
  
    [image: BattleTech: Lone Wolf and Fox]
  


  
    
      BATTLETECH: LONE WOLF AND FOX

    

    
      
        BRYAN YOUNG

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Catalyst Game Labs]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        Lone Wolf and Fox

      

      
        Merry Foxmas

      

      
        Jade Foxes

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        More Battletech Fiction by Bryan Young

      

      
        Battletech Glossary

      

      
        BattleTech Eras

      

      
        The BattleTech Fiction Series

      

    

    

  


  
    
      This one is for the dreamers.

      Like Katie, I hope you find your proverbial ’Mech.
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      One of the most amazing experiences I’ve ever had at a convention happened at Chicago’s AdeptiCon in 2024. I was there to support BattleTech and sign books, but the sheer amount of people who came up to me to tell me how much the Fox Patrol meant to them was utterly humbling. I heard from more than one person that Fox Tales—the first collection of Fox Patrol stories—was the first BattleTech a reluctant spouse was willing to read and bringing more folks into the universe. Maybe the most incredible story was a father who introduced me to his kid and explained that Fox Tales was their introduction to BattleTech, and now they and their cousin were playing as the Fox Patrol in an ongoing campaign and they genuinely loved it.

      That mirrored my experience. My 8-year-old asked for BattleTech as bedtime reading, and afterward has asked to play a Kit Fox in every game we’ve played.

      When I created the Fox Patrol, I had no inkling they would resonate with so many people. It’s humbling, wonderful to see it and hear it. The thing I keep getting told over and over again is that Katie Ferraro and her merry band of misfits resonate with people because they’re just like them. Katie loves BattleMechs as much as we all do, and the small jobs the Fox Patrol takes on feel so relatable to their own mercenary campaigns.

      They see themselves reflected in the Fox Patrol through a mirror the BattleTech universe hasn’t quite provided before.

      Although I created the Fox Patrol and imagined their adventures and turned them into words, this novel (and bonus short story and novella) wouldn’t have been possible without a number of other key people. Since the serial novel was first commissioned by the editor of Shrapnel: The Official BattleTech Magazine, Philip A. Lee, the first thanks are owed to him. He saw how people were responding to the Fox Patrol and never once bat an eyelash every time I submitted a new adventure. Let’s hope there are many more Fox Patrol adventures in the future—in and out of the pages of Shrapnel.

      The next batch is the other BattleTech staff at Catalyst Game Labs, starting with Executive Editor John Helfers and Line Developer Ray Arrastia. They’re incredible creative partners and collaborators, and make me feel like I’m contributing to the universe in a meaningful way, and that my ideas and creativity is valued. That they’ve given me a fairly free hand with the Fox Patrol is proof in the trust they’ve put in me and my storytelling instincts. And every time I have someone ask me when we’re getting Fox Patrol merch is proof to me that they were at least a little right to trust me. Of course, John and Ray have a team around them, too. Everyone from Eric Salzman and the rest of the fact check team to the Joshes developing products and sourcebooks. It’s such a great, collaborative crew and I’m honored to be working with them.

      I also want to thank the folks in the fan community—especially the Star League Discord server, past and present. Folks like Kaiju, Albatross, Blimp, Robin Briseño, and so many more. They have been longtime BattleTech fans and boosters of the Fox Patrol since the very beginning. And every person who keeps showing up to an event in a Fox Patrol bomber jacket. It’s been great to have such dedicated cheerleaders that are also such fine humans. More than that, I want to thank everyone who makes their own BattleTech fan content. BattleTech truly is for everyone, and that more and more people find themselves represented in the universe and want to see even more of that by making their own things, whether creating their own units to paint and play on the table or writing their own stories and alternate universes, it’s amazing. Anything to bring more people into this amazing hobby and universe is the right thing to do, and seeing so many people having so much fun in the universe is a great way to do that.

      I'd also like to thank my fellow BattleTech writers. They're just a stellar group of people. Especially Michael A. Stackpole, who I have to thank every time I do one of these because he's the one who pulled me into this universe and I am forever grateful.

      The person I want to acknowledge most, though, is my youngest kid, Kingston. I want to tell stories for them and let them be seen in this cool universe we all love and I think the Fox Patrol is a perfect mirror for it.

      And you.

      Yeah, you. With this book in your hands.

      Thank you for reading it.

      You’re about to go on a hell of a journey. I hope you enjoy it.

