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      This one is for every parent who accepted their kid unconditionally and helped them live out their dreams and live their life as who they were, no matter what that meant.

      

      That’s how we’re supposed to do it.
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      A millennium has passed since the humans of Terra—the cradle of life in the universe—took to the stars and colonized worlds hundreds of light-years away from their own. Spread across hundreds of galaxies, this unfathomably massive swath of space became known as the Inner Sphere, ruled by interstellar nations that controlled dozens of planets, known as the Great Houses.

      Expansion of territory also meant a great expansion of power. Human nature, imperfect and prone to petty squabbles for property, power, and control, led to wars among the Great Houses to control their borders, planets, resources, and win supremacy over each other. Eventually, the primary weapon in these battles became BattleMechs, massive mechanical marvels wielding enough weapons and armor to replace the firepower of a small army.

      One of the great expanding powers of the Inner Sphere was the Star League, a collection of planets centered around Terra and defended by the Star League Defense Force. Treachery befell the Star League in 2766, and a great civil war broke out to fight against Stefan Amaris, a scheming betrayer who killed the First Lord of the Star League and assumed control of the Terran Hegemony, the heart of the Star League itself, as a monstrous dictator. The Star League Defense Force, led by Commanding General Aleksandr Kerensky, eventually triumphed and defeated Amaris, leading to his swift execution.

      But when no consensus could be reached for a successor to the title of the First Lord of the Star League, Kerensky, hoping to prevent the SLDF’s weapons from being added to the wars he knew were inevitable, left the Inner Sphere with them in 2784, presumably never to be seen again. In his wake, the Inner Sphere erupted into more petty violence for control, leading to decades of grinding conflict known as the Successor Wars.

      Meanwhile, hundreds of light-years away, Kerensky and his refugees had founded a new society in a remote region of space known as the Pentagon Worlds. But upon his death, a civil war broke out among his people. During this costly battle in the far flung reaches of space, Kerensky’s son, Nicholas, organized his loyalists into twenty “Clans.” These Clans created a brutal caste system based on the principle of might makes right, and honored warriors and their skill in battle above all else. When the Clans eventually returned to the Inner Sphere in 3049, their goal was to take back Terra and become the ultimate defenders of humanity by reestablishing the Star League Defense Force, doubly so when they found the Inner Sphere still plagued by war. But they were alien to the denizens of the Inner Sphere, wielding superior firepower and advanced technology, utterly unstoppable, and for the first bloody years, it looked like the Clan Invasion would be triumphant.

      Fortunately, ComStar—the group responsible for operating the hyperpulse generator network that allowed quick communication across the stars—managed to put a halt to the invasion before the Clans could make it to Terra. As part of their defeat, the Clans agreed to a 15-year truce, and to move no further toward Terra until the treaty expired. By the time it did, the Great Houses had reached technological parity, more or less, with the Clans, ensuring that any campaign for Terra would be hard-pressed to succeed. For the next hundred years, the Clans remained in the Inner Sphere, battling each other as well as the Great Houses. Each of the dominant Clans found a home in the Inner Sphere, and over time, evolved in their own ways.

      Clan Sea Fox became warrior-merchants, traveling the Inner Sphere peddling information and goods to any who could pay. Clan Snow Raven merged with the Outworlds Alliance to form the Raven Alliance, becoming the dominant power in space naval combat. Clan Ghost Bear integrated wholly with the Rasalhague Dominion, allowing the Inner Sphere to change their entire form of governance from the brutal, warrior-focused dictatorship of the Clans to a quasi-democracy, sharing power with civilians. Clan Hell’s Horses carved out a territory of their own and held to their old ways. Clans Wolf and Jade Falcon, however, remained in competition with each other, and never gave up on their goals to conquer Terra, become the superior ilClan, and create a new Star League Defense Force.

      In 3151, Khan Alaric Ward of Clan Wolf found a way to break through Terra’s defenses and launched an all-out assault against the Republic of the Sphere—Terra’s controlling body. Thinking he could eliminate his Clan competitors as well, Ward invited Khan Malvina Hazen—known for her brutal, genocidal tactics called the Mongol Doctrine—and her Jade Falcons to join him on Terra. In a devastating campaign that laid waste to huge swaths of Terra, Ward conquered the Republic, and then nearly destroyed the Jade Falcons. He declared himself ilKhan, and began assembling a new Star League.

