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        FROM THE GREAT WORK OF GALAXY COMMANDER ISIS BEKKER:

      

      

      
        
        That day is like a dream to me now: distant and surreal, yet vividly clear. I can see the dark clouds, as much smoke as water, hanging low in the sky, turning day into night. I can see lightning streaking down, turning the landscape into snapshots of chaos and destruction, punctuating a darkness full of small fires burning like stars fallen from the sky. Quilting it all together were stitches of death: lasers flashing through the smoke, the burning trails of missiles, jagged lines of tracers like incendiary swarms of hornets.

        In this darkness things stirred like maggots in rotting flesh; soldiers in armor, tanks and, striding above it all, the gigantic forms of BattleMechs, unstoppable titans by whose force planets trembled, and wars were won and lost.

        The place was Vega, a world of considerable strategic importance, once a center of commerce and political power for all of Prefecture I. We, the Omega Galaxy of Clan Ghost Bear, had been dispatched here with the mission to restore order and stability.

        As for the real reason we were sent, I suspect it was a good deal more byzantine. But at that time, I only suspected the complexity of our situation, and I had no time to ruminate on politics and hidden motives.

        We knew our duty, my Galaxy and I, and we did not hesitate. We found a broken world, hanging on the ragged edge of a precipice, at the bottom of which waited only savagery. We waded into the chaos, identified the cancer that seemed to be the cause of it, and set about cutting out that cancer.

        Never have I seen such a terrible thing, and I swear on my dying breath, I will never see it again. I am a soldier, first and foremost, and I think myself hardened to war and battle. War is one thing. War is terrible, and the Inner Sphere is no stranger to war.

        Again and again, after the fighting is done, civilized men and women crawl from the rubble and rebuild. It was always so. Or so I had believed.

        But this—this was the end of civilization, the end of the thing I had always imagined to be universal and invincible. Factions might battle, ideologies might clash, but always, no matter its color, no matter its flag, civilization would rise from the ashes. And where there was civilization, even if it was the home of the enemy, there was hope of redemption, of revolution, of reconciliation.

        This was a world that, in a single year, fell into chaos and civil war. In a single night, an insane act of terror wiped out its government and unleashed the festering conflicts of a dozen internal factions. Great buildings were blown to rubble. The factories ceased to run. Water stopped flowing from the taps and power stopped coming through the wires. Medicine ran short and sickness spread through the squalid cities.

        The only order, if you could call it that, came from bandits and warlords. They battled each other through the bones of the cities, costing countless innocents their lives, until only a few remained and they all deferred to one man: Jedra Kean, the self-styled Lord of Vega.

        We came to make war in a place that looked as though it had already lost the war. And in a way it had.

        We came because no one else would.

        We came, I believe, because civilization needs its champions, and that has ever been the purpose of the Clans, to restore civilization. Not merely to make it whole, but to restore it to a state of purity and enlightenment not seen since the fall of the fabled Star League.

        And that is part of what made this so terrible in my mind, that caused me to reexamine everything I am, and everything I believe. Just more than five centuries earlier, Vega was where the Star League had been born. If Vega fell, in my mind, there was no hope for any of us. Our dream would be shattered, our Clan history a joke.

        It could not be. I could not let it be. Yet in those grim, early days on Vega, I stood at the edge of the abyss and saw only blackness below.

        I can tell you now, to stand on the edge of oblivion is a kind of gift. In a universe of uncertainty, you at least know where you are, and you know the way you must go. Faced with the abyss, you achieve a kind of certainty.

        If you ask now, why have the Raging Bears gone the way they have gone? If you ask how our path strayed so far from the ancient ways of the Clans, or even of our own Clan, I tell you this: we went the only way we could.

        Around us, the Republic had crumbled, the prefecture government had withdrawn, and the rest of the Inner Sphere had turned its back on Vega. It was hardly alone in the growing chaos; it was only the worst example. Around it, other worlds were falling to fragmentation and old rivalries long held in check by the Republic. Each world held tightly to what it had and left its poorer neighbors to fend for themselves.

        To restore the glory that was the Star League is our very reason for existing. By the Great Father Kerensky’s hand, we are a message from the past, sent forward to some unknown but hopefully deserving future. We arrive in great ships descending from the sky on fusion fire.

        But now as then, we do not fight for Vega.

        We fight for tomorrow.

        

      

      

      
        
        NORTH CENTRAL DISTRICT

        NASEW (PROVISIONAL CAPITAL)

        VEGA

        PREFECTURE I, THE REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        21 NOVEMBER 3136

      

      

      The 65-ton ’Mech called the Karhu walked through the narrow streets of the city like thunder, like a storm funneled into a narrow canyon, black clouds boiling in frustration against unyielding cliffs.

      In the tiny cockpit, Star Colonel Conner Hall felt more acutely confined by those streets and buildings than by the alloy-steel cockpit bulkheads that were only slightly farther apart than the width of his broad shoulders. He clutched the ’Mech’s throttle in his hand, wishing more than anything to slam it against the stops and simply cut loose his mechanical beast. It wasn’t to be.

      It had been ten minutes since they’d received the scramble from their improvised base near the spaceport. The water-pumping station at the near end of the Lincoln Pass was under attack by insurgent forces.