      Have fun here and on the tabletop. That’s what this whole thing is about.
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        ALYINA MERCANTILE LEAGUE HEADQUARTERS

        EXCHANGE PLACE TOWER

        NEW DELHI

        ALYINA

        ALYINA MERCANTILE LEAGUE

        9 AUGUST 3151

      

      

      Syndic Marena heard they’d begun calling her the “Merchant Queen of Alyina,” and didn’t hate it as much as she thought she would. Surveying the whole of New Delhi from the top floor of her office tower, she knew she could create a new way of doing things. The city lay before her in every direction, covered in clouds threatening another impressive storm. Fortunately, it was not yet typhoon season.

      On the eastern side of the Exchange Place Tower were more high-rises like the one she’d taken for her headquarters for the Alyina Mercantile League. Beyond that was a vibrant downtown and the more residential districts, as well as the vertical hydroponic farms. Originally the buildings had been covered in ornate tilework, but the trappings of beauty in New Delhi had fallen into disrepair since Clan Jade Falcon had taken possession of the planet.

      To the north was the entertainment district. A multipurpose stadium was the centerpiece of that part of town. In the earliest days of Alyina, it had been used for cricket and other games, but nowadays it was as likely to be used for cricket as it was for ’Mech combat, like they had on Solaris VII. But those sporting events were few and far between, as the stadium had fallen into a shambles over the last hundred years. There were long-abandoned theaters she’d finally allowed to open again after a generations-long ban by the Jade Falcons. It also housed the New Delhi planetary library, a hub for all the knowledge accumulated on the planet since its founding—all the knowledge the Jade Falcons hadn’t declared seditious or detrimental, at least. To the south, where the elevator and walls obscured her view, was the river and the spaceport. And to the west?

      To the west lay the jewel of her holdings: Factory Zone 4. The massive industrial area had been built over the old jungle, and over the decades it had pushed farther and farther into the tree line on the edge of the city. It produced so much of the wealth and components that made Alyina the perfect place for Marina to form her new empire. And BattleMechs. It produced the BattleMechs that were the currency of the Inner Sphere.

      Because of its importance, Factory Zone 4 had been the most well-maintained sector of the city. In fact, most of the capital beyond the all-important Factory Zone had crumbled to ruin after a century of Clan rule. That was the problem with a society that valued warriors above all else: warriors saw war as the solution to everything. And when those warriors piloted BattleMechs, the solution to every problem became one they could simply shoot at. To shoot those problems, the warriors always needed more ’Mechs, so the means to produce their ’Mechs trumped any care for the citizenry. The Inner Sphere and those Kerensky swore to eventually defend needed something better, and that was what the Alyina Mercantile League would be.

      Marena was used to being underestimated, the opposite of everything the Jade Falcons had become. She was a Black woman and a shrewd merchant in a world dominated by barbarous Clan warriors like the lily-white Malvina Hazen. Yes, she was a Trueborn Jade Falcon, but that did not matter, since she was a member of a caste considered “inferior” to the warriors.

      Her new order was going to take some work to accomplish, but she would succeed or die trying.

      “Ma’am,” a voice said over her desktop comm unit.

      “Yes?” Marena replied.

      “Star Captain Margolian is here to report on the raid.”

      Just hearing the name brought tension to Marena’s chest, a hot blossom of anger blooming there. “Send him up.”

      “Aff.”

      After a few moments, the elevator doors opened, and Star Captain Margolian exited. He clenched his jaw and held his head high, but she knew he felt the double sting in his pride. First, because he was reporting to a merchant instead of a warrior. Second, because no warrior liked reporting bad news, especially when they might be viewed as partially responsible.

      “Star Captain Margolian,” Syndic Marena said as she walked back from the windows to her massive desk in the center of the room. The office was designed to be more opulent than functional, a place to have meetings that would impress and confound the other party in negotiations. For a MechWarrior explaining his failure, it must have seemed beyond absurd.

      Margolian stood at military attention in green Jade Falcon coveralls. As much as she’d been raised as a Jade Falcon, she’d grown to despise the color and everything it represented. Since she’d been doing her best to manage the merchant caste in the wake of Malvina Hazen’s folly, she’d come to see exactly how sick Clan culture had become.

      “Syndic Marena,” he said deferentially. His coveralls were wrinkled and dirty, a smear of oil across one side—clearly something he’d just thrown on over his piloting gear after losing the battle, to get the information and bring her the report as quickly as possible.

