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      I’m pleased to say that this entire volume is Bryan Young’s fault.

      Actually, I’m not sure whether it was Bryan or Meical, our dauntless marketing person, who came up with the idea for the BattleTech Free Fiction program, so I’ll just split the blame right down the middle.

      This whole thing came about in late November of 2024, when one of those two pitched the idea of a holiday story. Then the other one said something like, “Why don’t we give it away on the CGL store website in December?”

      Silly me, I thought that sounded like a good—no, great—idea.

      (Spoiler: It was—and still is—a great idea.)

      Anyway, Bryan wrote not just a terrific BattleTech holiday story (“Merry Foxmas”, republished in Lone Wolf and Fox), but also a great Shadowrun holiday story as well; both in record time. We got them into shape and published them that December…and they did well, very well.

      Turns out people like free stuff, who knew?

      When I mentioned the very solid download numbers to my boss, he had the bright idea of doing this every month…so here we are, with me reaching out to the various authors in this volume and telling them, “write me a story.”

      And boy, did they ever! Last year’s tales included stories from BattleTech stalwarts such as Jason Schmetzer, Loren L. Coleman, and and James D. Long, but also newer authors, like  Russell Zimmerman and Bryn Bills. There is a long-awaited companion story to the seminal BattleTech young adult novel The Nellus Academy Incident, by Jennifer Brozek, and Bryan Young appears twice, with a Ghost Dogs tale, and a re-imagining of the Fox Patrol as they would be in the BattleTech: Gothic universe (hint: they are not the happy-go-lucky merc lance you know and love).

      I hopeful you enjoy this terrific anthology, our inaugural edition of Tales of the Inner Sphere. It was a pleasure seeing what both established and new authors came up with last year, and we’re looking forward to a whole new series of BattleTech short stories in 2026.
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        OLYMPUS-CLASS RECHARGE STATION NASSAU

        ZENITH JUMP POINT

        PANDORA

        TAMAR PACT

        13 AUGUST 3152

      

      

      “Look, all I’m saying is it’s kind of a miracle we got here near the same time.”

      Bel Carlyle held her drink in both hands and rolled her eyes at the ceiling panel. An air duct there had a few strands of gossamer spiderweb blowing in the breeze as the air circulation system did its best to keep the air in this transient bar breathable.

      She and her brother, Ronan, were nestled into a small crack of space at the bar top. Ronan, tall, broad-shouldered and blond, earnest as any two schoolboys, had no problem clearing space. Bel, who stood about two-thirds his height, had a lifetime’s experience following in his wake through crowds.

      “Us from Pandora, you and Curtain from Gram,” Ronan went on, “and we got here within three days of each other.”

      “Almost like we planned it,” Bel, who had planned it that way, muttered. All it took was a fortuitous pirate point, some lucky connections that counterfeited command circuits, and a pile of money. More money than she, the unit executive officer/treasurer, wanted to think about.

      “And this being the first time I’ve spent more than a day on a recharge station,” Ronan added. He took a gulp of his beer and looked around the room. “I wonder how many of these people have traveled farther?”

      Bel squeezed her drink can for dear life. The flatscreen in front of her, behind and above the bartender’s head, was playing hundred-year-old Johnny Tchang re-runs. If this was life on a recharge station, they could keep it.

      “Hey, come on,” Ronan said, as the wiry man next to him jostled his elbow and spilled part of his drink on the sleeve of Ronan’s gray Legion battledress.
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        * * *

      

      “There,” Hoyt said, pointing to the noteputer screen. “See it?”

      Section Leader Arn Jurdan leaned closer, ignoring the noises of the bar around them. He saw the image, recognized the view as the inside of Panel 16, abaft Frame 7 of his Wusun OmniFighter. He followed Hoyt’s fingertip to a crimp in one of the avionics lines.

      “Son of a bitch,” he whispered. “That’s why I’m deadline?”

      Hoyt shook his head. “That is why your bird is deadline. Here is why you are.”

      He changed the view on the noteputer; the image shimmered into security camera footage of the bay aboard ship where his Wusun was cradled. A man walked into the dark compartment, a tool in his hand. Arn and Hoyt watched the man walk under the Wusun’s left wing, back where Panel 16 nestled. He was out of sight for a short while, then reappeared, striding quickly out of the aerospace fighter bay.

