the beard was fine. Far more worrisome was the slight bulge that had appeared around Yvgeny’s middle over the past year. That, and the short glass the Star Colonel held clenched in his right hand as though afraid to drop it.

      “Aff, Star Captain,” Yvgeny said, finally meeting Nico’s gaze. He lifted the glass, now filled with one finger of dark brown liquid. “Can I procure you a drink? This one is a fine vintage—or so the locals claim. A vile concoction—I imagine spent motor oil has a more pleasant taste—but it has grown on me.”

      Nico’s nose wrinkled at the heady stink of alcohol he smelled on his superior. “Neg, sir. I am on duty, so I must abstain.” He stood at attention next to his commander, biting his tongue to keep from adding, And technically, so are you. He had already fought in more Circles of Equals this week among his disgruntled Trinary members than he cared to, and such an insult to his superior—true as it may be—would only provoke another.

      But it was more than just his Trinary. The whole Cluster was restless, all because of that Usurper-cursed battle on Tukayyid. The Tukayyid truce meant that for the next fifteen years, the Vipers’ only real adversaries in combat would be the Federated Commonwealth—and then only the few worlds still above the truce line—and neighboring Clans.

      Even ourselves, Nico considered as he glanced in the Star Colonel’s direction once more. The Third Fang, a second-line Cluster, had fought on Tukayyid and lost, and in the time since, no one had taken the blow harder than Yvgeny. So tainted was the Third Fang’s legacy post-Tukayyid that none of his subordinates had even attempted to challenge for command of the Cluster. Nico’s only hope of escaping the dezgra taint on his Cluster lay in distinguishing himself enough to warrant reassignment to another one, and he could not accomplish that by standing around while his superior got drunk on expensive Spheroid alcohol in the middle of the afternoon.

      “What is the nature of this summons, Star Colonel?” he demanded.

      Yvgeny took another draw on his drink and cupped the glass in both hands as his gaze fell into it. “A Lyran merchant ship has arrived, requesting to make trade with our merchant caste. I have deigned to allow our merchants to treat with them. Their DropShip is already en route, and will be arriving in a few days.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      A mischievous twinkle lit the Star Colonel’s eyes. “When they arrive, I want you to hassle them. Ensure that they are not bristling with contraband, or attempting to stir up any misguided sympathy for guerrilla actions among the planet’s indigenous population. And invent some bogus regulations or hoops they need jump through. Anything to make their stay as unpleasant as possible.”

      Nico frowned and considered all of the covered-over monuments to Steel Viper glory that lay just beyond the window, all while standing at attention. “Policing foreign merchants? Is this what we have been reduced to, sir? And is not the Steel Viper way to lead the Inner Sphere by example and cooperation?”

      “To lead the Inner Sphere, we must first conquer it,” Yvgeny said, gripping the glass so tight Nico expected it to shatter. “And with the jewel of Terra out of our grasp for another decade and a half, that option is unavailable to us. In addition, since this world possesses little of value, neither the Falcons nor the Wolves have any reason to waste resources on declaring a Trial of Possession over it. So we may as well have a little spot of fun in the interim, quiaff?”

      Nico’s brow creased, but he offered no dissent. Every half-cocked argument he could conjure died before he could utter it. Nothing, not even hassling some Spheroid merchants, could relax the sting of being relegated to garrison duty after the worst defeat in Clan history.

      “Aff,” he said. “It will be done. The Clan is all.”

      “The Clan is all,” Yvgeny echoed, and downed the last of his drink.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Only a slight buzz of activity filled the Third Fang’s BattleMech hangar.

      During Revival and Tukayyid and even slightly after, Nico recalled how the staging area before a battle would be swarming with ’Mechs and parts and Elemental battle armor, all in various states of repair and assembly. Gantries and cranes would surround every OmniMech, removing weapon pods and replacing damaged armor. The showering spray of welding sparks, the heady scents of hot metal and actuator lubricant… It was glorious. Something about that hectic, industrious sight always filled Nico with personal pride and the glorious history of Clan Steel Viper.

      But today, the ’Mech hangar was nearly empty. Most of the base’s technician-caste population conducted low-key make-work assignments, such as servicing BattleMech weaponry and components that had already been serviced ten or twenty times in the past few weeks—all so the technician caste members would not grow idle and complacent in this damnable period of interminable calm. The only legitimate large-scale projects in the hangar were the result of necessary BattleMech maintenance and the most recent Trial of Grievance.