      Labor Separatists, remnants of the old warlord gangs, anti-Clan rioters—it didn’t matter, really. His forces should have been there by now, instead of tiptoeing through the streets dodging traffic. On any other world, in any other situation, they would have been there. But nothing on Vega was war as usual. In fact, they said it wasn’t a war at all.

      Conner Hall knew better.

      With a grunt of frustration, he toggled his radio to the city control channel. “City Control, this is Star Colonel Hall. We are responding to an attack at the Lincoln pumping complex. My ’Mechs are tripping over buses here—literally. Get this traffic clear!”

      The hated voice responded immediately. Despite many requests, Hall had never met any of the handful of controllers who manned this channel, or even learned their names. His warriors had given the voices names, so they could identify one or another as they traded horror stories between missions. They called this one “Fred.”

      Fred’s voice was high and slightly nasal, always tinged with a kind of bored, bureaucratic annoyance. He never got excited, never seemed to care that his city was under siege by terrorists and revolutionaries, that his fellow Vegans were in danger. To Fred, it all seemed to be business as usual.

      Traffic jams, terrorists bombs, or the MechWarriors of the Rasalhague Dominion rushing to respond—it was all the same to Fred. They were all sources of annoyance to one degree or another, and little more.

      “It’s a weekday rush hour. You have to expect traffic.”

      “You have control of every traffic signal and police officer in the city. Open a route for us.”

      “This is a city of almost a million people, Star Colonel. It can’t just spin on its heel like one of your ’Mechs.”

      “To be technical, nothing spins on its heel, man or ’Mech. You turn on the ball of the foot, or you fall over.”

      “Then, Star Colonel, you understand that some things have to be done a certain way. I’m doing all I can to clear the expressway for you, but all lanes are jammed.”

      Hall grimaced. Their formation consisted of three Karhus and three modified AgroMechs. The bigger ’Mechs had jump jets, plasma rockets that would have let them speed to their target in 150-meter leaps, but that would have left the slower AgroMechs far behind. In any case, use of jump jets within the city was also forbidden except in the direst of emergencies because of the damage they would cause.

      Another transmission cut in on his command channel. It was the voice of Jorgen, a green warrior seeing his first combat here on Vega. Jorgen was assigned as his wingman, the sort of adaptation of Inner Sphere tactics for which the Omega Galaxy—the Raging Bears—were famous among the other Galaxies.

      Or perhaps more properly, infamous.

      In combat, Jorgen’s job was to watch Hall’s back while Hall acted as the aggressor on attacks. It was a very un-Clannish approach to combat. Clan MechWarriors were supposed to crawl all over each other to get the first kill and the most kills. To wait passively while another warrior took the kills should have been unthinkable. But the tactic had cut the Raging Bears’ combat losses by fifteen percent without affecting their overall kill rate.

      The key to making this tactic palatable was to frequently rotate each MechWarrior from leader to wing in order to give everyone ample opportunity for action. But there were other ways to use the wing position. In this case, it let Hall work closely with his new man, simultaneously keeping an eye on him and showing him how things worked in the unusual theater of operations that was occupied Vega.

      Trouble was, at the moment Jorgen was not watching his back, he was watching everyone’s back. Jorgen was bringing up the rear of their formation since MechWarrior Duncan Huntsig had balked at taking the trailing position.

      Huntsig’s continued challenges to his authority were becoming an issue. Hall had considered making the positioning of the formation a direct order, just to see what would come of it, but Huntsig was a good warrior, and he didn’t want to lose him to an unnecessary trial. The Clan had ways of settling such minor disputes quickly and efficiently, but given the urgency of their mission it had been faster to flip the formation than force the issue.

      Now, his decision seemed to be working to their advantage. Huntsig didn’t care much for the locals or even the First Vega Regulars—MechWarriors who were their comrades in arms—and he paid little attention to how things worked in their society. Conner doubted Huntsig would have spotted the skyway access, had he been in the position to see it.

      “Star Colonel. There’s an overturned truck on the skyway,” Jorgen said. “Northbound traffic is stopped, and southbound has been detoured off the road somewhere back up the line. It’s wide open. We could be through town in no time.”

      “Good eye, Jorgen. I will check on it.” He switched channels again. “City Control, what about the skyway?”

      “The skyway is closed. We’ve got an overturned—”

      “I know what you have got! ’Mechs can just jump over the accident, or step over it. Permission to divert.”

      There was a pause. “Negative! No! The road deck isn’t reinforced to handle your ’Mechs.”

      “I am willing to chance it.”

      “Star Colonel! This is vital city infrastructure we’re talking about here!”

      Hall cringed. Infrastructure was a word he was coming to hate more with each passing day. “I remind you that the pumping station is vital infrastructure too. That pipeline supplies water for the entire Northgate Plateau industrial region.”

      “And if I let you use that road, it will be closed six months for repairs, instead of just long enough to clear a wrecked truck. We lost half our major roads in the Warlord Massacres, and the Median Interway is still closed because of those bridge bombings last month. If you people had stopped those—”

      Conner slapped the mute button and slammed his stick hard right, swerving his ’Mech to avoid a construction vehicle stuck halfway across a gridlocked intersection. Startled commuters gawked as three Clan OmniMechs and three local AgroMechs filed past them like a parade of giants, moving rapidly north.