      “We have to find that son of a bitch,” Arn said.

      Arn’s interceptor squadron had been chosen to escort a Snow Raven flotilla from the Raven Alliance to Terra months ago. He had been thrilled; so few of the regular Alliance Military Corps squadrons got picked to serve the Alliance in such a visible way, especially as the Snow Ravens moved to support the new ilClan, Clan Wolf. He’d never felt so honored by the Outworlders’ so-called allies, Clan Snow Raven.

      That “honor” had lasted until his first foray—and immediate ejection—from the wardroom aboard ship. The Raven fliers had shunned him almost immediately, and their attitude had infected the ship’s crew and support staff. For months he’d felt like persona non grata aboard his own ships. And now, with the DropShips in the wild space of the Tamar Pact, just as it had when the JumpShips paused at Terra, a technical fault had kept Arn—and thereby the rest of his squadron—from flying combat space patrol.

      Arn’s hand shook as he swiped the noteputer screen back over to the crimped line.

      “I have found him,” Hoyt said, almost too low to be heard. “That is Technician Lawrence.”

      Arn looked at him in disbelief. Hoyt was a small man, a Clan-born technician dumped into the AMC technical pool over some slight Arn had never asked about. Outworlders didn’t get access to techs of Hoyt’s quality too often, and he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      “Lawrence,” Arn repeated.

      “Aff.”

      “Then it’s Deepak,” Arn said. “It has to be.”

      Hoyt did not reply, but Arn wasn’t watching him. His eyes were on the flatscreen, but he wasn’t seeing the dated costumes and martial arts moves of the ancient movie. He was seeing Deepak, the Ravens’ Star Commander in charge of the escort fighter Star, laughing at a joke with his lead technician, Lawrence, outside the wardroom.

      The memory made him ball his right hand into a fist and slam it down on the bar. It intercepted his nearly-untouched beer, spilling it across the sleeve of the large man next to him at the bar.

      “Hey, come on,” the big man said.
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        * * *

      

      “Sorry,” the wiry man said in an accent Bel had never heard before. “Bad news.”

      “Bad news from where?” Ronan asked. Bel looked away from the flatscreen to glare at him incredulously. “Back home?”

      “Back aboard ship,” the wiry man said, wiping his fist with a rag he snatched, mongoose-fast, from beneath the bar top. He offered it to Ronan. “My apologies again.”

      “Which ship?” Ronan asked. “Sorry, I’ve just never been around this many spacers before.” Bel rolled her eyes and went back to Johnny Tchang. Ronan doing big, dumb, and earnest was not a channel she subscribed to.

      The man shrugged. “I’ve never been to the Inner Sphere before.”

      Bel closed her eyes. Ronan elbowed her without looking. “You’re from outside the Inner Sphere?”

      “Ramora,” the man said.

      “I don’t know where that is,” Ronan confessed.

      “The Outworlds—er, the Raven Alliance.”

      The elbow again. Bel opened her eyes and considered ordering a stronger drink. “You’re a Snow Raven?”

      “I most definitely am not,” the man said. “I’m Arn Jurdan. I’m a citizen of the Outworlds.” Bel frowned at the rancor in the man’s voice, but said nothing.

      The wiry man’s companion, a nervous-looking man in gray and black, made a sound. “Get back to the ship,” Jurdan told his companion. He spoke forcefully, and loud enough Bel could understand his words, despite the bar noise and Ronan blocking her. “I want all the squadron’s ships checked. I want to know what else Deepak has sabotaged. And try and get me on the Star Captain’s calendar.” The man nodded and left.

      “Sorry,” Jurdan said. “Bad day.”

      “Ronan Carlyle,” Ronan introduced himself. The timbre of his voice had changed. The little-boy sense of wonder was gone, replaced by Ronan the officer. Bel pushed her drink around on the bar top. Here we go… She was so jump-lagged all she wanted to do was climb into a bunk for six months…

      “We’re not even out of the system yet,” she said. Ronan grunted a dismissal.

      “Did I hear you say sabotage?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” Jurdan said.

      “That’s a serious charge.”

      “Yeah.”

