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

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

      But his Wolfhounds were on the job.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Roger. Looks like we have three here.”

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

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

      But he wasn’t wrong on this score.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Ready to take down some Falcons, then?”

      “Always.”

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

      The rest, as they say, was history.

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

      “Let’s do it,” she replied.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Stay frosty.”

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

      But he was a Kell Hound.

      He’d make do.

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

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

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

      But the display readout remained solidly in the green.

      “What the hell?”

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

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

      “They’re not taking the bait. They're going for the dome,” Hank said to his Alpha lance, doing his best to keep any panic from his voice. Not that he was panicked—his sangfroid could chill a bonfire. But he was concerned. And it was best to keep an overwhelming sense of concern away from his Wolfhounds. They would all worry enough without him adding to it. He switched to his company-wide channel and the lights on the console changed color. “Bravo and Charlie, sitrep?”

      “We are still out of range,” Raven said from her own Wolfhound. Hank preferred his commanders to be nimble and respond to situations as best they could.

      “Monitor their targets. Looks like they’re going to ignore us and go for the dome,” he replied, “If that’s the case, we’re gonna have to get creative. Our mission is to protect the city and keep the dome intact.”

      “Affirmative, sir. We’ll just have to take them out before they can do much damage,” Rufo said, his obvious glee giving a sharp edge to his voice.

      “See that we do,” Hank said. “The sooner we take these Clanner clowns down, the sooner we can head home.”

      As he spoke, he took another shot at the Shrike, connecting with its left arm—the one that housed the autocannon. The cobalt beam scored black lines up it, but not enough to crack the armor.

      Hank was getting a little annoyed. But he hoped he’d be enough of an annoyance to the Jade Falcon MechWarrior that they would break from their mission and attack the ’Mechs instead of the city.

      The Shrike let loose another salvo of missiles and an explosion of light erupted from it. Hank braced for impact, but once again, no harm came to his Wolfhound. Explosions peppered the dome behind him as turquoise lasers burned tracks across it, scoring it. It wouldn’t take much more for them to punch through.

      The Shrike’s missiles and lasers hit near the same spot they had before, so Hank’s worst fears were being realized. They were going to simply ignore the entire company of Kell Hounds that was supposed to be standing in their way.

      Hank Mallory harrumphed.

      It wasn’t going to be a good day for anybody.

      Switching back to the channel for the Alpha lance, he sighed. “Listen up, folks. Concentrate fire on the Shrike and get in its way. Protect the hole they’re trying to open, but also keep that Kit Fox in your sights—it circled back behind the ridge, but it’s coming back and we know it. It’s got that autocannon and extended-range large laser to crack open that dome like an egg. It doesn’t need to get anywhere near us or it to do some damage.”

      “What’s the structural integrity of that dome looking like?” Ilsa asked. It was always down to brass tacks with her.

      “It’s got more armor than a ’Mech, thank god, so that gives us some room to breathe, but not much. We need to nip this in the bud now.”

      “Understood.”

      If the Shrike wasn’t going to shoot at him, there wasn’t much danger in getting up closer and ranging up to it with his Wolfhound’s medium lasers. The Falcon Shrike was an assault ’Mech, and had a lot of armor compared to the damage Mallory could deal, but he was in one of the best positions to handle things, given the situation. “Boardman, you in range?”

      “Taking a shot now.” The fiery roar of Boardman’s autocannon sparked on Hank’s HUD, drawing his attention.

      But that Shrike was tough as nails and showing no significant signs of damage. Boardman’s slugs glanced off, carving a shallow valley across the Shrike’s torso armor before flying into the snowy field beyond, never to be seen again.

      Hank pushed his Wolfhound forward as fast as he could, putting himself on a trajectory that would block the Shrike’s line of fire against the dome. Unfortunately, the Shrike had a wide firing arc, and the comparatively tiny Wolfhound wasn’t as much of an obstruction as he would have liked. The Jade Falcon fired their missiles once more, and they corkscrewed right over the Wolfhound’s head, exploding across the surface of the city’s dome. Then its lasers lit up and its autocannon fired, all trying to crack open that great big egg and spill the yolk of a civilian population.

      “My turn, you son of a bitch.” The heat in Hank’s cockpit rose precipitously when he fired everything he had, his large laser and the four mediums, bathing his viewscreen in a wash of emerald light. The entire battery sliced into the Shrike’s legs and torso, obliterating some of its protective armor, but not enough.