      Because of the vast redistribution of these two Clans as they vacated their huge occupation zones, power vacuums appeared. The Wolf Empire left nominal forces and many questions behind. As the Jade Falcons left to make war on Terra, conflicts ignited across their occupation zone, a vast swath of space that became known as the Hinterlands. A handful of small factions already existed in the Hinterlands, and others fought and schemed for their own piece of it. Former Lyran general Sarah Regis conquered Arcturus and reestablished a long-dead government known as the Tamar Pact. Ex-Archon of the Lyran Commonwealth Vedet Brewer took Melissia and formed the Vesper Marches. The commander of the Kell Hounds, Colonel Callandre Kell, took back the traditional home planet of the Kell Hounds, Arc-Royal, and founded the Arc-Royal Liberty Coalition. Clan Hell’s Horses, already well established on the border of this area, launched Operation Stampede, crushing the Turkina Ascendancy and racing to take as many worlds as they could. Gobbling up territory on the other side of the Hinterlands, the Lyran Commonwealth began reclaiming worlds close to its capital of Tharkad.

      With these free-for-all squabbles over undefended territory, even renegade Free Guilds with ties to the criminal Malthus Syndicate claimed worlds under their own protection, and dubbing it the Malthus Confederation. The few remaining Jade Falcons in the area, those thought too old, useless, or unfit to go to Terra, split into different factions as well. The Jade Falcon merchant caste, centered on Alyina, renounced their Clan ties and became the Alyina Mercantile League, led by the charismatic merchant queen Syndic Marena. The other Falcon faction, centered on the planet of Sudeten, was led by the charismatic and doubly desperate Jiyi Chistu, eager to keep his Clan intact in the wake of their alleged destruction on Terra.

      In the middle of all of this, an opportunity formed for mercenaries. A hiring hall was created on the small, barely inhabited world of Almotacen. This planet, long forgotten and wiped from maps for hundreds of years, was just one jump away from Jiyi Chistu’s Jade Falcon stronghold—easy access for any of the powers in the Hinterlands region. This allowed any of these competing factions to hire mercenaries who could turn the tide in any of the region’s conflicts.

      And it’s here that we meet mercenary captain Katie Ferraro.

      Her story in the Hinterlands begins in 3152, almost a decade after finding her ’Mech—a Kit Fox she dubbed Kagekitsune—hidden for ages in a jungle ravine with a mummified pilot at the controls. After a lifetime of training on ’Mechs and dreaming of piloting one herself, armed with Kagekitsune, she founded her very own mercenary unit called the Fox Patrol. Unfortunately, the life of a mercenary isn’t as glamorous as her dreams led her to believe. With the responsibility of a unit comes supply problems of every kind, labor difficulties, terrible contracts, and other issues no one warned her about. More than that, Katie hates that there’s never enough money to go around.

      But that hasn’t stopped her core group of MechWarriors—the married couple Arkee Colorado and Evan Huxley; her XO and former Lyran military officer Rhiannon Ramirez; and Nagelring-trained former Illician Lancer Dexter Nicks—from sticking with her. Along with their primary ’Mech technician Frankie Fischer, their astech Misha Skolmoski, unit medic Dev Caponigro, and the dozens of others who help keep the Fox Patrol running and their dilapidated DropShip, the Fox Den, a spaceworthy home, they remain one big family, taking on jobs only a unit of their small size can do.

      Recently, they signed up with the Lone Wolves, a mercenary co-op led by Albert “Bugsy” Heidegger. The Lone Wolves have a long history of assembling small mercenary units under one banner to take more lucrative jobs that would ordinarily require a battalion-sized mercenary company. During their six-month contract for the Alyina Mercantile League, the Lone Wolves—including the Fox Patrol—survived the Battle of Sudeten, fighting for the Jade Falcons against the Hell’s Horses. After that decisive battle, Katie Ferraro now finds the Fox Patrol at a decision point on Almotacen. Do they carry on with the Lone Wolves co-op? Or strike out on their own in this fascinating new territory of the Inner Sphere, where mighty a Clan’s retreat means small bands of mercenaries now can make or break new factions all on their own?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART 1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The ancient Terran philosopher Bertrand Russell once said that war does not determine who is right—only who is left. Anyone going into the mercenary trade would do well to consider those words. When the Kell Hounds began, I felt a definite sense of rightness, but when I looked back to see who was left, I found myself wondering if right or wrong had anything to do with it at all.”