      Bel rolled her eyes and stood up off the barstool. “I’ll be back at the ship,” she told Ronan. She leaned past him to nod a goodbye at the Outworlder. “Good luck, friend.”

      She had better things to do than listen to Ronan give a stranger advice.
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        * * *

      

      It was almost another two hours before Arn walked off the rotating grav deck and back along the docking ring to the Snow Raven JumpShip, snuggled into the recharge dock where the recharge station’s massive batteries fed power to the ship’s Kearny-Fuchida interstellar drive. Two Snow Raven Elementals, out of armor but no less imposing, stood on the station-side of the hatch. He floated up to them and showed them his ID.

      “Welcome aboard,” one of the Elementals said. Arn wasn’t sure if he heard a sneer in the woman’s voice or not. He nodded and slipped back aboard, wending his way through the JumpShip toward the docking collar that held the Miraborg-class DropShip Gungnir. Two more Elementals stood outside that hatch.

      “Section Leader,” one of them said, waving him through on sight. Maybe they’re not all bad, Arn told himself.

      A few minutes later, he grabbed a stanchion and halted to turn into the aerospace fighter bay that held his fighter. Inside he found his technician, Hoyt, directing a team of Outworlder astechs in repairing the damage Lawrence had done. Hoyt saw him enter and, after a final quick word, floated over to speak to him.

      “Your bird will be operable within the hour,” Hoyt said. “The rest of the squadron’s birds show similar signs of abuse, but I don’t have security cam footage of the incidents.” Already a pale, quiet man, Hoyt looked deathly pale. “What are you going to do?”

      “The Star Captain?”

      “Can see you at the end of this watch. What will you tell her?”

      “The truth,” Arn spat.

      “Whose truth?”

      “The truth!”

      Hoyt shook his head. “You Outworlders. You see life so simply.”

      “He sabotaged my fighters,” Arn snarled. “That’s treason.”

      “Lawrence sabotaged one fighter,” Hoyt corrected him. “If that is, in fact, what he did.” When Arn gestured angrily past him to the team of busy astechs, Hoyt just shrugged. “There is no video of him crimping the line.”

      “Any reasonable person—” he stopped when Hoyt snorted. “What?”

      “Warriors are not reasonable people,” Hoyt said. “Take it from me, as someone who grew up among them. They know the limits of our castes, and they know they are the ultimate authority. Reality bends—truth bends—beneath warrior pride.”

      “You’re saying Star Captain Hama will side with Deepak.”

      “I am saying warriors protect their caste. As do we all.”

      Arn swallowed the taste of metal in the back of his throat. “I don’t belong to any caste. And I’m as much warrior as any of them.” Hoyt shook his head, looking down where the two men held themselves down by sticking a foot beneath a staple on the deck. “What?”

      “You think you are a warrior, as they are.”

      Arn pointed past them, at the fighter. “I’m as good in that as any of them.”

      “That does not matter,” Hoyt said. “You are not of the warrior caste. They allow you Outworlders to maintain your illusions, because it makes their life easier. But never doubt—in Deepak’s eyes, you are lower than the simplest laborer.”

      Arn worked his mouth, but didn’t speak. Hoyt wasn’t saying anything he hadn’t heard a hundred times in AMC bars across his career. He’d always dismissed that as old-timers pining for the good old days. The proof, he’d always told himself, was that the Snow Ravens let Outworlders fly alongside them. Actions, he’d always believed, spoke louder than words.

      He recalled the swell of pride he’d felt when his squadron was selected to travel to Terra. How he’d felt like the Snow Ravens were honoring their word to partner with the Outworlds.

      Now, that all crashed against the last several months of behavior. And what Hoyt was saying...

      Arn ground his teeth. No.

      “Send me the recording.”
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        * * *

      

      Bel entered the observation lounge and looked for Ronan. He stood, anchored by mag-boots,  near the floor-to-ceiling transpex port, looking out at the ships in view or the stars. With him, it could be either one.

      “You know how behind I am on my sleep,” Bel said, when she was close enough.

      “Sorry,” he said, in the tone of voice that told her he wasn’t. “I’ve been thinking.”

      “Did it hurt?”

