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            COMMANDER’S CALL

          

          FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK

        

      

    

    
      At ease, MechWarriors! You’ve earned yourself a little R&R, because you’ve made it to Shrapnel’s milestone twenty-fifth issue!

      With what began as a humble proof-of-concept birthed from the support of the Clan Invasion Kickstarter campaign in 2019 has certainly taken on a life of its own, and now in our seventh year, we’re certainly going strong, publishing what I’ve heard several folks call “the most consistent BattleTech release” every quarter. And goodness, seven years… Where does the time go? Our efforts to ensure that BattleTech short fiction has a proper home have continued beyond my wildest imagination, and as our way of saying thank you for our support, you’ll notice this celebratory issue is double-sized, with more of everything you love about Shrapnel.

      For those of you who like trivia and numbers, the first twenty-five issues of Shrapnel offer the following: 196 short stories, 25 serial-novel installments, 3 full novellas, 14 poems, 164 articles, 30 unit digests, 18 planet digests, 29 technical readout entries, 17 roleplaying adventures, 30 playable scenarios/campaigns, and 139 pieces of original story art from our incredibly talented art team (Jared Blando and Natán Meléndez). Whew! That is a lot of ’Mech action, both on the page and on the tabletop!

      There’s also plenty to celebrate in this jam-packed issue as well. Jason Schmetzer kicks us off with “Raider Strike,” a story about Payne’s Raiders, a mercenary unit with a link to Jason’s novel Embers of War (which was recently updated with a new print edition). In Giles Gammage’s “Liberation Day,” the Scorpion Empire Seeker Calibos runs afoul of some Sea Foxes during a planetwide holiday, so it’s up to his charges to free him from their custody. If you like that stellar cover art from Tan Ho Sim for this issue, then you’ll definitely want to charge right into “A Good Death,” by Russell Zimmerman, which pits two rival Draconis Combine officers against each other amid the Combine’s internal turmoil during the Word of Blake Jihad. “Resolutions,” by Daniel Isberner, gives us another glimpse into the machinations of our favorite family of assassins-for-hire. From Craig A. Reed, Jr. comes the next installment of the Tales from the Cracked Canopy series, where you’ll follow the band Ded Mek on their reunion tour. In Wunji Lau’s “The Lingering of Bitter Morsels,” you’ll attend a fateful, early 32nd-century dinner party on St. Ives, with Kai Allard-Liao, Sun-Tzu Liao, and other House Liao personages in attendance.

      Next is a trio of stories set on Galatea, the Mercenary’s Star: Bryan Young’s “A Cache-Strapped Fox” (a Fox Patrol story that chronologically takes place right after “A Fox on Galatea” from Shrapnel #9); Michael A. Stackpole’s “A Night with a Friend” (a story about the Death Kangaroos, whom we last saw in “A Night to Forget” from Shrapnel #20); and Tom Leveen’s “Take Your Medicine, Son” (which has a link to “Breach” in Shrapnel #5 and “Promise” in #7). Closing out the issue are “Firebeard’s Big Birthday” by Chris Hussey, in which a Tortugan pirate king seeks to carve out his own fiefdom in the Federated Suns’ Outback; and James Bixby’s “Need ’Mech, Will Travel,” in which Jackie O’Bannon wants to leave Solaris VII and make her own legend, but first she needs a ’Mech of her own…

      But that’s not all, because this issue launches the first installment of Geoff Swift’s serial novel The Lone Marshal, a stand-alone follow-up to his Colonial Marshals novel The Marshal Way. If you like Periphery-style frontier justice, look no further! Also, James Kirtley continues the misadventures of our favorite rookie Locust pilot, Leonidas Simonides, in a full-length novella, The Immortal Warrior Lied to Me!, wherein Leo (finally!) tastes real combat for the first time. (For Leo’s prior mercenary shenanigans, check out “Never Trust the Recruitment Posters” in Shrapnel #12 and “Six Months on the Float” in #15). And our poems for this issue are Bien S. Canonizado’s “The Wolf’s Pyre of Victory,” an analysis of the ilClan’s triumph, and Tom Stanley’s “Deckhand’s Poem,” an introspection on life aboard DropShips and JumpShips.

      For articles, we have lots of anniversary events and celebrations to cover, starting with “Voices of the Sphere: Tukayyid Centennial,” a full century of reflection on the battle that halted the Clan juggernaut in 3052; “Distant Threat to Present Crisis: A Hundred Years of the Clans in FWL Media” shows how the Clans have evolved in pop culture representation; “Guidelines for Reporting on a Certain Anniversary” offers Kuritan media professionals guidance on how to properly report on the centennial for the War of 3039; “The Dragon Renewals: Last Gasp of the Old Ways” celebrates the shift in policies between Coordinator Yori Kurita and one of the more disastrous Combine rulers from the late 30th century; “Ebbs and Flows: Analyzing a Century of War” discusses how the nature of interstellar warfare has changed over the past 100 years; “A Wedding Unparalleled!” explores the cultural and historical significance of the marriage between Hanse Davion and Melissa Steiner; “A Ratless Anniversary” honors the passing of the final Federated Suns veteran from the Fourth Succession War; “Shaving the Odds: How to Manage Mercenary Milestones” advises on how to survive twenty-five years (and beyond) as a mercenary outfit; “Guardians of Our Hood, Uncut and Declassified 100th Anniversary Introduction” reviews a centennial rerelease of a celebrated war documentary; “Voices of the Sphere: Animated Propaganda: The Somerset Strikers” celebrates (or maligns) a beloved (or reviled) piece of Inner Sphere media; “Eyes of the ilKhan: 100 Years of the Watch” runs down the history of the Clans’ intelligence apparatuses; “Gloomy Millennial Celebrations” investigates why systems near Terra aren’t avidly commemorating their 1,000-year marks since their initial colonization; and “Product Reviews: Technical Readout 3025 Centennial Edition” reveals customer feedback on a much-awaited product rerelease.

      Other articles include: “Dojos of the Dragon: Martial Arts and Combine Society,” a look at the various schools of martial arts in the Draconis Combine (and why they might threaten national security); “Zombie in the Room: The History of the Ares Conventions,” an exploration of what the Ares Conventions are and their relation to modern warfare; “Sphere’s Most Wanted: Capellan Confederation 3152,” a rogue’s gallery of targets for your next mission in House Liao space; “The Hinterlands Symposium: Trading in Uncertain Times,” tips for merchant DropShip captains, and the units who hire them, to survive the unique challenges in the chaotic Hinterlands region; and “Pirate Points: What Are They, and Why Use Them?,” a deep dive into an often misunderstood and dangerous option for getting your troops to their destination.

      And no Shrapnel issue would be complete without game features, which include: Technical Readouts for the DRG-1ALAG Dragon, unique to the Amphigean Light Assault Groups, and the AXM-2N Axman, popularized by a certain House Steiner cartoon; “Unit Digest: Ronin,” a former Draconis Combine unit that refused suicidal orders; “Planet Digest: Stein’s Folly,” a Federated Suns world known for the native primate Neopithecanthropus; “Pomp in Circumstances,” a MechWarrior: Destiny Mission to prevent the sabotage of New Syrtis’ 800th anniversary celebrations; “Switch Play,” a series of A Time of War Adventure Seeds in the Hinterlands (a follow-up to “Where Chaos Breeds Opportunity” from Shrapnel #24); and “Choose Your Celebrations Wisely,” a two-part Chaos Campaign scenario in which you’ll set a trap for Hinterlands pirates. And finally, a special surprise from BattleTech luminary Loren L. Coleman: a full-size crossword puzzle that will put your BattleTech knowledge to the test!

      Thank you again for twenty-five issues of Shrapnel…and trust me, we are just getting started! For now, though, kick back and enjoy your R&R. Here’s to the next twenty-five!