      The AgroMechs looked out of place in the city, but they had never actually seen farm duty. They’d been built just across the pass in Northgate, shipped here factory-new and modified for combat duty. Though Vega was a major producer of IndustrialMechs—or had been, before the planet’s recent troubles—there were no BattleMechs available with which to outfit the volunteer First Vega Regulars. When the decision had been made to incorporate the local militia into the Ghost Bear security forces, they’d been equipped with the best the planet had to offer: modified AgroMechs.

      Using AgroMechs had been a controversial decision, one about which Hall still had mixed feelings. Shortly after the fall of the HPG network and during the early troubles in the Republic, IndustrialMechs had seen much use on the battlefields of the Inner Sphere. But they’d always been a desperate compromise while nations rearmed, and now ’Mechs and heavy conventional arms had largely supplanted their use on most worlds.

      But Vega, of course, was not “most worlds.”

      “Star Colonel, this is Captain Tupolov.”

      As though he wouldn’t instantly recognize her voice. Captain Karen Tupolov was the commander of the local FVR ’Mech forces and a MechWarrior of exceptional talent for a freeborn. She was his good right hand, and he often considered her as something more than that. “Go ahead. Captain.”

      “If the ’Mechs can’t use the skyway, why not send your Elementals?”

      Of course! In consideration of the needs of urban combat, the Raging Bears now deviated from the longstanding Clan practice of Elemental infantry riding into combat perched on the backs of ’Mechs. Instead, special cargo trucks had been modified to accommodate a full Star of the genetically engineered giants in their powered armor. In many circumstances, the trucks could get to trouble spots in the city faster and with less difficulty than a ’Mech, or at least close enough that the Elementals could then close in using their armor’s built-in jump jets.

      “Star Captain Vong. Where are you? Can you divert your truck onto the skyway?”

      “Let me check the map.” A pause. “We can backtrack up the Sixth Street off-ramp three blocks ahead. With—” the tone dripped sarcasm, “—permission of City Control, of course.”

      Conner switched channels again. “City Control, we’re diverting the truck with our Elementals up the Sixth Street off-ramp and north onto the skyway.”

      Fred was uncharacteristically slow to respond. Hall imagined him searching for some reason to object. “The vehicle is—barely—within the weight limits, but that ramp is just this side of the accident. They won’t be able to get past.”

      Conner couldn’t help but grin. “City Control, this is a full Star of men in Rogue Bear battle armor, collectively as strong as a bulldozer and each equipped with missiles, machine guns and claws that can rip through ’Mech armor like it was wet paper. Your accident is about to be cleared in record time.”

      It was small satisfaction that the Elementals would arrive on scene in a timely fashion. “This is no way to fight a war,” he muttered.

      “This is no war, Star Colonel,” Tupolov’s voice replied, and Connor realized to his embarrassment that he’d left the command circuit open. “Or,” she continued, “so they tell us.”

      “A discussion for later,” he said firmly, stepping his ’Mech over a wire safety fence and leading his ’Mechs on a three-block shortcut across a construction site.

      “This is Vong. We have cleared the truck, and are en route.”

      “Good hunting, Star Captain. We’ll be there to back you up as soon as we can.” His eye twitched as he caught himself using a contraction. It was all too common in the Raging Bear Galaxy these days, a by-product of decades of living among the non-Clan population of the Rasalhague Dominion, fighting alongside their forces. adopting their tactics and, in some cases, picking up their vulgar habits.

      He knew Vong would notice, and wouldn’t approve, though he’d never say it to Conner’s face. Common occurrence or not, as a Bloodnamed officer of Clan Ghost Bear, Conner had always tried to hold himself to higher standards.

      Maybe, he thought bitterly, that too is a losing battle.

      He shook his head, focusing on the flickering green and blue lights of his ’Mech’s heads-up display, trying to drive the unwanted negative thoughts from his head. I am a warrior of the Ghost Bears, Star Colonel of the Omega Galaxy, the Raging Bears. I am the product of three hundred years of genetic selection. We will prevail!

      But his optimism was hollow. He and his troops were indeed fierce warriors, the equals or betters, in his opinion, of any troops in the Inner Sphere. This, however, was no true war, no true test of their abilities. It was a holding action against an underground army that wore no uniform, respected no rules of combat or engagement.

      Compared to their OmniMechs and combat armor, the enemy’s weapons were weak, but they made up for it by stealth, surprise, and cleverness. He’d developed a grudging respect for the abilities of his unseen enemy, if not for their sense of honor.

      They diverted across another construction zone. Half the city was in some stage of construction or repair, and progress was slow. They passed a line of dump trucks and construction IndustrialMechs sitting idle for lack of pilots, drivers, and construction workers.

      “This is Vong. We are within sight of the pumping station. I believe this is a false alarm. There is a small fire in one outbuilding, some minor blast damage. I pick up two unidentified hostiles in battle armor rapidly jumping away into the forested slopes above the station.”

      “Any chance of catching them?”

      “Doubtful. They’ve got a good head start, and a million places up there to hide. It was only by using maximum magnification on my optics that I spotted them at all.”