      “I came up here because I wanted to see the Snow Raven JumpShip,” he went on. “I wanted to see something that had traveled that far. All the way from the Clan Homeworlds, to the Raven Alliance, to here.”

      Bel looked where Ronan was looking. “It looks like any other JumpShip,” she said. “Long. Pointy. Like it’d break if you dropped it.”

      “It’s most of a kilometer long,” Ronan said.

      “Maybe. But from here it looks like a toy.” When Ronan didn’t speak, Bel looked up at her brother. “What do you see when you look at it?”

      “Just a JumpShip.”

      “Okay…”

      “I wanted it to feel special. I wanted it to feel like I was looking at something amazing, something that had done something I couldn’t imagine myself ever doing, and coming through just fine.” There was pain in Ronan’s tone. Frustration.

      “A lot of people think they’re magic,” Bel ventured.

      “But it’s just a JumpShip. Just like the one that took us from Arcturus to Garrison. Or the one that brought us here. Or one that carries cargo between Odessa and Garrison.”

      “Okay…”

      Ronan sighed. “It’s stupid, I know. But I wanted it to be more. I wanted it to feel like there was more out there than I knew about. That there were boundaries to cross, paths to explore. I wanted it to reassure me that there was still…a frontier out there, something to quest for. And not just another JumpShip.”

      “Are you okay, brother?”

      Ronan shrugged. “I don’t know.” He turned around and leaned back against the transpex. “I’ve been thinking about the Legion.”

      “Like a good CO should.”

      “We’ve had a lot of success so far, but we can’t get complacent. We can’t get victory fever. Sooner or later, we’re going to run up against something we can’t break.”

      “So you’ve been telling us all,” Bel said. “You were saying that back on Pandora.”

      “I want you to look into recruiting flyers,” Ronan said. Bel realized he was talking CO to XO, not brother to sister. “Air-breathing and space. We always relied on the RCT for that stuff, back in the Guards, but we need to be self-sufficient. We’re solid on the ground, but we need protection during times like right now.”

      “Okay. I don’t know anything about flyers.”

      “I don’t either,” Ronan admitted. “But it’s sinking in that I’ve been thinking of the Legion like a battalion that’s part of something, and it’s not. Someday we’re going to get a contract where we don’t have supporting forces around us. We need to start planning for when it’s just us, for real.”

      “Can I get some sleep first?”

      “I was talking to that Outworlder in the bar, Jurdan. He was telling me stories about some of the things he and his pilots have done out there in Periphery. Really incredible stuff.”

      Bel fought down a yawn. “Fly over there. Blow stuff up. Same as a ’Mech, except higher and faster.”

      “Something like that,” Ronan said. He gestured at the Snow Raven JumpShip again. “If that thing was gunning for us, if what it carried was gunning for us, what could we do?”

      Bel looked where her brother was staring. She understood what he was trying to say. The Legion was alone in an increasingly hostile galaxy. It wasn’t the JumpShip, on its own. It was the feeling of helplessness it represented. Of being threatened with no recourse.

      Bel glanced up at her brother’s profile. She saw the set of his jaw, saw those muscles flexing as he ground his teeth while he stared. She felt for him. He’d come up here hoping to see something that would trigger his sense of wonder. Something that would give him an instant’s sensation of hope.

      Instead, all he’d found was stark reality crashing down on him.

      Bel had the sudden urge to reach out and touch her brother, to touch him on the shoulder and make him realize he wasn’t alone. Her arm even twitched, but she fought that sensation down. He was a giant. She could barely reach his shoulder.

      That’d just look stupid.
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        * * *

      

      “I do not see the connection,” Star Captain Hama said. “As lead technician, Lawrence has access to any fighter aboard ship. There are any number of legitimate reasons for him to be near your fighter.”

      Arn balled his fists so tightly his hands nearly cramped. In his mind, he imagined Hoyt’s sad “I told you so.” “Star Captain,” he growled, but stopped when he saw the fire in her eye. “The facts remain: my fighter was perfectly mission-capable before Technician Lawrence entered the bay. When he left it was deadline. And the lead technician unquestionably has the skill to disable an OmniFighter with a pair of pliers.”