      

      

      
        
        —From A Warrior’s Reflections

        As edited by Gus Michaels

        from the collected writings of Morgan Kell

        Published by Phaeton Media, Arc-Royal
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        DAILEY’S

        PIT LAKE

        ALMOTACEN

        THE HINTERLANDS

        6 MAY 3152

      

      

      Katie Ferraro, a wisp of a MechWarrior, her greasy brown hair pulled up into a bun, sat as far away from the band as she could. Dailey’s, the dingy watering hole all of the mercs seemed to like much more than she did, was the cheapest place to drink in all of Almotacen, so it made as easy a meeting spot as anything.

      Part of the reason Katie hated it was the loud music; tonight, provided by a gutterpunk ensemble calling themselves Shrat. The other part of it was that, aside from the MechWarriors, there was no real sense of BattleMech history here, and that’s what she wanted most out of everywhere she went.

      It made sense, she guessed as she sipped at her pyramid-shaped can of Pharaoh beer. She didn’t even like it—it tasted like sour hops and bitter tears—she just ordered it because she’d heard stories about its use as a track tension gauge for tanks. Not that she was overly fond of those gauges, but she’d been asked to work on some tanks of a fellow unit in the Lone Wolves merc co-op. It was a favor for saving the life of one of her MechWarriors, and they’d told her the story about the beer.

      She couldn’t recall ever really drinking a beer before; she just wanted to see the can for herself. It didn’t hurt that it was the cheapest drink on the menu and the Fox Patrol, as ever, was low on funds.

      As Shrat shrieked and wailed in the background, gnashing their teeth in time to the music, Katie waited nervously for her meeting to begin.

      “Captain Ferraro,” said the man she’d been waiting for. Albert “Bugsy” Heidegger, the Chairman of the Lone Wolves, squeezed himself into the booth on the opposite side of her, disguising his discomfort.

      With no sense of normal human interactions—because people weren’t the same as internal workings of a ’Mech—she smiled awkwardly when she saw him. Mainly because she knew that was expected of her, but also because she genuinely liked him. She’d known him for almost a year now, and he’d always been generous with his time and advice. He’d made her a better MechWarrior and mercenary commander for it.

      “How’s it hanging?” he asked, watching her with his bulging bug-eyes. He was a big man, with always tousled dark hair and an unkempt beard to match. The Lone Wolves patch on his right breast pocket always seemed to stare at her. “Doin’ swell, I hope.”

      “Major Heidegger, yes. Doing well, thank you. Thanks for meeting me.”

      “No problemo. Always a pleasure to take time for one-on-ones with my favorite sub-commander.”

      “You say that to all your sub-commanders.”

      “Yeah, but I actually mean it with you. I’m still impressed with that little stunt you pulled on Sudeten to save your guy. Gutsy, and wrong, and I’m still mad about it. But still impressed, too. The Fox Patrol’s lucky to have you. So are the Lone Wolves, for that matter.”

      “Thank you, Major. I’m sorry but not sorry about all that. I think about it a lot.”

      “You probably always will. I had a situation like that back in the day. Early on with the Lone Wolves. Where the hell were we? Sarna, maybe?” He tapped the table and stared up at the ceiling, searching for the answer, made-up or otherwise. “Mallory’s World? Hell, it could’ve been some other place entirely, I don’t even remember. Been to a lot of places, and that always felt like the smallest and least significant detail. Anywho, I had to defend one of my lancemates as they were loading onto the DropShip, but the loading ramp was pulling up, and the door was closing. Herbie Robinson was this guy’s name.”

      “You held the door open for him?”

      “I tried to.”

      “I bet he appreciated that.”

      “Oh, yeah, he probably would have. He didn’t make it, though.”

      Katie hunched her shoulders, keeping a mouthful of Pharaoh from getting spit out. “Oh… I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Yeah, me too. He was a real good guy. Young. Younger than you. But…you know, when you land in the wrong zone and realize it a little too late, things happen. But that’s all spilled milk under the loading ramp. And yeah, I don’t blame you for what you did with your guy. I mean, I do, and did. And officially I’m still pissed about it, but I don’t blame you.”

      “Thanks,” Katie said quietly, well below the volume of the music. Then looking anywhere but at Bugsy, she took another sip of beer.

      “So, uh,” Bugsy said, looking around curiously with his saucer-wide eyes. “What’d you wanna talk to me about?”

      “Well, Major Heidegger.” Katie felt something on her face and wiped at it. Bringing her fingers in front of her eyes, she saw a smudge of grease. Probably actuator lubricant. She sighed and rubbed her fingers together, hoping he didn’t notice the dark spot on her pale face. “I wanted to talk about the Fox Patrol and the Lone Wolves.”