      Conner sighed. The insurgents liked to keep them running, but he had a sense that that was not all that was happening here. “Secure the area and search for planted explosives. Check for armor tracks and try to identify what equipment they were using, especially if it looks like Draconis Combine gear. I will expect a full report.”

      “Aye, Star Colonel.”

      He throttled back his ’Mech and prepared to turn back to the base.

      As he checked the rearview image in his HUD before turning, he saw Jorgen’s Karhu, following at the end of the formation, disappear as the ground gave way beneath it.

      The ’Mech dropped into a deep pit. until only the cockpit and superstructure could be seen aboveground. A large cloud of dust fountained up from the hole, momentarily clouding his visuals. As the dust cleared, Conner could see the Karhu slumped unmoving against the side of the pit. Even with the ’Mech’s suspension and a cockpit crash couch to cushion the fall, fifteen meters was still fifteen meters.

      “Jorgen! Can you hear me? Jorgen.”

      There was no answer. If the man was still alive, he was unconscious.

      Conner’s mind raced as he threw the safeties off all his weapons systems.

      It could be an accident. The city was centuries old and the veteran of many wars; it was riddled with unmarked tunnels, pipes, and underground structures.

      It could be an accident—but he didn’t think so.

      “Formation! Spread out! Be ready for—”

      There was a shout of alarm on the command circuit. Duncan Huntsig, third in the formation, yelled, “ConstructionMechs! They were playing possum!”

      He checked his rear camera in time to see the entire row of ConstructionMechs stir into motion. They headed directly for the FVR AgroMechs, placing themselves behind the friendly units so Conner and Huntsig couldn’t open fire. IndustrialMechs were fierce melee fighters, but a true OmniMech could take them apart easily with distance weapons.

      “Flank them,” he ordered Huntsig, “so at least one of us will be able to get a clear shot.”

      “Star Colonel,” Tupolov called, “dump truck inbound.”

      Though occupied holding off two of the ConstructionMechs, she’d caught movement from one of the trucks in the line parked to their west. It was now lumbering toward them, accelerating rapidly. It could not be ignored as a potential threat.

      The truck was a monster, probably weighing more than his ’Mech. But it wasn’t as agile and it wasn’t armored. and if he couldn’t shoot at the IndustrialMechs, the truck was a satisfying alternative.

      He swung his extended-range lasers around and fired off a quick volley at the truck’s huge radiator. Metal seemed to splash like water as the lasers hit, and greenish clouds of escaping coolant began to spew forth. There seemed to be little point in destroying the truck. He could easily dodge its charge and wait for the engine to seize up or stall, thus preserving an expensive and valuable piece of equipment. One for you, City Control.

      The truck began to slow, and he turned his attention back to the ConstructionMechs. Huntsig was now on the far side of the melee, and the hostiles were trying, unsuccessfully, to stay out of both their weapon arcs.

      Conner saw his opening as one of the ’Mechs attacking Tupolov gave him a clear shot at its back. He opened fire with his lasers. Armor glowed and melted like butter along one shoulder joint. He hit something critical, and there was an explosion, the unit’s excavator arm falling away to hang loosely, connected by only a few cables and strands of synthetic myomer muscle.

      Thrown off balance, the unit staggered in a turn, trying to slip behind Tupolov again. Connor targeted its wounded flank, now broadside to him, and opened fire with his autocannon. The shot narrowly missed the weapon arm on Tupolov’s ’Mech and found its intended target.

      The damaged ’Mech lurched backward. There was a puff of smoke and a flash of the canopy spinning through the air as the pilot ejected. Then, to Conner’s surprise, the other ConstructionMech pilots ejected from their relatively undamaged machines.

      They think they’re getting away! But even as his brain demanded he run down the nearest insurgent pilot still descending on his parachute, his gut knew something was wrong. “Ignore the pilots,” he shouted into the command circuit. “Scatter and watch for other threats!” He glanced at the damaged dump truck, nearly invisible in a cloud of its own smoke and steam, barely moving towards them. That wasn’t the threat.

      Then mortars started exploding around them. “Scatter! Scatter! Scatter!”

      It was too late for one of the FVR IndustrialMechs, which took a critical hit on the power plant and slumped over, a sitting duck as more rounds exploded around it, preventing the pilot from escaping.

      He swiveled his Karhu’s torso, looking for the source of the barrage, but there were dozens of potential hiding places around the site and among the surrounding buildings. They couldn’t just start firing at random without risking hundreds of civilian casualties.

      Couldn’t they? His finger twitched over his trigger, and he fought the impulse.

      Then the truck exploded.

      Later, they would estimate that several tons of high explosives had been packed inside the truck’s endo steel frame, passed through a one-meter inspection hatch and painstakingly placed by hand deep inside the frame members. Jagged hunks of the hardened metal flew in all directions. Conner watched in horror as the truck’s cab flew straight at him and disintegrated against his cockpit’s ferroglass, just inches from his face.

      Yellow lights appeared all over his status display, but he was still moving. There was a lurch and a grinding noise with each movement of his ’Mech’s right leg, but he could still maneuver, and he could still fight.

      Two of the FVR IndustrialMechs were crippled. Huntsig’s Karhu was immobilized as well, but still able to stand and fight. He saw Karen still on the move, circling the edge of the site, unhealthy blue smoke belching from her ’Mech’s exhaust stacks. “I’ve already called in helicopters to extract our pilots,” she reported. “Let’s get these bastards!”