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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            RAIDER STRIKE

          

          JASON SCHMETZER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LYCEUM

        NEW SAMARKAND MILITARY DISTRICT

        DRACONIS COMBINE

        4 APRIL 3149

      

      

      The head of the fuel-transfer station poked above the low gray line of the wall around the spaceport proper like a giraffe’s head, reaching up for the highest leaves. Ella Payne knew exactly how tall the pump head was, how far away it was from her BattleMech, and how long it would take her twelve-meter-tall war machine to run to it. But she had no idea what a giraffe was. It was just something her father used to say when she was little, about small things that stood out above the skyline.

      A giraffe’s head.

      Whatever.

      Beyond the fuel-transfer station were two squat, gray-painted metal mountains, a pair of Mule-class DropShips. The two cargo haulers were at the far end of the spaceport, but were still giant. Each was more than 100 meters tall, and massed something like 11,000 tons fully loaded as these were. By a trick of fate, both were oriented so she could see the thirty-meter-tall insignia painted on their sides: the coiled dragon of House Kurita’s Draconis Combine.

      Her mercenary company, Payne’s Raiders, was the core of Task Force Raider, serving House Davion’s Federated Suns. The task force had spent most of the last year moving from world to world behind Draconis Combine lines, hitting targets of opportunity and logistics bases. Anything that might weaken the invasion corridor the Snakes had driven into the heart of the Federated Suns.

      Now, on Lyceum, the task force had found an incredible prize: two fully loaded DropShips just waiting for critical personnel. The intelligence shop, both the Davion shop and the Raiders’ own Blue Ghosts, disbelieved the information when the local spy shop downloaded it, but it had proven to be true.

      Two DropShips. Something like 16,000 tons of cargo.

      Ella allowed herself to do the mental exercise of what 16,000 tons of military materiel might look like. It was the sort of mindless math that took her mind off the tension pushing the taste of metal in the back of her throat.

      It could be 128,000 Gauss rifle rounds.

      Something like 1.9 million long-range missiles.

      More than three million rounds of machine-gun ammunition.

      More than three thousand Savannah Master hovercraft.

      She looked down at her Orion’s control console, considering. Then she chuckled. More than 210 identical copies of her 75-ton BattleMech, stacked like cargo.

      Whatever the actual breakdown, it was an incredible amount of warmaking capability.

      An incredible amount they would deny to the enemy.

      A tone sounded in her cockpit, bringing her back to the present. “Go,” she said, focusing again on the giraffe’s head. It wouldn’t be long now.
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      “Captain, it’s almost time,” Sergeant Sufina bin Yahmed said.

      She sat hunched at a small console inside an old hover APC that had been gutted to turn it into an ersatz mobile command center. The entire frame vibrated in tune with the blower’s drive fans, and that set every other piece of metal not welded down to rubbing against each other in a cacophony sure to drive anyone insane. Thankfully, Sufina’s combat vehicle crewman’s helmet dampened most of the sound, but the vibration was always there, passed to her body by her seat or where her elbows rested on the edge of the console. When not speaking, she often sat with the tip of her tongue between her teeth to keep them from vibrating. It was safe enough when the blower was parked or idling, but dangerous when in movement. A small rise, a depression in the ground, anything that would disrupt flow of air in the plenum chamber, and she’d slam down in her seat. She had no interest in biting her tongue off.

      “Force estimates?” Captain Payne asked via the comm.

      Sufina ran her eyes across her board to make sure nothing had changed in the last few seconds. “Blue Ghosts confirm numbers eight—zero-eight—enemy BattleMechs within range. Four on the objective, four within quick response distance.”

      “Roger,” Payne sent. “Wait one.”

      As Sufina waited, her face split in a wry grin; the captain had done it again. “Force estimate” was an order right out of the Armed Forces of the Federated Suns’ officer’s handbook. It was a small thing, but Raider convention called the same thing “enemy order of battle.” That came from Lyran space, where they’d served for so long and where Kendrick Payne, Ella’s father and the company’s previous commander, had been trained. It was a small thing, meaningless, but it highlighted the different culture the new CO had come up in.

      Bet she wishes she was talking direct to Davy intelligence, Sufina thought as the APC’s fans whirled to a higher pitch, changing the timbre of the loose metal vibrating against itself. She looked around the cramped, smelly compartment. Maybe she should, she told herself. Davy intelligence probably has better digs.

      “Any sign of the tanks?” Captain Payne asked finally.

      “Not at this time,” Sufina said.

      “So they could be anywhere.”

      Sufina shook her head. “More or less.”

      “Roger,” Payne said, after a moment. Then the channel clicked closed.

      “Nice talking to you,” Sufina muttered.

      A moment later, the APC skittered into motion.
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      Ella Payne regarded the giraffe’s head for a moment longer, then toggled another channel. Major Deveaux—and her training—assured her the spread-spectrum, burst-transmission radio was almost undetectable, but all this coordination made her nervous. The Snakes wouldn’t need to hear the words to be warned by the radio transmissions; just the fact that their RF detectors picked up transmissions that weren’t their own would be enough to raise their state of readiness. That had been standard operating procedure in the Davion Guards, when she commanded there, and it was SOP in the Raiders’ own playbook as well.

      “Jafar, ready?”

      Lieutenant Khosa answered instantly. “Attack is ready.”

      “It looks like a go,” she told him.

      “We’ll be here when it’s time,” he assured her, and she believed him. One of the things her father’s journals had told her about, when she took over the company upon his death, and that she’d found to be true ever since, was Jafar Khosa’s bedrock loyalty to the Raiders.

      “I know you will,” she replied, and closed the channel.

      A lance of four ’Mechs at the fuel-transfer station. That was the report. She rolled the number around in her head.

      Four ’Mechs were a third of the company of the Forty-Fifth New Samarkand Regulars they knew were stationed in and around the spaceport. Intelligence, in this case local Davion spies, told them an armored cavalry battalion from a Kurita armored regiment was also billeted at the port. She had twelve ’Mechs of her own, plus the eight aerospace fighters and a few dozen battlesuit infantry attached to Major Deveaux’s command.

      Etienne Deveaux was a regular AFFS officer, an infantryman by trade, but one who excelled at combined operations. In the months that Payne’s Raiders had been serving as part of Task Force Raider, Ella had found him to be a soldier in the best traditions of the Davion military: bright, inspiring, and brave, of course, but also patient and sure of nothing except his own fallibility. She found in him the same sort of mentorship role she’d had with Captain Haddon in the Davion Guards.

      If her Raiders could draw off the port’s defenses, the rest of Task Force Raider would hit the DropShips. Unmoving, with their weapons powered down, the two fat prizes would be prime pickings for the reinforced squadron of Dagger OmniFighters Deveaux would send.

      If the Raiders could draw off the defenders.

      Which brought her back to pondering the giraffe’s head and the four Snake ’Mechs the Blue Ghosts told her were there. She was confident her Fire Lance could skirmish with the Kurita lance long enough for someone to hit the fuel-transfer point. Inside those pipes was hydrogen used to fuel the port’s myriad support vehicles, things like aircraft movers and luggage haulers, even the gigantic ground tugs that pulled chains of trailers across the tarmac to pick up huge amounts of cargo.

      It’d be a big boom, and likely put the port out of service for more than a few days.

      The Snake garrison would have to respond.

      They’d have to chase the mercenary lance that caused all that uproar.

      They’d have to chase Captain Ella Payne and her three lancemates.

      Toggling the lance channel, she spoke with those three lancemates next. “Listen up,” she said. “It looks like it’s on. Probably Plan C.”

      After they’d gone over the intelligence, they’d come up with a number of predetermined operational plans. Plan A had been a direct assault by all the company’s ’Mechs. Plan B had been simultaneous raids on three points of the port’s infrastructure by each lance, with each one then withdrawing independently. Ella and her planners had come up with five total plans, but she’d known from the start that Plan C was the most likely, because it was the most conservative.