      “Oh? You wanting some juicier assignments?” The major rubbed his hands together like he was plotting something, but then the server came by to take his drink order. He glanced at Katie. “This is a business meeting, then?”

      Katie nodded.

      “Good, I thought so. I’ll put it on the expense account.” Heidegger looked up to the server, a big guy with a broken nose and mitts that belonged to a boxer. “I’ll take a McCracken. Twelve? No. Expense account. Eighteen. A McCracken eighteen.”

      “Ain’t got McCracken,” the guy said in an accent Katie didn’t recognize. “Try Malacca Lounge if you want the fancy stuff.”

      “What whiskey do you have for sipping?”

      “Best I can do is Wolf’s Paw.”

      The major looked dismayed, but shrugged. “Sure, whatever. How ’bout you, Captain?”

      Katie was surprised he was offering to buy her a drink with what she was planning on telling him, but if he was expensing it, it wouldn’t cost her anything. She smiled, glad to get a beverage she actually wanted to drink. “An UrbieLAM,” she said confidently.

      The server nodded. “Got it. Wolf’s Paw and a’ UrbieLAM.”

      “An UrbieLAM?” Major Heidegger said incredulously as the server left. “I thought UrbieLAMs were jokes. No one’s gonna spend that kinda money on an UrbanMech.”

      “Oh, I know,” Katie said. “A flying UrbanLAM would be just tossing it into a salvage heap. But the drink is great, at least. And I really like drinking UrbanMechs, and the UrbanLAM is the Dailey’s variation of it.”

      “Does it fly?”

      Katie’s eyebrows scrunched together. “It’s got bubbles. Tickles my nose.”

      Major Heidegger nodded, and Katie wasn’t sure how to take his confused look. But with the drinks on the way, their conversation could continue.

      “So,” the major continued, “the Lone Wolves. And the future of the Fox Patrol in them. I’m glad you wanna talk about it, because I wanna get your perspective on where we should head next. There are definitely some contracts here, but they’re gonna send us all over the Hinterlands. I really want your input on our next steps. Like I said, you’re my favorite subcommander and all that.”

      “I really am your favorite now?” Katie said.

      Heidegger laughed. “Maybe. You’re all my favorite. My favorite is whichever one I’m talkin’ to at the moment.”

      “Except maybe the more… Foul-Tempered among us?” Katie said, referencing the most apt-named merc unit in the Lone Wolves.

      Heidegger’s smile faded. “Well, you got me on that one. Ellison is sort of a pain in my—all of our asses.”

      “Well, I think wherever the Lone Wolves go, they’re going to have an easy time doing what makes them happy and gets them the most cash and salvage.” After the words left Katie’s mouth, she realized what she was saying was nonsense. She was going to be reliving that sentence in her nightmares for weeks. Every word ratcheted the heat up in her chest like a ’Mech who’d lost its heatsinks. She couldn’t pinpoint why, but the words felt like acid on her tongue as soon as she said them, and it just felt like the wrong thing to say, especially since things were not heading in the direction she wanted. He seemed to think they’d be sticking around!

      “We always do,” the major said, as though she’d made a single lick of sense.

      “I wanted to talk to you today to say that I want to thank you,” she said, exactly as she had rehearsed. Sweat beaded on her forehead. “And I appreciate all the help you’ve given the Fox Patrol, but I think our time with the Lone Wolves is going to come to a close.”

      He fell back into the booth, crestfallen defeat written on his face. He didn’t even look up at the server, who brought the drinks and slid them across the table.

      He hated her.

      This was a mistake.

      His Wolf’s Paw was so acrid she could smell it from across the table. It almost made her eyes water.

      Adding to the dread baking her heart, Katie blushed at the sight of her UrbieLAM. It came in a tiki mug shaped like an UrbanMech with wings on it, blasting off toward its doom. It was all topped with a little pink umbrella. Removing the umbrella, she took a tentative sip of the cocktail to take the edge off and found it tickled her nose. Despite that, she liked the addition of the cranberry juice and white wine. It made the drink feel fancy, something someone might take seriously.

      More seriously than a LAM, anyway.

      Or her.

      Katie was surprised to see the major, who usually sipped his whiskey and made it last as long as he could, scrunch his nose and just take the shot in one big gulp, then let out a heaving breath afterward.

      Was that her fault?

      She drove him to drink; she knew it.

      After he caught his wind, Heidegger pounded the table with a fist. “Wow. That’s really strong swill.”

      Sheepishly, Katie just took another nose-tickling sip of the UrbieLAM. “This is, uh, only kinda strong.”

