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      For more than a thousand years, humanity has spread its wings across a huge swath of space that came to be known as the Inner Sphere. With Terra at its center, humankind worked diligently to colonize the known corners of the universe, and even beyond.

      This colonization effort gave rise to Great Houses that emerged to oversee vast territories of space. As these factions fought to control their borders, their resources, and planets, they also fought to gain the upper hand over each other. The primary weapon in these wars were BattleMechs, hulking behemoths that contained as much firepower as a small army. These incredible machines became the standard of warfare for hundreds of years.

      Over the centuries, conflagrations sparked and great wars erupted like volcanoes. One of the most pivotal wars took place in the 2766, when treachery befell the great Star League—a government with a massive military that kept the Great Houses in check. With the backing of the largest army ever assembled, the Star League Defense Force ended this civil war and sought a new leader. When one could not be found, they left the Inner Sphere in 2784. Their commander, General Aleksandr Kerensky, wanted to ensure that the SLDF’s might could not be used to ever terrorize the universe.

      While the Great Houses and smaller states of the Inner Sphere used everything from mercenaries and open conflict to spies and subterfuge to chip away at each other’s borders, Kerensky and his exiled people underwent their own civil war, each side with a different idea for their future. This bloody conflict ended under the rule of his son, Nicholas, who created twenty Clans, dedicated to the idea that “might makes right” and that they were destined to one day return to the Inner Sphere. The Clan that conquered Terra would become the ilClan—the undisputed leader of all twenty of these Clans—and they would protect humanity from that point on.

      Hundreds of years passed, and Kerensky’s army faded in the memory of the Inner Sphere. Meanwhile, the Clans jockeyed for power among each other until 3050, when they decided the time was right to return to the Inner Sphere. Their invasion was swift and brutal, conquering planet after planet with superior technology and their adherence to a brand-new culture that seemed wholly alien to the Inner Sphere.

      To aid the Inner Sphere, ComStar—the organization responsible for the Hyperpulse Generator Network, which allowed planets to communicate with each other at the speed of light—fought the Clans to a standstill on the planet of Tukayyid in May, 3052. The Clans agreed to the term of their agreement with ComStar, a fifteen-year pause to their conquest. In the meantime, the Great Houses, mercenaries, and everyone else built up their armies and advanced their technology to keep the Clans contained a certain distance from Terra.

      For almost a hundred years, through further catastrophes, wars, and the collapse of the HPG network, the Clans integrated into the Inner Sphere. In 3151, more than a century after their initial invasion, Clans Wolf and Jade Falcon saw an opening to conquer Terra and took it. After a merciless dual invasion that ravaged the birthplace of humanity, the Republic of the Sphere, the government controlling Terra, fell, and Clan Wolf defeated Clan Jade Falcon to became the ilClan. While ilKhan Alaric Ward worked to build a new Star League centered on Terra, the rest of the Inner Sphere roiled with chaos.

      No spot on the interstellar map was more chaotic than the Hinterlands. When Clan Jade Falcon emptied their occupied planets in their bid for Terra, a power vacuum opened, and many players stepped in to fill it, from the former Lyran General Sarah Regis and her new “Tamar Pact” region, to ex-Lyran Archon Vedet Brewer, who took the planet Melissia and formed a new government called the Vesper Marches. The remaining Jade Falcons split into two different factions: one led by Khan Jiyi Chistu, who tried to keep the Jade Falcons alive by any means necessary, and the other led by Syndic Marena, formerly of the Jade Falcon Merchant Class, who cut all bonds to Clan culture and established the Alyina Mercantile League.

      One surprising faction that arose from the ashes of the Jade Falcon Occupation Zone was the Arc-Royal Liberty Coalition. For almost a hundred years, Arc-Royal had been the home planet of the legendary mercenary unit The Kell Hounds, and of the Kell family even longer than that. Founded by brothers Morgan and Patrick Kell, the Hounds’ philosophy was to be so effective, they could bring an end to wars altogether.

      But cracks began to show in the Kell Hounds in 3142. Now led by Morgan Kell’s grandson, Evan, the unit was attacked by Chingis Khan Malvina Hazen of Clan Jade Falcon on the planet Timkovichi. The Kell Hounds repelled the Falcons and their allies, Clan Hell’s Horses, infuriating Hazen. Despite the massive casualties it would inflict on her own troops and allies, the Falcon Khan launched a successful orbital assault against the Kell Hounds, killing Evan and Arc-Royal’s duke, Martin Kell, and nearly obliterating the entire unit.

      Callandre Kell, Martin’s daughter and Evan’s niece, assumed command of what was left of the Hounds, and for four years, led a guerrilla campaign against Clan Jade Falcon. But in 3146, the Falcons attacked the Kell Hound home world of Arc-Royal. To ensure the unit’s survival, Callandre sent a message to her remaining forces to scatter. Many of her most elite units were given special instructions during the initial dispersion, told to disappear, and to return only when she gave the signal.

      As the Jade Falcons emptied their occupation zone, Callandre took back the Kell Hounds home world of Arc-Royal and established the Arc-Royal Liberty Coalition in late 3151. Trillian Steiner, current Archon of the Lyran Commonwealth struggling with the fractures and defections in her territory, sent emissaries to Callandre asking the Kell Hounds to return to her service, but Callandre “tactfully” refused. With her burgeoning faction predicated on freedom for any in their fold, Callandre still had one more thing to do. She sent a cryptic message to her remaining loyalists to regroup in secret, and trained those who answered the call, collecting resources and biding her time.

      Back in 3146, Hank Mallory was the major in charge of the Kell Hounds “Wolfhound” battalion, operating independently out of Galatea. En route back to their base of operations, the Wolfhounds received Callandre Kell’s initial orders to vanish. She would let them know personally when it was time to come home. Virtually overnight, Mallory transformed his unit into the Ghost Dogs and they left the life of the Kell Hounds quietly behind them, ready to answer the call of the Hound when it finally came.
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        THE RUINS OF GREYWALK

        TIMKOVICHI

        THE HINTERLANDS

        19 MAY 3151

      

      

      Old Tom Frost sat atop a hunk of ferrocrete in the middle of a ruined street that’d been blown apart in the bombardments. Beside him was a small fire he’d started and whose light and warmth he bathed in while plucking on the strings of his guitar.

      Haunted by the souls of a hundred thousand victims of the Jade Falcons, he found this was the best place to listen to their secrets while he worked out the kinks on a new ballad. Humming along to the descending notes with his gravelly voice, Tom wondered what sort of sadness he’d convey this time through that ancient marriage of lyrics and music. It was always a sharp thing, trying to get the melody set to the images and find a way to tell a story in song. It was easier in the stories he filed with the wire service. As much as the journalism paid better, he preferred the music.

