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      A thousand years have passed since humanity took to the stars, leaving its terrestrial cradle and expanding to all corners of the universe. Thousands of planets were colonized. This swath occupied by humanity is known as “The Inner Sphere.”

      As with any great expansion of territory, so too came an expansion of power. Great Houses warred with each other over entire planets, resources, and supremacy. The primary weapon used in these wars were BattleMechs, heavily armored mechanical marvels with more firepower than most small armies.

      After a vicious civil war, the Star League Defense Force—the largest military power in the history of humanity—led by SLDF Commanding General Aleksandr Kerensky, left the Inner Sphere in 2784, seemingly never to be seen again.  After the exiles fought their own intense and costly civil war, Kerensky’s son Nicholas formed his loyalists into twenty Clans, giving rise to a brutal caste system and warrior mentality the Clans are well known for. When they returned to the Inner Sphere in 3049, their goal was nothing less than taking Terra and becoming the ultimate defenders of humanity by re-establishing a new Star League Defense Force. When the Clans arrived, wielding superior firepower and technology and espousing a much different way of life, they seemed almost alien to the denizens of known space.

      ComStar—the operators of the hyperpulse generator communications network— managed halt the Clan Invasion before it could reach Terra, and all parties agreed to a temporary halt to the invasion. The Clans remained in the Inner Sphere for the next century, battling each other and the Great Houses.

      There was no rest for the Inner Sphere during this time. ComStar splintered as religious schismatics known as the “Word of Blake” tried their best to demolish the powers of the Inner Sphere until the charismatic Devlin Stone led a coalition of Houses and Clans to defeat the Word and take Terra from them. Eventually, Stone established the Republic of the Sphere, with Terra as its center, and his successors sealed it and the neighboring systems behind the “Fortress Wall,” a barrier impenetrable to hyperspace travel.

      What came to be known as the Dark Age began in 3132 when the hyperpulse generator network—a system that allowed faster-than light communication from one side of the Inner Sphere to another—mysteriously collapsed. This caused Sphere-wide conflicts to erupt once again. While the Republic of the Sphere walled itself off, the other great powers—the armies of the Great Houses, mercenaries for hire, and the warmongering Clans—vied for power in the vast territories that were left, many of them intent on becoming the greatest power in the Inner Sphere.

      In 3151, Alaric Ward, Khan of Clan Wolf, found a way through the Fortress Wall and made his play for Terra, inviting Malvina Hazen, Khan of Clan Jade Falcon and known for her ruthless brutality, to join him. Ward’s intention was not to share the glory of conquering Terra with the Jade Falcons, but to use them against the Republic’s forces, grinding both of his enemies down and eliminating them as a threat. Since Clan Wolf and Jade Falcon emptied their territories to marshal their forces on Terra, power vacuums opened on the planets left behind.

      On Terra, the Clans annihilated the forces of the Republic as well as each other. With the Republic defeated, the Khans of Clans Wolf and Jade Falcon faced off in a final contest to see who would rule Terra. In this ultimate Trial of Possession, they fought for the right to proclaim themselves the ilClan—the leader of all the Clans. Clan Wolf won, nearly destroying the Jade Falcons completely. Malvina Hazen was killed, and Alaric Ward declared himself the ilKhan and First Lord of a reborn Star League.

      Chaos reigned across the Inner Sphere as each faction struggled to know exactly how to react. The worst of this chaos focused on an area some began referring to as the Hinterlands, which was largely centered around the former Jade Falcon Occupation Zone, as there were few Jade Falcons left to defend it. Each of the nearby powers sought to carve a piece of the former Clan territory for themselves, assuming they would be free to do so. Former Lyran general Sarah Regis took Arcturus and reformed the Tamar Pact. Ex-Archon of the Lyran Commonwealth Vedet Brewer seized Melissia and formed the Vesper Marches. Colonel Callandre Kell reformed the mercenary Kell Hounds back to Arc-Royal to form the Arc-Royal Liberty Coalition. The Lyran Commonwealth grabbed at worlds to add to their holdings. Even renegade Free Guilds with ties to the criminal Malthus Syndicate claimed worlds as protectorates as the Malthus Confederation.

      The surviving Jade Falcons split into two different factions. The first consisted of warriors on the planet Sudeten, led by the recently elected Khan Jiyi Chistu, the last Bloodnamed Falcon warrior left in the Occupation Zone. The second came from the merchant caste on the planet Alyina, led by the cunning merchant queen Syndic Marena, who formed a government and power base known as the Alyina Mercantile League.

      For Jiyi Chistu, he has been forced to adapt to a rapidly changing universe and rely on unorthodox and un-Clan-like tactics in order to assure the survival of the Jade Falcons. He works tirelessly to keep the bones of his Clan from being picked clean by the enemies on all sides who want to see them eliminated from the Inner Sphere once and for all...
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        “Survival depends on your deeds,

        not your thoughts or notions of honor.”

      

      

      
        
        —While Cameron Slept

        by Dame Catherine George Humphreys,

        Duchess of Andurien and Xanthe
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        JADE FALCON HEADQUARTERS

        HAMMARR

        SUDETEN

        JADE FALCON OCCUPATION ZONE

        20 FEBRUARY 3152

      

      

      Jiyi Chistu, Khan of the Jade Falcons on Sudeten, had a problem.

      That was an understatement. He had thousands of problems. But even the most pressing problems could be numbered one to a hundred. One of the largest was his lack of personnel and expertise under his command. Malvina Hazen, his predecessor as Khan, had really taken everything of value in her vain bid to conquer Terra.

      He grinned. Everything except me.

      He knew even that thought was an overstatement, too. As he looked out over the whole of Hammarr from the balcony of his office at the new Jade Falcon headquarters, he could think of dozens—hundreds—of valuable Jade Falcons and resources he still had access to. She hadn’t taken anything that couldn’t be replaced eventually, given time. Though that time was short with enemies all around.

      And, if he was being honest with himself, along with everything else, she had also taken the rot from the soul of the Jade Falcons. That was a good thing. That left Jiyi to pick up the pieces from all corners, doing his best to cobble together a Clan from the leftovers. Most of his forces were aging solahma or kids who had still been in sibkos when the year began. He still had most of the cadets he had taken from the Ghost Bears on Quarell to graduate into warriors sooner than later. He had already graduated one class, the most promising group of the lot, and they had not disappointed him, but something told him the others simply were not yet ready.