      “I hear you have a report for me,” she said.

      “Aff.” He placed a memory cartridge into the desk’s holoprojector, and the device whirred to life. The windows around the room turned opaque in an instant, and the blue light of the projector filled the room. It showed a detailed layout of the southern landing port inside Factory Zone 4. Resting in the blast pit was a standard Mule-class DropShip with the telltale markings of a Jade Falcon merchant vessel. It looked more haggard than other ships in Marena’s mercantile fleet, but otherwise not out of the ordinary. “This is the DropShip in question.”

      “It looks like one of ours.”

      “Neg. That is where the trouble began. Using Alyina-based transponder codes, this ship landed with authorization.”

      That thought troubled Marena, but she could ask about it later.

      Margolian gestured with his hands, pointing to spots on the security holo as he spoke. “They unloaded several ’Mechs and salvage vehicles—again, nothing out of the ordinary. They all bore the correct parade colors, which averted enough suspicion to let them march right into the ’Mech facility in the Eden Quadrant without being accosted.”

      Marena watched the holographic ’Mechs marching, furious at what she knew she was about to see. “At what point did we determine that this was a pirate incursion?”

      “Here.” Margolian sped up the recording. One of the incredibly precious 45-ton Hierofalcons stepped out of the factory and up the loading ramp of the pirate DropShip. As a second ’Mech exited the factory, something happened to the salvage loader, and the driver got out to fiddle with something in the inner workings of the vehicle. Another figure came out from the factory and offered to assist, and then the image froze at Margolian’s gesture. “One of the pirate salvage loaders seemed to have some issue, so one of our people went out to help. We do not have audio of the altercation, but the astech seemed to realize what was actually going on.”

      Margolian advanced the holo, and the pirate pulled out a needler pistol and shot the loyal astech, the flechette rounds ripping holes through him.

      Feeling each wound deep in her gut, Marena couldn’t help but regret the waste. This was their old ways coming back to roost. Everything solved by the muzzle of a gun.

      Margolian allowed her a moment before proceeding with the report. “It was at this point the alarm bells went off. Why the pirates made such a mistake in the middle of a sophisticated heist like this is anyone’s guess.”

      “Where were you and your warriors?”

      “I received notice approximately four minutes later.” The view on the holo switched to a building some distance away from the blast pit, in a another quadrant of Factory Zone 4. A Jade Phoenix, two Night Gyrs, and two Ion Sparrows marched from the garrison. “I activated my Trinary immediately, but we were stationed across the city, and are its only defense. It was to my great fortune that my command Star happened to be closest to the engagement zone, but by the time I arrived, the pirates had loaded two more Hierofalcons into their DropShip’s hold.”

      The holo switched from the security cams to the battleROM footage of Margolian’s Jade Phoenix. Audio of him coordinating his Trinary against the DropShip bled into the room and filled the space.

      Margolian lowered the volume of the battle and narrated it personally. “I had my Trinary engage from three directions to expedite contact. My intent, given my limited information, was to scare them away. They were doing something more brazen than we would have expected. They knew their window of opportunity was limited, they were so deep behind enemy lines, and they knew they would be overwhelmed.”

      The first Star of the Trinary engaged. To his credit, Margolian scored the first kill, obliterating the cockpit of one of the pirate Locusts, an old ’Mech outmatched by everything the Mercantile League fielded. The second Star arrived, but not before the pirates had loaded two more Hierofalcons onto their DropShip. They were fighting brutally over a sixth Hierofalcon when the Trinary’s third Star arrived from the opposite direction. The DropShip opened fire, much more dangerous than the pirate ’Mechs that rapidly pulled back inside the DropShip itself.

      “They made off with six Hierofalcons. We fought to subdue the DropShip as long as we could. I lost three warriors in my Trinary, and the third is in the infirmary. We sacrificed much to defend the city. I accept full responsibility for this failure, Syndic, but I must also state my defense.”

      Marena calmed herself with a deep breath. “And what defense do you have for this?”

      “My Trinary is the only meaningful defense for a city that stretches for kilometers, houses millions of civilians and workers, and is a major industrial complex and military target. We are spread too thin. The only bona fide warriors we have came from service on the VaultShips. The Jade Falc⁠—”

      “The Mercantile Militia,” Marena corrected him.