      Plan A was the sort of standup fight you saw in bad holovids, where two sides lined up and ran screaming toward each other, shooting as they went. There was a time and place for that—big, set-piece battles for instance—but this wasn’t it. Those battles were costly in lives and machines, even if they resulted in victory.

      Plan B had the highest potential for drawing off the maximum number of defenders, but also the highest risk. Each lance might face a weaker force, but three separate retreats invited defeat in detail if any single part went wrong. The mission was most likely to proceed, but at the likely cost of one or even two of the Raiders’ lances. Ella Payne thought that unacceptable, and had breathed a sigh of relief when Major Deveaux had agreed.

      Plan C was a surgical strike, designed to accomplish the primary goal of pulling the mobile port defenders away from the DropShips, but adding the secondary goal of doing that garrison significant damage for minimal risk. Fire Lance would hit the fuel-transfer point, and then withdraw, hopefully bringing the garrison with them. They would retreat toward a satellite airport, hopefully convincing the Snakes they had a DropShip coming in. Along that path were hidden Jafar Khosa’s Attack Lance and Gaspar Rezende’s Strike Lance.

      There was still risk, of course.

      But life was risk. You could die slipping in the shower.

      Ella looked at Sergeant Dana Balmos’ Rifleman IIC in her heads-up display. The heavy Clan ’Mech was fearsome, with four large pulse lasers. “Dana,” she said. “You’ll take the shot.”

      “Roger,” Balmos said. She didn’t sound surprised. With the exception of the Streak LRMs in Ella’s Orion, Balmos’ large pulse lasers were the most accurate long-range weapons in the lance.

      “Any questions?” she asked the group. When there were none, she toggled back to the intelligence frequency. “Sergeant bin Yahmed.”

      “Captain,” bin Yahmed replied.

      “Signal task force HQ,” she ordered. “We’ll be stepping off in three minutes from slug time.”

      She sent the slug, and didn’t wait for a response.
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      In orbit, Major Etienne Deveaux heard the message come in. When the rating who took the call looked up, Deveaux nodded to acknowledge he had heard it. He stood near the edge of the small holotank, left arm cupping his right arm while his right hand stroked his chin. He held himself in place against microgravity with the toe of his boot hooked under a console. The cluster of green icons near the edge of the port’s red boundary looked awfully small and alone.

      “Signal Captain Rosenbaum,” Deveaux said to the small man standing beside him. “Tell him I want his birds ready for immediate launch.”

      “Right away,” Sergeant N’dika Wasala said. The infantry sergeant bent to a nearby console in the DropShip’s CIC, leaving the major to his thoughts.

      “Plan C,” Deveaux said, raising his voice so everyone in the combat information center could hear him. “I want to know the instant anything looks off the profile.”

      A chorus of “yes, sir” came back.

      Deveaux barely heard them. His eyes were glued to the squat red shapes of the two DropShips they’d come here to destroy. And though no one could hear, in his mind he worried for the dozen small green icons down there, almost all alone except for a few partisans and some of their own intelligence people snuck down under cover.

      And I am up here, he told himself. Safe.

      It was a hell of a way to run a war.
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      As the clock ticked down, Ella Payne considered whether this was the right time for a speech. Her father had been big on speeches. He believed it was one of his duties to pump his MechWarriors up before a fight, to make sure they understood why they were about to do what they were about to do, and why it was important. Kendrick Payne had been a great speechmaker.

      His daughter…not so much.

      So instead of saying anything, she pushed the Orion’s throttle forward as the clock ticked to zero. The 75-ton ’Mech lurched into motion. Her hands on the controls brought its weapons up while her feet guided the machine left and right around minor obstacles. The neurohelmet on her head used her own sense of balance to assist the ’Mech’s DI computer in using the massive, spinning gyro in the ’Mech’s heart in keeping it upright.

      It was not a new sensation, or uniquely hers. MechWarriors had been feeling it since Chuck Kincaid first took a Mackie into combat all those centuries before.

      But every time, it felt incredible.

      In a few seconds her ’Mech’s sensors painted first one, then two and then four hostile carets on her HUD. These were the Forty-Fifth New Samarkand Regulars ’Mechs. If there was any luck in the universe, the Snake MechWarriors would be caught surprised, calling their CO for orders. Anything that ate up precious seconds and let Dana Balmos’ Rifleman IIC get closer to the fuel-transfer point.

      The other three ’Mechs of Fire Lance had begun moving when she had, but no one had spoken. Balmos was closest to her, while Eskil Broburg held his Apollo to the rear, as always. With dual extended-LRM launchers, his ’Mech was made to rain fire down from afar, and he was seriously outgunned at anything approaching short range. Rasia Mickiewicz’s Nightsky kept pace, its underarm-mounted hatchet swinging back and forth as she walked. Every time Ella saw the ’Mech she was struck, knowing she was looking at a machine that had once threatened her grandfather on the battlefields of Hall almost a century earlier. It gave her chills.

      Her sensors warbled as the Combine ’Mechs burst into motion, no doubt from detecting the approaching Raiders. Ella frowned, wishing they’d been a little slower off the draw, but it was what it was. She touched her throttle again, shoving it all the way to its maximum and leaning the Orion into a pounding run. It was critical they close the distance as quickly as possible.

      A few moments later, the first Combine ’Mech sprinted into view more than a kilometer downfield. The Orion’s computer told her it was an old Clan Dasher, what the Clans themselves called a Fire Moth. It was one of the ’Mechs in use in the 3050s, when the Clans had first appeared and conquered a quarter of the Inner Sphere in a matter of months. Back then, it had been fearsome because of its incredible speed.

      Arms held high, this Dasher leaned into the sprint, and Ella groaned.

      Nowadays, Dashers weren’t fearsome because of their speed, they were annoying. It made them so damn hard to hit. There were faster ’Mechs, of course, but Dashers just irritated her. Ella thought it was the permanently raised arms. “Dana?”

      “On it,” Balmos replied. The paired barrels of the Rifleman IIC’s gun-arms came up, tracked right a little, and flickered with verdant brilliance bright even in the daylight sun. Unlike standard beam lasers, pulse lasers distributed their power through a series of microbursts of laser light. Each one was individually less powerful, but collectively they hit harder and more accurately.

      In this case, all four missed.

      Broburg snickered. “‘On it,’” he mimicked.

      “It’s fast,” Balmos said. “Let’s see you do better.”

      Ella ignored the byplay. She settled her crosshairs over the charging ’Mech and waited, watching her crosshairs flicker between green and yellow as the Orion’s computers tried for a target lock. Finally, they burned a solid gold, and Dana squeezed one of her triggers. The Orion lurched beneath the backblast of fifteen LRMs arrowing out of its chest. The missiles arrowed up on a semi-ballistic path, toward the Dasher.

      That ’Mech, seeing the launch, jerked itself aside to change its vector. In most cases, at this range and with a target of the Dasher’s speed, that would have worked. Ella just worked her jaw and watched.

      All fifteen missiles arrowed unerringly toward the dodging ’Mech and struck, exploding all across its thin armor. None missed, and Ella could well imagine the dropped jaws on the Combine side. It was very uncommon for all the missiles of a barrage to hit. Much less something as fast as a Dasher.

      Unless the missiles were Streak warheads. Streak technology had been built for the hard-hitting but shorter-legged short-range missile centuries ago, but the Clans had managed to apply that same seeker technology to LRMs. The launchers and missiles themselves were rare and often astronomically priced, but they worked.

      “First blood to the captain,” Mickiewicz said, laughing.

      “There will be more,” Ella said. “Remember our job is to get Dana close enough to hit the fuel-transfer point.”

      “At least that’s not moving,” Broburg said with an audible smirk.