      A light caught his eyes in the darkness of the small hours.

      Looking up to the boundless stars, hazy through the smoke of his fire, he caught a sparkling glint of light in the sky.

      “Falling star?” he said to himself, knowing full well stars didn’t fall. But this particular pinprick streaked through the sky, right toward him, growing every second.

      “The hell?”

      It didn’t take him long to realize it wasn’t a star or a meteor, but a DropShip, burning fast into Greywalk.

      Who the devil would want to come and disrupt the whispering ghosts that spoke to him through his guitar strings? No one came to Greywalk anymore. Not since the Night of Heartbroken Howls, when the Falcons burned everything to kill the Kell Hounds and created big black spots on the surface of Timkovichi where the Kell Hounds had battled the Hell’s Horses on the Summer Veldt, and here in Greywalk where the Hounds’ reserves held strong positions. A crater of lost lives and tears made from shattered steel and cracked ferrocrete. This was the one settlement they had shattered completely. That wasn’t to say they hadn’t fought in any of the other cities, but they’d been rebuilt. This was the only one that was still a burned-out husk, filled with an empty peace Tom found a disturbingly soothing respite after a hard day’s work.

      When the DropShip got closer, he knew exactly who would come and disturb this peace. The Fortress-class DropShip, a gray globe of death, bore the triangular black and red logo of the Kell Hounds.

      They were the walking ghosts.

      Of course they would come.

      That must mean war was coming, or coming back. The Jade Falcon garrison wasn’t much, but it would certainly put up a fight.

      One small part of Tom told him to run, that the Kell Hounds wouldn’t be pleased to see anyone. Spirits of revenge were always trigger-happy and ol’ Tom Frost wasn’t an unfriendly face, but they didn’t know him from Adam, either. Not by sight. All he’d have to do was hop on his hovercycle and bail with the wind in his mane of curly grayed hair and the guitar strapped to his back, and they’d never be the wiser.

      But the instinct kicked in.

      That sense he had to bear witness. So he could write it down. Take the pictures. Document it. Be the all-seeing eye. It wasn’t every day a story just fell into his lap. He wanted to chase it as far as he could.

      What’s the worst that could happen? They might shoot him? It’s not like he was wearing Falcon jade. And what would he be doing in a place like Greywalk other than paying his respects for the dead?

      Succumbing to that loud echoing siren’s song to capture the story, he made his way toward the descending DropShip. It was easy to spot where it finally landed, on the outskirts of the city beyond the old residential block. He could see its lights over the cracked-teeth of roof silhouettes of the firestorm-consumed houses.

      Ol’ Tom figured he got about ten blocks away before he ran into his first sign of trouble. Tanks. A lot of ’em. Hovering around, securing a perimeter.

      Though Tom was no expert, he figured the tanks were Maxims, big and bulky, with some mean-looking missile launchers sprouting from the top like death’s rainmakers. It was hard to make out in the dark, since the Kell colors were still black and red, but what else would it be? One came right at him and skidded to a halt and poured troops out its backside like the runs, and he stopped his own hovercycle just in time for a few Hounds to point some laser rifles into his face.

      “Whoa there, easy now,” he told them.

      “Identify yourself,” one of the troops said. She had a low, husky voice and, for some reason he couldn’t quite put his finger on, it reminded him of pictures he’d seen of Natasha Keresnky. In either case, both women could probably kick his ass from one side of Timkovichi to the other, alive or dead. And he didn’t have any reason to want that to happen. He couldn’t file a story if he got shot by a trigger-happy Hound.

      Lifting his hands up nice and easy, he did exactly as they asked. “I’m Tom Frost. I work for the IPNW and I’m just out here⁠⁠—”

      She cut him off and stepped a little closer, raising that laser rifle up a little higher, like she might be looking to boil his brains out rather than his heart. “The what?”

      “The IPNW—Inter-Planetary News Wire. Journo. Commentator. Writer. A stringer.” Tom smiled at himself. “A newshound.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Truth be told, I was looking for some peace and quiet to write some songs. I’m a bit of a six-string samurai, and was just plucking on the makings of a song in some peace and quiet. Nothing more peaceful than a town-turned-graveyard.”

      She raised a hand to her ear, listening to orders. He knew she was a professional from her bearing. And the others were all professionals, too. They wore that Kell Hounds logo; of course they were professionals. And she was getting her orders about something from somewhere. She whispered into her little microphone and the signals were beamed from one side of Greywalk to another until she got her answer.

      “Let’s see your credentials,” the woman said finally.

      “They’re still around my neck,” Frost told her. “You can see ’em easy enough.”

      She cocked her head and nodded for one of her subordinates do the honors while she kept her weapon of war aimed straight at him. The soldier next to her approached, smelling like ozone, rifle grease, and Terran pine aftershave. They reached up to his neck and found the press credential hanging there like they always were. Never left home without ’em. They flashed their light on it and checked the holographic pictures and the credentials. It was legit, and they couldn’t argue with it. He was no liar and the credential was good.

      “Wanna check my guitar, too?” he asked, pointing to it slung on his back.

      But the soldier ignored him and turned back to their boss. “It’s legit.”

      “Like I told ya.”

      The woman looked right into him and narrowed her eyes. “The colonel wants to see him.”
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      A few hours passed with Tom sitting in the back of the hover transport. The Maxim. The logos on the inside confirmed his suspicions about the make and model. He would have written down some notes, but they took his tablet. And he’d’ve taken pictures, too, but they took his camera as well.

      Obviously they took his guitar, or he’d’ve whiled away the time serenading them with the new tune.

      “You’ll get it all back after,” they assured him.

      But he still hadn’t seen the colonel, whoever they were. Some kind of warrior poet by the way the others spoke about them. In hushed and reverent whispers more befitting a god than a military leader.

      More time passed, and a light shone in his face and the transport’s door opened. A hand reached behind his arm. “All right,” he told them. “I’m goin’.”

      He stepped back out onto the bruised and battered ferrocrete, but in much closer view of the DropShip this time. It was bigger than he remembered last seeing it.

      The sky had turned gray with the promise of morning. He smiled at the idea that he’d see another day.

      Standing in a field of broken houses, in the middle of a shattered street, was the shape of a woman in front of a glimmering ferrosteel plinth—the base of a huge statue, but without the statue. She ran a hand delicately against it and, spotting her there, Tom Frost knew this was the colonel. You didn’t mess with the colonel. She wasn’t like normal people. And he was damn sure she was some sort of Warrior Poet, with the capital letters and everything.