      One of these projects, Nico’s assigned Battle Cobra, sat alone and quiet in its repair cradle. It was nearly finished undergoing repairs. From where Nico stood, the 40-ton OmniMech seemed largely intact, except where unpainted ferro-fibrous armor plating had recently been replaced across the torso and left thigh. He was fortunate to have an OmniMech in a second-line Cluster, but the Battle Cobra was a hand-me-down just a few steps away from being a hangar queen. It seemed good from the outside, but he knew better: replacement parts for it always seemed conspicuously absent from incoming shipments. Had Nico been assigned to a frontline Cluster, the OmniMech would have wanted for nothing, but such was the fate of a Steel Viper unit whose warriors had been bested by Spheroid deceit.

      Nico’s senior technician, Sylo, noted Nico’s arrival and rode a gantry down to ground level. The grizzled old man’s mostly white beard was starting to resemble Star Colonel Yvgeny’s, and the unexpected mental juxtaposition of warrior and technician castes sent a queasy shudder through Nico’s stomach. Sylo did not look him directly in the eyes and said nothing until Nico acknowledged his presence.

      Nico stood with hands on hips as he surveyed the ’Mech above. “How soon can she be prepped for combat?”

      Sylo chuckled while wiping his hands on a grimy rag tucked into his belt. “You expectin t’fight bandits or somethin, Star Captain?”

      Nico ignored the head tech’s rough, lower-caste speech patterns—which was starting to sound more and more like Yvgeny, he could not help but think. “Neg. But I will be needing it combat ready within forty-eight hours. Understood?”

      Sylo’s lower lip shrank away from his teeth in embarrassment, and he recoiled as though expecting Nico to strike him across the face. “Well, y’see…there’s a slight problem, sir.”

      Nico closed his eyes and pictured the Third Fang’s Star Colonel fumbling around in his Battle Cobra’s innards. He shuddered. “What kind of problem?”

      “That last fight, well…MechWarrior Miriel done stravaged up your left-arm ventral pulse laser pretty good, and—”

      “So?” Nico cut in with a flash of anger. Sylo didn’t need his permission for simple repairs. He knew the drill. The tech had been with the Cluster longer than Nico. “Just replace the weapon pod, quiaff? I need her combat ready. No excuses.”

      Sylo crossed his arms. “Aff, well, Star Captain, if it was only that simple. See, I can’t replace parts that we don’t have.”

      “What?” The simmering anger turned into white-hot wrath. “You mean to tell me that you cannot replace a single small laser?”

      “I put in a req form for the last shipment, but I’m told Battle Cobra pods are scarce.”

      “Then scavenge one from somewhere else!”

      Sylo brushed the palms of his hands together. “Neg can do, Star Captain. I could try adapting and installing a standard BattleMech laser, but that’ll take time I don’t have, ’specially if you want her combat ready so soon. Jury-rigging isn’t a fast process.”

      Nico lifted his arms in frustration. A small pulse laser would never turn the tide of a battle, but it was the principle of the thing that irked him. Everything was just too stravaging loose in this Cluster, too sedate for those who called themselves Clan. First Yvgeny was letting his waist, his beard, and his attitude grow lax, and now Sylo was not working hard or smart enough to make Nico’s OmniMech 100 percent combat effective.

      It was unacceptable.

      “If you don’t mind my askin’, sir,” Sylo said, casually leaning next to the gantry, “what’s got you so hot under the collar lately? Someone else in your Trinary piss you off?”

      Nico drew a slow, centering breath to restrain himself from beating his technician senseless. As much as he wanted to punish Sylo for his callous indifference, he needed the man to finish repairs, and killing the man outright would be wasteful and unClanlike.

      “There are some filthy Spheroid merchants en route,” he answered, gazing up at all forty tons of war machine. “When they arrive, I might need to put the fear of Kerensky in them.”