      His lasers and missiles were out, but he still had his autocannon. Careful to keep his shots inside the construction site, he started hammering anything that might conceal an insurgent. Then he spotted a ground car fleeing the construction site. It probably had come through and picked up the surviving insurgent pilots in the confusion.

      He slammed his ’Mech to a stop. It would make him an easy target, but he couldn’t make an accurate shot at this distance with his damaged leg shaking things around. He locked the car in his crosshairs just as it crashed through a fence and careened into the street. He squeezed off a short burst, and the unarmored car exploded into a satisfying cloud of fragments.

      “Good shooting, Star Colonel!” Karen’s voice quickly sobered. “We’ve got to stay on the bubble. Whoever pulled this off is devious as hell, and they pile the surprises on like layers in a cake. That might not be the last one.” Conner agreed with Karen’s advice, but the mortar fire had stopped. No more traps had sprung, and there was no sign of incoming hostiles.

      “Star Colonel.” It was Star Captain Durant from the command center. “Point Commander Davis at the MechWarrior barracks demands to speak with you. Should I patch him through?”

      Still scanning for threats, Conner answered almost without thinking. “Patch him through.”

      “Star Colonel.” Davis’ voice sounded tense and angry. “There is something unusual going on here. I think—” There was a roar of static, and then the circuit went dead.

      Conner waited for the link to be restored. When nothing happened after several seconds, he rekeyed the command center link. “Durant! Report.”

      “One moment.”

      “Durant!”

      “One moment.”

      He looked at the horizon in the direction of the base and saw a rising ball of black smoke.

      Now fully focused on what was surely the third volley in the insurgents’ attack, he opened another channel. “City Control, we are returning to base. Clear us a path. Clear us a path if you have to drive every car in the city through a storefront to do it! Get those cars out of the way or at least get them empty, because we will crush them if necessary to pass. Now!”

      Still nothing from the command center. He slammed his throttle to the stop, and with a lurching stagger, his ’Mech started running. Karen fell in with him.

      “Durant!”

      “Star Colonel.” Durant’s voice was like ice. “The barracks have been destroyed. Some kind of truck bomb, we think. It’s still unclear—”

      They walked their wounded ’Mechs through the perimeter defenses surrounding their makeshift base, dodging modular blast walls, earth berms and gun emplacements, all useless against what had probably been an inside job.

      Conner could not tear his eyes away from the roaring flames. Already, an armada of fire trucks and spaceport crash trucks were swarming in, dousing the flames with water and foam. But it was obvious there was nothing to save.

      “Durant,” he spoke into his comm. “How many?”

      “Sir?”

      “Losses! Report!”

      There was a long pause. “Fifteen we think. Maybe sixteen, including Davis.”

      Fifteen warriors dead. Not with honor. Not in battle. No glory to their codex. Good men. Good women. Wasted.

      He tore his eyes away from the flames. Karen’s ’Mech stood next to his, and he looked over at her cockpit. He could not see her past the dust and glare on the ferroglass. but he could imagine her looking his way with something like pity. Though he was likely as invisible to her as she was to him, he couldn’t bear the thought, and turned away.

      He found himself looking at the flat concrete wall of a nearby ’Mech hangar.

      There was something written in crude letters on the wall, in paint as red as blood. He realized he’d seen that splash of red a hundred times before. The graffiti had been there for months, probably created at great personal risk by some Clan laborer hanging from the roof above, the lettering carefully positioned so as to be at eye level for a ’Mech pilot.

      He’d seen it a hundred times, and seen graffiti like it all over the city. Seen it, but never really read it. Never parsed it. Never let it slip through the armored layers of pride and discipline that came with being a Bloodnamed Clan warrior.

      But he read it now: Think the unthinkable.

      And he did.
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        FROM THE GREAT WORK OF GALAXY COMMANDER ISIS BEKKER:

      

      

      
        
        So this was the Vega on which we found ourselves. To us, it was just “the battlefield.” There was no time to think of history or politics. Our Clan had sent us to do a job—to restore order and stability to this tortured world—and to do that, the warlords must be destroyed. We were outmanned, if not out-armed, fighting on unfamiliar soil, with little logistic support.

        It did not matter. We were Clan, bred for three centuries to be the finest warriors in the universe. We were Ghost Bears, Omega Galaxy, the Raging Bears. We would not be stopped.

        I led my troops into battle again and again, each time driving back the warlords’ forces, first establishing firm beachheads upon the planet, then taking control of key cities, and finally closing in on the stronghold of the devil himself.

        The last warlord, Jedra Kean—I still refuse to call him “Lord Kean”—put up a surprisingly fierce resistance. Even taking into account that he controlled nearly all of the planet’s surviving military might, one still had to wonder at the source of all his firepower, especially the ’Mechs. We speculated at the time that Vega, like many worlds, had maintained hidden caches of ’Mechs, hidden rather than destroyed during the disarmament that was the watchword of Devlin Stone’s rule. That may have been true. Certainly I suspect it was a factor.

        But now we know there was more to the story.