      The Dasher took the damage from Ella’s LRMs and didn’t slow, but it did break off to the left, attempting to interpose a small copse of scrub and trees to break line-of-sight. When the ’Mech didn’t reappear, she knew it had stopped.

      “Eskil,” she said, “keep an eye on that one. You should be able to put some missiles on top of it if one of us gets on its flank.”

      “Roger,” Broburg said, all business now.

      The next Snake ’Mech to appear was a heavier Black Hawk-KU, a 60-ton OmniMech knock-off of the old Clan Black Hawk. It stepped around the corner of an outbuilding, a flimsy, paneled wall gray and dusty with oxidation. The autocannon in its arm came up and began pounding out shells. It was close enough to the building that each bam-bam-bam of the cannon cycling shook oxidation off the walls in a decreasing cloud. The shells fell well short of the charging Raiders ’Mechs—it was too far out of range.

      “Rookie,” Mickiewicz said with a chuckle, but Ella didn’t think so.

      A MechWarrior knew the range of their weapons. This jock was shooting not to hurt, but to slow them down. Make the Raiders halt a step, try and figure out what the Black Hawk MechWarrior was trying to do. The Snake was trying to trade ammunition for time.

      “Keep moving,” Ella ordered. Time was the one thing she wasn’t going to trade for.

      The Black Hawk stepped back, out of sight, only to be replaced by the stocky shape of an old Daikyu. Daikyus were direct-support ’Mechs, designed to deliver fire from afar. But instead of missiles or lasers, it carried more autocannons and a Lord’s Light 2 extended-range PPC. The 70-ton ’Mech raised the PPC now, settled its footing, and fired.

      The scintillating burst of ions took Ella’s Orion dead in the chest, the impact knocking her off her stride as armor exploded off her ’Mech. The edges of her HUD rasterized as the electrical shock dissipated. “Nice shot,” she muttered, attempting to line up the Gauss rifle jutting from her Orion’s waist, but the Daikyu retreated behind cover, too.

      “That’s three,” Dana Balmos said. “Anyone got a guess for what number four is?”

      “I can’t get a reading,” Broburg said.

      A BattleMech lance usually had four units in it. All the Raiders lances did. Some organizations used different bases—the Clan equivalent, a Star, had five units—but four was most common. The Draconis Combine Mustered Soldiery used four, and the New Samarkand Regulars were a mainline DCMS force.

      Plus, the Blue Ghosts had said four units, and Ella trusted her intelligence people. Whatever the fourth ’Mech was, they’d deal with it.

      “Range?” she asked.

      “Thirty seconds,” Balmos said.

      Ella adjusted her course left, to try and get a little more separation from the line of the buildings the Snake lance sheltered behind. That took her closer to the Dasher, still hiding behind its trees, but she wasn’t afraid of the little ’Mech.
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      Sufina bin Yahmed’s eyes were half closed, trying to ignore the incipient headache she got when she rode a blower for this long. She wanted to massage her temples, but that would have meant removing her helmet, and the padding and active sound cancellation in the helmet were the only things keeping her from putting her sidearm to her head to stop the bloody damn⁠—

      —ping—

      The alert signal brought her attention back to her screens. She read the take from the hidden remote sensors the Blue Ghost operatives had painstakingly placed around the fuel-transfer point, and swore under her breath. Her finger found the transmit button without her having to look away from the screen.

      “Captain Payne!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “—at least four hovertanks inbound your position. I’m sorry, Captain. They just fired up their fans. We didn’t see them.”

      Ella scanned her tactical screen, but the tanks didn’t show up yet. What did was the Snake Dasher, which burst out from behind its thicket and sprinted right at her. SRMs and lasers flashed at her, but she ignored them. Instead she toggled the Orion’s trio of extended-range medium pulse lasers into line, waited a heartbeat for the reticle to burn gold, then fired.

      The flurry of laser pulses clawed at the armor protecting the Dasher’s left thigh and knee, compounding the damage her earlier missile strike had done. The pulses seared through the armor and amputated the leg just above the knee, sending the Dasher into a skidding fall. It ended up on its side, one arm bent unnaturally beneath it. The Snake MechWarrior immediately killed their fusion reactor, signaling their surrender.

      Ella grinned. The Raiders wouldn’t be here long enough to claim the Dasher as salvage; the Snake jock would get to keep their damaged ’Mech.

      That had taken five seconds.

      The Daikyu had also reappeared while Ella had been distracted. Autocannon shells pounded the Orion’s right side, but the accompanying PPC flickered past almost too fast to see, doing no damage.

      Balmos’ Rifleman IIC didn’t even slow. The canny MechWarrior just twisted the ’Mech’s upper torso into alignment, adjusted her aim, and fired all four large pulse lasers. What Ella’s pulse laser had just done to the Dasher’s armor happened again, except the large pulse lasers were almost twice as powerful as Ella’s mediums, and there were four of them.

      The Daikyu staggered back, smoking, shedding armor plates, as its pilot concentrated on keeping their BattleMech upright. It kept its leg. For now.

      Four more seconds gone.

      And bin Yahmed’s warning had eaten up ten.

      A new red icon appeared in Ella’s HUD. She glanced at the ID tag, glanced away, and then looked back. The Orion’s computer told her it was a Vulture, a 60-ton Clan-built OmniMech. It was a powerful, fast machine usually configured for long-range combat. Which would make running the hell away once Balmos took out the fuel-transfer point a little more difficult.

      “Eskil,” she said. “Discourage the Vulture.”

      “On it,” the Apollo pilot said.

      Ella heard Balmos snort-laugh.

      On the face of it, an Apollo, even Broburg’s Apollo, wasn’t a threat to a Vulture. The most common Vulture configuration had paired LRM 20s, which could loft more missiles than the Apollo’s LRM 15s. But just as Ella’s Orion carried uncommon Streak LRMs, Broburg’s were extended LRMs. Ella could imagine the Vulture jock’s surprise, and then dismissal as their sensors told them the Apollo was trying for target lock, even while it was far out of normal LRM range.
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      Behind her, visible on the edge of her 360-degree vision strip, the Apollo disappeared beneath missile exhaust as Broburg fired both racks.

      Ella imagined the Vulture jock’s jaw dropping open.

      Extended-range LRMs were almost as rare as Ella’s Streaks, and few MechWarriors trained to use them. ’Mech-scale combat was a short-range affair. But Eskil Broburg was an uncommon MechWarrior. At least two-thirds of his LRMs scattered explosions across the Vulture’s torso and arms.

      At a range the Vulture couldn’t respond to.

      “In range,” Dana Balmos said suddenly. Ella had lost track of time. “Firing.”

      The Rifleman IIC volleyed all four of its pulse lasers, to no visible effect. The giraffe’s head was made of thick, cold steel. Centimeter for centimeter, it wasn’t anything like as strong as refractory ’Mech armor, but there was a lot of it.

      The Black Hawk-KU stepped out behind the Vulture, autocannon leveled. It fired, the pounding high-explosive shells chasing the footsteps of Mickiewicz’s charging Nightsky. The fleet-footed ’Mech stayed ahead of those, but the follow-up burst from the Black Hawk’s large pulse laser took the Nightsky in the forearm, threatening the underslung hatchet that made it such a dangerous in-fighter.

      “Firing,” Balmos said again.

      A moment later, the world exploded.
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      Sufina bin Yahmed was far enough away to see the flash and the smoke cloud through a firing slit a few seconds before the sound reached her, a rumbling boom that rolled across the halted APC like a thick wave. The driver spun up the fans even as the sound faded. It was time to displace.

      “Damn,” Sufina whispered. Then she turned back to her sensors. “Let’s get to the LZ,” she said to the driver. “Our part is done.”
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      “Pretty sure we’d have seen that if we’d just looked out a window,” Sergeant Wasala said under his breath.