      Because the Clan was without a Loremaster and short on time, he still had no Bloodnamed warriors rallied to his cause. He viewed this as a lesser problem much further down the list, but a problem nonetheless. Bloodnames were precious commodities, bitterly fought for by Clan members. One did not simply receive a Bloodname, they received a chance to earn one. They each had the blood of their forebears in their veins, and they could fight for one of the incredibly limited Bloodnames in an elaborate contest against the others of their Bloodhouse. Names were few and capped, making spots to compete precious. Malvina had made them all virtually extinct, meaning there were now plenty to go around, but there was no one left to manage the records, codexes, and contests. Survival was more important than names, so that was something that would have to wait for another day.

      He liked looking out over the city with his ice-blue eyes, watching it thrive again after Malvina had destroyed it back in 3136. It felt like a mark in his favor that it had flourished, and he tried to spend at least a little time every morning admiring it, taking in the sights, the sounds, and the smells.

      He rubbed a hand along his pink-tinged cheek, abrasive from a persistent few days of stubble, and grimaced. They were doing well given the circumstances, and he had to give his people credit for that, but there was still so much to do.

      His aide-de-camp, Star Captain Quinn, cleared her throat behind him. He’d barely noticed her arrival. “My Khan.”

      Jiyi affixed the smile back to his face and turned to greet her. “Star Captain. What dire situation do we have to sort through today?”

      She wore a work uniform in drab, Jade Falcon green. Her hair was white-blond, like many in the Hazen bloodhouse, giving Quinn the appearance of a more kindly version of their malevolent ex-Khan. “I brought the plans for challenging the Ghost Bears for technicians and chose likely planets where that might work.”

      “And the joint staff is assembled?”

      “As you requested.”

      “Then let us go.”

      Star Captain Quinn led Jiyi from the balcony, through his utilitarian office, down the corridor, and into the austere briefing room. The new headquarters had been taken over from a civilian company after the Falcons had grown too large to operate out of the governor’s mansion. It was not as brutalist as most Clan architecture, but it was made of enough ferrocrete to survive Malvina Hazen’s WarShip attack, which was all that mattered now. Lots of ferroglass and steel on the outside, and bare ferrocrete walls on the inside.

      In the briefing room, a circular table full of his people waited for Jiyi to take his seat and make some decisions, and none of them were going to be good. He felt as though he had been left the worst of all options. And just because some of his gambits had worked did not mean any others would. Eventually, his luck would run out. Their neighbors in the Hinterlands would divine how he thought about matters, and predict how they could to beat him at his own game. He was just going to have to continue being better, staying one step ahead of them, evolving faster than they could.

      The conference room had been newly outfitted by the technician caste, giving him all the necessary equipment to run the campaigns of a dozen worlds from it, but at that moment he didn’t need the technology. He needed the people. They were what made up the soul of the Jade Falcons now. And, unlike his predecessor, he would actually listen to their counsel. He would not strike fear into their hearts so they remained silent in the face of calamitous ideas. He would not torture them or those below them. He would not berate them for contradicting him. He would listen to their ideas and choose the best course of action, even if it was not the one he had brought to the table.

      Jiyi felt proud about the collection of talent before him. They all wore similar Jade Falcon worksuits, their rank insignias all offering the largest difference between them as they varied in position. Star Colonel Teresa sat beside the empty chair waiting for him at the large, round table. She had tawny skin, brown hair she kept short, piercing eyes, and a button nose that had been broken at least twice. She’d been a lucky find—she had been stationed on some wayward planet or another. When the call to Terra had come, she’d been nursing two broken legs. Unable to make the trip, she remained in the hospital and was promptly arrested when Lyrans took the planet after word of the Falcons’ defeat spread. Teresa had escaped with a half-dozen solahma and come to Sudeten, giving Jiyi his only Star Colonel.

      On the other side of his empty chair sat Star Captain Allera, head of the Watch, the intelligence arm of the Jade Falcons. She looked like she could blend in anywhere, with her ochre skin, unassuming face, and dark brown eyes. Beside her sat Scientist-General Sadaf, the head of the scientist caste—or what was left of it—on Sudeten. The understated man with a solid jaw and piercing gray eyes had a grim look on his brown face. Next to him sat Master Technician Miles and Jiyi knew that between the two of them, they had the largest problem that needed solving. Sadaf and Miles were the ones shortest on people—everyone was short on people, but their need was by far the most acute.

      Jiyi had more ’Mechs than warriors, but he didn’t have the technicians and scientists available to keep those ’Mechs operational and completely functional. They had suffered a drain on almost every resource except for their factories near Hammar and on Holcomb—the other major continent on Sudeten that wasn’t a collection of islands. The Jade Falcons could make many new ’Mechs, but not maintain or develop them.

      Next to Sadaf and Miles sat Star Captain Dawn, who Jiyi had given command of the Sudeten Garrison Cluster after her performance on Quarell. Though her coloring was snow white, dappled with a constellation of freckles below raven black hair, she kept a grim bearing, still unaccustomed to such meetings. An empty chair was next, reserved for Merchant Factor Jodine when she was not trading around the area with VaultShip Gamma. Next to that empty chair sat Senior Laborer Lucinda. Unaccustomed to being in such meetings, she often sat quietly, but Jiyi felt he sent a message by inviting the lower castes to such important meetings. Rounding out the council, was Star Captain Baxter with his even rounder face. Like Quinn, Baxter had served beneath Jiyi on VaultShip Gamma and maintained a devoted loyalty, willing to follow any of his orders.

      They all stood at his arrival. “Please sit,” he bid them as he took his seat, as did his aide and the others. “Star Captain Quinn has informed me that we have some potential mission targets to look at.”

      “That is correct, sir,” Allera said. The room dimmed as she activated the holoprojector in the middle of the table and a map of the Rasalhague Dominion populated the screen. “After your raid on Quarell, our Watch has been able to make some headway into the Dominion. As you’ve been briefed, it has fallen into what looks like a full-blown civil war on all of their worlds we’ve been able to survey.”

      The map zoomed into a lush blue-green dot of a world, vital statistics and information appearing alongside it as Allera continued her briefing. “The planet Thun is one we’ve identified as our most likely target. It has only been part of the Rasalhague Dominion for less than two decades, captured by the Ghost Bears when Clan Wolf abandoned it in their initial reorientation toward Terra. The ideals of combined Rasalhague and Ghost Bear culture—mixing equally the ideals of civilian democracy with the might of Clan military—did not take very well on this planet. There were divisions in the populace between their way of life and the Clans that had nothing to do with their vote to join the Star League, but the vote became emblematic of larger fissures. Despite that wave of unrest and acute losses in the opening salvos of their civil war, we believe Thun has been stabilized in the wake of the conflict over their vote.”