      “Go,” came that husky Black Widow’s voice from behind him, shoving him in the colonel’s general direction.

      He took a few steps and another soldier handed him back his guitar. And tablet. And camera. “Much obliged,” he said to the Hound, slinging the axe back around his neck. Then he shoved the tablet into his pocket, and kept the digital tri-vid capable camera with four lenses in his hand.

      Before he took another step, he powered the camera on, raised the eyepiece to his face, and snapped a picture of the pensive leader, mourning the loss of her uncle and unit in a painful way he could only imagine, but still felt in his bones. With that image secure, he marched right on over there.

      She didn’t turn to regard him as he got closer. “They tell me you’re a newshound,” she said as he came near.

      “Among other things,” he said, taking the hint he should stop right there and get a closer look at this new altar they’d dropped, a slab of—ferrosteel, maybe?—on an ornate base about a meter and a half wide. It was nearly as tall as the woman standing in front of it, and covered in print too fine for him to read at this distance.

      Getting closer, seeing it catch the twinkle in the lights of the DropShip, it was definitely ferrosteel. And the writing consisted of names. A hundred or more. He didn’t recognize hardly any of them, but he did make out the message carved at the base of the memorial plinth, loud and clear:

      
        
        VENGEANCE IS OWED

      

      

      He couldn’t argue with that.

      Wouldn’t want to.

      “Tell them about this,” she said.

      “You’re not stickin’ around to do it yourself?”

      “We’ll be back. But we’re leaving now for a larger mission. One that’s going to mean a lot to a lot of people, including those of Timkovichi.” She ran her fingers across a name on the memorial. Evan Kell. “My uncle died here. In the bombardment. They deserve some recognition.”

      Tom shook his head. “Must be bittersweet for you to bring some closure but see all the destruction after all this time.”

      She nodded with a solemn, harsh silence that ran a reverent shiver down Tom’s back. After that long moment passed, she spoke to him. “Tell the Falcons here we’re coming for them,” she said. “Tell everyone we’re coming for them.”

      “I imagine you’re taking home back first?” he asked.

      He wasn’t clueless. He knew Arc-Royal had a lot more significance to the Kell Hounds than Timkovichi. But it certainly was strange they’d be all the way out here and burn into the planet just to drop a warning and leave without mopping up the Falcon garrison.

      “That’s need-to-know. All you need to know is that the Kell Hounds will be back. We’re not going to let any of this stand.”

      “I’ll let ‘em know,” Frost said. “You’ve got my word on that.”

      “Good.” The colonel turned to him, finally. Her uniform had the name Kell emblazoned on her chest. Mane of wavy auburn hair streaked with Kell Hound red, piercing eyes. High cheekbones and a grim mouth, upturned in…not disgust. Resignation? This must be the infamous Calamity Kell. The laugh lines at the corners of her eyes told him of a time in her life that had once been happy, but something about her countenance told him she hadn’t had much to laugh at for a long time. “I’ve read some of your work,” she said. “I’ll have my MechWarriors look you up when they get back. I’m sure they’ll have plenty to talk about and you’ll have plenty to write about.”

      “If I make it that long,” he replied. Honestly.

      Things weren’t the best on Timkovichi.

      Things weren’t the best anywhere.

      Things were unpredictable.

      To that, Colonel Kell made a sort of understanding noise beneath her breath. Then nodded and walked back to her DropShip.

      It wasn’t long before they were all loaded back up and taking back to the skies.

      After the DropShip was far enough away for the silence to return to Greywalk, Tom Frost sensed an easy quiet in the burned-out ashes of the town he hadn’t felt in a long time. Like the ghosts were calmer now that they were preparing for their vengeance.

      He smiled.

      That would make a great lede.
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      “The legacy of the Kell Hounds is a stick-to-it-iveness that really frustrates our opponents. If there’s anything I’m proud of, it’s how much we piss off other commands and Clan units with simple elbow grease and willpower. They always make mistakes when they’re pissed and, so far, we’ve always used it to our advantage.”

      
        
        —From the Lost Journals of Evan Kell,

        in an entry dated 8 March 3137
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        TWO KILOMETERS WEST OF BAKERSFIELD

        KIRKCALDY

        HINTERLANDS

        26 MAY 3152

      

      

      Colonel Hank Mallory felt decidedly too old to be crossing a wooded area full of megafauna in his Wolfhound, trying and failing to herd them toward the engagement zone. He was a month into his sixty-fourth year, and this sort of nonsense was a young MechWarrior’s game.

      “Where we at, Bravo Hound?” he called to Raven Davis, the captain in charge of the Bravo Lance of his command, the infamous Ghost Dogs. Her ’Mechs were positioned a few klicks away at the bottom of the rise, trying to create a path where the trhinoceros herd would flood into the cave system where the Jade Falcon remnants were holing up. As far as the Ghost Dogs could tell—at least as far as Hank’s XO, Ilsa Escalera, had informed him—the trhinos had a den inside the caves where the Falcons were hiding, so if the Dogs could get the megafauna to stampede into their home, it might deal with their Falcon problem. Or at least flush them out of the cave.

      So here he was, playing ’Mech cowboy in the woods, trying to rustle up some proverbial cattle.

      He didn’t like it.

      “We’re in position,” Raven replied over the comm. “Are they incoming?”

      “Not yet,” Hank told them. “The trhinoceroses—trhinoceri?—aren’t exactly cooperating.”

      The Kirkcaldy trhinoceros was a big animal that looked like a cross between the Terran rhinoceros and the fossil record of a Terran triceratops, and it was as big as the latter. The trhinos could take down ’Mechs, especially the lighter ones, with a good charge if there were enough of them coming at once. The Wolfhound Hank piloted was just 35 tons, but was built solidly and could take that kind of hit.

      He was most worried about the infantry and tanks in his purview. It had taken him a while to get used to the idea that he was a combined arms unit now. At least Charlie Lance was. “Charlie Lance, sitrep.”

      “We’re in place,” said Rufo Nguyen, the captain of Charlie Lance.

      And as much as Hank didn’t want to think about it, one of those three personalities—Rufo, Ilsa, or Raven—would replace him when he retired. He wasn’t looking forward to picking which one, but he was definitely looking forward to retiring.

      Nudging a trhinoceros with his Wolfhound’s leg, the big lummox just sat there, eating verdant leaves from a mushroom-shaped tree in the glade on the side of the mountain. “Get going, you damn animal.”