        

      

      

      
        
        HALL OF THE PROVISIONAL PLANETARY CONGRESS

        NASEW

        VEGA

        21 NOVEMBER 3136

      

      

      Galaxy Commander Isis Bekker stood at her podium in the congressional hall, formerly the corporate headquarters for MyoMaxx Corporation, her face purposefully calm, but her knuckles white where they gripped the smooth wooden edge of the lectern. At another podium, slightly smaller and lower than her own, Acting Provisional Governor Vincent Florala stared up at her defiantly, feet apart, one hand resting on the latest draft of the planetary Articles of Reunification, a determined frown on his handsome features.

      Rather than meet his eyes, she looked up and let her gaze sweep around the octagonal room. The raised stage on which she and the other senior members of the provisional government stood was surrounded by armored-glass walls. Beyond that, the floor sloped up, lined with rows of desks where the individual delegates sat, all seventy-eight of them. Many of them stared at her too, with expressions that ranged from polite interest to outright hostility.

      Other than the tunnel stairway behind her, there were only two doors into the chamber, each guarded by a contingent of a dozen heavily armed Clan paramilitary policemen, plus four more wearing Constable battle armor, a lighter and more agile, though vastly less capable, version of the feared Rogue Bear armor.

      She considered the situation. If not for the glass, and despite the metal detectors, someone would probably have tried to shoot her already. If not for the guards, somebody would probably be shooting at the glass anyway just out of frustration.

      Part of her wished the glass was not there, and that she could fall back on her formidable martial skills. The weight of the sidearm and ceremonial short sword hanging from her belt gave her some comfort, if little satisfaction at this point. She imagined wading into the delegates, pistol in one hand, sword in the other, eliminating the “loyal opposition” in one bloody stroke. They would try to fight back, of course, but if they bested her, then they deserved to take her place.

      But that was not how things were done here among the mongrel freeborn of the Inner Sphere. She could not allow herself to think of them in Clan terms, where disputes were settled by honorable trials and combat. No, here it was all debate, pontification, negotiation, treaties, contracts, and lawyers—with the bloodshed planned in secret and carried out with no honor.

      She forced herself to strengthen her mask of freeborn civility, an expression hard-won through long practice, and turned back to Vincent. “I find it outrageous, Governor, that you could hold our warriors at fault for this morning’s violence. They were deployed in defense of important Vegan assets and responded with live fire only after being viciously attacked by insurgents.”

      “Destroying or damaging several million stones worth of construction equipment and materials in the process.”

      “To be fair, most of the damage was caused by the truck bomb and by fire directed against ConstructionMechs commandeered by the insurgents.”

      “I would gladly be fair, Galaxy Commander, but the people I represent won’t see it that way at all, and that is what you fail to appreciate. At this point, perception is everything. They see only the fresh damage you’ve caused to their already war-ravaged city, and that a defenseless civilian vehicle full of Vegan citizens was destroyed by ’Mech fire on a public street well inside the city.”

      “A vehicle full of insurgent combatants fleeing the scene of an attack.”

      “So you say. We are conducting our own investigation, independent of your paramilitary police and the Vegan Police Militia, whom most Vegan citizens view as willing collaborators.”

      “You know as well as I do, Governor—”

      “Perception, Galaxy Commander. It is not what I know, it is what the people believe.”

      “The people will believe the facts.”

      Vincent laughed derisively. “You don’t understand the situation at all. You fight on our streets every day, and yet this war can never be won by force of arms. You must win the hearts of the Vegan people, or military victory is impossible.”

      Isis scowled. “With all due respect, Governor, your people are ungrateful for the stability the Rasalhague Dominion has provided to Vega. When our forces arrived, all your senior officials had been killed by a terrorist attack, your capital was in ruins, and civil war had left your people under the domination of ruthless warlords. We’ve given you order, helped you to begin rebuilding, and we stand here at the dawn of a new and better government. Where would you be without us right now?”

      “We would be without you, and for most of the people outside this building, and a few within, that’s all that really matters. They want you gone. Our problems, terrible though they were, were our problems. We did not ask for your assistance. It was thrust upon us.”

      “For your own good.”

      “The slogan of tyrants throughout human history.”

      “I must have said it a hundred times before, but I will state it again for the record. We come not as invaders or occupiers. Our intent is to help Vega and other key planets in the prefecture to restore stability, order, and prosperity. When that job is done, we will leave. That is all we want here.”

      “Galaxy Commander, do you know what the people of Vega are talking about today, in every neighborhood, refugee camp, and marketplace? They are talking about the day. Do you know what this day is?”

      “November the twenty-first.”

      “But it is also a Clan holiday, is it not? A holiday known as ‘Invasion Day,’ celebrating the day the Clans voted to invade the Inner Sphere in what later became known as the ‘Great Refusal.’”

      “That is ancient history. That holiday, where it is still observed at all, was celebrated by Crusader Clans. We are a Warden Clan. Their ways are not our ways.”

      “So you say. But actions speak louder than words.” Vincent smiled slightly. “What of the constant flow of ships that arrive, bringing more Clan oppressors, and leave loaded with shipments of myomer, refined armor alloys, IndustrialMechs, and heavy machinery—”

      “Those so-called oppressors are specialists sent to aid in rebuilding your cities, factories, and mines. As production resumes, a percentage of production is being diverted to the Ghost Bears as in-kind payment for the resources expended on our mission here. Nothing more. We would not insult your people with charity. We’re here to restore your dignity, not take it away.”