      “I’m still baffled about the vote itself,” Jiyi said.

      Star Colonel Teresa nodded. “It seems as though the civilians and Ghost Bears have equal standing in Rasalhague, as far as major decisions go. They were given a choice to join the ilClan and Alaric Ward’s new Star League, or to refuse such an honor.” The way she said the last word felt laced with poison to Jiyi. “As most of you are aware, they voted to join, but only just. Apparently, the new First Lord wanted a more unanimous showing, and refused their admittance. This sent them spiraling, magnifying conflicts new and old, until they just started shooting each other.”

      Sadaf’s mouth fell open in disbelief. Miles shook his head in disapproval. Lucinda merely looked away.

      Jiyi nodded. “I mean, I understand what happened. I just have a hard time believing it could be so destructive. The stress fractures between Rasalhague and the Bears must go deeper than any of us could have known. As you said, if they were troubled by the Clan way of life to start with, the vote would certainly be a catalyst for the rest. I doubt the Wolf on Terra has any idea what chaos he wrought, a fool blundering in the dark.”

      “Very likely, sir,” Allera said. “To continue the presentation, we believe Thun is a ripe target for another trial. The Ghost Bear in charge, a Star Colonel Feng Ortiz, is a traditionalist in Clan ways and has fought a number of honorable trials, despite her record being spotty on winning them. We believe she would accept a batchall if one were issued. Add to that, they have a WeaponMaster facility developing ’Mech technology, and we think it’s the perfect target.”

      Jiyi watched the planet spin on the holoprojector’s image, seeing the WeaponMaster facility get highlighted with an arrow on the main continent. He looked at the face of the Ghost Bear Star Colonel, whose file had been scrolling along beside the planet, and wondered what sort of battles she had fought in.

      “I believe there are other options, as well, my Khan,” Star Captain Baxter said.

      Jiyi waved a hand to him, giving the floor.

      “There are still many worlds in the former occupation zone that have pockets of Jade Falcons,” Baxter said. “I would like permission to take a JumpShip and begin collecting them.”

      “Put together a list of likely targets. I fear time may have run out on some of the planets further out—” Before Jiyi could say another word, an alarm sounded, a piercing chirp echoing through the halls of the building. “What is this?”

      Star Captain Quinn shot to her feet and went to the opening door, where another Falcon stood outside, ready with a handheld noteputer. She handed it to Jiyi’s aide, and the door slid shut once more.

      “Status, Star Captain.” Alarm rose in Jiyi’s heart, pounding with the beat of the klaxon. He didn’t like alarms, especially not here on Sudeten. He would expect trouble elsewhere, but Sudeten should have been at least nominally safe from the predations of other factions.

      Star Captain Quinn took a moment to read over the information, then she looked at it again, making sure she had it all—Jiyi admired how thorough she was. After she digested all of it, she looked up to her Khan. “It’s the proximity alarm. A flotilla of JumpShips and associated DropShips has emerged at our zenith jump point.”

      “Hostiles?” Star Colonel Teresa asked.

      Jiyi wondered the same thing. They were in no shape for a fight at the moment.

      “We have an incoming message from the lead DropShip,” Quinn said, manipulating the noteputer. “It looks prerecorded.”

      “Play it,” Jiyi ordered.

      “There is a second message as well, with a more recent time signature,” Quinn continued. “It’s coming from a different DropShip altogether. The Wild Coyote.”

      “There’s more than one message? Well, we shall see to that after the first message.” He pointed to the holoprojected image of Thun, and Quinn dutifully sent the prerecorded message there.

      “Greetings, Jiyi Chistu,” a curt voice said before the image appeared.

      Marena. The Merchant Queen of the Alyina Mercantile League and former Jade Falcon Merchant Factor.

      The last time she’d sent a message, she had nothing nice to say, but said it all so very kindly. She had let Jiyi know the merchant caste centered on Alyina would be striking out on its own, no longer the subjects of the Jade Falcons, and no longer willing to be subjects of the warrior caste, as it had been in the Clans for centuries. That was fair enough, but she also had some abrasive things to say about Jiyi and his new Falcons in parting. He had not liked it, but tried not to take it personally. He understood her position. She was doing her best to be a leader and do right by her people, and he knew a thing or two about that.

      Or at least he was trying to.

      
        
        “I send my compliments,” Marena continued, her dark skin appearing almost blue in the projector’s light, and the mass of curls that made up her hair faded into the darkness. “You have survived much longer than I would have expected without the support of the Alyina Mercantile League and the other players in our little corner of the Sphere. I even heard about that stunt you pulled on Quarell. Bold of you.”

      

      

      “But what does she want?” Baxter wondered.

      “Let her speak,” Jiyi chided him.

      
        
        “My compliments are not all I send. I present to you a gift, as it is no longer of any use to me.”

      

      

      A murmur grew in the room. “A gift?”

      
        
        “I hear you are in need of people. Warriors. Technicians. Scientists. Skilled labor. If there’s one thing I have learned, it’s that you only want to keep the sort of people around you that share your ideals. On these DropShips are twenty thousand who share yours. They did not see the benefit of the way of doing things here in the Alyina Mercantile League, instead wishing to cling to the old ways. In the old days, perhaps they would have been killed by our forebears, but I think we are both above such primitive practices these days.

        “So, here are people. The warriors who couldn’t accept the gift they were being given, the malcontents who would not see the future the AML is building, and anyone else who wanted to leave and try their hand at living on Sudeten with the remnants of the Jade Falcons. I wish you luck and hope that if our paths cross again, it’s under more agreeable terms. Consider this an act of goodwill. Until we meet again, Jiyi Chistu.”

      

      

      Jiyi’s mind reeled. Twenty thousand refugees from the AML, including warriors, technicians and scientists. Perhaps they could solve his personnel problems. He could manufacture ’Mechs to his heart’s content, but he couldn’t keep them crewed or repaired unless he had more expertise.

      Star Captain Allera of the Watch scoffed, as though she heard what he was thinking, speaking as soon as the hologram of Marena and her piercing blue eyes faded, and the lights returned to their normal brightness in the room. “Khan Chistu, this is certainly a trap.”

      “Explain,” Jiyi said. He had his own ideas about how this would bite him in the ass, but wanted to hear her estimate of the situation as well.