      Hama exhaled slowly. A Trueborn Snow Raven pilot, she had the characteristic large eyes and head of her phenotype, in her case blond hair and blue eyes. Were she standing, she would barely come to Arn’s shoulder.

      “Consider it, Star Captain. Could you or I work so quickly? Know exactly which panel to open, which line to crimp, in so short a time?”

      “Leaving aside that I would not do such a thing, I am a warrior, not a technician.”

      “Exactly,” Arn said. He knew she hadn’t actually agreed with him, but he had to press ahead. “Get Lawrence in here. Put him to the question.”

      “I see no need,” Hama said. She handed him the noteputer he’d given her, with Hoyt’s purloined security recordings. “There is no evidence. Furthermore, Lawrence could just as easily claim it was your own Outworlder technicians’ incompetence at work. A ham-fisted Spheroid could have as easily crimped the line.”

      “Star Captain⁠—”

      “Neg, Section Leader. This matter is closed. Dismissed.”

      Arn’s mouth worked, but he said nothing. Instead, like a good soldier, he snapped to attention, spun around, and slid out of the compartment. The hatch slid closed behind him with a quiet sense of finality.

      Inside Arn Jurdan, something else slid closed.

      “How did you visit with the Star Captain go, Jurdan?”

      Arn turned. Deepak was down-corridor, a foot hooked down, holding himself in place. His arms were crossed, but his face was pure gloating.

      “It went fine,” Arn growled.

      “Did it,” Deepak said. It wasn’t a question.

      “I know it was you,” Arn said.

      “What was me?”

      “The sabotage. You won’t get away with it.”

      “Sabotage?” Deepak laughed. “Is that what you tried to tell Hama? That your ignorant support crew’s careless maintenance was sabotage?”

      “I have Lawrence on video.”

      Deepak shrugged. “Lawrence is the senior technician. He can go anywhere he wishes.”

      Arn’s fingertips tingled. There was a roaring in his ears. He knew his blood pressure was up. He knew the signs as well as any pilot. “Why?” he asked. “We’re on the same side.”

      Deepak unhooked his foot and floated closer. He got close enough that Arn smelled his breath, thick with garlic from whatever he’d last eaten.

      “Because you presume,” Deepak whispered. Then he pushed past and continued down the companionway.

      Emotions and intentions flashed through Arn’s mind like a wildfire. He was at once shocked that Deepak had admitted it, and dismayed that he had. Everything Hoyt had warned him about was coming true. Like any human, Arn wanted to be right, but not about this.

      “Deepak,” Arn growled. The Snow Raven ignored him. “Trashborn!”

      Deepak stopped himself at a handhold. “Careful.”

      “I challenge you,” Arn said. “A Trial of Grievance.” He knew from his schooling that was how Clan warriors settled things between them, a ritual combat, in fighters or out.

      Deepak snort-laughed. “Go back to your wardroom, Jurdan.”

      “You refuse my challenge? You’re afraid of me?”

      “A challenge is fought in a Circle of Equals, Jurdan. You’re no more my equal than a slug is.” He rolled his eyes, then pushed off the way he’d been going.

      “You’re a coward, then,” Arn said.

      “Eagles don’t concern themselves with the opinions of buzzards,” Deepak said, over his shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the hatch closed behind Arn, he put his heel into the corner between the hatch coaming and wall as an anchor, twisted, and tried his best to put his fist through the thin wall panel. The metal bonged and deformed.

      “Okay there, Skipper?” asked one of his pilots, Gilda Harder.

      “No,” Arn said. He shook his fist out and floated across to the central table in the wardroom. It was bolted to the deck. Grabbing the edge without thinking, he pulled himself to a bench. His feet wrapped around a stanchion beneath the seat just as unconsciously.

      “Star Captain didn’t say what you wanted to hear?” Another of his pilots, Vicente Koltunov, leaned their head out of their bunk. At Arn’s confused look, Koltunov gave a Gallic shrug. “It’s a small ship.”

      “No, she didn’t,” Arn said.

      “Didn’t want to hear about the sabotage, I guess?”

      Arn just shook his head.

      “Guess there wasn’t much chance she was going to,” Koltunov said. They slid back into their bunk.

      “What’s that mean?” Arn asked Harder.