      

      
        
        HADFIELD SPACEPORT

        BENFLED

        STEEL VIPER OCCUPATION ZONE

        24 MARCH 3053

      

      

      Wearing expensive Lyran garb and a dusky blond wig, Li waited silently in a jump seat inside the Tianlong’s expansive cargo hold as the Clan foot-infantry squad—or Point, or whatever the Clan designation for conventional infantry was supposed to be—stood guard at the bottom of the DropShip’s main loading ramp. Something about the gray-and-blue uniformed foot soldiers seemed wrong: until that moment, she’d only seen evidence that the Clans used battle-armored infantry—the towering, three-meter-tall battlesuits piloted by giant, genetically-produced freaks of nature called Elementals. The spaceport garrison troops that bore the green sigil of Clan Steel Viper, however, wore only infantry helmets and strategically placed body armor, and were decidedly normal in stature, for the most part. Either something had changed about the state of the Vipers’ defense since the Clans’ loss on Tukayyid, or Cristiano’s intelligence was out of date.

      Or wrong.

      If the intel was wrong, then she owed the SAFE agent far more than an elbow to his deviated septum.

      Li absently tugged at her scratchy blouse collar while studying the infantry. Gone was the artist’s attire she had adopted on Kalidasa, an unassuming Steiner shipping magnate in its place. Throughout her spycraft career, she had impersonated many, many people, from the lowliest of blue-collar day laborers to important, high-class personages. With enough makeup and facial prosthetics, trivial things like ethnicity and gender were easy variables of her appearance to alter, especially if she was familiar with the psychology of the people she most intended to fool. These Clanners though, were an unknown, and she couldn’t be sure her Lyran merchant disguise would work on them, at least not for long.

      Especially since, out of all the people she had ever posed as before, she hated pretending to be Lyran more than anything. Her upbringing in the perpetually cash-strapped Capellan Confederation made her reject the trappings of great wealth, even temporarily. Something about pretending she had so much money that she could flippantly roll up ten-thousand-kroner notes and smoke them like cigars rankled her. Even an indigent Lyran seemed wealthy by Capellan standards. Pretending to be a Davion was easy, by comparison. She hated House Davion as much as the next Capellan, but something about them—their blind arrogance, perhaps?—she found so easy to mimic. Had she more time to study and internalize Clan psychology, a luxury few outside the Wolf’s Dragoons had, she would have gladly opted to impersonate a Clan warrior, but a Lyran merchant’s guise was the second-best option for reaching the planet unscathed.

      Li felt a shudder through the deck plate. Another followed it in rhythmic cadence. Somewhere outside, a Steel Viper BattleMech—maybe even one of the Clan’s fabled OmniMechs—was patrolling the grounds. From what Li knew of these Clans, they were accustomed to challenges and formal battle, so deception and unannounced combat were seemingly foreign to them. However, the patrolling ’Mech told her that the Steel Vipers were neither stupid nor careless—not like Cristiano or his SAFE compatriots—especially not after the Com Guards summarily defeated enough of the Clans on Tukayyid to force the fifteen-year truce. Even taking ritual combat into consideration, not even the Vipers were foolhardy enough to leave important locations unguarded.

      She reached up to her ear and triggered the comm unit. “Luduan, are you in position?” she asked in German.

      “Jawohl. Just say the word.”

      “All right. Time to see if Cristiano’s intel is actually worth anything.”

      Li had intended to wait for one of the attentive infantrymen at the base of the ramp to stop paying attention to the Tianlong’s interior, but that never seemed to happen. Insects buzzed about from the warm air outside, and none of troopers bothered to swat at one whenever it landed on exposed skin. Li hesitated. Only Death Commandos had that kind of discipline, as far as she knew.

      These Steel Vipers, even down to lowly infantry, were “steel” in every sense of the word.

      But there was no more time to waste. “Go on three,” she radioed. “Drei…zwei…ein…”

      From the opposite side of the cargo bay, lift fans roared to life, and an unarmed, civilian hover jeep careened down the ramp. The infantry stepped to either side to avoid getting run over, but their laser rifles were up and ready to fire as Luduan pulled the jeep around to face them.

      He stood up in the open driver’s seat and shook his fist at them. “Vhat is zeh meaning of zhis?” he shouted in comically thick German-accented English. “Your merchant caste leaders gave me permission to land, and zhis is how I am treated? Time is money, and you are vasting it! Don’t you Clan people know the meaning of ‘vaste’?”

      Li fought the urge to crack a smile as she slinked out of the cargo bay and onto the loading ramp. Before the distracted soldiers could spot her, she leaped from the ramp, fell a few meters to the hard-packed dirt, and rolled to soften the landing. The crunching impact of her boots on the ground made her glad the jeep’s lift-fan volume had swallowed the noise of her fall.