      “Alyina did not send us twenty thousand useful bodies out of the kindness of their hearts. Almost certainly a large portion of that number is wounded, sick, families, small children, civilians. People we will have to spend time and resources—however nominal—to care for, but there is a larger issue than that. She said herself the rest were people who could not stand her new regime, a large portion of that number are likely to be liabilities, causing trouble in our fragile state.”

      Jiyi smirked. “I assumed this infusion of new blood would not be full of warriors, scientists, and technicians ready to be put to work.”

      “More than that,” Allera continued, “she has undoubtedly seeded the population with spies.”

      “I would agree with that assessment,” Star Colonel Teresa said. “This is a security risk.”

      “Any other input?” Jiyi cast his eyes around the room. Star Captain Dawn shook her head. Sadaf took in a long breath and held it, folding his arms. Though he was welcome to offer input in these strategy sessions, Jiyi knew he was reluctant to. He’d been a scientist during the Malvina years, and speaking up never went well then. Jiyi intended to change that paradigm. “Scientist-General?”

      “While I agree with the previous assessments,” he said. “The fact remains that if we can find the help in the morass, we will take it. If there are spies in the mix—” he nodded to Star Captain Allera, “—we will watch them accordingly, and keep them from anything vital.”

      “Everything is vital at the moment.” Jiyi looked to Lucinda and Miles. “Do the technicians and laborers have anything to add?”

      They both shook their heads and Lucinda spoke for them. “I believe the Scientist-General has the right of it.”

      Miles said nothing, so Jiyi cast his gaze to Star Captain Baxter, who raised both a finger and an eyebrow. “Star Captain?”

      “I also think Scientist-General Sadaf is right, but I do agree with the Star Colonel about the risk.”

      Jiyi nodded, accepting everyone’s input. “We can turn this into an opportunity, an advantage she will have likely seen coming, but felt it worth the risk. We gather as much intelligence as we can, the Watch will do its work to discover the identity of the spies, and we turn them, making them double agents. It matters not right now. This move makes it clear that any war with the Alyina Mercantile League will not be imminent. Let us use what we can.”

      He turned to Allera. “You can arrange the interviews and debriefings?”

      “Aff, my Khan. But it will take time.”

      “Time we do not have, naturally. I understand. Do your best and make it happen.”

      “Aff, my Khan.”

      Jiyi felt competing waves of relief and nausea. This could very well cause as many problems as it could solve. Taking a moment to suppress his feelings, he then looked up to Star Captain Quinn. “And the message from the other DropShip? The Wild Coyote, you said?”

      “Aff. I will play it now.”

      The lights dimmed again and the last vestige of the image of Marena’s hologram, paused at the end of her message, vanished. In her place appeared the image of a portly man with a mop of dark hair and a tangled mess of a beard. His eyes bugged out just a little when he spoke.

      
        
        “Khan Jiyi Chistu,” the man said, “my most humble greetings. Allow me to introduce myself, I’m Major Bugsy Heidegger of the Lone Wolves at your service. We’re a longtime mercenary outfit and are looking for a new patron to fight for. We had previously been stationed in the Alyina Mercantile League, working directly for Syndic Marena, but we found it to be a little too quiet for our tastes, and thought we’d water our horses in greener pastures, if you take my meaning.”

      

      

      Jiyi blinked. Never in his life did he think he would be in a position where mercenaries would be begging him for a job. As progressive as Jiyi was, and as happy as he was to break the mold of everything that had come before, some things still felt a little too distasteful.

      
        
        “I understand,” Heidegger continued, almost as if he could read Jiyi’s thoughts, too, “if you find the idea hiring mercenaries distasteful. You are a proud Clan warrior of excellent repute, and of a progressive mind. If it is your decision not to hire us as we come begging, I would accept that, but I felt it was worth it to give it a try. Whatever the case may be, hiring or sending us along, might we have permission to burn into Sudeten and allow the units in my outfit rest and refit? Maybe do some trade? Even get some relaxation in? I will understand if the answer is no, and we’ll just hang out up here and recharge our batteries and be on our way. In any event, we await your decision and will make no move to burn in toward Sudeten without your permissive invitation, but when Syndic Marena said she was sending folks here, we thought we’d give it our best shot in the dark to find where the action is. I hope I took a stab at the right back and you’ll have need of us one way or the other. Sincerely, Major Bugsy Heidegger of the Lone Wolves.”

      

      

      Jiyi thought long and hard for a moment. He had no interest in hiring mercenaries, but if they had spent their last months in Alyina, they might be valuable sources of information as well. And it never hurt to have more capable ’Mechs around, even just as a deterrent. Also, if they were on Sudeten resting, they couldn’t be elsewhere in the galaxy, taking contracts that might have them working against Jiyi’s purposes.

      The holoimage of Heidegger vanished and the lights came back to the room once more. Jiyi looked around at his staff, pleased with how far they had come from the brink of destruction in so short a time. “Star Captain,” Jiyi said to Quinn, “record the following response and send it back.”

      “Aff, my Khan.” Quinn engaged the holorecorder and pointed to Jiyi, giving him the go ahead.

      The Khan smiled broadly, wide enough for Heidegger to make no mistake about his pleasure.”Major Heidegger, I am Khan Jiyi Chistu of the Jade Falcons, and I thank you for your generous offer. I believe you may have been misled about the situation here on Sudeten. Though they no longer claim the ways of the Clans on Alyina, we here on Sudeten still do, and have no need to hire mercenaries at this time. I am genuinely sorry to disappoint you, as you seem an honorable lucrewarrior. Having said that, we would be delighted to allow you such leave on Sudeten. Along with this message will be coordinates for a landing zone where your DropShips would be welcome to land. Welcome to Sudeten.”

      Jiyi pointed to Quinn who cut off the recording. Her mouth slackened agape, no doubt shocked by his quick decision. “Star Captain, make sure the coordinates are for the Holcomb continent. The landing field out between the industriplexes and suburbs. We ought to keep them as far from Hammarr as we can. They should find enough to entertain them in the worker tenements there.”

      “Sir, I must protest,” Star Captain Allera said. “This is a massive security risk, especially that close to Trellshire Heavy Industries.”

      “I understand, Star Captain, which is why I want you to keep an eye on them. We are going into this with our eyes wide open. Ensure that they are not here for a sneak attack—I would not put it past Syndic Marena—but if they have completed a contract with Marena, what we can learn from them about the Alyina Mercantile League would be worth its weight in germanium.”

      “This, in addition to processing the refugees?”

      “Aff, Star Captain. I did not say it would be a small job, but I do not doubt it will be like drawing power from an unconfined fusion reactor. There will be leakage everywhere, but I know you are up to the challenge, quiaff?”