      “Aff. The Mercantile Militia simply does not have the resources or trained warriors to defend against these attacks. Doubly so if they become more frequent.”

      “Do you know where these pirates were stationed?”

      “Neg. We are working on it.”

      “Do you know who these pirates were?”

      Margolian’s jaw clenched tighter. “Neg.”

      “Find out.”

      “Aff, Syndic.” Margolian bowed and retrieved his data chip from the console on the desk. The holoprojector’s light faded, and the windows returned to their prior transparency.

      Marena felt the embarrassment radiate from him. As much as she despised the way warriors ran things, she was sympathetic to their training. They had been inculcated by their Clan to be the best at everything they did. To have lost so thoroughly in the safety of their own nest felt just as shameful for Marena. She felt that vulnerability as well, and knew she had to either fledge or fall.

      “Have faith, Star Captain. The Mercantile League will survive where the Jade Falcons have not.”

      He nodded, unable to bring himself to speak.

      “And, for what it is worth, I am deeply sorry for the loss of your warriors.”

      “Thank you, Syndic.”

      The elevator doors opened automatically as he approached. Marena watched him step into the elevator, looking so small in the distance. He turned to her once he stepped inside, and she saw the defeat on his face. The elevator doors closed and took him away.

      Marena sighed.

      Morale was low.

      And if the Mercantile League could not defend its people, there would be no Mercantile League for long.

      She had to come up with some answer to their problems. Some way to defend themselves against all the vultures coming to pick their bones clean.

      There were plenty of options, but none were good.

      The language she understood was money. But how could money give her an answer?

      She only knew the solution was out there. Somewhere.
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        CONFEDERATE-CLASS DROPSHIP THE FOX DEN

        GALAPORT

        GALATEA

        31 AUGUST 3151

      

      

      Her name was Katie Ferraro, and she seemed to be having an even more difficult time than usual convincing her five-’Mech mercenary unit, the Fox Patrol, to take on the job she’d already accepted.

      “Why do I get the feeling we’ve just been sold some magic beans?” Rhiannon Ramirez said at the conference table aboard the Fox Den, and Katie couldn’t help but feel stung by her words.

      Katie straightened her back and raised her head. “I think it’s a great opportunity. They said they made their name fighting for Hanse Davion.”

      Dexter Nicks, the grizzled veteran of the Fox Patrol, rested his chin on his artificial palm. “Wrong Hanse Davion.”

      “Huh?” Katie said.

      “It was the double.”

      Katie blinked. She had no idea what he was talking about, and maybe it was for the best. She made a mental note to look up “Hanse Davion double” as soon as she could. She loved rabbit holes of history, especially when they involved ’Mechs and merc units.

      “Anyway,” she said, “it was really fortuitous. We made it just in time, that Federated Suns command circuit we happened into was really a stroke of luck. But the leader of the Committee in charge of this co-op outfit—Heidegger—said we’d land a contract for credits, sure, but the real prize would be the chance to get our hands on some Clan-made ’Mechs. I don’t know about you all, but I’d kill to get my hands on a Clan ’Mech for one of us.”

      Standing at the back of the conference room, Frankie, the Fox Patrol’s lead technician alongside Katie, cleared their throat. “Your Kit Fox is a Clan ’Mech, Captain.”

      “I mean another Clan ’Mech. For the outfit. That would be great for all of us.”

      “I like my Quickdraw, though,” Arkee Colorado said from the back of the room. He sat next to his husband and fellow Fox, Evan Huxley. They occupied their usual spot, trying their best to discreetly hold hands under the table, even though everyone knew exactly what they were doing.

      Aside from Katie, Arkee and Evan were the other founding members of the Fox Patrol. They’d gotten married the last time they were on Galatea and, for as different as they were, Katie saw them as a perfect pair. Where Arkee was a big guy with dark skin and a darker beard, Evan was thin and wiry, with a fair complexion. Where Arkee felt at home driving a 60-ton ’Mech like a Quickdraw, Evan piloted a tiny 20-ton wisp of a Locust.

      They both liked to bicker, though. With each other. With Katie. With the rest of the crew. Random passersby. It was all done with love and a hint of sarcasm, though, so everyone found it charming.

      Katie decided witty repartee was a better way to think about it than bickering.

      At least it sounded nicer.

      “No one said you’d have to give up your Quickdraw,” Katie said. She knew where his consternation came from. When Arkee and Evan had joined the Fox Patrol, the only things they had to their names besides debt were their ’Mechs. It was how they’d been able to form a unit in the first place.