      Hank kicked it harder this time. Instead of bolting, it merely turned around and gave Hank what could only be described as a stern look. Getting the stink-eye from a pack animal with the IQ of shoe leather was not the way he wanted to start his golden years.

      “You gotta finesse it, Colonel,” Ilsa said. From the corner of his viewscreen he saw her keeping a sensible distance in her Hound, a bulky, humanoid ’Mech that was shoulders all the way across to support a turret-like autocannon atop them, all done up in the standard Ghost Dogs colors. He never liked the colors; he associated the pink where their Kell Hound red used to be with salmon. And then where they used to be matte black, they were now light whitish-gray. Not because anyone had any particular affinity for those colors, but those were the ones they could get their hands on when they made the switch from Kell Hounds to Ghost Dogs. Over the years, they’d ended up adding white and powder blue to the trim to stop other commands from calling them various salmon-related nicknames. The last thing he wanted was pirates, other merc commands, or house units poking fun at his people for being sock-eyed. Or making threats about turning them into sashimi. Clearly the extra colors didn’t work, but it was what it was. The Ghost Dogs livery looked fine enough with the pink-gray-white-blue ensemble.

      Ilsa stepped forward and used her medium lasers to torch the tree the trhinoceros was picking leaves from. The tree lit up like an oversized bonfire. But even with its leaves and branches burning, the damned beast still wouldn’t move.

      “You’re gonna start a forest fire,” Hank said. That was decidedly out of their mission parameters. And his XO, of all the folks in his unit, knew they’d be responsible for damages if the fire got out of hand.

      Hank reached out with his Wolfhound’s articulated hand and smothered the fire in his grip. With that dealt with, he flipped on his externals and whooped at the damn thing. He must have made a helluva noise, because that’s what finally got the trhinoceros’ attention. The creature reared up onto its hind legs and huffed, giving an offended, roaring trill before tear-assing away at top speed toward its companions.

      “What’d I tell you, sir?” Ilsa said.

      “I did that.”

      “Because I lit the tree up.”

      Hank rolled his eyes and watched the pack of a dozen trhinoceroses bolt in exactly the right direction. “Charlie Lance, they’re heading your way.”

      “I’m picking them up on seismic,” Rufo said. “We’ve got it under control.”

      They were positioned on the far ridge, and if the trhinos headed toward them, the tanks were supposed to crack shells over the trhinos’ heads to redirect them, and the infantry was going to open fire. They figured the infantry’s slugthrowers probably wouldn’t pierce the beasts’ hides, just be enough of an annoyance to get them to change direction. Besides, Hank didn’t want to hurt them any more than they absolutely had to. On some level, he understood that using them in the first place against the Falcons was the same as using them as giant, snorting meat missiles, but given the option of putting his people more at risk or the local megafauna, he’d pick this plan every time.

      “Let’s get a move on,” Hank said. His lance—Ilsa and Boardman in Hounds and Dean and Pate in Valkyries, humanoid ’Mechs with a vaguely similar profile to his Wolfhound—needed to keep up with the back of the herd and give chase, so they kept moving.

      “Affirmative,” they all called out and followed his lead.

      His Wolfhound hit cruising speed just behind the obstinate monster at the back of the pack who had finally got the herd started. The forest was just sparse enough to make their full tilt stampede possible, but just dense enough to make keeping up in a ’Mech a pain in the ass without crashing into the thick-trunked trees down along the way. The trhinos’ stride was such that they could run almost as fast as a ’Mech, but they were much more nimble as they flowed through the foliage. They were also a helluva lot smaller, and had been doing it all their lives.

      “You’d think these things would’ve learned to be afraid of ’Mechs by now,” Hank said.

      “I bet they don’t have to deal with ’Mechs as often as you think,” Ilsa said. “Or maybe their walnut-size-brains just forget.”

      The briefing about the planet said the continent was popular among a now-defunct pharmaceutical company that pretty much owned the place on behalf of the Lyrans—aside from the Jade Falcon leftovers still claiming the planet for their own. They cultivated plants and animals for all the different medicines they could derive. At some point, vultures had scooped up the company and liquidated it a decade ago, so no one had produced meds on Kirkcaldy for years. The hilarious footnote in the briefing file on the contract was that the scientists were constantly calling the Lyran militia and House units for extractions from situations involving the local wildlife. These trees would be lousy with ’Mechs every time one of those scientists on an excursion wet their bed.

      All the Ghost Dogs had to do was get the Jade Falcons remnants to surrender or leave, so the scientists and pharmaceutical start-ups could take the planet back for its medicinal value without needing to worry about getting shot by Clanners in addition to getting trampled to death by trhinos.

      “We’re rerouting them.” Rufo’s words were punctuated with huge puffs of smoke above the tree line. Hank hoped they didn’t set any other parts of the forest on fire. And he prayed to a god he didn’t believe in that none of the trhinos stepped on any of the artillery tanks or infantry.

      He glanced down at the mini-map on his console and watched the clustered red dots of the trhinoceros herd driving headlong into the little green dots of Charlie Lance’s ’Mechs and the turquoise dots of their tanks and infantry. But the red dots showed no signs of changing direction toward the caves. “They taking the bait?”

      Rufo didn’t reply.

      “Charlie Hound?” Hank asked again.

      “Hope so,” was all Rufo said.

      The red dots burned up the distance between the green and turquoise like a river of magma ready to break against the shore. Hank’s chest tightened as he stared down at his screen. He held a breath in tight at the top of his chest and then watched the first red dot make contact with a green one.

      Then it shifted direction!

      Letting his breath out, he watched the entire line of red move to the left and start its long flow toward Raven and the Bravo Lance at the mouth of the caves in the base of the mountain.

      “Bravo Hound, they’re coming to you. Sending telemetry. It’s all up to you now.”

      Hank kept running, his lance following him. Charlie Lance met up with them when they reached the top of the rise. “Contact in two,” he told them, judging the time and the distance as a constant. “You see ’em coming yet, Bravo Hound?”

      “Negative. Too much tree cover,” Raven said. “But I’ve got ’em on the seismic readouts. They’re big and fast.”

      “Also total nimrods,” Hank said. “Be ready if you need to herd ’em closer to the cave. They’re touchy.”

      “I hear you. We’ll be ready for them.”