      “Aff, my Khan.”

      “Any other concerns about allowing the mercenaries to land? This is the time to speak.”

      Star Colonel Teresa squirmed in her chair. “My Khan, can our reputation afford the optics? If other Clans think we have hired mercenaries, what is to stop them from issuing a Trial of Annihilation for dezgra behavior?”

      “Sudeten is not the Jade Falcons, and no one will mistake it for such. There have been mercenaries on a hundred Clan worlds, and no dishonor has come to them. We have all the weapon ammunition we want, but the ammunition we truly need is information, and I think they can give it to us without us lowering ourselves to hiring them. Besides, I think each of the other Clans have more important matters on their mind than us.”

      With an air of apprehension, Teresa finally nodded. “Of course, my Khan.”

      “Anyone else?” Jiyi scanned each of their faces and none seemed to have any other objections. The argument for increased intelligence had clearly been a winning one. So he turned his mind and orders to the next problem. “Scientist-General Sadaf, Master Technician Miles, I would like you to be involved in the effort to bring the Alyina refugees into Sudeten. We will get a head start and have them transmit identities and backgrounds, but I want the scientists and technicians to have first pick of anyone useful to our work. This need is the most dire, and therefore we will fill your cups fastest.”

      “Aff, my Khan.” Miles and Sadaf both replied evenly.

      “The rest of you will receive orders from me via Star Captain Quinn. And it will be soon. We have much to do.”

      “Uh, my Khan?” Star Colonel Teresa asked. Not timidly, but more confused than anything. “I believe there is one more issue of concern on the floor.”

      “That is?” Jiyi’s mind had been racing, and he hated himself for thinking he’d forgotten something.

      “What of the plan for the challenge on Thun in the Rasalhague Dominion?”

      “Table that for now. That will be our contingency if these new plans do not bear fruit. Until then, let us get to work. I get the feeling these are going to be a very eventful next few weeks.”
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        THE DUSTY DROPSHIP TAVERN

        MAYOR’S INCOME

        SUDETEN

        JADE FALCON OCCUPATION ZONE

        2 MARCH 3152

      

      

      Albert Heidegger—who everyone called Bugsy—thought it would be nice to have his regular meeting of the Lone Wolves Committee face-to-face. Even though his face was one only a mother could love: pale, mottled skin, a thick beard, receding hairline, and bug eyes. Still, it felt good to do all this in person for a change. They’d been doing their daily votes remotely across DropShips, or with great swaths of planet between them, but since they were all planet-side enjoying some R&R, he thought it would be good for morale to get everyone together.

      The Lone Wolves were a mercenary co-op. It was a group where two or three dozen merc units too small to take the big jobs banded together under one banner in hopes of landing some juicy fish. Bugsy had been around the longest, and could talk a Ghost Bear into buying an air conditioner, which made him the natural choice for chairman, representing the Lone Wolves in just about all matters. And anything he could do to maintain unit cohesion and make everyone happy was something he tried for.

      Each day, he sent out a brand-new contract to every unit’s commander, asking if they were going to re-up. Occasionally, some units would ask to sign off for longer, usually weeks or months, mainly because the paperwork of signing every single day got tedious. The allure of the Lone Wolves was that they could walk away at any time, depending on the contract. And since they were between contracts as a whole, Bugsy had to keep everyone happy and together until he could find the next paying gig.

      The Dusty DropShip felt like the perfect place to bring the Lone Wolves all together. The cool, dimly lit bar had a neon MechWarrior theme and had enough room to fit the whole crew. Best of all, they didn’t charge him for the use of the meeting space.

      He scanned the motley crew sitting at the tables, scattered into little islands of who already knew or liked each other, wondering if anyone would turn heel and leave. The combinations of personalities at the table were interesting, to say the least. There were definitely a few pairs of folks that sat together because there was clearly no other available chair. Like Julian Ellison, the colonel of The Foul-Tempered, a small and hard-hearted unit that took itself far too seriously, sitting at a table with Katie Ferraro of the Fox Patrol, which might have been the nicest, cheeriest found family of mercs Bugsy had ever come across. Those two absolutely hated each other. Since their last training and drilling session together back on Alyina, Bugsy had done his best to keep them away from each other, and now he cursed himself for not busting them up when he first saw them sitting there. But there wasn’t anything he could do about it now, so Bugsy just shrugged. It was just like that old saying about the best laid plans of cat and mouse.

      He looked out over the assembly of captains, commanders, majors, colonels, and whatever other rank the unit leaders had seen fit to give themselves and clinked a glass for their attention.

      Once the din of a dozen conversations hushed to nothing, Bugsy began. “So,” he said, “I’ve transmitted to your noteputers my strategic plan for the foreseeable future. Basically, it boils down to sitting tight for the moment. I just need you all to make your decisions, staying or going, and we can have some drinks and mingle and get to know each other a little better.”

      Ellison, an older MechWarrior who wore a black uniform and his hair in an ancient military high and tight to match the sour expression on his face, was what Bugsy classified as one of his, quote, problem children. He liked to complain about everything. It was natural to see him read over the communique containing the contract and raise his hand first. “This says you plan for another week of shore leave here.”

      “That’s correct, Colonel Ellison,” Bugsy said, rubbing his hands together anxiously, hoping he could get to the booze sooner than later. “Talking to many of you, it sounds like most would enjoy more time to do some refitting, and the Jade Falcons have been very kind in the way of trading for things we need. Or selling it all outright. Our credit is definitely good here.”

      “Exactly why are we here, Major Heidegger?” Ellison asked.

      Bugsy watched Katie Ferraro—she was young, in her mid-twenties, and seemed unable to exist without some grease smudged on her face—squirm in her chair at the hint of confrontation from her table-mate. At first, Bugsy thought she applied the grease herself for appearance, like makeup, but after watching her work on ’Mechs and seeing how hands-on she was, it became clear it wasn’t an affectation. She just had no interest in anything but ’Mechs. In a ’Mech, she had no problem with confrontations, but at a bar table, it made her obviously uncomfortable.

      Fair enough. It annoyed Bugsy, too.

      “We’re plotting the move after this one. I’m doing some recon with the locals and everyone I can to find out where we go from here. There’s rumors of a new hiring hall nearby, which might be worth checking out if we can’t convince the Khan to hire us. The former Jade Falcon Occupation Zone is a perfect place to find some work, and I still think we can make out with more Clan ’Mechs.”