      He laughed again. “Galaxy Commander, do you have any idea how that sounds?”

      It sounds logical and reasonable. But she said nothing.

      “And what of the continued harassment attacks by the Draconis Combine? Are we to be grateful for them as well?”

      “Surely you cannot blame us for their military aggression: their interest in Vega long predates our arrival in this part of the Inner Sphere.”

      “Again, it is not what I think. It’s entirely possible that they would be attacking us anyway, given that you believe their fear of your forces is all that is holding off a full-blown invasion. But the Vegan people know well that there is old and bad blood between the Ghost Bears and the Draconis Combine. They don’t wish to be pawns in your ongoing conflict. The more you make them feel abused and powerless, the more they are susceptible to…other influences.”

      A high, reedy voice echoed through the chamber. “Will you yield the floor to the Speaker of Labor?”

      “Speak of the devil,” Isis muttered, looking out to see the cadaverous figure of Speaker of Labor Chance Elba standing behind his desk. He was a thin man, his skin wrinkled and transparent, his scowling face marked with age spots, his nearly bald head covered by a thin crown of white hair that crossed his shiny skull in wispy ballistic arcs.

      Elba raised a shaggy eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      “Nothing. I yield the floor for one minute.”

      He opened with his usual ramble praising the outstanding qualities of the Vegan workers, then moved on to what Isis hoped was his point. “Galaxy Commander, the people of Vega are not taken in by your fairy tales explaining away your criminal occupation of our fair world. It is clear that you desire only our resources, our surviving production capabilities, and—of course—the famed skill and industriousness of our glorious, under-appreciated, and always-exploited workers! We know well that is the Clan way. We know how you treat your own labor caste. They’re fifth-class citizens, little more than slaves, and you hold even them in higher regard than the most celebrated Vegan worker!”

      Isis sighed. As far as she was concerned, Elba was only one step removed from the insurgent terrorists, if that. Most of the known insurgents were members of radical labor-separatist groups with close ties to the Labor Party. Though he made a great show of distancing himself and his party from those groups, Elba was careful never to denounce them, and often obliquely argued their cause in congress.

      Elba continued, “This oppression must—”

      “Your minute,” she announced, “is up.”

      “Galaxy Commander, I must protest! This is an outrageous—”

      There were mutterings and shouts of derision from the quadrants of the hall reserved for the rival Centralist and Freedom Vega parties. The Planetary Nationalists, more in sympathy with the Labor Party, sat quietly. Reaction in the small section reserved for the ten minority party delegates was mixed.

      “Your minute,” she repeated firmly, “is up. Please do not force me to ask the nice men in the armor to remove you from the hall.”

      Elba glared at her, but said nothing. Instead, he leaned down, grabbed a piece of paper and a pen, and wrote one word in large letters, then held it up to her, then so the rest of the hall could read it, and then, most dramatically, for the ever-present cameras.

      It read: Tyranny.
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      Isis descended the stairs below the stage toward what had once been a group of executive office suites, now turned into apartments and private offices for her and other senior Clan officials in the occupation government. As she reached the bottom of the stairs, a tall, blond man in a knee-length blue-and-white coat fell in next to her, ignored by the police escorts that appeared from behind the stairway.

      The thin man combed the fingers of his right hand through his hair, matching her pace as she strode down the carpeted corridor. He brandished a computer access pad in front of her with his left. “I have the latest security and logistical reports, if you’d care to see them. Crime statistics: stable, though not declining as we’d hoped. Public outrage over Invasion Day has resulted in rioting in Nasew, Halo, and Jalonjin—all controlled without military intervention. There are progress reports on water, sewer projects, food distribution, repairs to the power grid, shipments of construction materials over the pass to Northgate, reopening the westside hospital—”

      She pushed the pad away. “Only if there’s something in there of immediate military importance, which there isn’t, Trenton, or you would have passed me a message while I was still on the floor.”

      “You are correct, Galaxy Commander. I’ll take care of it all.” He paused, his eyes narrowing. “And you know well that I prefer to be called Dr. Tuskegee.”

      She grimaced. The scientist caste had been handing out “labnames” to their most honored members for quite some time now, but until recently they were never used outside the scientist caste. The warrior caste continued to hold them in open contempt. Now some scientists not only insisted that they be addressed by their labnames, but also by relevant Inner Sphere titles such as “doctor” and “professor,” as well.

      “Trenton, you are an arrogant and vain man who does not know his place. Why do I tolerate your eccentricities?”

      He looked at her out of the corner of his eye, but did not answer.

      “Doctor,” she finally said, to break the silence. She still could not bring herself to use the hated labname. She would not. Not even for him.

      “You tolerate me because I am immensely useful, and I relieve you of countless logistical tasks that otherwise would distract you from the larger task of trying to bring order to this hopeless planet. I tolerate you because, frankly, completing this mission is likely the only way I’ll ever get back into a proper research lab again.”

      “Do your job, Trent—Doctor. Do your job, and get out of my hair.”

      He laughed and peeled off down a side corridor, headed to his small apartment jammed with computers and books.