      Arkee nodded curtly. “Good. I love that thing. I’d just as soon give up Evan.”

      Evan tugged at Arkee. “Hey.”

      Arkee raised his hands in offended surrender. “I said I wouldn’t give you up.”

      “You give me up in a dream, you better wake up and come crawling back.”

      “Obviously.”

      Evan pulled Arkee in close and gave him a quick peck on the cheek, then Arkee sort of shrugged there, feigning sadness before turning to see Evan smoldering at him. Katie tried her hardest not to roll her eyes at them. They were too adorable for their own good. It was kind of sickening sometimes, but she wouldn’t trade them for the world.

      Nicks raised a cybernetic finger for a chance to speak.

      “What is it, Dexter?”

      “Fine. We’re taking this job. What’s next?”

      “I have one last meeting with our… He’s not our employer, per se, but he runs the outfit. He’s going to get us provisions and get our ammo all topped off, which should be music to your ears. Then we’ll see if we need to take on any of the other units, in case they don’t have DropShips of their own, and then we’ll be on our way.”

      Dexter folded his arms in front of himself. “Where are we going, then?”

      Katie smiled. “We’re heading to Clan space.”

      “Clan space?” Dexter shook his head. “Clanners don’t hire mercs.”

      “Well, Heidegger seems to think they’ll hire us this time. They haven’t asked for help, but he seems to have a sixth sense about things.”

      Evan and Arkee glanced at each other, then looked to Katie, but Arkee was the one to speak. “People don’t have sixth senses about things, Cap’n.”

      “Heidegger was very convincing.”

      Rhiannon sighed loudly, but Evan rolled his eyes at her. “Are you sure this is what you want to do, Cap’n?”

      Katie nodded again. “It is. I really feel like this is the right place for us right now.”

      Evan gave a reassuring smile. “Then we’re with you. All the way, even if we ride to ruin and the world is ending.”
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        SAFDARJUNG SPACEPORT

        NEW DELHI

        ALYINA

        ALYINA MERCANTILE LEAGUE

        15 SEPTEMBER 3151

      

      

      Marena preferred to conduct business at the spaceport, close to the VaultShips and other members of the merchant caste. She understood why she needed the grandeur of the Exchange Place Tower, but it felt like the real work was done here with her merchants. She could be less formal, too. Her corkscrew coils of hair spiraled neatly over her shoulders, and she wore the blue-and-silver uniform that had become synonymous with the Alyina Mercantile League’s merchants—anything to get away from Jade Falcon green.

      Surrounding her at the conference table, her chief merchants were similarly outfitted in blue and silver. Merchant Helen sat immediately to Marena’s right. Helen’s skin was a much lighter brown than Marena’s, and she kept her own hair in curled twists and pinned to the back of her head, showing off her ears and neck. Merchant Helen oversaw VaultShip Beta.

      To Helena’s immediate left was Merchant Claudio, who commanded VaultShip Delta. He was the fairest in the group, with a sharp smile and a sharper jaw line. His close-cropped hair made it easy to confuse him for a MechWarrior, but in her dealings with him, Marena had found him as prone to violence as a member of the scientist caste—which was to say not really.

      Scattered around the rest of the table were various other merchants and former Jade Falcons she had worked with during her time as the Merchant Factor of the Clan. They had all seen fit to join her, understanding what she was trying to do, and knowing they could make a better life for themselves and the people who followed them.

      The meeting had been heated. Not everyone liked the options on the table, but they had to defend themselves and keep reality in mind.

      “We are not warriors,” Merchant Claudio said, his voice smooth and firm. “Nor should we be.”

      “That does not mean we cannot use warriors to our benefit,” Merchant Helen countered. “Just because we are working to remove warriors from the ruling council does not mean they should hold no place in our power structure.”

      Another merchant from the far end of the table coughed to let everyone know they had something to say. “Why can we not simply fold the Jade Falcons of Sudeten into our defense? Bring them here?”

      All eyes looked to Marena. The conversations about Sudeten had already been heated. “I have made my offer to them, but I assume they will refuse. If they do not, then we can worry about how to combine Alyina and Sudeten, but frankly that does not help our current situation. It would triple our territory, yes, but without giving us sufficient means to defend it. This self-styled Khan, Jiyi Chistu, is having the same problems we are when it comes to defense. Especially with the Hell’s Horses champing at the bit to absorb us, and the pirates are bad enough on their own. I do not want to be folded back into a Clan, Jade Falcon or otherwise, and I feel we have all made that clear. So, give me other options.”