      Major Hendrix McHale, a one-man outfit who’d been with the Lone Wolves almost as long as Heidegger, shouted from the back of the room, “Hell, I’m enjoyin’ the break! We’ve got coin in the coffers and time to spare. I’m signing on again. I trust where you’re leadin’ us, Major. You haven’t let us down yet! At least, not in a serious way.”

      The crowd around McHale chuckled, and Bugsy himself offered a laugh. “I appreciate the support, Major McHale.”

      “Any time, Major.”

      Bugsy smiled, almost wanting to laugh again. There was no rhyme or reason to how the commands gave themselves rank, and it made these gatherings humorous. Like they were all going around the table introducing each other with the same rank, and it was all meaningless.

      In some ways, he guessed it was.

      Ellison looked around the room with a sneer growing on his face. “Laying about like this doesn’t put any more credits in our accounts. Time is money, and we’re wasting it here.”

      Bugsy nodded. “That’s a fair point, Colonel Ellison, but as a Lone Wolf, you’re always free to go. I would hate to see it, but you know the drill and how the bit goes in.”

      Ferraro looked around and spoke, her voice full of excitement, as though she were trying to change the mood in the room on her own. “The Fox Patrol is gonna stay on with the Wolves. I’ve seen so many amazing things with you all and my unit is learning a lot, so we’re still in. A couple of weeks laying fallow never hurt anyone. And it’ll give me time to see some of these pretty Clan ’Mechs they have around here.”

      “We spent the last six months laying low in Alyina, though,” said Bernice BattleMaster of the BattleMaster Brigade. Bugsy had seen her records; BattleMaster was her real name and had been in her family for at least four generations, but she seemed to carry things a little far that all four ’Mechs in her unit were BattleMasters, too. It was nice to be able to call on them—four assault ’Mechs were nothing to sneeze at—but refitting them must have been a pain in the ass. Every unit had to have a theme, though, even the Lone Wolves. The theme of the BattleMasters was their whole schtick. “We want to get back into the action.”

      “We will be, soon enough,” Bugsy said. “But with that, please confirm your signatures on the contracts and I’ll be at the bar if anyone has any other questions. Otherwise, I want everyone to take this time to get to know one another. It’s a great day for making friends.”

      The leaders from the different commands—from Katie Ferraro and the Fox Patrol and Julian Ellison of the Foul-Tempered to Temuera Tohu of the Moa Hunters Infantry and Armor unit and Yanaha Nez of the Dine Naabaahii—all locked in their decisions. Satisfied, Bugsy looked down at his noteputer and watched the tallies come in. It began as a trickle, and then slowly sped up as everyone, even the reluctant and foul tempered Foul-Tempered, agreed to join back up.

      It was a careful balancing act. He hated losing units, but if someone was going to go, he would rather it be in a situation like this, where they were between contracts, rather than the heat of battle. It had been quite a few years since a unit just pulled out in the middle of a longer contract like that. Bugsy had been good at keeping everyone happy and relatively safe. The added consideration was that the name of the unit who left would always be mud afterward. And Bugsy would make damn sure he never welcomed units like Picketts Chargers or the Stormer Vanguard back into the fold again. And he should have seen enough of the red flags in the first place to have never wanted to work with mercs like that from the get go. But beggars couldn’t always be choosers.

      Fortunately, the Lone Wolves were in a position where they weren’t begging anymore.

      At least not for units. They were still begging for work.

      Obviously. Of course they were. That’s just what the life of mercenaries is like. Always begging for supper.

      “Now, like I said, get to know each other,” he told them all. “Have a drink. First round’s on me.”

      At the sound of that, everyone stood up with a ragged cheer and headed to the bar. Bugsy conveniently failed to mention he was going to expense the bar tab to the Lone Wolves as an overhead cost, but they didn’t need to know that. This was a legitimate business meeting.

      He followed them all over to the bar, making arrangements with the bartender to get the whole tab taken care of. Then he ordered a cold Guerririo Meccanico, which he’d been craving ever since he left Alyina, but found they didn’t actually sell those on Sudeten. Instead, he opted for a shot of McCracken 12 and decided he could sip a reasonably nice whiskey for a while.

      As long as the Lone Wolves were paying.

      Bugsy stayed at the bar while most of the Lone Wolves meandered back to the meeting space and mingled.

      “How is Sudeten treating you, Major Heidegger?” asked a voice from his left.

      Looking over, Bugsy saw a Jade Falcon sidling up next to him. Her skin was dark and her eyes were even darker and he’d be happy to fall right into them. She wore a common worksuit in Falcon green and, if Bugsy had learned his rank insignias properly, she was a Star Captain.  “Star Captain,” he said, nodding to her, hoping he’d made the right guess. “Sudeten’s been swell. I know Clanners aren’t usually fond of mercenaries, but my experience over the last few days has really been a pleasant one.”

      “I am glad to hear that. My name is Allera.”

      “Is there something I can do for you, Star Captain Allera?”

      “Tell me what you’re drinking?”

      “McCracken twenty-five,” he lied.

      “Let us both have another. I have a few questions for you.”

      “About anything in particular? Or just the smoky peat quality of a smooth, twenty-five-year- old whiskey aged in sherry-oak casks?”

      The Star Captain smiled wide. “I would be very interested in hearing about your recent travels.”

      And suddenly, Bugsy smelled an opportunity. He raised his glass in a salute. “Well, as they say, this is a good day for making friends.”
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        TRELLSHIRE HEAVY INDUSTRIES

        ELDRON

        SUDETEN

        JADE FALCON OCCUPATION ZONE

        3 MARCH 3152

      

      

      Alexis hadn’t been a Star Commander for even a full quarter, but she had taken to commanding her Star as though she had been doing it all her life. When she thought about the MechWarriors in her command—Thomasin, Sophie, Daniel, and Jezebel—she felt a swell of pride. They had all been in her sibko when they’d been Ghost Bears on Quarell, and they had all been won in a Trial of Possession by Khan Jiyi Chistu, making them all Jade Falcons whether they liked it or not.

      If someone would have asked Alexis a year prior if she would have been happy with that unexpected turn of events, she would have said absolutely not. The very idea would have been ludicrous. But since she’d become a Jade Falcon, she’d actually learned to love it. Yes, she’d heard the horror stories of what they had been like in the past, but that hadn’t matched her experiences in the Clan at all. And Khan Jiyi Chistu himself had done his best to nurture all the sibkos he’d won, treating them as though they had been Jade Falcons from the beginning, never once questioning their zeal, zest, or loyalty.