      Dismayed that he hadn’t been able to do more damage, Hank reminded himself he was tilting at a windmill three times the size and weight of his little Wolfhound, and would seem like no more than a yappy dog to the Clan warrior inside the assault ’Mech. He had a lot more bite than a yappy dog, but defending themselves didn’t seem to be part of the Jade Falcon rede on this mission, so they didn’t seem to care.

      A rush of anxiety blossomed in his chest. He was using his speed to be a hard target, dancing around in front of the Shrike asking to be shot. If it turned its attention to him and scored a lucky hit, it could grease his Wolfhound in one volley before going back to work cracking open the dome. That Jade Falcon ’Mech could do it. One blast from its autocannon would slice right through Hank’s cockpit, and end his command right then and there.

      He was playing a dangerous game, but such was the life of a merc and a MechWarrior.

      And where the hell was Boardman? She should have been opening fire by now.

      “Alpha Hound Three, you need to take a shot.”

      “Almost there,” she replied.

      “Alpha Hound Two, what is your ETA?” he asked. He needed the firepower of the rest of his lance ASAP.

      “En route.”

      “Taking the slow boat, I see.”

      “We’re at full speed, give three minutes or less.”

      “Fine. I don’t want you to be too late to the party.”

      “I hate that.”

      “Parties?” Hank asked, pulling in even closer to the Shrike. “Or missing them?”

      “Both,” Escalera said dryly.

      “Fair enough.” Hank lined up another shot at the Shrike, since he’d closed the range. At that point, it was like shooting fish in a barrel. But that worked out the other way, too.

      His laser’s beams flensed off more of the Shrike’s torso armor, but not enough to stop the beast.

      Hank braced himself, waiting for the Shrike to return fire, wondering at what point he was going to call it and end up in the enemy’s rear arc to fire at it from some semblance of safety. “Come on, what are you gonna do?”

      Was the Shrike going to switch targets and destroy the gnat in front of it? Or carry on with the mission and continue bombarding the geodesic dome that protected Narcisse?

      Hank’s chest tightened, waiting for the answer. It came in the form of smoke and contrails of the Shrike’s missiles, flying right by his Wolfhound toward the dome.

      Dismay filled Hank; he wasn’t sure which outcome he would have preferred. Honestly, if that’s what it took to get the job done and protect the civilians he was getting paid to keep safe, he would have preferred if the Shrike had fired at him instead. He’d been fighting so long he felt like he was living on borrowed time for years anyway. And he was a good MechWarrior, but being a good mercenary—a good Kell Hound—meant putting the mission first and doing everything he could to prevent this sort of destruction.

      That had been the mission of the Kell Hounds since their founding: to be so good at their job that no one would want to go to war against them. It was an unusual mission for a mercenary unit, to be sure, but he didn’t know a Kell Hound around who wouldn’t give up their life to live in a better version of the Inner Sphere, free of the conflict that had scarred it for a thousand years.

      Be that as it may, here he was. Fighting in a cockpit, defending civilians of the Lyran Commonwealth against the brutal incursion of Jade Falcons.

      Hank shrugged.

      Maybe taunting would help.

      He opened up his comms to broadcast across the widest spectrum of channels he could, hoping he could catch the Jade Falcon in the Shrike. “Hello, Jade Falcons,” he said in a bit of a sing-song voice. Welcome to the Kell-Hound-protected world of Carsphairn! I see you’re angry, mighty Falcon in the Shrike, and can’t quite hit your target. I’m right here, but did you still need any help? I can transmit my own targeting data if it would keep you from losing your honor.”

      “How dare you, Inner Sphere scum!” roared the Jade Falcon pilot. Hanks hoped she was the one inside the Shrike, but it didn’t matter. If they were all listening, it would achieve the same effect. “You are beneath our notice!”

      He glanced at the chronometer and clocked Ilsa’s ETA at one minute if her last estimate was correct. “Us even having this conversation sounds like you’d noticed us pretty well there, MechWarrior…uh…this is embarrassing, but to whom do I owe the pleasure of speaking?”

      The Jade Falcon in the Shrike just growled.