      Major Deveaux shook his head, but said nothing. Instead, he stepped closer to the holotank, eyes flicking back and forth. The explosion had caused a fair small mushroom cloud to form, but his eyes were on the icons for BattleMechs.

      Finally—a few seconds later—he spoke.

      “Tell Rosenbaum to get his fighters into space,” he ordered, “but hold them here until we see the garrison well away. I don’t want them having to deal with ground fire while they’re hitting those DropShips.”

      “Sir,” Sergeant Wasala said, before turning to a nearby console.

      “And someone find me the rest of the damned armored cav battalion!” Deveaux barked.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “I think you got it,” Eskil Broburg croaked.

      “Ow,” was all Rasia Mickiewicz put in.

      By some miracle, Ella had ridden out the shockwave and kept her Orion on its feet, but she appeared to be the only one who’d done so. Many of her sensors were still whited out with noise or shock damage, but ’Mechs were built tough, and redundant systems were coming online. She looked toward where the two Combine ’Mechs had stood, and both were face-down on the ground, unmoving.

      “Everyone mobile?” she asked. After the rest of Fire Lance confirmed, she used her feet to steer the Orion back the way it had come. “Then let’s put some distance between us while we can.”

      “You don’t want to take care of these three while we can?” Balmos asked.

      “We’re going to have enough trouble staying ahead of the rest of them,” Ella said. “Let’s go.”

      That was when the first Scimitar hovertank half turned, half slid into view, its cannon already blazing. Three more followed in quick succession.

      “See what I mean?” Ella said. She adjusted her course so she could fire back at them, once she had the Orion’s torso twisted all the way around, but the devilishly fast hovertanks evaded her target lock. If she’d had standard LRMs, she might have fired just to force their pursuit to turn, but the Streaks refused to fire without a target lock.

      All of the tanks’ fire was so far ineffectual, but that wouldn’t last.

      And they were all twice as fast as the Raiders’ ’Mechs.

      An icon flashed in Ella’s HUD.

      The Vulture was trying to get back up.

      So much for getting away clean.
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      “Found a couple of ’em,” Sergeant Wasala muttered.

      Deveaux just glared at him.

      He was too far away!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Put ’em down hard,” Ella ordered. “We need to break contact for at least a little while.”

      She put action to words, arranging the Orion’s course and starting it walking backward. Her crosshairs fell across the prow of the leading Scimitar. The tank’s driver had made a critical error: They weren’t juking, just powering straight at the Raiders, praying that speed and awe would protect them.

      “Not hardly,” Ella whispered, and fired.

      Her Gauss round flickered downrange and clipped the Scimitar on the leading edge of its steel skirts. It was 125 kilograms of ferrous metal going Mach-a-really-big-number—math Ella couldn’t do in her head. The horrific impact pushed the tank’s prow down, digging into the soil, which added more drag than the skirts could support. Even as the bow sunk lower, skirts tearing, inertia and the lift from suddenly unbalanced drive fans lifted the Scimitar’s rear. A moment later, it was a rolling, smoking fireball shedding pieces across the terrain.

      “Just like that,” Ella told herself.

      “Can I stand up first?” Rasia Mickiewicz asked. Her Nightsky had gotten to one knee, but she leveled her right-arm PPC and fired gamely. The bolt of charged particles didn’t come anywhere near hitting anything, but it was the thought that counted.

      Alarms blared in the Orion’s cockpit. Ella looked to their source and saw the Vulture, now standing, training its weapons on her ’Mech. Shutters over the LRM batteries flicked open, and the ’Mech disappeared beneath a cloud of smoke.

      Ella jammed her right foot down, desperately trying to force the Orion out of the missiles’ flight path. The twist took her own weapons out of line, but her hands were already trying to correct for that, spinning the Orion’s torso on its turret-like waist.

      The missiles fell. She managed to avoid more than two-thirds, but enough scattered explosions across her ’Mech to rock her command couch. Flicking laser pulses narrowly missed her as the Vulture stepped clear of the smoke cloud. The Snake MechWarrior must’ve still been shaken by the fuel-point explosion.

      “The Vulture,” she snapped.

      Rasia Mickiewicz’s second PPC shot struck true, taking the Vulture in the shin. That made the 60-ton OmniMech stagger, but only for a moment. It strode forward, ignoring the Nightsky to bear down on Ella’s Orion.

      LRMs from Broburg’s distant Apollo tore the soil around it, but the Vulture stepped clear of all the explosions.

      Dana Balmos blew the ’Mech off its feet. Her pulse lasers concentrated a hellish amount of light on the Vulture’s torso, just below the right-side missile launcher. Her fire capitalized on the earlier damage Broburg had done. One of the pulses struck true, biting through a chink in the Vulture’s armor and touching off its missile reloads.

      The explosion tore the entire right side of the OmniMech off, arm and all, and sent it crashing to the ground.

      Ella exhaled.

      “Just like that,” Broburg cheered.
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      Lieutenant Jafar Khosa tapped his thumb against the side of his gunnery control stick. Fast. Like three-or-four-times-a-second fast. He knew he was doing it. He hated it. But he couldn’t stop. It was how his body manifested the nervous energy of waiting.

      Jafar hated waiting.

      His Berserker trembled with restrained power, even half shut down, as it was now to avoid detection. Jafar watched the tactical feed, relayed from the hidden sensor tied to his ’Mech by a hair-thin wire he’d discard in an instant when it was time to move. The captain and her lance were nearly to the final nav point. It was almost time.

      His thumb sped up.

      “Jafar,” Captain Payne sent.

      “Here.”

      “Let us pass, and then take these damn tanks, will you?”

      “We have you, Captain,” Jafar said. He toggled the comm system so the rest of his lance could hear. “Hit the tanks in the flanks, aye.”

      “Good man,” Payne said. She toggled off.

      “About time,” Iolanta Gambhir said. Her Axman was across the way from Jafar’s Berserker. If their ’Mechs had been fully powered up, he knew she’d be swinging the Axman’s namesake axe back and forth. Jafar grinned.

      He tapped his thumb. Gambhir swung her axe.

      “Too right,” growled Sergeant Major Lennard Holt.

      Jafar’s grin grew to a beaming smile. And the sergeant major, he growls.

      An alert blinked on Jafar’s HUD as his Berserker’s passive sensors IDed the first ’Mech entering the cul-de-sac where he’d hidden his lance. His thumb settled down as he gripped the controls. The switch to toggle his reactor to full power was near his hand.

      It wouldn’t be long now.
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      A burst of autocannon fire chewed at the armor over the Orion’s calf. It was only glancing damage, but after enough time, even that would add up. Ella Payne adjusted the angle of her course a few degrees to try and throw the Snake turret gunner off, but it probably wouldn’t matter. These damn hovertanks just wouldn’t give up. Another eight tanks had showed up after Balmos put the Vulture down, and they’d stuck with the Raiders all the way to this point. It was annoying, but it served the plan’s purpose.

      It was drawing the spaceport defenders along with them.

      After the Vulture had been dealt with, only the Daikyu had reappeared, and between them, Ella and Eskil Broburg had driven that ’Mech back with repeated missile strikes. Sergeant bin Yahmed reported another lance of Snake ’Mechs closing in, but the Blue Ghosts hadn’t been able to find the third lance of the company. Wherever it was, it was too far away to factor into this battle.

      “Son of a—” Rasia Mickiewicz grunted.

      Ella looked for the Nightsky in her HUD. The medium ’Mech was down on one knee, its hatchet buried in the ground at an awkward angle. Smoke rose from behind the ’Mech’s head and shoulders.

      “You okay?” Ella asked.

      “Yeah,” Rasia said. “Sucker put a flight of missiles right between my shoulder blades, is all. And I tripped.”