      It was obvious why Trenton was here, and it had nothing to do with his brilliance or his abilities as a scientist, which were celebrated. It was his personal eccentricities: the labname, the title, his prideful use of contractions—“It’s more efficient,” he had once told her, “and efficiency, it’s the Clan way!”—the ridiculous-looking lab coat he always wore to remind everyone that he was a scientist. But he was useful, and Isis Bekker firmly believed in delegating as many secondary tasks as possible to talented people, then taking a hands-off approach to managing them. Despite his quirks, she trusted the man, and over time, she had even come to like him.

      Isis dismissed her paramilitary police escorts at the door of her small apartment, a converted office located on the tenth floor of the provisional capital building’s tower. It was, as befitted a warrior of the Clans, a spartan place.

      A row of metal shelves and repurposed horizontal filing cabinets held her clothing and most of her belongings. A modular kitchenette took up one corner, next to a small dining table with two folding chairs. Two more comfortable chairs, each with a reading lamp, sat near a trio of tri-vid screens, each silently presenting a different news and information network.

      On two walls simulated windows, large tri-vid screens connected in real time to cameras outside the building, showed the blood-red late afternoon sky. The windows were a luxury left over from the original office, and she could have lived without them. But, as a security precaution, the tower had been built almost completely without windows, and it was nice to at least be able to know at a glance if it were day or night.

      Through a door to her right, an adjoining room held a bed, and beyond that, a small bathroom. In the center of the room, several desks were covered with neat piles of papers, publications, and a dozen tablet computers, each dedicated to a different aspect of managing her forces, the government, and the planet itself.

      She walked past each computer, pausing at each long enough to tap a button that would wake the device, and taking a few moments to study the updated screen before moving to the next.

      The MechWarrior whose ’Mech had fallen into the pit had a severely fractured spine and neck injuries, and likely would not return to duty in less than six months. Strikes by plumbers and concrete truck drivers had halted work on the Public Sanitary Market. There was a letter from the adjunct general of the Clan, just off the JumpShip. She tagged that for later attention. The speaker of the Centralists wanted to meet and discuss recapitalization of the major banks. A worker slowdown had cut myomer production at the MyoMaxx plants to fifteen percent below projections. And Field Security Chief Ricco wanted to discuss the Freeminders situation.

      She flinched at the last one. Freeminders. As if I do not have enough problems without our own people going rogue. A few taps on the screen set the meeting for early the next morning.

      “Freeminders?” Vincent’s voice came from right behind her, making her jump. She hadn’t heard him enter through the apartment’s private side door.

      She turned and glared at him. “Your insistence on discretion in our relationship does not mean you have to sneak up on me like an assassin. I could snap your neck by accident one of these days.”

      He smiled slightly, making a river delta of wrinkles form at the corner of each eye. He was about her age, late forties, which meant that he looked old to her eyes. Clan warriors just weren’t supposed to live this long.

      But then, Vincent wasn’t Clan. But that also meant that she shouldn’t be thinking of him, a freeborn, not of the Clans, as an equal. Even if he was a former MechWarrior. How things had changed—

      “I didn’t sneak. I thought I made a polite amount of noise coming in. Either you were too distracted, or—” The smile faded, and he stopped himself short.

      “Or what?”

      He frowned and sighed. “Have you had your hearing checked?”

      “What?”

      “Your hearing. The cockpit of a ’Mech is a loud place. War is loud. Over time, some hearing damage is to be expected.”

      She blinked in confusion. What is he talking about?

      He tilted his head in that way he did, like someone addressing a child. “You just don’t get it, do you? I guess it’s been a long time since the Clans, despite all your advanced medical technology, have had much experience with geriatrics.”

      The word was unfamiliar. “Geriatrics?”

      “Medical treatment of the symptoms of aging.”

      She felt her face harden, her brow wrinkle with annoyance. “I am not old!”

      He laughed and stepped closer. “Nobody said you were. I was just suggesting that you might consider getting tested for a hearing aid. One of Vega’s lesser known, and less strategic, industries. We make some especially small and sensitive ones.” He seemed to think of something new. “Or can your Clan medical technicians replace eardrums as well as limbs?”

      She just scowled, blanking the screen with the Freeminder reference before he could ask about it again.

      “Hearing aids are one of the few things on Vega there isn’t a shortage of. There’s a glut, actually, as you fill all the outgoing cargo ships with myomer and IndustrialMechs. Every street vendor and stall at the market has a jar of them for sale cheap.”

      “I am not old,” she repeated.

      He sighed. “On Vega, and for that matter, on a lot of worlds, age is considered an accomplishment, something to be respected.”

      “Not in the Clans.”

      “I know. You should have had your head blown off by now. It’s the warrior way.”

      She should have, but it hadn’t worked out that way. “I cannot be weak.”

      “You’re the strongest woman I’ve ever met.” He swept his arm around her shoulders, pulled her close, and kissed her hard on the lips.

      She considered pushing him away, compiling a short mental list of the bones she could break with minimal effort. She wasn’t in the mood. But she let him linger, and after a time it wasn’t so bad. Finally it was he who drew back.

      She found him looking into her eyes. She remembered his speech in the congressional chamber, and felt a little flash of anger. She pulled his arm from around her. “Your speech, was that part of your attempt to hide our relationship?”

      He smiled slightly. “You’re calling it a relationship now?”

      “Answer.”
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