      “Skip,” Harder started, then stopped. Then seemed to make up her mind. “Look, you’ve always been the patriot of the squadron, right? You fly because you think it means something. The rest of us, we just fly to fly. Don’t much care who we fly for. Figure it’s Fate that put us in the Alliance. But we’re not down in the dirt.”

      “I come from the same dirt,” Arn protested.

      “That’s not what I’m saying. The rest of us, we figure putting up with the Ravens trying to make us fail is just part of the job. It usually doesn’t kill us, and our techs are on our side. They do a good job of catching most of it.”

      “Wait. You’re saying this has happened before?”

      Harder stared at him. “Skip, it happens all the time.”

      “Not to me!”

      “Then you’ve been lucky.”

      Arn frowned and rubbed his hands together while his mind struggled to catch up. “You never brought any of this to me.”

      “You don’t run to Dad every time you get bullied,” Harder said with a shrug. “You deal with it. Or you get used to it.”

      “So it’s all a lie…” Arn whispered.

      Harder looked pained. “I don’t know if every squadron deals with this. Probably there are some good ones. But it’s been my experience in the Corps.”

      “Mine, too,” Koltunov put in.

      “You just have to let it go, Skip,” Harder said. “It’s one of those annoying things you can’t do anything about, like drag in atmo, or how the mess crew likes to use garlic.”

      Arn nodded, but his mind was already elsewhere.

      The box in his mind that he lived inside, the frame that told him who he was and why he did what he did, was breaking down.

      “It’s the cost of getting to fly,” Harder said. She touched him on the shoulder, then slid out of the table and bench and toward her bunk.

      Arn closed his eyes, but all he saw there was Deepak’s smug face. The condescending arrogance in Star Captain Hama’s. The quiet resignation in Hoyt’s face. He felt trapped on the Gungnir.

      His fists balled again.
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        * * *

      

      Arn worked the lateral pulldown machine slowly and steadily, waiting while the others finished their workouts and left. He knew the person he wanted would be in the small pilot’s gym at this time, because Deepak had caught him in here any number of times alone, and taken the chance to denigrate him every time.

      Arn had the minimum tension set on the machine. He wanted his muscles warm, not tired.

      With a laugh at a shared joke, the only other Snow Raven pilot in the gym wrapped a towel around their neck and palmed the hatch open. Deepak stood secured in a machine that let him press his palms together in front of him.

      “Surprised you would show your face in here, Jurdan,” he called.

      Arn let go of the pulldown bar. The tension snapped the bar back up against the stop with a clang. He stood, careful to keep his feet secured. Inside he was cold, ice cold. He was not quite watching himself move as he maneuvered between the machines to stand in front of Deepak.

      “I’ll let you swing first.”

      Deepak snorted. “Go away, Jurdan.”

      “I was raised on a farm,” Arn said. “My family was big on fair fights. The flight academy beat that out of me, but I remember how it goes.”

      “I told you, Jurdan⁠—”

      “I don’t care about your Trials,” Arn said. “Or your Clan, or your Khans. I don’t care about the forms or the rules or whatever. That’s for you and your kind, and I’m not any of that kind.”

      “Good you recognize⁠—”

      “I’m just going to beat the ever-living shit out of you.”

      Deepak’s smug grin froze. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Remember, when you’re growing a new arm, that I gave you first swing.”

      “Jurdan—”

      Arn hit him, a snap-punch to the solar plexus that would take the wind out of him. He’d much rather have hit the smug prick in the face, but he had a flyer’s respect for the fragile bones in his hand.

      Deepak, to the credit of his trainers, reacted with the reflexes centuries of Clan genetic breeding had given him. His blow, to Arn’s shoulder, was weak but fast. He slid his feet clear of the straps and pushed for the hatch, trying to escape.

      Arn was a flyer in the Alliance Military Corps. His reflexes were just as fast. He was twenty kilos heavier.

      And his feet were secure.

      He grabbed Deepak by the knees as the man went past and, ignoring the thrashing, twisted and slammed the diminutive pilot against the bulkhead. Blood splashed into globules in the slow-moving air. Deepak made a sound like a hog being butchered.

      Arn hadn’t thought of that sound in years. He’d heard it every year growing up. He’d hated that farm, had wanted to do anything to escape it. He didn’t like being reminded of it again.