      Raven Davis’ Bravo Lance consisted of her Wolfhound she called Spot, a pair of Mad Cat IIIs piloted by the Chrises, Ruzkin and Koenig, and a Rifleman piloted by Ari Simons. They were a crack team and an even better lance. It made sense to let them take the point position at the cave entrance, since he had ordered the rest of the Ghost Dogs to set up at the Jade Falcons’ little secret exit, per the plan.

      The whole plan was predicated on the assumption that the Jade Falcons didn’t know the Ghost Dogs had located their secondary exit. It was how they kept getting in and out and disappearing into the mountains on their guerrilla raids in the town of Bakersfield and other encampments the Ghost Dogs had been contracted to protect. They were to put an end to those shenanigans, which was why they’d spent days on planet collecting intel. More info was always better; there were too many times they’d had to go in without a clear vision of the situation, and it always bit them in the ass. Sometimes literally.

      Like Rufo. On Glengarry. Nasty business, that. Rufo’d had a rough time living that one down, and finally they’d all agreed to never mention it again, just to get him to stop moping.

      “We’ve got the trhinos on visual,” Davis said.

      “Good,” Hank said, then switched his attention to Rufo. “Charlie Hound, any word from the spotters? They haven’t left yet?”

      “Negative.”

      “Excellent. Then Bravo Hound, usher these trhinos into their little Falcon roost, and we’ll be waiting at the egress.”

      “Roger roger, Alpha Hound.”

      “You heard it, Alphas and Charlies. Let’s hightail it to their backdoor and corner them.”

      A chorus of affirmatives rang out like a flight of angels, and Hank was grateful he’d been able to maintain their military discipline as they grew closer and closer. Without the regular swap-outs and promotions with the rest of the Kell Hounds, the Ghost Dogs had become more tightly knit than Hank anticipated. That didn’t work against them, but it didn’t always work for them either. And every now and again it caused them to take foolish risks. Hank kept his paternal aloofness to prevent that as often as possible, but he also felt like he’d become a father all over again, but instead of to one ungrateful kid, it was to eleven at once.

      The cave exit was two full klicks from the entrance; as far as their data suggested, the cave system was quite expansive, but there was only one path large enough for the trhinos to follow. The enemy was more like bats than Falcons in there.

      Alpha and Charlie Lances, led by Hank, headed to the disguised exit—just in time to see the false rock wall explode open.

      “What the hell?” Rufo shouted.

      Hank couldn’t quite see through the smoke and dust. Had the animals burst through the other side already? Maybe the Falcons were gone…

      But when the dust settled, his warbook shrieked, as though he needed it to tell him what an Atlas C looked like, dressed in sloppy Jade Falcon lemon and lime.

      “Damn it,” he muttered.

      And that wasn’t the half of it.
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      Captain Raven Davis gave the order, and her Bravo Lance followed the ass of the last trhinoceros into the cave. “Let’s go, Bravo Hounds,” she said while setting her Wolfhound running to its top speed. Well, as fast as she could with the pack of indigenous trhinos leading and her ’Mech crouched and crammed into a tight cave system. With any luck, letting the trhinos take the lead would keep her and her people from walking into a trap.

      “What the hell?” Rufo shouted over the comm.

      Then the colonel followed up with an angry, “We’ve got contact!”

      Raven switched from the command line to the rest of her lance, talking directly to Simons and the Chrises. “Sounds like they’ve encountered resistance up at the reflex point, so we’re going to have to keep the pressure on from behind. Keep your eyes out for traps. Ruz, you hit magres, Koenig, you hit IR. Both of you keep your eyes on the different frequencies and let’s hope our neosaur friends here are distracting enough that the Falcons don’t notice us. But if we find ’em, we’ll run ’em right to the boss. Got it?”

      “On it, Captain,” the Chrises both said at the same time, which Raven found eerie. It wasn’t like they were related. The only thing they had in common was a first name.

      “Simons, keep our rear covered. I don’t want any surprises as we go spelunking.”

      “Got it, Captain,” they said through the radio. The lance had to maintain a tight formation because the tunnels were only barely wide enough to accommodate two ’Mechs side-by-side if they were extremely cozy. And the Mad Cat IIIs, with their massive shoulder pauldron missile launchers, torpedo-nosed cockpits and wide gunslinger stances and arms, were so big as it was, they’d have to take turns stepping by each other to get through when the walls narrowed any more. But they’d had reports that the Falcons were moving big assault ’Mechs through the caves, so they had to be at least that big—carved out for the purpose most likely.

      Raven would have liked to have more of a plan than to simply follow the trhinos, but in all of her experience as a merc, she’d discovered that simple plans tended to work best. The stampede brought down dust and rocks throughout the entire cavern, and Raven worried her “simplicity” might bring the whole damn place crashing down on them, but other than the concerning rumbles, her instruments assured her the place was safe enough.

      She couldn’t be blamed for not trusting them completely. There was a reason she had a reputation as the most no-nonsense lance commander of the Ghost Dogs. She didn’t like that reputation, but she had to admit it was apt.

      “Anything yet?” she called to the Chrises.

      “Not on magres,” Ruz said.

      “Nothing on infrared either,” answered Koenig.

      Raven noticed the shift in light, and something other than the harsh yellow her Wolfhound’s floodlights produced. This was a soft, pulsating aquamarine shimmering through the smoke. As quickly as it started, the stampede ended and she stepped out into a massive phosphorescent oasis centered around an underground lake.

      No wonder the trhinos came to a place like this, she thought. A few shafts of bright daylight slanted down from the ceiling where the sun penetrated fissures in the Kirkcaldy mountains. The cracks were reinforced by a steel mesh web that extended across most of the ceiling, lending credence to her notion that this place wasn’t entirely natural. There were lush ropes of ivy climbing up stalagmites and stalactites. The gentle luminescence in various shades of turquoise came from fronds on the surface of the clear water, illuminating the rock walls of the pool. Other points of light pulsated from soft beds of bioluminescent moss, creeping along the rocks on the shore. The sight was enough to calm the herding megafauna; this was clearly their home and their safe space. Raven had to be honest with herself: it was enough to take her breath away, too.

      Unfortunately, the trhinoceroses weren’t the only ones at the old watering hole.

      Across the distance of the beautiful tableau were three Jade Falcon ’Mechs. At least one of them was running and weapons hot, if her instruments were to be believed. It was a Dasher I, small and agile, a light ’Mech with weapon pods fixed high on its “shoulders.” This model was loaded out like a sniper, with an extended-range large laser and LRM-5, deadly if they hit you. It was flanked by a pair of Pouncer As, nasty missile boats that looked like hunched-over turtles with the Falcon paint scheme. They were the only things that could spoil the sight; she still hated seeing Jade Falcons after what they’d done to the Kell Hounds and all the years of hiding in which they’d forced the Wolfhounds to become the Ghost Dogs because of it.