      “So, you’re leavin’ us?” he said, rubbing his chest. Was that because of the booze? Or heartburn because of her little announcement?

      “I’m sorry. I just think I need to find work that’s a little less dangerous, and as much as I’ve loved our time in the Lone Wolves, I think we’re taking on more than our little unit is prepared for.”

      The major laughed. “You sure picked the wrong line of work if you wanted something less dangerous. I mean, any time you get in that ’Mech of yours, you gotta be prepared to kill or be killed.”

      “I know,” Katie said quietly. She’d been thinking a lot about that, too.

      Heidigger frowned. “Then why’d you get in the merc business, Katie? You’ve always seemed like too nice a kid to be in a business this bloody. It’s like mating a dove with a dinosaur or something. Is that the phrase?”

      Katie shrugged. “You know I’m not a kid.”

      “I mean, I’m pushin’ close to forty, everyone younger than me is a kid. How long you been doing this?”

      “I fought in my first ’Mech battle nine years ago. The Fox Patrol has been around for seven? Six? Almost seven years. I think.”

      Heidegger looked somehow satisfied, pushing out his bottom lip and nodding. “You know, that’s also impressive. I’ve never known anybody who ran in a Kit Fox who lasted that long.”

      “I haven’t lost anyone yet. ’Mechs, we’ve lost, but not a person.” Katie felt the threat of tears welling in her eyes just at the thought of it. The feeling of almost losing Evan on Alyina, of Arkee parachuting to the ground on Sudeten, bloomed in her chest like poisonous flowers. She caught her breath, wiped her eyes, then gritted her teeth. “And I don’t intend to lose anyone.”

      “You’re lucky, Katie. Real lucky. I think that’s the hardest part of being in command. Every order could be someone’s last. And you like these people. You live with ’em. You fight beside ’em. And you could very well be sending ’em to the very gates of hell, never to return.”

      Katie couldn’t imagine any of her people ending up in hell. Maybe she could, if she believed in that sort of thing. If there was something that would qualify a person to eternal damnation, sending loved ones, friends, and colleagues to their death surely counted. She was the only Fox she could see in hell, because that responsibility started and ended with her.

      She wondered if hell would be lonely.

      “That’s part of why we’re leaving the Lone Wolves,” she said. “I think it’d do us good to take some lower stakes, lower-risk jobs for a little while. Alyina was quiet, but I almost lost someone. And Sudeten was the most chaotic thing we’ve ever been a part of. I think some nice quiet garrison duty would suit us for a while.”

      Heidegger nodded. “I can respect that. It’s like they say, if you can’t stand the heat, get out of the fire, right? But I want you to know you always got a home with the Lone Wolves. I imagine we’ll be around Almotacen for a while, even if it’s in and out between taking jobs and such. I really have a feeling this is where the action is for the next little stretch of time. Mark my words. The Hinterlands are the place to be.”

      His words and candor allowed some of that embarrassed heat to sink, or maybe that was the booze. “I’ve noticed you seem to have a sixth sense about it. Or something.”

      “Yeah, well, the early worm attracts the bird. I have an eye for stuff. I keep my feelers out. Look for the chatter, and go where the wind breaks. It’s served us well. I bet you’re loving those new Clan ’Mechs we scored for you. Everybody who got one has just been raving about them. What did you all end up with?”

      “I pieced together an Ion Sparrow to replace the Locust the pirates trashed and a Stormcrow C to replace the Quickdraw the Hell’s Horses took out. They’re amazing. And I know we wouldn’t have gotten them without you.”

      “Hey, don’t even mention it.” Heidegger motioned for the server and then circled his finger to ask for another round of drinks.

      Katie gulped down the rest of her UrbanLAM. “You’re…You’re not upset?” she asked.

      Heidegger leaned back in his chair and slouched. Then he swatted his hand like he was batting the very suggestion away. “Pfft. Not at all. Happens every day. I’d rather lose folks like this than on some anonymous battlefield. Don’t need any more Herbie Robinsons, if you know what I mean. And I don’t hold grudges. For the most part. Actually, the more I think about it, that’s a lie, I totally hold grudges. But not for this. And certainly not against you and the Fox Patrol. You’re all too wholesome to hold a grudge against. It’d be like drop kicking a kitten or something. No one feels good about that, and anybody who does can’t be trusted. Let alone with a kitten.”

      Relief hit Katie like a blizzard, and her anxious heat fell back into acceptable ranges. She found the major’s frank manner of speech easy to like, but she was still glad to be striking out on her own. But the idea of actually telling him that had been a crushing weight on her chest, and now that it was out there, she felt a hundred kilos lighter. His accepting reaction helped, too.