      Now, here she was, piloting a 95-ton Turkina—one she had been assigned by the Khan himself, and had named Ghostbird—and commanding her own Star of five ’Mechs. She’d been part of the first and, so far, only group of sibkin from Quarell to have been given their Trials of Position and she had been the only one to make two kills, which granted her the command of a Star.

      She called them the Ghostbirds, too.

      And now those five ’Mechs were tromping wide circles around the Trellshire Heavy Industries factory on the continent of Holcomb, half a world away from the capital, and all the action.

      Safe and easy sentry duty for her rising Star.

      They weren’t trusted yet with much more than that, but they would be able to prove themselves in a real, tangible way and it would happen soon. People her age always had to prove themselves, and they were going to make sure they didn’t disappoint the Khan.

      “Anything on visuals?” Alexis asked over the comm.

      “Star Commander,” came Daniel’s voice, strained as though he were still getting used to her title, “what exactly do you think we’ll see? There are no enemies on the planet. This is all purely pro forma.”

      “Ghostbird Five,” she replied. “You understand we’re less than twenty kilometers from where a battalion of mercenaries are holing up, with a spaceport between us. We are here to make sure nothing goes wrong.”

      She and Daniel had a long history. He was a Trueborn and she was a freebirth, and he always seemed to think that meant something. In the old Clan ways it certainly had; for centuries the Clans had played god with the genetics of their warriors and birthed them in artificial iron wombs. Every member of her Star had been born that way, raised to be a warrior from their first breath.

      But not Alexis.

      Though Daniel had done a lot of growing up and shed a lot of his bigotry, it still must have burned him up that she was in command.

      Alexis heard the click of someone about to say something, but heard only static, and knew it must have been either Thomasin or Sophie ready to make a snarky remark at Daniel’s expense. Even though he’d changed a lot since they’d been children, they still liked to make snide remarks. He’d been cruel as a kid, and probably deserved it. She supposed the suppressed remark could have been Jezebel, too. Jezebel had always taken Daniel’s side when they were in their sibko. Even when it didn’t make sense.

      Maybe she had clicked on the line to defend Daniel.

      It didn’t matter.

      Words left unsaid could neither help nor hurt.

      “Let’s just keep our sweep up and make sure nothing goes wrong,” Alexis reminded them.

      Trellshire Heavy Industries, according to the briefing, had been part of some massive Lyran company before the Jade Falcons had taken the planet a hundred years prior. Since then, the industrial production of the commandeered factory spat out all manner of tanks and VTOLs, keeping their war machine humming and the defense of the planet—and the Clan—strong.

      The buildings in the sprawling complex were huge, tall enough to fit two ’Mechs standing on top of each other. Some were that tall to accommodate ’Mechs for repairs or refits; everything in a Jade Falcon industrial center had to accommodate a ’Mech now and again. Others were split into different floors, with the various assembly lines and apparatus to machine all the individual parts of various ’Mechs, tanks, and any other weapons of war they could conceive.

      Although the duty they’d been assigned felt like it was somehow a punishment, or a way to keep them out of the way, Alexis knew the Trellshire plant was vital to the survival of the Jade Falcons and one of the key, strategic targets on the planet.

      On the other hand, Daniel did have a point.

      There were no enemies on Sudeten. And if the Lone Wolves—the mercenaries that had temporarily put down stakes in the nearby suburb of Mayor’s Income—decided they wanted to trash the plant or the town, they would have no problem doing so. Sure, Alexis and her Ghostbirds could interdict them for a while, but without the rest of the Garrison Cluster or the First Falcon Sentinels, they would definitely have a problem.

      If they had been more trusted, though, they would be guarding the Olivetti Weaponry Plant where they made the Turkina, Gyrfalcons, Jade Hawks, Marauder IICs, and half a dozen other ’Mechs vital to the survival of the Jade Falcons.

      If they’d been even more trusted than that, maybe they would have been doing their sentry work circling around the capital itself, though Olivetti was near the capital, both on the continent of Dargoth, where most folks who lived on Sudeten called home. Instead, they were on the other side of the planet.

      One day, they’d get more important duties.

      “I have something, Ghostbird Leader,” Sophie said. “Movement over here.”

      “I’m on my way,” Alexis told her. “Send your telemetry.”

      “Aff, Star Commander.”

      Sophie fed her data to the rest of the Star, and Alexis noticed immediately that it was small, human-sized contacts. Infantry, maybe? Thankfully, no ’Mechs were coming at them. Not that she would have shied away from a fight with other ’Mechs, but because she simply didn’t want the trouble. They were at the north end of the complex, backed up against the outer road that led toward Eldron, the company town that had sprouted up over the years to handle many of the factory workers. Mayor’s Income was smashed against it in the distance for the rest of the workers.

      She pushed her massive Ghostbird forward and made a wide turn on the ferrocrete road, heading back toward Sophie’s direction. The Turkina handled smoothly for such a large ’Mech, and she loved that she could use jump jets. She engaged them now, soaring through the air and landing with a hard thud her gyros evened out so she barely felt it. The Turkina looked squat on paper, but was actually quite tall, though that was all balanced across a broad shell of a cockpit. Its great arms boasted an arsenal of weapons, and she kept to the most common load-out, at least for sentry duty. That gave her access to a pair of extended-range particle projector cannons, a pair of long-range missile pods, and a pair of LB-X autocannons, which made her absolutely lethal in just about any engagement at any range. And with as much armor as she had, she would be able to stay in the fight longer and command her Star from a position of strength.

      Alexis wasn’t sure why the Khan had chosen this ’Mech for her, but the more she got to pilot it, the more she felt like she was born for it. Maybe he just had an eye for that sort of thing. Or he had matched her style of fighting, watching her trial and other battles he might have seen. But how would he have had time to watch battleROMs of her fights? He was the Khan. He had more important things to worry about.

      Or maybe he just found it impressive when she’d issued a challenge and a Trial of Refusal to a Khan as a sibko cadet. Maybe that made her worth keeping an eye on.

      “Ghostbirds Two, Four, and Five,” she called out to Thomasin, Daniel, and Jezebel, “continue the patrol and make sure this isn’t something of a feint, trap, or trick.”

      “Aff,” they all called back.

      It wouldn’t be more than another jump for Alexis to reach Sophie’s position, but she watched the dots on the map of her console, little orange pinpricks, barely large enough to register carefully. She had to manipulate the map with her fingers to zoom in and get a better look at them. They were definitely heading toward the factory, but there were no scheduled shift changes or breaks for another hour or two.