      “Either of you getting a reading on the Pouncers?” Raven asked the Chrises.

      “Negative. Cold on my scope,” one said, and the other concurred.

      “Keep an eye out. The last thing we need is them coming after us.”

      The rest of the lance agreed as she took aim at the Dasher I, though not before it opened fire. Its violet laser slashed at her, holing armor on her right weapon arm.

      Raven returned fire with her own extended-range laser; her Inner Sphere model colored more blue than purple. Unfortunately, she missed, and her laser carved right into the Pouncers standing sentinel over the Dasher’s left shoulder. As they exchanged fire and shifted the weight of that many ’Mechs, they shook loose dust and rubble that clouded and fell in every direction.

      “Fan around the pool, I don’t want anybody falling into some bottomless hole,” she told her MechWarriors, “and let’s take care of this fast.”

      Her heart beat faster, worried both about her people and about the potential for a trap. She didn’t like the setup here, and she didn’t like the way things were playing out, but she was going to play her part and keep her lance safe.

      Each of the Chrises took their respective Mad Cat III a different direction around the water, Simons following Ruzkin the long way to the left and Koenig lined up behind Raven on the right. They were going to hammer that Dasher if it was the last thing they did.

      Seeing the writing on the wall, the Dasher pilot didn’t stay to fight. They hightailed it fast as a jackrabbit through one of the stone archways and down a corridor that led away from them.

      The Mad Cats bathed the entire oasis in the verdant light of their medium laser banks, but the damn Dasher was moving so fast, it was gone by the time they got their shots off.

      “Catch it,” Raven ordered. “I’ll take the rear and watch the Pouncers.”

      If they were going to spring a trap, they’d spring the trap on her.

      The Mad Cat IIIs made their run for the archway, the Rifleman following close behind them. Raven took it slow, keeping her reticles aimed square on the Pouncers. They didn’t look as though they’d moved in ages. The one she’d carved open with her errant laser blast actually had tufts of phosphorescent moss growing up one of its legs.

      The Jade Falcons had taken everything of worth to Terra to fight the Republic of the Sphere and Clan Wolf. If these Pouncers had been in proper working order, they’d be in a junk pile on Terra rather than rotting in a random cave on a random planet in the middle of a territory no one quite controlled anymore.

      Raven felt safe enough to turn from them toward the archway the rest of her lance had disappeared through, but as she stepped forward, boulders over the opening collapsed in a great roar and explosion of dust. That set the trhinos running again, but back out the way they came, kicking up even more dust.

      “Damn it!” she said over the comm. “That Dasher closed the door behind you and our megafauna support is gone.”

      “We thought that might be a possibility, Captain,” Ari said, like this was all in a day’s work. “You want me to blast through the rock?”

      “Negative,” Raven told them. “Keep after the Dasher. If that wasn’t an accident, they’re probably trying to split us up. I’ll take care of the rocks myself, and catch up with you soon.”

      “Affirmative. We’ll keep you updated.”

      “Good.”

      Raven lined up a shot against the rock fall and started melting the boulders standing in her way, shattering some and turning others into magmatic pools. It wasn’t glamorous work, but it had to be done. She wished she could go faster, but she wanted to keep the heat in her ’Mech down. She hated heat shutdowns. Her lips were always chapped for weeks afterward when she was exposed to the blistering dryness of a shutdown, despite the humidifier she’d installed in her cockpit.

      THUD!

      Startled, Raven turned. Something had hit her ’Mech. She wasn’t close to any of the boulders, though perhaps more had collapsed from the ceiling. Looking to the side of her viewscreen, she realized one of the inert Pouncers was no longer standing there. It had come to life like a vampire from its coffin. Why hadn’t her alarms warned her it had powered up?

      Leaving the rock barricade behind her, she pivoted and twisted her Wolfhound’s torso to line up a shot at the zombie ’Mech.

      They must have really been desperate and short on ’Mechs for someone to even bother trying to get into a ’Mech that damaged. It wasn’t fit to face off against a grazing trhino, much less a fully functioning ’Mech. Let alone one piloted by a Ghost Dog.

      “Why don’t you go back to sleep?” Raven whispered to the Clanner. Getting a better look at the Pouncer, it did look like a turtle, as she’d noticed before. Its upper carapace was intact, but its center mass and extremities were protected only by gnarled shards of armor, leaving most of its infrastructure and myomer muscles exposed.

      It would’ve been a crime to put one of her MechWarriors in such a machine, and when they died, she’d have had every reason to be brought up on charges of murder. Or manslaughter at the very least. It was awful.

      She didn’t quite want to, but she fired her large laser right into the damn thing at point-blank range. The laser rent a hole right through the center of the ’Mech and it fell to pieces. She didn’t know if the pilot had been killed in the crash, but that particular ’Mech wasn’t going bother her anymore.

      She kicked the prostrate ’Mech once for good measure, just in case it had any life left in it at all, and returned to clearing the passageway. She didn’t want to leave her lance alone.

      “Sitrep,” she requested while crushing more rocks beneath her weapons.

      “Dasher is down, but we’ve got one more Pouncer in here, in a lot better shape,” Ruz said. “It’s moving backward and plugging the hole, keeping us from the others.”

      “Take it down,” she told them.

      “Working on it.”

      Listening to the shouts on command line and the situation at the other end of the caves, Raven cursed under her breath.

      “Bravo Hound.” She heard the colonel call to her. “What is your ETA? We really need a rear assault on this Atlas C ASAP.”

      The warble in his voice betrayed his ordinarily confident tone, which meant that Atlas C was tearing them to shreds. If she didn’t hurry, things were gonna get a whole lot worse for all of them.
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      From the cockpit of his Wolfhound, Captain Rufo Nguyen did his best to angle around to the back of the Atlas C, hastily painted in Jade Falcon livery. It was deadly, yeah, but there was something…off about it.

      The monster of a 100-ton ’Mech had gotten off a few laser shots and even punched the colonel’s Wolfhound once in a confused, close-quarters melee when it had first emerged from the cavern entrance—clearly fighting for its life. It must not have had any ammo, because it hadn’t fired any missiles, neither the long-range complement nor the streak-sixes it normally carried. It just kept striking out, occasionally with lasers and mostly its fists.

      It hadn’t fired its Ultra AC/20 autocannon at all.