      Muscles in his back and sides flexing, he drew Deepak’s not-quite-limp body back and then smashed it down on the deck. Deepak whimpered, bent awkwardly face-down on the deck.

      Using the leverage of being held down, Arn drove his knee down on the back of Deepak’s shoulder. The arm came out of its socket with a wet, nasty sound. Deepak cried out in agony.

      Arn leaned down.

      “A buzzard did this to you, trashborn,” he growled. “Remember that.”
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        * * *

      

      Arn burst into the wardroom, one hand holding the other as soon as he’d pulled himself through. All five of the other flyers were there, as he’d ordered them to be.

      “Skipper?” Koltunov asked. “There’s blood on your hand. Are you okay?”

      “I’m leaving the ship,” Arn replied.

      “Okay…” Harder said for the group. “You want us to come on liberty with you?”

      Arn shook his head. “Not that. I’m deserting. I won’t fly with people who don’t respect me. I won’t let them sabotage my planes, or sabotage yours. I’m not going to be a part of that.”

      “Sir—” Harder started, but Arn cut her off.

      “I’m going to the recharge station, and I’m going to find someone to hire me. As a pilot, I hope. As an engine wiper, if I have to. But I’m not flying with these assholes any longer.”

      “Section Leader—” Koltunov started, but stopped. Behind him, the others of the squadron shifted uneasily.

      “Sir, whose blood is that?” Harder asked.

      “Deepak’s.”

      “Oh lords of gold and gleam,” muttered Koltunov.

      “Is he dead?” Harder demanded.

      “No.”

      “Shame,” Koltunov said. “But it won’t matter.”

      “The Elementals could be right behind me,” Arn said. “You can all come with me. Or you can stay. But I’m not flying like this anymore.”

      “A little warning might have been nice,” Harder said.

      “Let’s go,” Koltunov said.

      “What about our planes?”

      Arn shook his head. “There’s no way to get them free. And that’d make them come after us for sure.”

      “I didn’t come all the way from Ramona to this dump to jump ship,” put in Felicity Model from the back. “What if we stay?”

      Koltunov was slinging his flight bag over his shoulder. “Then stay. See how they treat you. We should get moving, Skipper.”

      Arn nodded. Koltunov handed him his own flight bag. Flyers knew to keep things mobile; everything he had that he valued was in that bag.

      “We can’t all go in a group,” he said. “They’ll stop us at the hatch.” He named the bar on the recharge station where he’d met with Hoyt. “I’ll be there in an hour. We’ll figure it out from there, whoever’s coming.” Arn turned to palm the hatch open, then paused.

      “You’re the best group I ever flew with,” he told them.

      Then he slid through the hatch.
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        * * *

      

      “Isn’t that the Snow Raven you met the other day?” Bel asked. She and Ronan were back in the recharge station bar, but this time they’d gotten a table along the wall. Ronan had claimed they had stuff to talk about away from the battalion, but Bel knew he just wanted to experience the recharge station one last time. Their ship was scheduled to jump the next day.

      “Outworlder,” Ronan corrected her, looking over his shoulder. “And yes. He looks a little worked up.” Jurdan was in a booth against the wall, across from the Carlyles, where he could see the entrance. “I guess his sabotage scheme didn’t go his way.”

      While they watched, two more people, a man and a woman in Outworlder jumpsuits entered the bar, both carrying flight bags. Jurdan raised a hand. The pair walked over to him.

      “Brought friends,” Bel commented.

      “Guess so,” Ronan said. He waited until Jurdan’s furtive eyes crossed them, then waved his hand flat, across the table, in a muted hello. The Outworlder’s eyes narrowed. He said something to his companions, then rose and headed straight for the Carlyles.

      “Major Carlyle,” Jurdan said. “You’re still here.”

      “We jump tomorrow,” Ronan said. “Join us if you want, but I know you have friends over there.”

      Bel rolled her eyes. They were sitting at a table already too small for two people. Jurdan would have to perch like a bat from the ceiling to join them. Movement made her look at the entrance; there more Outworlders appeared. “Friends of yours?”