      “What of bringing the surrounding systems into our fold as allies?” another merchant asked, as though they didn’t know the answer already.

      “We have sent emissaries with negotiating power to make alliances to half a dozen worlds. Butler. Denizli. Parakoila. Blackjack.” Marena said that last one with hope in her voice: that was the home of the Jade Falcon School of Conflict, and if she could undo the cadets’ Clan-based brainwashing, she would have a steady source of troops for her militia.

      “I wonder what we can do.” Merchant Claudio leaned back in his chair. “We seek alliances, surely. And more than anything, we have brought every resource we have to bear on the defense front. We have worked to bring the city’s stationary defenses online. We have pressed every solahma warrior we can find back into service. The few sibkos in our control are not ready to graduate any time soon, and warriors, like money, do not simply grow on trees.”

      “They do not,” Marena agreed.

      Merchant Helen stood from her chair, letting her voice cut into the proceedings. “But the one resource we do have in abundance is money, comparatively speaking.” She paced along the back of the room, apparently struggling with her words, clearly uneasy with what she hoped to say. “With the regrettable exception of VaultShip Gamma, we have the lucre left behind by the fallen Jade Falcon empire. For all intents and purposes, we have all the money in the Inner Sphere to do with what we want. We are now of the Inner Sphere. We are not chained to the Clan way.”

      Marena arched an eyebrow, fully anticipating where Helen’s little speech was heading, and frankly, she did not completely disagree.

      Helen took in a deep breath, steeling her resolve, before she could finally say what she had tried so hard to. “Mercenaries.”

      “Dezgra,” muttered Merchant Julio from the back of the room, loud enough for the word to catch in Marena’s ears.

      “You are seriously proposing the Alyina Mercantile League get in the business of hiring mercenaries?” Claudio frowned. “We just stroll up to Galatea or Kandersteg or wherever else and say we are ready to hire lucrewarriors? Just like that? Throw what little Clan tradition we have left out of the airlock?”

      Helen nodded. “That is exactly what I am saying.”

      Marena raised a finger and gathered her thoughts. Then she looked over to Claudio, her mind practically made up. “What use is the Clan way to us? Clan Sea Fox and their roaming aimags have been dabbling in the mercenary trade themselves. They see profit and prosperity in it, yet they remain a Clan. And make no mistake, they are our chief competitor for the commerce and trade in the Inner Sphere. If the merc trade is something they can do, why not us?”

      Merchant Julio cleared his throat and tried hiding his sneer. “With all due respect, Syndic, they are working as intermediaries. Are they actually hiring MechWarriors directly? Or has Clan Sea Fox renounced all of their ’Mechs and stopped fighting on their own behalf?”

      Marena had to concede the point, and cocked her head in Julio’s direction. “We are merchants. Our laws are not of the Clans, but of supply and demand. Of being in the right place at the right time with the right goods, whether foodstuffs or BattleMechs. Right now, because of our tenuous position and the vultures circling our heads, our greatest demand is safety. And the marketplace is full of things that will supply us that. So, instead of debating morality and the Clan traditions that no longer matter to us, let us go through a cost-benefit analysis. Does it cost us more to remain vulnerable and undefended while pirates continue stealing our ’Mechs with inside information—another problematic issue we need to discuss—or does it cost us more to swallow our pride and contract mercenary companies to defend us?”

      She was careful to include the accusation in her speech—the accusation that someone had sold them out to the pirates, and had likely profited handsomely from it. How the pirates’ heists had been so successful was something Marena still had not gotten to the bottom of, and she wanted answers. And blood.

      Merchant Claudio spoke first. “With your permission, Syndic, I will head to Galatea and see how many mercenaries I can bring to our defense.”

      Helen stood practically at attention as though she were still in some sort of military. “I will head to Kandersteg and bring back what commands I can from there.”

      They stood there, waiting for Marena’s blessing.

      Being honest with herself meant admitting she was still not convinced. This entire enterprise could all go south. Mercenaries had less honor than Clan warriors, and she already had a low enough opinion of them. Would this open her up to more pirate attacks? What if the mercenaries decided to void their contracts and simply claim control of Alyina and the rest of the Mercantile League’s worlds for themselves? She had had few dealings with mercenaries, and this meant gambling with a variable she had not researched and explored fully on her own.