      Ella grunted and twisted the Orion around, scanning. One of the pursuing Saracen Mk II tanks still had wisps of exhaust streaming from the tubes of its multi-missile launcher. From the range, the launcher must have been irised down to fire slimmer LRMs. Ella put her sights over the bulky launcher and worked her controls until the crosshairs burned gold. She fired.

      The fifteen Streak LRMs ate into the armor across the tank’s upper deck. One lucky warhead impacted the turret ring that allowed the MML to slew toward any direction, locking it forty degrees off-center. The Saracen put on a burst of speed and scuttled around to retreat.

      “Thanks,” Mickiewicz said.

      Ella opened her mouth, but a ping from her nav console distracted her. She’d reached the agreed-on first ambush site. She checked her sensors and grinned when she found no new contacts. Lieutenant Khosa had been as good as his word: Attack Lance was out of sight. If she couldn’t find them, with her Orion’s sensors, the pursuing tanks had no chance.

      “Keep moving,” she ordered her three MechWarriors. “We let Jafar and the others pop the ambush, then we turn and hit ’em.”
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      Jafar Khosa saw the state of Fire Lance’s ’Mechs. All four were present, but while he watched, a flight of missiles took Sergeant Mickiewicz in the back. His hands clenched on his controls, but his discipline held. He’d keyed a yellow line in his HUD to indicate the place where he’d chosen to initiate the ambush. As soon as the last of Fire Lance’s ’Mechs passed it…

      —Now—

      He thumbed the Berserker’s engine off standby and jammed his throttle forward. The 100-ton ’Mech’s myomers groaned as they drank in the ready power stored in the ’Mech’s capacitors and then pulled greedily from the widening flow from the giant fusion engine at the Berserker’s heart.

      There was no other signal to the rest of his lance or the company. Amateurs opened ambushes with flares or shouted commands; professionals just opened fire with their heaviest weapon. In this case, that was Jafar Khosa’s 100-ton BRZ-A3 Berserker.

      His PPC was up and firing before the ’Mech had taken four steps.

      He triggered the head-mounted flamer just for the visual. House Kurita liked to style itself the Dragon, but now a fire-breathing monster was coming for them.
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      Because Ella expected it, she saw the Berserker’s caret appear on her HUD the moment it moved. She looked in her vision strip where indicated, and saw the ’Mech appear from a copse of trees. Smoke and flame rippled behind it where Jafar’s flamer had ignited the tree branches.

      His PPC flickered once—brilliant, blue-white artificial lightning visible even in the daylight. The bolt hammered the side-panel armor of a drifting Saracen, but the heavy, ferro-fibrous armor just drank it in.

      “Now,” she told her lance.

      As one, the four ’Mechs halted, then turned and advanced back toward their pursuers.
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      Jafar kept his throttle jammed forward, pushing the Berserker past its normal top speed. There was a lurch, and the ’Mech’s myomer acceleration signal circuitry zapped its myomers, giving it a burst of speed. MASC was risky but effective, and Jafar watched the range come down to where his large pulse lasers would be effective. The ER PPC indicator blinked as it recharged.

      Across the field, Sergeant Major Holt’s Marauder stalked into view, set its feet, and blew a Scimitar tank to pieces with paired shots from its Magna Supernova heavy PPCs. If the deadly MechWarrior even noticed the Scimitar’s return fire pockmarking his ’Mech’s armor, he didn’t indicate it.

      “Fish in a barrel,” Holt muttered.

      The PPC chimed, recharged.

      Jafar adjusted his aim and leaned into the sprint.
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      “Sir, can you look at this?”

      Major Deveaux looked away from where Captain Payne and her two lances were mopping up the rest of the hovertanks, toward the small screen Sergeant Wasala had leaned over. He unhooked his foot and leaned closer. The screen was a map display overlaid with some kind of measurement graph. The graph was off the chart.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “Tulkurnov?” Wasala said, nodding to the rating.

      “Jamming, sir,” Tulkurnov said. She was a young woman with short brown hair and no-nonsense eyes. “Significant jamming, several Guardians or other ECM suites.”

      Cold dripped between Deveaux’s shoulder blades. “Where?”

      Tulkurnov overlaid a tactical map. It only took Deveaux’s eyes a second to make the connection. He spun around.

      “Get me Captain Payne, NOW!” he shouted.
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      “It’s right on top of your Strike Lance,” Deveaux said.

      Ella ignored the battle for a few precious seconds to ponder the map display the DropShips had sent down.

      “It’s more jamming than I ever want to see in one place, that’s for sure,” he went on.

      “You can’t burn through?”

      “It’s too strong,” Deveaux said, and even with the necessary compression, she heard the frustration in his voice. “We’ve been trying. We’re just now getting the direct visual take, but it looks like the whole rest of the armored cav battalion.” He paused. “That’s six to one, Ella.”

      I can do math, Ella snarled, but she didn’t let it reach her voice.

      “My Blue Ghosts have this?”

      “The download is going as we speak.”

      Ella chewed her lip. A flight of LRMs passed her Orion close enough to make the ’Mech rock slightly from backblast, but she ignored it. She already knew the distance between where she stood now and where Strike Lance was fighting for its life.

      “Send the fighters,” she said.

      “They’re not configured for ground support⁠—”

      “No, send them after the DropShips. Now.”

      There was silence. Then, “Ella⁠—”

      “Major. Sir. The mission comes first. We’ve obviously drawn off the port garrison. Get Rosenbaum in there so if I can’t get all my troops out, at least we’ll have fulfilled the contract.”

      “I’m sending the orders now,” Deveaux said.

      Ella cut the link and looked around the field. She toggled the all-company channel.

      In the middle distance, a hovertank exploded.

      “Cut this shit out,” she said. “We have to move.”
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      Captain Baruch Rosenbaum slitted his eyes as his Dagger OmniFighter finally fought its way out of the plasma cocoon after the hurried atmospheric entry. It was nothing like the pounding ancient orbiters had had to deal with, but 45 tons of aerospace fighter plowing into thick air without braking to kill orbital velocity made an impression.

      “Check in,” he ordered, and listened until each of the other seven Daggers of his reinforced squadron had reported in. Then he held his stick over, turned the Dagger’s canopy toward the ground, and continued his dive.

      He didn’t need to issue any further orders; every one of his pilots knew their job. All eight Daggers were normally configured in the C variant, with an ER PPC and several lasers, but he’d ordered a special custom weapons load for this mission. All they had to do was smash through the armor of two sitting DropShips, and that would take the heaviest firepower they could muster. Instead of an extended-range PPC, each of his Daggers had an underslung heavy PPC in its nose bays. They’d had to sacrifice the supporting lasers to spare the mass, but each PPC shot would be 50 percent more damaging.

      Rosenbaum grinned as the air started screaming around him.

      Two big eggs to pop.

      This was the kind of mission aerospace pilots lived for.

      He thought about what Major Deveaux had said on a discreet channel.

      If there was time after, they’d go and see what they could do for the mercenaries.

      After.
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      Lieutenant Gaspar Rezende tasted blood as he worked his Hatchetman back to its feet. The 45-ton ’Mech was usually pretty handy, but Gaspar was very unused to fighting without the sound of his lancemates.

      He staggered upright and scanned his 360-degree vision strip. All three of the other ’Mechs of his Strike Lance were up and moving.

      Off to his left, the Scimitar hovertank that had knocked him down with a lucky blow to his ’Mech’s knee was scuttling around. It floated sideways as the driver angled thrust to turn the blower around. The autocannon turret was already swung around, still bearing on Gaspar’s Hatchetman. He swallowed bloody spit and nudged the Hatchetman forward. The reload indicator for his multibarrel rotary autocannon was green and ready.

      Half pressure on his trigger spun the barrels up to firing speed.

      The ambush had come out of nowhere, and he was still angry about it. Getting ambushed while lying in ambush was not going to look good on his record. Gaspar knew he should’ve seen it coming; Guardian ECM suites were like beacons. His Hatchetman had one.