      Alexis jumped again and her Turkina made a hard landing on the road, right beside Sophie’s Nova, a laser boat of a medium ’Mech, 50 tons and wielding all extended-range medium lasers as its complement. Lethal, and ready to turn any opposing ’Mech into slag.

      A group of infantry would simply be boiled alive under her punishing fire.

      Alexis looked for the group of people coming toward the factory. Magnifying the view on her HUD, she saw them close up. They were indeed civilians. Maybe members of the technician caste? Or their children? They looked small, even for the distance they were at.

      They also approached warily, cowering in fear.

      Anyone, with that much firepower aimed at you—enough to kill you a thousand times over in the blink of an eye—would cower.

      “They don’t look like workers,” she said.

      “Agreed,” Sophie replied.

      Alexis turned on her external microphones and listened for the cries they made.

      “Please don’t hurt us!” one yelled.

      Another, hands clenched together and tears streaming down their face, shouted, “We just wanted to visit our parents!”

      They were children.

      All of them.

      Alexis wasn’t sure why she hadn’t noticed before.

      They were dressed better than she had been when she’d lived on the street at that age, but not by much.

      “Stand down, Sophie,” Alexis said quietly.

      Sophie’s Nova backed up and slouched just a little bit, as though it were lowering its arms and no longer ready to obliterate anyone in front of it.

      “We are not going to hurt you,” Alexis said, wondering what they had to be scared of. The Jade Falcons had been the controlling force of Sudeten for a hundred years and had been, as far as she’d been told, generally benevolent. It wasn’t like the Jade Falcons she believed in were some unknown factor to these children.

      “Please don’t shoot us!” said another one of the kids, as though they hadn’t heard Alexis at all.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked them.

      “We just wanted to surprise our Dad!” said the one crying.

      “Sophie, scan their identity docs and let them pass. This is definitely not a job for ’Mechs. Alert Trellshire’s security as well, have them inform us of situations like this so we’re not scaring anyone.”

      “Aff, Star Commander,” Sophie said.

      “And don’t frighten them any more. They shouldn’t have anything to be scared of.”

      “Aff.”

      As Sophie went to work deescalating the situation, Alexis found herself lost in thought. Why would they be so afraid? It wasn’t just the ’Mechs. They’d probably seen ’Mechs of various factions plenty in their lives. And it wasn’t just that the ’Mechs were pointing weapons at them.

      And then it dawned on Alexis.

      They were afraid of Alexis because they were Jade Falcons. These kids had been raised in the world of the old Falcons, and no one had told them about how things had changed. And if they were so scared of the Falcons, why would they risk it anyway?

      Alexis knew the answer. Because if she still had parents, no Jade Falcon or Ghost Bear would have stopped her from seeing them.

      Thinking of the fear on their faces, she didn’t feel so proud of the Jade Falcon patch on the breast of her cooling vest. Putting herself at that age in the position of those children, she bit her lip, trying to stanch the coming tears.

      A warrior wasn’t supposed to cry.
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        REFUGEE CENTER

        HAMMARR

        SUDETEN

        JADE FALCON OCCUPATION ZONE

        4 MARCH 3152

      

      

      Star Captain Dawn hated commanding a unit spread across a planet and two of its three continents. Although the posting to command the entire planetary garrison was a great honor, it didn’t really feel like one. She’d been given a Trinary of ’Mechs to use around the planet—a Star for each continent if need be—but for the most part, her unit was overwhelmingly a group of freeborn infantry and tank units scattered at strategic sites across Sudeten.

      She knew why she’d received the assignment, too.

      She’d been in the infantry. She’d flunked out of her Trial—through no fault of her own—and ended up marching with a rifle like the others. Which is why she stayed behind and didn’t make it to Terra, because she was also part of a disciplinary unit. And then Khan Jiyi Chistu had given her a chance she felt she both did not deserve and deserved more than anything all at the same time.

      She won rank.

      In her second chance at a Trial of Position, she became a Star Commander, racking up two kills. And then, for her work at the Battle of Quarell and helping to train up the stolen Ghost Bear sibkos, she was promoted to Star Captain. She wasn’t ready for the rank, but that was what happened in a Clan with so few warriors.

      Quick advancement, ready or not.

      The thing she hated most about her post, though, wasn’t that she had so few ’Mechs in her command, and it wasn’t that she was in charge of most of the infantry and tanks on Sudeten. It was that for the last couple of weeks, it seemed as though her job was far more governing and bureaucracy than it was being a warrior.

      Not that she couldn’t handle that, but name a Jade Falcon warrior who wanted to deal with refugees rather than pilot a ’Mech, and she would show you a liar.

      Instead of sitting in her ’Mech, Dawn sat at a desk in one of the interview rooms in the refugee center. Surely, the Merchant Queen must have known how much paperwork and staff hours it would take to bring twenty-thousand refugees into the society of Sudeten. It all felt like a waste of their time and that only benefited their enemies. And since the Jade Falcons had implemented a universal basic income for everyone in trade for a modest amount of hours at a job, placing these people at jobs and in homes would be a monumental task.

      Dawn was grateful she didn’t have to do any of that work, though.

      It was her job to interview the warriors in the group and see if they could be placed inside the Sudeten Garrison Forces, or if she could recommend them for higher duty elsewhere. Star Captain Alerra of the Watch had already vetted them and believed those Dawn would be interviewing were the least likely to be spies in the AML; they had no love for Marena or the new society she was fashioning.

      But isn’t that exactly what a spy would say?

      “So,” Dawn looked down to her noteputer and saw the name of the woman she was interviewing. “Warrior Regina, your codex says that you were in the infantry.”

      “Aff.”

      “And you want to continue serving in the infantry?”

      Regina was a bigger woman than Dawn was, somewhere between MechWarrior and Elemental. Dawn was surprised when Regina just sort of shrugged. She assumed any warrior worth their weight in germanium would want to get back into the fight. They were Jade Falcons, after all, that’s what they did.

      “I could take it or leave it,” the blond woman said.

      “What does that mean?”

      Regina shrugged again. “What do you think is the point? The Falcons are dead. You think I got on that DropShip and came here because I wanted to?”

      Dawn double-checked the noteputer and found that Regina had, indeed, been sitting in a brig on Alyina prior to her immigration. The reason was unclear, as there were no crimes listed.

      “What happened? It says here you were serving a sentence that was commuted.”

      “That is the official story, sure. They made it seem like I had a choice.”

      “You have a choice here.”

      “I punched a merchant, alright? One of the damn AML goons in their little blue uniforms
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