      It was peculiar in other ways, too. It wore its armor like a cheap suit, rather part of its vital structure. Additional slabs of armor had been crudely welded to practically every front panel, to the point where it could barely move, and just stood in the cave entrance, daring the Ghost Dogs to come after it.

      That’s why the assault ’Mech looked so patchwork.

      As he tried to angle behind it, Rufo fired at the Atlas C with his large and two of his four medium lasers, and scored a gash on its left side. But it was an Atlas. A stock model could take a lot of hits and still stay standing. But this armored behemoth? Who knew how much damage they’d have to inflict to take it down? Meanwhile, one good, solid punch from its massive fists could knock a ’Mech on its ass.

      He had to be smart and careful. Not usually his strong suit.

      But he had other weapons he could call up if necessary.

      “Bravo Lance ran into some trouble,” Colonel Mallory said. “They’re still engaged in the caves, and can’t support us yet.”

      “I’m doing my best to get into that position,” Rufo told him, but it would be better if he could get there sooner than later. “This Atlas is blocking our only ingress.”

      The Atlas threw another wild swing at Major Escalera’s Hound, but didn’t connect as she ducked out of the way. She shot back at the hulking monster and split an irregular sheet of armor off its forearm.

      “Do what you can,” the colonel told Rufo. “But stay safe. There’s six of us, and we should have taken this thing down by now. Something’s up.”

      Rufo wondered two things: one, what was on the other side of the Atlas C? It was doing a pretty good job of blocking the hole so nothing else could get in or out. Two; if he could slip his infantry in close enough to get inside the cave, could they make a difference somehow?

      “Gilchrist, Taylor,” he said to the leaders of his tanks and infantry, respectively. “Find an opening. Get behind the Atlas. Get into the cave to see if there’s a way you can press that advantage from the rear.”

      “On it, boss,” Gilchrist called out.

      “I imagine you want the Atlas down?” Taylor asked.

      Rufo nodded, barely comprehending that they couldn’t see it. “Yeah. Any damage you can do along the way would really help us out a lot.”

      They’d picked up Gilchrist and Taylor in the Free Worlds League. They were self-described “civilian anti-authoritarians,” and had helped the Ghost Dogs repel an invasion by the Marian Hegemony. Though they were heroes in some circles, they were spit on in others. Maybe they were used to that sort of thing, but it was to the eternal benefit of the Ghost Dogs that they decided to join up. They were some of the best, most fierce, most competent ground pounders Rufo had ever known. He hadn’t known many, so that wasn’t the highest bar to clear, but they were loyal and worked hard. The only thing they did harder than work was play, but that was to be expected with a bunch of folks working in a field with a mortality rate as high as infantry in ’Mech combat situations. They risked becoming jelly beneath the feet of battling ’Mechs on just about every mission. It was a minor miracle that Gilchrist and Taylor had survived as long as they had, let alone most of the rest of their unit. They always managed to pick up a few more strays at every stop to replenish those they’d lost.

      Point was: if anyone could get behind that Atlas C, it’d be those daffy bastards. While they were all called Ghost Dogs, Gilchrist and Taylor could actually be ghosts if they wanted to. It was ridiculous. Rufo never ceased marveling at what they could pull off.

      Now he just needed to figure out what he could pull off. He needed to push the Atlas some, get it out of the way—both so he could side-step around it, but also so he could create an opening for the infantry and maybe a tank or two to slip into the cave.

      Sure, the Atlas outweighed his little Wolfhound by almost seventy tons, and getting in close enough to shove it was asking to get clocked, but Rufo wasn’t sure what else to do. It was bogarting that damn cave, and Rufo really needed to get inside.

      Half a dozen tiny dots spread around his Wolfhound’s feet on the mini-map. Seeing Gilchrist and Taylor’s Condors and APCs also meant he probably shouldn’t walk for fear of stomping on any of his own people. Instead, he planted himself like a tree and fired at the Atlas with all his lasers. Armor cracked and melted across the ’Mech’s broadside, revealing more sheets of armor underneath. No wonder it wasn’t going anywhere.

      One of the Condors, a hover tank boasting a bulky autocannon and lasers, broke away from beneath him and headed straight for the Atlas in a streak of Ghost Dogs pink, firing everything as it zoomed forward.

      “What are you two doing?” Rufo shouted to Gilchrist and Taylor.

      He winced as the Condor rammed into the ankle of the hulking ’Mech, crumpling like a tin can against a freshman’s forehead. Rufo’s mouth dropped open.

      “Don’t worry, boss, that was deliberate,” came Gilchrist’s not-so-reassuring voice.

      The Atlas raised its wounded foot to kick the offending bug away, an automatic reflex—someone getting stung by a bee—and then the rest of the dots zoomed forward, first from his console then as an angry swarm of Condors and APCs on his viewscreen, buzzing through the opening.

      “You made it in?” Rufo asked, not believing it.

      “Affirmative, just had to keep the heat on.”

      It was no trick to do that. Every ’Mech they had not in the cave was firing at the Atlas, but it just had so much damn armor. The internal structure must have been reinforced to carry that extra weight. The must have freed up tonnage by not having it carry any ammunition. It was damned unusual, but it was the only thing Rufo could think of. Another part of it was the cloud of rock dust and missile smoke obscuring their view, even at point blank range. Every time they missed and exploded rocks, they only worsened the problem.

      More lasers burned into its reinforced armor, more missiles exploded across its bulky torso. But no matter how well armored it was, there was no way it could hold the Dogs lances off for much longer. Unless that was the plan: hold them off until reinforcements came. Or the reinforcements were inside the blocked entrance, ready to blast them apart as soon as the Atlas fell.

      “What’s the scoop in there, Ground Hounds?” Rufo asked.

      “Three ’Mechs here,” came Gilchrist’s voice, confirming Rufo’s suspicions. “A Shrike and two Gyrfalcons. But they’re not hot, no heat signatures, nothing.”

      “Got it. Just don’t let it be your tomb.” Rufo clenched his jaw at that news. If those three ’Mechs got up and running, they’d put the Ghost Dogs in a world of hurt. Their unit ran on the lighter side compared to that. “See anything else?”

      “Yeah, the rear armor on this Atlas is stripped bare. Right down to the inner skeletal structure.”

      Rufo cocked an eyebrow.

      There was no feeling sweeter than flanking a hostile enemy ’Mech that outweighed you significantly, a ’Mech that was terrorizing the rest of your crew, and shooting it in the back where it had no armor left.

      It spoke to the tenuous situation of the Jade Falcons still defending Kirkcaldy. Rufo knew they’d been in dire straits after Malvina Hazen had taken everything of value on the march to Terra, but this really was just the icing on the cake. Why leave anyone or anything at all if they were that committed?