      She quickly clambered down into the blast pit below the Tianlong. There, she shucked off the dreadful Lyran overcoat and slacks to reveal a remarkably drab gray-and-blue uniform underneath it. It bore neither rank device nor identifying features, for it needed none, according to the SAFE intel—none except the embroidered triangular patch bearing the bright green insignia of Clan Steel Viper.

      She tore off her wig and ran a hand through a short and deliberately unflattering utilitarian haircut, then clasped a flat, silver band around her right wrist. The false codex bracelet contained forged data indicating she was a recent transfer from Montmarault, another Viper-held planet a single hyperspace jump away. If things went according to plan, no one would try scanning the codex’s contents, but a little caution went a long way.

      She touched the microtransceiver in her ear. “I’m on my way in. Have Xiezhi ready when I give the signal.”

      Luduan was probably still arguing with the infantry squad—she could still hear the whine of his lift fans even from down here—but two distinctive radio clicks in her earpiece conveyed his acknowledgment.

      Li checked the composite needler concealed in a holster at the small of her back. Then she drew a deep breath and began climbing out of the blast pit.

      

      
        
        THIRD FANG CLUSTER COMMAND POST

      

      

      Nico was halfway through his usual morning jog when Yvgeny’s coregn, Star Commander Anaïs, unexpectedly drew up alongside him and matched his running pace.

      “Ovkhan,” she said, “I have received a disturbing report from the starport.”

      How long had she run to deliver this message, he wondered? A communicator call would have sufficed, but knowing Anaïs, she had likely chosen to relay the information personally. The Star Commander was a masochist, and a long sprint all the way across the cantonment to pass on a simple message was just enough excuse to justify her own particular brand of self-flagellation. Anaïs could punish herself as she pleased, but Nico had better uses for his time.

      But you were never there, were you? the voice in the back of Nico’s thoughts interrupted. You cannot even begin to understand what she went through, what Yvgeny went through, on Tukayyid.

      Nico quashed the thought and narrowed his eyes against the blazing yellowish-white trail of Benfled’s rising F0V sun as he maintained pace along the well-worn running track. “And you tell me this why, Star Commander? You do not report to me.”

      Anaïs’s face twisted into a worried frown. “The Star Colonel is…indisposed.”

      A desolate sigh escaped Nico’s throat. Ever since Tukayyid, Yvgeny had retreated further and further into his shell, until he was nothing but a mere shadow of his former prestige. He merely went through the motions, but no one dared challenge for command of the Cluster. Everyone, Nico included, worried that the fierce, honorable warrior that had gone to war on that sleepy Rasalhaguian world would return during the span of a single intake of breath, that he might snap and visit nearly ten months’ worth of festering rage and rancor on whomever was foolish enough to insinuate via challenge that maybe, just maybe, he had deserved to be defeated on Tukayyid. But for now, the Third Fang was punished by having what the Cluster called an “Iron Turtle” for a leader rather than a true Steel Viper.

      Just the thought of that man allowing himself to be reduced to such a disparaging epithet struck a lightning rod at Nico’s feet. The Star Colonel could ignore his garrison post all he wanted, but Nico decided he could not, not if something was truly amiss.

      “Has a batchall been issued?”

      “Neg, Star Captain,” Anaïs acknowledged.

      “Then are we under attack by cowardly Inner Sphere surats who must resort to chicanery to win battles?” Nico spoke with a smirk in his words, but did not let the expression reach his eyes.

      “Neg.” Anaïs pulled a noteputer from a utility pocket in her work uniform. “According to Point Commander Mikhail, the DropShip in question is registered to a Lyran Free Traders Association. According to its manifest, the last stop on its itinerary before arriving here was Pandora, a Federated Commonwealth world just across the border.”

      The jogging path curved around the base’s perimeter, and Nico was glad to finally get the sun out of his eyes. “And?”

      “The Point Commander’s inspection team, the one you ordered to harass the merchants when they landed—they found BattleMechs hidden among the cargo.”