      The bartender with the big hands came back and dropped two more drinks off—another Wolf’s Paw and an UrbieLAM—and took the empties back with him. He reached for Katie’s pyramid-shaped Pharaoh, but she raised a hand to stop him. “Oh, I want to take that one with me.”

      He looked at her confused, and she noticed his eyes broke contact and then scanned the rest of her face. Maybe the grease mark told him all he needed to know. She doubted she was going to be aligning any tank tracks, but it was an interesting story and a hell of a souvenir. She was frankly surprised they had any at all.

      Heidegger lifted his glass up. “To good comrades on and off the battlefield, and the promise of a prodigal comin’ back, as the saying goes.”

      “To good comrades,” Katie said.

      They clinked glasses and celebrated, for the time being, the end of the Fox Patrol and their partnership with the Lone Wolves.
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        DROPPORT DISTRICT

        ALMOTACEN

        ALMOTACEN

        THE HINTERLANDS

        6 MAY 3152

      

      

      Lightheaded from the alcohol and zooming above the ground, Katie traveled through the city of Almotacen—not to be (yet always) confused with the planet’s name—to the spaceport and its surrounding neighborhoods. An old mining tram ran a circuit around the city, and Katie was glad to take it, though she would have rather traversed the distance in her ’Mech. It would have been a whole lot faster, if more destructive.

      Almotacen’s cold bit at her, and Katie was glad Rhiannon had helped her procure leather bomber jackets for the crew to wear over their maintenance coveralls and civilian clothes—Christmas presents for everyone when they had been stationed on Alyina. Of course, the brown leather jackets all bore the Fox Patrol logo emblazoned across the back. The Fox Patrol was the most important thing in her life, so it was the only option for additional frills. Though, as she thought about it, the Fox Patrol was the only thing in her life. Her ’Mechs, her MechWarriors, and the next contract were what she lived and breathed for. She wouldn’t have it any other way.

      After Alyina and Sudeten, though, she’d started thinking about other things. Like how to keep everyone alive instead of just paid.

      She barely noticed her surroundings, navigating on foot from the tram station to the blast pits of Almotacen’s spaceport. That wasn’t to say the city wasn’t worth her notice. The sights and smells were utterly astounding, unlike anything else she’d ever seen, save for Galatea. On Sudeten, they had been posted in what was essentially an austere factory town. On Alyina, again, they were in the factory district, unless they were visiting Evan at the hospital. Before that, the Fox Patrol had just taken odd jobs in the most rural of backwaters. Aside from that little bit of time she’d spent on Galatea—and most of it she’d spent on the run or fixing ’Mechs or escaping—she’d never been anywhere as cosmopolitan as Almotacen. Not because Almotacen was some massive, important place in the Inner Sphere—or even in the Hinterlands. It was just so vastly different because DropShips from all over the Sphere landed to trade goods, and so many different sorts of people landed with the mercenaries. Naturally, that led to unsavory elements, too, who found it easy to hide and operate. But there was something about Almotacen that suited Katie. It was provincial, like Jerangle, but not as big as Galatea that she would get lost. Just the right size place for her to feel like a medium-sized fish in an absolutely tiny pond.

      Katie found herself smashed across her middle. Pain flashed throughout her body as she tumbled end over end, and then came to an abrupt stop, flat on her ass.

      “What in the name of Blake’s the matter with you?” a voice shouted.

      Blinking, she came back to the present and looked around. The street bazaar leading to the port was full of vendors and a dozen cultures’ worth of foods and their associated smells. There were stalls of every kind of goods, from random tech parts to bootleg holodiscs, and even old-fashioned paper books, which Katie never understood.

      Looking down, she realized she was in the middle of the ferrocrete street, glittering like jade from all of the silicate dust of the Almotacen environment. With her hands scraped up, the pain blossoming at her sides, and the cursing suddenly reaching her ears, Katie saw she’d been hit by a car. An open-air hover convertible in metallic blue or black, depending on the angle she looked. In the driver’s seat was a woman easily half a meter taller than Katie and three times bulkier.

      She was the one swearing at Katie, but she was merely the chauffeur. In the backseat was a youthful fop of a man in a finely cut cape of black and blue that matched the car. The emblem emblazoned on the cross-buttoned flap of his shirt was the skeleton of a hawk with live eyes in a penetrating gaze. Unfortunately, he had some sort of frozen nutrient paste spilled all over his fine cape, the bowl of it crushed in his gloved hands and a sneer on his face that could have murdered any number of passing shoppers. His black hair and olive skin on a clean-shaven face offset his piercing, stormy gray eyes.