      “What are you waiting for?” Rufo shouted at his tank crews. “Open fire!”

      It only took a moment for the Atlas to rock forward on its heels from the impact of the tanks and their blistering fire from behind. The assault ’Mech shuffled around in a semi-circle, likely trying to cover its back from the biting tanks, but all that did was show Rufo its side and part of its exposed rear.

      Gilchrist hadn’t been kidding. The whole backside of the Jade Falcon Atlas C looked more like a skeleton than a proper ’Mech, the inner structure completely exposed to the open air. It was as if they had stripped off all the armor from the back and put it on the front. It couldn’t take a hit even if it wanted to.

      Grinning from ear to ear, Rufo fired everything he had right into the Atlas’s back.
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      Major Ilsa Escalera watched the Atlas drop and saw Captain Rufo Nguyen’s Wolfhound standing behind it through the haze of weapon smoke and rock dust. At the base of the Atlas, the Ghost Dog infantry and hover tanks were scrambling, getting into firing positions against the other three ’Mechs at the back of the cavern.

      “Any signs of life in that Atlas?” the colonel said through the radio.

      “I got one still,” Rufo said. “Probably as banged up as the ’Mech, though.”

      A contingent of Ghost Dogs infantry swarmed like ants to the cockpit hatch of the Atlas. Prisoners on the ground were easier to negotiate with than Clanners riding high in a functioning ’Mech. If they were still standing in a BattleMech, they tended to think they could handle any situation, no matter how foolishly outnumbered they were. Worst case scenario, they would die in glorious battle. Or something.

      Then the colonel called Raven about the status of the Dasher.

      “I think we’ve got the place mopped up down here,” she reported. “This was a paper tiger force if I’ve ever seen one.”

      “Any survivors?” the colonel asked, and Ilsa knew instantly he was thinking the same thing she was. Had the Bravo Hounds caught the leaders, or just more pawns?

      “Two,” Raven said, her voice even, giving nothing away. “A couple of kids.”

      Ilsa frowned again. Had the Jade Falcons terrorizing Kirkcaldy been just a ragtag group of sibcadets?

      The Ground Hounds went to work extricating the Falcon pilot from the Atlas, so Ilsa pinged the colonel on their private command line. “Want me to do the honors?”

      “Be my guest,” he said.

      She’d gotten the impression he’d started thinking seriously about retirement, because he’d begun delegating more of these kinds of tasks to others in his command. Was it to test them and see how they did? Or was he just tired? Or were those the same thing?

      Turning on her external speakers, Ilsa spoke in a firm, booming voice. “Jade Falcons of Kirkcaldy, this is Major Ilsa Escalera of the Ghost Dogs mercenary unit, working on behalf of Salk Pharmaceuticals under contract with the Lyran Commonwealth. You refused our challenges and have fallen in combat. We are offering you and the rest of your comrades the ability to withdraw, I believe it’s called hegira in the parlance of the Clans. You have fought bravely under the circumstances, and we wish to offer no insult to injury.”

      She waited for a response. The only one she got was from the colonel on their private channel. “You been practicing that speech?”

      “Only in my head.”

      In front of the Atlas was some sort of commotion with the infantry. They had guns raised and were backing away from the unsealing hatch. A figure emerged, one arm limp at their side, the other raising an open palm in surrender. Neither hand held a gun.

      They looked to be a young woman. Maybe sixteen or seventeen at the oldest. Ilsa frowned. What the hell are the Falcons doing, putting a kid that young in a ’Mech like that? Where the hell are the adults?

      “Jesus,” the colonel said. “Let’s get ’em back to base and figure out what the hell’s going on here. Hegira? They might need babysitters. In the meantime, Charlie Hound, you work with the Ground Hounds and the techs to salvage what you can from these ’Mechs, if anything. I get the feeling they’re all just husks held together with spit and bailing wire.”

      Ilsa chimed in. “Anything you can find will save us money on the contract, and we have the salvage rights for everything.”

      Rufo laughed. “According to the foot patrol, it doesn’t look like there’s much worth salvaging, but they’ll get to work on the cleanup. You all take care of the prisoners, we can handle this.”

      
      BAKERSFIELD CITY JAILHOUSE

      BAKERSFIELD

      It was another hour before they had the three Jade Falcon prisoners in mirrored ferroglass cells, each of them seated silently with their wrists bound to their own little table. Ilsa didn’t want to take any chances. But the more they interacted with the sibcadets, the more Ilsa realized they really were just kids.

      This was the extent of the Jade Falcon forces on Kirkcaldy.

      Ilsa stepped into the little glass room, brightly lit and sparsely decorated, with the girl who had piloted the Atlas C. She’d given them so much trouble, and racked up a repair bill a lot higher than Ilsa ever wanted to see. They were expensing it to Salk, though, so it would probably all come out in the wash. She hoped.

      “You want to talk to me now?” Ilsa said. So far, the young Falcon hadn’t told them anything.

      “Sibcadet Chingmy. Clan Jade Falcon. Jade Falcon School of Combat on Kirkcaldy.”

      “Save me the name, rank, and serial number song-and-dance, please. The Jade Falcons are finished here, and now we really just want to figure out what to do with you. We can turn you over to the locals, but who knows where they’d ship you off to. If you weren’t all kids, that’s probably what we’d have done.”

      “We are warriors,” Chingmy said defiantly.

      “I know. What the three of you did was admirable. Beyond admirable. My compliments to your Falconer. That’s what they call your instructors, right? Falconers.”

      “Sibcadet Chingmy. Clan Jade Falcon. Jade Falcon School of Combat on Kirkcaldy.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I heard you the first time.” Ilsa looked hard at the girl, seeing the grim determination on her face. She really was just a kid, setting her jaw tight and clearly trying to keep tears from her eyes. “Your Falconer died, didn’t they?”

      The Jade Falcon said nothing, but for just a millisecond, her eyes flashed. A story started spinning up in Ilsa’s mind, and suddenly her understanding of the whole situation fell into place.

      “Stop me if I have this wrong,” she said softly—completely unlike the hard voice she used with her own warriors. “You and your other sibcadets were left here while Malvina tears ass to Terra. She leaves you an old Falconer, say, some grizzled old warrior. Solahma, they call them, right?”

      Ilsa fell silent for a few seconds, waiting for Chingmy to respond, but she didn’t.

      “Your Falconer helped your fellow cadets mount a defense of the planet, and you all did a great job
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