      “BattleMechs? Then that must mean—” Nico slowed to a stop and took a moment to catch his breath as reality dawned. These savashri Spheroid merchants were trying to arm local pockets of resistance. Any ’Mechs they could proliferate would only aggravate the situation, and if the Jade Falcons caught wind of the situation, they would likely paint crosshairs on the Third Fang, maybe even try to wrest control of the world with an ill-timed Trial of Possession. Clan Jade Falcon would be foolish to waste such an opportunity: with the Truce of Tukayyid in place for the next decade and a half, the only credible threats to the Steel Vipers’ Occupation Zone were its neighboring Clans. If the Benfled resistance made the Falcons’ job even the slightest bit easier…

      “Follow me to the ’Mech bay,” he said. “We must make an example of these corrupt Spheroid merchants ourselves.” He pulled his comm unit from his belt and keyed up a specific channel. “Technician Sylo,” he radioed to the ’Mech hangar, “send a team out to the spaceport. Our…guests have tried to smuggle BattleMechs onto the planet, and I want them retrieved and stripped for parts.”

      

      
        
        HADFIELD SPACEPORT

      

      

      Li carefully made her way across the Vipers’ base, a difficult prospect to accomplish out in plain sight this deep behind enemy lines. In many ops, she had slunk through darkened back alleys and corridors through which authorized personnel might come through at any moment. In those situations, her training would let her vanish at the blink of an eye—duck behind alcoves, slither into open maintenance ducts, vault up onto conduits or rafters running through the ceiling—but not so in this case.

      Here, she needed to blend in, make herself look as though she belonged in the middle of a base controlled by a nearly alien culture that the Maskirovka, SAFE, and the Combine’s Internal Security Force had only been able to study from afar for less than four years. By comparison, the Capellan Confederation’s intelligence caches on its Successor State neighbors spanned entire centuries. The infamous Huli Jing had studied enough intelligence and counterintelligence briefs to predict what the average Davion, Steiner, Kurita, Marik, or even Capellan supporter would probably do even before they decided to do it. But the Clans…they were a different story. Too many variables. Too many unknowns. Cristiano’s intel had filled in some of the holes regarding the Steel Vipers specifically, but gaps still remained, gaps that undermined Li’s confidence in her own abilities.

      How many ducal courts had she infiltrated undetected in her career? How many countless assassinations had she pulled off without a hitch, only to have her resolve shaken by the current task at hand?

      Uncertainty wasn’t the only thing shaking her. Upon crawling out of the blast pit and stepping out onto the open tarmac, she felt the ground shake beneath her in rhythmic, mechanical earthquakes. The towering shadow of a crimson, steel-accented BattleMech blotted out Benfled’s sun and spilled across her as its ungainly chicken-legged shape patrolled the spaceport grounds. The ’Mech’s flattened, saucer-shaped torso and stubby short-range-missile pods lent the impression of a Jenner, but the profile didn’t look quite right. This Clan Jenner was not the most formidable ’Mech, at least not compared to her Xiezhi, but the concussion from even a single SRM would be enough to liquefy her. And no one, not even the vaunted Huli Jing, could survive her sixty-five kilos being crushed beneath the spade-shaped heel of a 35-ton BattleMech.

      But she had to belong. At that moment, she was a Steel Viper from the technician caste, completely at ease beneath patrolling ’Mechs and trusting the Jenner pilot to pay attention to where they were going. Li paid the BattleMech no heed and crossed the tarmac as though nothing was amiss, fighting to maintain a calm façade and confident stride every time the BattleMech’s step jarred the ground underfoot.

      Two Viper infantrymen manned a security checkpoint leading into the Third Fang Cluster’s base. Li followed the example of the Clanners ahead of her in line. She screwed her face into a sour, take-no-guff grimace and presented her codex bracelet for scanning without looking these trained killers in the eye—something about inter-caste relationships and the inherent inferiority of the technician caste, according to her intel. Above all, she made a concerted effort to ignore the needler holster pushing against her lower spine. The technician caste was forbidden to carry weapons, so if the guards found it on her, she would be executed for treason against the Way of the Clans. Every word she uttered, spoken only when prompted, was voiced in perfectly accented Star League English.

      The infantrymen cleared her, and she pressed farther into the base.

      Being this deep inside enemy territory usually elicited a thrill, a heady rush of delight at having made it this far without the enemy being the wiser. Not so, this time. The hallways of the Viper base seemed to constrict around her like reptilian coils slowly crushing the life out of her. If a Successor State managed to capture her, slim though those odds might be, she knew what fate awaited her. The Confederation’s allies would repatriate her, under the provisions of
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