      Jurdan looked, and somehow at the same time seemed to deflate in relief and bear up under some kind of pressure. He looked at Bel, grinned, then turned his attention back to Ronan.

      “Major,” Arn said, “jumping tomorrow is perfect. Any chance you’re looking to hire a squadron of flyers?”

      Ronan looked at Bel and smiled.

      Bel buried her face in her hands.

      He’s gonna be even more insufferable…
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        CLUB BASILISK

        GALATEA CITY

        GALATEA

        16 JUNE 3147

      

      

      “I think the price has doubled.” Hank Mallory smiled and folded his hands in front of him, elbows on the table. He looked smart in the white tux that didn’t quite match half of his salt and pepper hair. The black bow tie and vest with a carnation providing the splash of red on the lapel really completed the ensemble. Mallory knew the outfit was overkill, but he wanted to make a good impression at the bustling nightclub where they’d arranged the handoff.

      “Doubled?” Gondo said, incredulous. Gondo was a bright man with a brighter smile and close-set, heavy-lidded eyes. His sparse, narrow mustache and the matching wisp of black hair just under his lip, were drawn into a look of menacing surprise. He wore a black suit in the local fashion, with a white bow tie and red flower in his lapel.

      Mallory nodded, never losing the smile. He’d seen a lot of things in his 59 years, but he hadn’t seen anything more brazen than what the Kuritans were trying to pull on this job. “You haven’t been entirely honest with me.”

      Gondo’s countenance grew more stone-like, as if carved from granite. The band began playing, and a singer walked onto the stage. She had a lovely voice, crooning an old Capellan show tune in a foreign dialect, but her song seemed to offer Gondo no cheer. “I have been as honest as my employers have empowered me to be.”

      “You really think a seasoned mercenary crew was just going to hand you the package for such a paltry sum? Who did you think we were? You figured we wouldn’t notice what we were stealing? Which wasn’t easy, by the way…”

      “What if I told you I didn’t know what your Ghost Dogs had been contracted to acquire? That I am a mere go-between, and simply waiting to make another hand-off with the item.”

      Mallory arched an eyebrow. “I’d say you were lying, Gondo. I’m not a fool, please don’t take me for one.”

      “No offense intended, my friend.”

      “Friend? I’m your friend, now? Have we…?” Mallory’s brow crinkled. “Have we met before this?”

      “No. My apologies. I do not take you for a fool, but I truly don’t know what it is you had to acquire, though I know it couldn’t have been easy.”

      “No. No it wasn’t.”

      

      
        
        UNION-CLASS DROPSHIP THE FLYING DUTCHMAN

        BALKAN

        26 MAY 3147

      

      

      “This isn’t going to be easy,” Ilsa Escelara, XO of the Ghost Dogs and Hank Mallory’s right-hand woman, said.

      Mallory smirked. “I know.”

      “With all due respect, sir,” Raven Davis, the leader of Bravo Lance said, “this is mildly insane.”

      “Only mildly? I must be losing my touch.” Mallory stuffed his hands into his pockets and shot the entire room his signature grin. The command staff sat around their ready room table aboard The Flying Dutchman, all staring back at him. “I think it’s the only shot we’ve got, given the parameters.”

      Rufo Nguyen, the last of the command team and leader of Charlie Lance, was the last to speak. “You’re really going to insert Bravo on foot in a different drop zone, then distract the pirates with Alpha and Charlie lances so they don’t see the insertion team. They go into the ruins, extract the asset, and meet at the rendezvous to get extracted off-planet? And we…what? Just…smash pirates?”

      “I’m glad you were paying attention during the briefing.” Mallory paced back and forth at the front of the table. “You have any other suggestions for drawing them out so they don’t notice the insertion team? I’m open to them, but I’ve been on plenty of jobs where subterfuge was required, and sometimes simple is the easiest.”

      “I’m the one who’s a ’Warrior out of her ’Mech,” Raven said, raising a finger. “And on those other missions, you had the Kell Hounds backing you up.”

      “You don’t trust us?” Ilsa said, breaking her silence. She led Alpha Lance when Mallory wasn’t around, and most assumed she could be the frontrunner to take over the Ghost Dogs when Mallory retired. But any of them could be. It was something they all wanted and none of them did.
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