      But she knew she had no other choice.

      Nodding curtly, she gave the order. “Do it. Leave today. Now, if you can. Bring back a defense worthy of the Alyina Mercantile League.”

      “Aff, Syndic,” they all said as though she were some sort of Khan.

      Perhaps that was something else she could get used to.

      

      
        
        ALYINA MERCANTILE LEAGUE HEADQUARTERS

        EXCHANGE PLACE TOWER

        NEW DELHI

        ALYINA

        ALYINA MERCANTILE LEAGUE

        17 SEPTEMBER 3151

      

      

      “Ma’am,” a voice said on the intercom, rousing Syndic Marena from her slumber.

      Exhausted, she rubbed the sleep from her eyes. She knew better than to think she would get a good night’s sleep on this or any night. There was always a question to answer, a decision to be made. That was the thing she had found since becoming the Jade Falcons’ Merchant Factor, and it had carried on as she became the so-called Merchant Queen. No one could make a decision but her. Not that her subordinates were incapable of making decisions, but they always wanted her approval first.

      It was practically a trauma response. The Jade Falcons had so abused their merchant caste that the merchants could barely think for themselves without express, written permission.

      Marena had to change that.

      Rolling over in her bed, she pressed the button on the intercom atop her nightstand. “Go for Syndic Marena.”

      “Ma’am, we have a situation in orbit we thought you should be apprised of case it turns out to be another attack.” The comms officer’s voice wavered on those last words.

      “Pirates?”

      “Neg, ma’am. An assortment of DropShips arrived via JumpShip and are heading toward orbit. Their transponders claim they belong to a variety of mercenary outfits.”

      Marena’s brow furrowed. She had only sent her merchant envoys to Galatea and Kandersteg two days prior. There was no way they’d returned so quickly without a command circuit to Galatea and a lot of luck. “What do they want?”

      “They want to speak to you, actually. It feels thin for a cover story, but they claim to be looking for work from the AML.”

      “When do they make planetfall?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Monitor them. Scramble whatever fighters we have to escort them planetside. If they make one aggressive move, blast them out of the sky.”

      “Aff.”

      All Marena could do was think about what would happen if these mercenaries had already been contracted by someone else. There were a dozen factions fighting for scraps in the old Jade Falcon Occupation Zone, so it stood to reason that one of them could have hired mercenaries to disrupt the AML and bury it once and for all.

      There was no honor left in the Inner Sphere. Why should she have expected any left for her burgeoning empire?
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        SAFDARJUNG SPACEPORT

        NEW DELHI

        ALYINA

        ALYINA MERCANTILE LEAGUE

        18 SEPTEMBER 3151

      

      

      Albert Heidegger—though everyone called him Bugsy—loved the feeling of gravity after spending so much time without it. He didn’t like the way weightlessness made his ample stomach feel, floating there loose all the time. His insides couldn’t take it, but such was the life he had chosen.

      Standing on the landing platform, enjoying the use of his legs, and looking around for his escort or welcoming party, Bugsy took a long sniff of the air, and choked into a coughing fit. The atmosphere on Alyina was not the best he’d ever breathed. It had a rusty taint to it he couldn’t quite say he liked. The air was thick and humid, and it felt like every breath was going to draw more poison in his lungs.

      From the vantage of the spaceport, the cityscape looked evenly divided between the industrial center on one side and the city proper on the other. From the industrial center, the tall warehouses and ten-story factory complexes belched acrid smoke that met with the clouds and hung like a pall over the city.

      “Nice place,” he said to no one in particular.

      He’d only gotten clearance for the one DropShip to land. The others were still waiting in orbit. Whether any of them made planetfall depended entirely on his negotiations with the locals. From what he could gather, he would likely be dealing with Syndic Marena, the self-styled Merchant Queen of Alyina. A lofty title, but one worthy of a woman who had completely turned her back on the Jade Falcons. Bold and probably smart, given the stories of how badly the Falcons had allegedly got their asses beat at Terra.

      And really, it had made the most sense to go offer services in the biggest power vacuum in the Inner Sphere. All of his studying of history had shown that the mercenaries who made the most money were those in the right place at the right time—and there was always a power struggle somewhere in the Inner Sphere.