      But the tanks had come on too fast.

      And there were a lot more than one Guardian ECM out there. Or something else with a powerful jamming suite, because he’d never known his own ECM to completely disrupt ’Mech-to-’Mech communications like this. It could be one or more of the Snake hovertanks buzzing around.

      Lord knew there were plenty to choose from. Two companies of hovertanks had appeared, far more than he ever wanted to face at one time. The other MechWarriors of his lance had known they were blown as soon as he did, but they stood and fought anyway.

      Well, ran and fought.

      His lance was the Raiders’ fastest.

      But where to run to?

      There were emergency rally points, but they were all triggered by failure further up the chain. If the captain ran into too much resistance at the port, for example, or if the follow-on forces were too strong to ambush.

      None of the planning had figured his lance, all by itself out here on the ass end of the mission, would get ambushed.

      His targeting reticle burned gold over the Scimitar’s chunky body. Gaspar held his trigger down. The rotary autocannon’s slamming recoil shook his entire ’Mech, but he was used to it. The line of shells first ate into the dirt in front of the tank, then up into its skirts, and finally across its hull armor. Air gushed out of the holes blown in its skirts, and the driver angled off, trying to open the distance.

      But where to run to…?
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      Ella ignored the missiles angling past her running ’Mech. Her Orion was neither fast nor nimble, and right now she had to trust her armor to do its job. Four of her MechWarriors were trapped out there, alone, and it was her job—her duty—to get there and pull them out.

      They probably feel very alone right now.

      Her comm was useless. If the powerful transmitters on the orbiting DropShips couldn’t burn through the Snake jamming, her Orion wouldn’t be able to. She peered up into the clear sky, knowing full well she couldn’t see the orbiting vessels.

      The clear sky…

      “Jafar,” she said as the idea came to her. “Lennard. Listen up.”

      She quickly told them what she wanted them to do. Then she pointed her Orion’s blocky arm.

      “That way,” she ordered.

      The Berserker and Marauder each raised their arms.
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      It was pure luck Gaspar was looking in the right direction. He was watching one of the Snake hovertanks, a squat SM1 tank destroyer lurking at the edge of the skirmish, waiting for an opportunity to sprint in with its horrifyingly huge 200mm Ultra-class autocannon. Above it, in the clear sky, flashed a bolt of lightning.

      In the clear sky.

      That was a PPC.

      A moment later, two more bolts flickered, side by side. Going in the same direction. Directly overhead.

      Two more PPCs.

      Gaspar blinked. That was a signal. The shots were way too far out to be aimed, and if they were aimed at anything it was a star, but they were visible.

      Someone is coming.

      “All right,” he whispered.

      He looked again at the SM1, then at his compass, then judged the heading toward the evac points. He adjusted his throttle and started backing away from the evac point. He couldn’t talk to his lance through the jamming.

      Hopefully they’d see him opening the distance and take his meaning.

      The SM1 scuttled into motion.

      Gaspar brought the Hatchetman’s autocannon into line. Trigger pressure spun the barrels up. All 45 tons of the ’Mech vibrated.

      “Come on,” he told the squat tank.

      Help was coming. They could hold on long enough. The captain wouldn’t abandon them.
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      The first red enemy caret that appeared on Ella’s HUD was for an SM2 artillery tank. The Orion’s sensors picked up the tracked vehicle about a kilometer ahead, where it was reversing down a slope. The big barrel of its Sniper artillery piece was already extended. Ella knew from experience that meant the tank was looking for a defilade where it could fire unobserved.

      More carets appeared, the rest of the SM2’s platoon.

      “Targets ahead,” she called. “Rush them.”

      “—ot it,” someone said. The transmission was already tinged with static as they got nearer the source of the jamming that was isolating Strike Lance. She frowned. The signal strength was increasing, but she couldn’t pin down a direction. “Rasia.”

      “Captain?”

      “Find the jammer. Deal with it.”

      The Nightsky pilot raised her hatchet-arm. “On it,” Mickiewicz said.

      An explosion shockwave shoved the Orion gently. Ella looked in her vision strip. Khosa’s Berserker was straightening from where it had bent to put its massive axe through the body of a Scimitar tank. The blower’s ammunition supply had exploded.

      “Jafar, you okay?”

      The Berserker just waved its axe and lumbered back into motion, now trailing the clump of Raiders ’Mechs.

      Ahead, the artillery platoon must have seen the Raiders coming. Or else their security escort did; a clutch of Ranger VV1 infantry support tanks burst from behind a low rise. They weren’t an immediate threat, because Rangers were armed with short-range weaponry. Ella settled her crosshairs over one, waited for gold, and fired. Her LRMs angled unerringly in, ripping into the lead tank’s armor. It shook off the damage and kept coming, but fire from the rest of the company shredded it.

      In the distance, one of the artillery tanks exploded, courtesy of Broburg’s extended-range LRMs. Two down.

      But a lot to go.
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      Captain Rosenbaum’s targeting computer warbled as it searched for a lock. His Dagger trembled in a powered dive on the first DropShip. He could actually see it, which was strange for an aerospace pilot whose engagements in space were often far beyond visual range. His RCA Instatrac targeting system was tied in with the multi-ton targeting computer buried deep in the Dagger’s fuselage to refine his aim.

      “Target One,” he sent to his squadron. “Hit it on the nose.”

      The warble changed to a solid tone even as the rest of his pilot confirmed their orders, and he squeezed his trigger. The heavy PPC belched a gout of ions that rode a bolt of artificial lightning, connecting his Dagger with the Mule-class DropShip on the ground for an infinitesimal moment. The nose was armored, but no part of a Mule, a civilian vessel, could be said to be truly heavily armored by the standards of a military DropShip.

      Armor plates exploded beneath the PPC’s caress. Rosenbaum drew his stick back and pulled the Dagger out of its dive even as lightning flickered around him while the rest of the squadron fired. He didn’t watch where the shots fell, instead concentrating on his flying. Pulling 45 tons of fighter out of a screaming dive in atmosphere was not his most familiar task.

      The explosion, when it came, buffeted his fighter.

      There hadn’t been a single shot of return fire.

      That was what the mercenaries had bought for his squadron.

      “One more to go,” Rosenbaum told his pilots. “Form on me. Next pass we come in on the deck.”

      Now flying level, Rosenbaum dipped his right wing and started the long bank back to firing position. There was still one more DropShip to hit, but if they did the job in a single pass again, then the new heading would put them on a path to help the mercenaries, if they could.

      It was the least they could do.
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      In orbit, the cheer that filled the DropShip’s CIC rang from the walls. Major Deveaux’s fierce grin was as close as he came to shouting. One of the ratings looped the video, showing the Mule’s armor crumpling beneath repeated PPC strikes, until one or two of the final shots ate through the last of the armor, the decks beneath, and touched off something powerful. Fratricidal explosions consumed the spherical DropShip in a few fiery moments.

      Leaning to his left, Deveaux touched an intercom. “Bridge, CIC.”

      “Go, CIC.”

      “Let’s get down there, Captain. Looks like LZ Charlie will work.”

      “LZ Charlie,” Captain St. Lorenzo replied. “Bridge out.”

      Deveaux settled his feet. An alarm rang, warning the DropShip’s crew that acceleration would soon counterfeit gravity.

      He had half expected St. Lorenzo to object, because LZ Charlie would be a hot LZ if the Raiders couldn’t deal with the armored cav battalion before the pair of Union-X DropShips got down there, but he should’ve known better. The DropShips’ crews were as much soldiers as any of the ground or aerospace troops; they’d been paying attention all along.

      It was proof that Task Force Raider had become a cohesive unit. Deveaux knew he’d relish some pride about that, when he had a moment to think about it.