      His anger left only two words for Katie to describe him in her head: spoiled and brat.

      “Who do you think you are?” the brat shouted. “You’ve ruined my uniform! And you just sit there in the middle of the street and gawk? I’ll have your head for this! Don’t you know who I am?”

      Katie’s mouth fell open, ready to say something, but unsure of what.

      A hand grabbed her elbow and pulled her up and back. A voice whispered in her ear, “Get out of here. He’s not kidding.”

      Katie blinked and looked to the woman gripping her arm. Dressed in civilian clothes, Katie had no idea who she was or what unit she was with, but she ushered Katie away with purpose while the man in the convertible stood in the backseat and raised a fist in their direction. “I’ll find you! You’ll regret this. You hear me? You’ll regret this! Who are you? What’s your name? What outfit are you with?”

      Katie almost turned to tell him, but the woman who rescued her kept pulling her toward the sidewalk and the bustling street market stalls.

      “Do I know you?” Katie asked.

      “Umm.” The woman led her down into an alleyway. “This way.”

      Katie did as she was told, despite her befuddlement.

      The sounds of the street and the man’s screaming mixed into one unnerving din. He kept screaming about finding her. But he wouldn’t know who she was or where to find her, would he? Narrowing her eyes and shifting them back and forth, she remembered the Fox Patrol logo writ large on the back of her jacket. If he saw it, that would lead him right back to her and her people…

      The woman stopped her at the back of an alleyway and Katie suddenly worried this was going to be some sort of ambush. Like a two-part scam, where someone gets aggressive with her, and then their accomplice leads her to safety, then robs her. She only knew of that sort of thing because it had happened to her once before. On Kaesong. She hadn’t liked it. Made her feel naive and foolish. Especially since it was a couple of kids who’d pulled the con, but there didn’t seem to be a whole lot of children on Almotacen. It wasn’t exactly a place to bring the family, as it were.

      “Have we met?” Katie asked again, trying to catch her breath.

      The woman was older than Katie by at least a couple of decades and had deep bronze skin. Decked out in a military-style work suit and a patch with an embroidered BattleMaster on it, she kept her frizzy brown hair pinned up. Blank confusion gripped her face. “Are you serious?”

      Katie nodded sheepishly, and every move of her head reminded her of just how much she’d had to drink with Major Heidegger. Through the UrbieLAM haze, she couldn’t place the woman at all. She’d be surprised if she’d ever seen her before in her life.

      “BattleMaster,” said the woman. “Bernice BattleMaster. BattleMaster Brigade?”

      Embarrassment erupted inside Katie’s middle like a volcano. She felt her cheeks flush, her mouth fell open with a gasp, and she covered it quickly. “Oh, Bernice! I didn’t recognize you out of your ’Mech. Your BattleMaster is the one whose right leg actuator pulls its cadence off just a little bit. I haven’t seen you in person since Sudeten and the vote to fight the Horses.”

      The other woman smiled wryly. “That’s me.”

      “You know that’s what’s keeping your machine from hitting top speed?”

      Bernice BattleMaster sighed. “Everything they say about you is true.”

      “I’m just… not great with faces all the time.”

      “Do you have any idea what you just did or who that was?”

      “No…”

      “You walked out into the middle of the street…”

      Katie thought hard for a second and realized it must have been as much to do with the alcohol she’d had as anything. She’d had more than she realized. “I must have been thinking about something.”

      “Must have been,” Bernice BattleMaster said coldly. “Well, you walked right in front of Leon Hansen’s hovercar and ruined his uniform.”

      Katie didn’t recognize the name, but she’d recognize a shocking amount of privilege anywhere. “Really? That’s what he’s upset about? His uniform? He doesn’t care that he almost killed me? He should be more careful.”

      “He’s not the sort who takes personal responsibility for anything. And if he’d’ve caught you and figured out who you were, it wouldn’t have gone well for anybody. And you’re wearing a unit bomber jacket. He’s still got a chance to figure it out.”

      The adrenaline was starting to wear off and everything on Katie starting to ache. Rubbing her backside with a hand covered in road rash, she looked up to Bernice, trying hard to look her in the eyes like she’d been taught. “Thanks for pulling me out of there.”

      “Don’t mention it. I’d rather have you on my team in the next fight than the next grease spot left by Leon Hansen.”