      The steady thrum of helicopter rotors filled his ears, and Bugsy turned around to see it low and close, coming right for him.

      For the sparest moment, he thought the VTOL had its guns trained on him and was going to turn him into a dark spot on the landing pad, but it was coming for him in an altogether different manner.

      It landed on the pad, and a merchant in a blue-and-silver uniform emerged. She wore nothing like anything Bugsy had seen before. New for the new Mercantile League? It seemed likely. The whirr of the blades didn’t allow much for conversation, but the merchant let him know exactly what she wanted of him: to follow her.

      Bugsy Heidegger wasn’t in the habit of getting on strange helicopters and being whisked away to parts unknown, but the merchant was actually wearing a sidearm, and he did want the work, so he decided it best to not protest.

      “Take me to your leader,” he said with a smirk, though the blades of the helicopter drowned the joke into a secret only Bugsy knew.

      The merchants aboard the VTOL offered him no headphones or microphone, so they passed the time sans conversation. It afforded Bugsy a better aerial view of the city than from his DropShip, and he found it quite illuminating. The city was impressive in its way, but clearly falling apart. The industrial center looked like the only part of town that had been well maintained, but it was old, too. The Alyina Mercantile League was at the end of their rope, whether Syndic Marena would admit it or not. That would give him some leverage in the negotiations.

      The AML was hungrier than he’d realized.

      Bugsy clapped his hands together and rubbed them as though just sitting down to a feast.

      
      
        
        ALYINA MERCANTILE LEAGUE HEADQUARTERS

        EXCHANGE PLACE TOWER

      

      

      The helicopter landed on the tallest building in the city. Bugsy was led to an elevator and taken down a single floor that opened out into a massive, windowed office overlooking the city.

      “Mr. Heidegger,” the woman behind the desk said. Her skin glowed a deep, dark brown, and her face, framed in tight, curly locks, meant business.

      “Major, actually.”

      “Major Heidegger, my apologies,” she corrected herself. “I am Syndic Marena, of the Alyina Mercantile League.”

      Heidegger approached her desk and offered a slight bow. “I’m familiar with you, Syndic. They call you the Merchant Queen. Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

      “I am grateful the people I represent put that much trust in me. Now, tell me what brings you all the way out here to Alyina.”

      Bugsy smiled. “Cuttin’ right to the gills, I like that. As you’re probably aware, I’m the senior chair and officially designated spokesperson of the Committee for the Lone Wolves.”

      “So I’m told.” She waved at the chair for him. “Please, sit.”

      Hoping his knees didn’t creak, Bugsy took the chair and found it plush and comfortable on his backside. Not at all like he’d expected. “As I’m sure you’re also aware, we’re a mercenary co-op looking for work.”

      “A co-op?” she asked.

      “Essentially, we’re a lot of small mercenary units and individual freelancers, and we band together to take on bigger jobs. I’ve got folks in my command you might have heard of, ranging from Julian Ellison of the Foul Tempered to Katie Ferraro of the Fox Patrol, and all points in between.”

      She nodded as though maybe those names meant something to her.

      Normally, he could read people, but Marena shrewdly kept her emotions in check, giving nothing away. He wouldn’t want to play cards with her, but that was exactly what he was doing. A lot of money was on the table here, and he didn’t want to walk away without winning at least one hand.

      Silence permeated the room, and he knew it was like a game of chicken. The first one to ask for what they wanted would be at a disadvantage, but he was already disadvantaged. Marena had the home turf, and the crowd was rooting for her. And, frankly, she held everything Bugsy wanted. There was no sense in making her beg him for help. She was a proud Clan merchant and wouldn’t just ask for help. He would have to coax it out of her.

      “The Lone Wolves are hoping you might be interested in contracting our services. I know it’s a bit unorthodox thinking on our part, you all being Clan folk who don’t normally throw in with lucrewarriors, but the way we figure it, you’re in a bad spot. You’re out here, you’re exposed, and you need all the help you can get.”

      “You are only half right, Major Heidegger. We are no longer Clan folk. We are but humble merchants trying to make our own, better way in the universe.”

      “And as merchants, you must see the value in how we can help you make a better way in the universe.”

      “I see potential.”

      Bugsy grinned. She had chosen her words carefully, but she had finally said enough to make it seem she was open to negotiate. Though the invitation to her penthouse office and the helicopter ride were also solid clues. He’d guessed
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