      On the monitor, Rosenbaum’s fighters were coming around.
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      By the time Ella’s two lances overran the artillery position, only two of the vehicles were undamaged, and the crews of both tanks bailed out as the ’Mechs closed range. The last Ranger was running flat-out to get away, unwilling to face eight BattleMechs by itself. Ella didn’t slow down. She charged over the hill.

      The static on the comm lines vanished.

      Rasia Mickiewicz shouted in triumph. Her Nightsky was standing over the wreckage of a heavy hover APC, her PPC smoking. The blower must have been retrofitted to carry the jamming equipment.

      Green carets appeared, and thank the gods there were four of them. All of Rezende’s ’Mechs were still up and moving. At least a dozen hovertanks still scurried around.

      “’Mechs behind us!” Sergeant Major Holt called. “Looks like a pursuit lance.”

      “Jafar?”

      “We’ll deal with them,” Attack’s CO said.

      “Gaspar?”

      “Captain!” Lieutenant Rezende’s Hatchetman and all of his ’Mechs looked chewed up from autocannon and missile fire from the Scimitars and Saracens. “Thank God you’re here.” His ’Mech pointed with its hatchet. “Was that you?”

      Ella looked in her vision strip. A towering cloud of smoke climbed into the sky from back the way they’d come, toward the spaceport. It was black, and billowing. While she watched, another boil of light flickered, and a new smoke cloud appeared.

      The ground shook as a flight of aerospace fighters rocketed past, supersonic but only a couple hundred meters in the air.

      “Looks like the aerojocks did their job.” She looked back toward Strike Lance. “Let’s deal with these tanks and get to the LZ. If the job is done, it’s time to get out of here.”

      The Kuritan hovertanks could read the writing on the wall. Already most of them were fleeing, fans screaming as they pushed the blowers to full speed. She tracked one, a big-barreled SM1 tank destroyer, but the blower scuttled behind cover before she could get a lock. A couple Strike jocks got in a few lucky hits, and one Snake Saracen exploded, but that was it.

      Ella turned her Orion to the rear. “Jafar?”

      “Come on in,” her lieutenant said. “They’re being pushy now, but there’s only four of ’em.”

      “Gaspar, on me,” Ella ordered. She waited until Strike was in position, then started Fire moving to support Lieutenant Khosa. She had barely moved 400 meters before the ’Mechs broke off.

      In the sky, two new daytime stars were growing brighter as Major Deveaux brought the DropShips down to pick them up.

      Ella slowed her Orion to a halt, and took stock. Every one of her ’Mechs had taken some measure of damage. None of her MechWarriors were seriously wounded, though she could hear the lisp in Gaspar Rezende’s voice that said he must’ve bitten his tongue. Again.

      And back the way they’d come, the Mules were clearly burning.

      “We did it,” she whispered.

      Sixteen thousand tons of warmaking equipment, destroyed.

      Two DropShips, destroyed.

      At least a lance of Kurita ’Mechs down, and some larger number of armored vehicles.

      No Raider casualties.

      “Listen up, Raiders,” she said, toggling the all-hands frequency. “It doesn’t get much better than this. Let’s get to the LZ. Keep your eyes open, watch each other’s backs, because we’re not out of the tall grass yet.”

      “Too right,” Sergeant Major Holt growled.

      This was another place where Kendrick Payne would have made another speech, told them what this meant to their contract and their employer, how proud they should be. He’d have told them no one else could have done it. He’d have made them feel like demigods.

      Ella wasn’t much of a speechmaker. Her people knew what they’d done. They’d all been in enough fights to know exactly how lucky they’d been to get away without real cost.

      Major Deveaux could give that speech when they were all back in orbit.

      She didn’t need demigods. She needed the team she had.

      “We did what we came to do,” Ella told them. “Now let’s get out of here.”
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            VOICES OF THE SPHERE: TUKAYYID CENTENNIAL

          

          SAM LICHTMAN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thermopylae. Stalingrad. Styk. Eighth Hesperus. Tukayyid. In the annals of human history, a few battles stand out as defining moments, when the momentum of an entire war was suddenly reversed. One hundred years ago this month, from 1–21 May 3052, seventy-two divisions of the Com Guards clashed with eighty-seven Clusters from seven Clans across the Rasalhagian world of Tukayyid. At stake: the fate of Terra itself. In the largest single-planet battle since the Second Succession War, the Com Guards achieved a bloody, hard-won victory over the Clans, halting their progress toward Terra for fifteen years, and shaping Inner Sphere politics for decades to come.

        Much has changed in the intervening century: ComStar is no more, the former invaders have integrated into the Inner Sphere, and as we speak, the nascent ilClan is consolidating its authority over humanity’s ancestral home. On the 100th anniversary of this historic turning point, our correspondents asked people from across the Inner Sphere about their perspectives on the Battle of Tukayyid and its complicated legacy.

      

      

      
        
        —INN report, 3 May 3152

      

      

      
      Anders Smed, Tukayyid, Rasalhague Dominion: Well, for one thing, we’ve seen far more visitors this year than usual, even for the anniversary of the great battle. I saw a news report the other day that said more tourists have arrived so far this year than in the past four years combined, and I absolutely believe it. In my twelve years running battlefield tours, I’ve never seen it like this. As a historian, I feel the need to point out to my guests that the battle in 3052 was really the fourth of seven major battles that have occurred in this system, but everyone always wants to hear about Precentor Martial Anastasius Focht fighting the Clans, like in the trivids. I find it a bit frustrating to have to gloss over all the rest of this world’s rich history, but if Sven Svensson can afford to take his family on a trip, I’d much rather it be here to learn something than to an amusement park or a football game. That said, even I have to admit to looking forward to the battle reenactments this year.

      
      Chu-i Daniel Volkov, Deneb Kaitos, Draconis Combine: It isn’t anything approaching a national holiday anywhere, but everyone with even a passing interest in history at least knows the date. We study the Battle of Tukayyid in the academy—not just ComStar’s deep strategic thinking, but the various Clans’ preparations for their assaults. It’s important to remember, however, that Tukayyid wouldn’t have gone so well for the Inner Sphere had my forebears in the First Genyosha not laid the groundwork on Wolcott and Luthien, and the victory on Tukayyid would have been meaningless if not taken advantage of in Operation Bulldog.

      
      Leftenant Zachariah Stern, Caselton, Federated Suns: The Battle of Tukayyid was—after the events on Twycross, of course—the moment the Inner Sphere proved it could beat the Clans on their own terms. But it didn’t just stall that implacable foe long enough for Victor Steiner-Davion to destroy the Smoke Jaguars; it truly proved the Inner Sphere’s moral superiority over the invaders. The Clans constructed their entire society around the precept that “might makes right,” fought a single war, and lost so badly it took them another century to reach Terra.

      
      Edwin Salle, Alpheratz, Raven Alliance: The Battle of what?

      
      Star Commander Raya, Smolnik, Wolf Empire: Each Clan that fought on Tukayyid commemorates the battle in its own way, according to its own participation. Many warriors spend the 21st of May in fasting and quiet introspection, especially with its proximity to Liberation Day [26 May 2822, the conclusion of Operation Klondike in the Clan Homeworlds. —Ed.]. The Truce of Tukayyid was…a temporary setback for our people. It forced us to learn to live in the Inner Sphere. The Way of the Clans is to react to hardship by becoming stronger. We Wolves were the only Clan to achieve victory on Tukayyid, and now we are ilClan, leaders of the reborn Star League. This year, Tukayyid Day is a day not of commemoration, but of celebration.
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      Sergeant Leon Filipovic, Surcin, Lyran Commonwealth: May 21st is always one of our “all hands on deck” days in this precinct. It isn’t as bad as December 27th—Star League Day, when the Clans “celebrate” the death of the first Star League, and we have to get decked out in full riot gear—but we do send extra patrols to
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