      Hank knew they were doing the math in their head about whether or not they would respond, but it was Pavlovian, right? Someone asks you your name, you want to tell them. Especially such honor-and-glory-obsessed fools as Clanners. Doubly so for the Jade Falcons.

      “You are addressing Star Commander Violet Ustone of the Jade Falcons.”

      “Trust that’s it’s my pleasure, Violent.”

      “Violet,” she corrected him.

      “Oh, of course. How silly of me. Anyhow, Star Commander Viola Moonstone, the point is that we’re here to defend this city, and either your sensors are broken and you didn’t see us, or your aim is off and you keep missing me.” As he spoke, another salvo of missiles and flashes of laser light passed right by his viewscreen, coming closer to smashing open the city’s dome like a piñata.

      Hank fired at the Shrike again, moving in toward it, still hoping to draw enough of its attention to get it to switch targets.

      Instead, the Shrike side-stepped the Wolfhound. “You will not bait me.”

      “Then why don’t we go out for some coffee, settle this nice and civilized-like?” Hank twisted his Wolfhound’s torso to keep a lock on his target, then fired with his missiles again. With all his maneuvering, he missed with all but one of his lasers. That one shot that made contact carved into the side of the Shrike. That wasn’t going to stop the assault ’Mech.

      When she didn’t respond, he realized maybe Violet was simply no longer there. Why stick around and listen to the enemy taunting you if you’re immune to being taunted? Hank admired her discipline, but he thought he might still be able to get through. “Are you still there, Viola?” He smirked. “O thou dissembling cub! What wilt thou be? Just tell me if you’re there, Viola, and we can settle this like warriors.”

      Violet’s only response was firing at the dome once more. At least he’d redirected her, and the wrath of her lasers hit a different spot, scorching more pieces of the dome. But she hadn’t pierced it yet.

      A streak of smoke traced across the sky over Hank’s shoulder and missiles ripped across the Shrike’s torso.

      He switched his radio back to his command line. “Ilsa! It’s about damn time.”

      “I’m hitting your target,” she replied, “but the Kit Fox has a target lock on me.”

      Hank looked down to the map showing each of his Alphas and each of the Jade Falcon ’Mechs as small blips, white for allies, red for potential targets. The white blips of the rest of the lance were still at least a minute away, maybe two. This was left to Ilsa and he if they had any hope of winning before the Narcisse dome was split open.

      “Focus fire on the Shrike,” he told her, “but keep moving and let’s hope that Kit Fox doesn’t cause any major problems long enough for us to take out Viola here.”

      “The Kit Fox is firing at the Dome. And if you keep it up, you’re only going to piss these Falcons off.”

      “That’s the idea. Angry Jade Falcons make mistakes. And their mistakes are how we win.”

      Heat rose in the Wolfhound as Hank fired all his lasers again. He licked sweat from his upper lip as he watched the green lances of light ablate another massive chunk of the Shrike’s side.

      Violet must have known she was going to get hit—either that, or she had a lot more confidence in her Kit Fox piloting comrade—because she still made no move to deviate from her mission. She herself was a laser, focused on tearing Narcisse apart.

      “Taking fire!” Ilsa said. An inevitability in this situation. The Kit Fox wasn’t going to just sit there and wait for an invitation.

      “I told you to stay frosty, damn it!” Hank said.

      “As opposed to what?” she fired back—first at Hank, then at the Shrike. More of its armor came off, but it began a slow march toward the dome, paying about as much attention to them as they would a buzzing gnat.

      “It can’t take much more,” Hank told her. “Just keep on it, then we’ll turn to the Kit Fox.”

      “Got it.”

      Three more rounds of fire exchanged between them before Hank thought he had an opening to end things. “I’m giving you one last chance, Moonstone. Why aren’t you accepting my challenge? Or what is it you call it? A batchal?”

      “You are insignificant,” she shot back.

      But Hank lined up his shot. Between him and the others, they’d done the most damage to its legs, and so he focused fire there. A ’Mech without legs was going to have a much harder time destroying that dome.

      Pulling the triggers and pushing the firing studs, he let loose with every laser his Wolfhound had, slashing two different colors of light in a brilliant lance across the snowy battlefield.

      The lasers cut across the legs, melting the rest of the armor plating and tearing into the myomer muscles. The Shrike’s knee actuators popped like corn, caving the ’Mech’s legs in on each other.

      “I told you, Violin. You should have just accepted
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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