      Katie looked down at her feet. She didn’t really have the heart to tell Bernice BattleMaster that they were done with the Lone Wolves. Maybe not permanently, but for the time being, at least. She liked Bernice and didn’t want to disappoint her. None of the Lone Wolves wanted to. She was something like a sainted mother of the Lone Wolves…or something.

      It had been well over a decade since Katie had lost her own mother, and disappointing another one—especially one who had just saved her life—made her feel like she was screwing everything up.

      “You’re not re-upping, are you?” Bernice said.

      Katie shook her head, unable to meet the merc’s gaze. “It’s okay, though,” she said, trying to recover. “We might come back later.”

      “Why’re you leaving?” Bernice asked.

      “This is all too dangerous.”

      A shout interrupted their conversation, and Katie felt equal parts dread and relief. Relief because the conversation ended. Dread because Leon Hansen appeared, rounding the corner of the alleyway wearing his sharp but stained black and blue uniform, followed closely by his colossal chauffeur. “There you are!”

      “Run!” Bernice shouted.

      All Katie could think was how dangerous all this was, too.

      Bernice led them through a labyrinth of alleys winding in and out of the tightly packed buildings and the secret, narrow places of the Almotacen bazaar in the DropPort District.

      At last, Bernice put a finger to her lips and pressed herself tight against the alcove of a ferrobrick building, and Katie did the same. Katie struggled to regulate her breathing and keep it shallow enough to prevent it from being heard.

      Her eyes widened as Hansen and his chauffeur came around the corner and raced by them.

      While their pursuers had their backs turned, Bernice pulled Katie slowly away and they tiptoed the way they came. As soon as they turned the corner, out of Hansen’s sight, Bernice bolted and found a totally different path to run down.

      Behind a row of kebab sellers, Bernice stopped and doubled over, hands on her knees, to catch her breath. Katie followed suit, ducking behind the level of the stall’s skirt and signage, hoping she wouldn’t be spotted by Hansen in case he managed to pop out onto the same street from a different alley. “I think we finally lost ’em.”

      “Who was that guy again exactly?” Katie asked through panting breaths.

      “Leon Hansen. Hansen’s Hawkeyes.”

      “Never heard of them,” Katie said, wiping the sweat from her face with open palms, for once glad that she wasn’t in her neurohelmet and could easily do such a thing.

      “He’s got some family legacy. You probably have heard of him. Or at least his family.”

      The WarBook in Katie’s head started running overtime and she tried to place the name. “Not like… Hansen as in Hansen’s Roughriders, Hansen?”

      “Hansen as in Hansen’s Roughriders, Hansen, yeah.”

      “What’s he doing all the way out here?” Katie spoke just loud enough for Bernice to hear her over the din of the market.

      “Leon’s the estranged kid, striking out on his own, according to the latest word. His dad is Loren J. Hansen, the guy who’s running the Roughriders now. I don’t know why Leon’s out here, but I can guess.”

      “I figured the Roughriders would keep the Hansen family close, especially if they pilot ’Mechs.”

      “My guess is Leon’s just an asshole. And they wanted nothing to do with him.”

      Katie thought back over the last ten minutes and found no evidence to argue the point.

      “I don’t know how you run your outfit, Katie,” Bernice said, looking at her severely, “but remember that no one likes working for an asshole. And crossing one is a great way to get you and your people killed.”

      Katie chewed her bottom lip and looked back the way they had come, making sure their trail hadn’t been picked back up. “I’ll remember. But he hit me.”

      Bernice pointed at the flame of the fox logo on Katie’s jacket. “Fair enough, but I’d lose the Fox Patrol gear for at least a little while. A week or two. At least until he forgets about it. He might not know who you are, but he’ll remember the logo.”

      Katie sighed. “Of course.” She pulled her bomber jacket off and flipped it inside out.

      “The coast seems clear,” Bernice said as she stood. Then she spread her arms in an awkward gesture. “I guess this is goodbye. We should probably take different paths back to the blast pits. Just in case.”

      Katie looked at Bernice’s arms back and forth, unsure if she wanted to hug, and then extended a hand to shake.

      Bernice reached for the hand, but pulled Katie a little closer. “Can I hug you?”

      Katie nodded, feeling even more sheepish. That’s what the wide-armed stance was about.

      Bernice wrapped her up in her arms and held her tight, then whispered, “Stay safe, kid. It’s dangerous out there.”

      “You, too,” Katie whispered back, hoping they both lived long lives, and that this wasn’t the last time they’d see each other.

      But who could ever tell, when they lived the dangerous lives of mercenaries?
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