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      Get ready for your next mission, MechWarriors, because the instability in the Hinterlands needs seasoned warriors to help forge order out of all that chaos.

      That’s right: this issue, to commemorate the upcoming November release of Hot Spots: Hinterlands, we’re taking a deep dive into this ilClan-era region to learn more about what makes it work…and, more often, why it doesn’t (which is honestly more fun for stories and for tabletop games). We’ve got some Hinterlands-themed short stories, articles, planet and unit digests, playable scenarios—the works. So throw your lot in with your favorite Hinterlands faction—or read through this issue and find one that speaks to you—and get ready to make some noise!

      For fiction, we kick off with “Nesting Falcons” by Alex Fairbanks, whose first story appeared back in Shrapnel #9; this story explores the unrest among the Jade Falcons abandoned in their occupation zone. In “Potter’s Pounders” by Ken’ Horner, a group of Hinterlands mercenaries at the end of a contract are offered a choice between going home for a much-deserved rest or staying on to defend a planet in dire need of protection. (It’s worth noting that the character of Lt. John “Potter” Peters is Ken’s tribute to a fan who is no longer with us.) “Metachrosis,” by Giles Gammage, takes us to the seedy underbelly of the Hinterlands and shows the lengths some people will go to adapt and survive—or not—in the shifting sands of this region. We cap off the issue with “Zealot’s Nest,” Bryan Young’s tale of the Kell Hounds and their newest recruits: a handful of former Jade Falcons struggling to find their place in the legendary mercenary unit. But the BattleTech fun doesn’t stop there! Sam Barrett’s debut story “Hide and Seek” puts us in an icy blizzard in the Magistracy of Canopus, where mercenaries must hunt down dangerous pirates or be hunted themselves. James Hauser, whose stories we’ve previously seen in Shrapnel #11 and #15, takes us on an incredible journey to uncover the lost treasure of House Kurita in “The Shadow of the Mad Tea Master,” and James Bixby continues the saga of our favorite pink-Panther pilot in “Ace Darwin and the Great Small World Prank War.” Finally, we have the continuation of Russell Zimmerman’s serial with Part 2 of Violent Inception.

      For game content, prepare to either level up your existing Hinterlands campaigns or embark on a brand-new adventure in this turbulent region! Get a glimpse into the possible future with articles about Duke Vedet Brewer’s Vesper Marches in “Brewer’s House of Cards” and the independent world of Blue Hole in “What Next for Blue Hole?” Let Planet Digests for Antares and Leskovik help you plan your next campaign setting, and Unit Digest: Oberon Guards provides you with some piratical opponents—or untrustworthy allies, depending on your preference. Also included are three playable scenarios: “Icebreaker,” a MechWarrior: Destiny Mission filled with aquatic misadventure (including stats for submersible combat vehicles); “Raid on Tomans,” a Chaos Campaign scenario for a Rasalhague Dominion attack on the Tamar Pact; and “Death of a Dream” a fully playable mini-campaign for control of the Barcelona system. Then see how life expectancies have shifted over the years in “Voices of the Sphere: Stolen Life”; learn how industrial espionage can change the course of history in “All’s Fair in Love and Industrial Espionage”; and catch up with the latest misadventures of our favorite UrbanMech-piloting law-enforcement officer in “C.U.P.P.S. 2: Kowalcyzk Gets an Upgrade,” by James Kirtley. And finally, Technical Readout: TDK-7Z Thunder Hawk introduces the hard-hitting Thunderbolt-missile-toting variant (which also features the Kickstarter backer character of Joseph Berendt).

      One other thing I thought worth mentioning before we kick things off: we’re currently celebrating the 40th anniversary of the BattleTech universe, and during the assembly of this issue, it occurred to me that this year also marks another truly noteworthy anniversary in BattleTech history. Thirty-five years ago, this very month—September of 1989, to be specific—the Clans first arrived on the stage with the publication of Michael A. Stackpole’s novel Lethal Heritage, the first book in the beloved Blood of Kerensky Trilogy. This novel introduced us to a strange new threat that emerged from the coreward Periphery with truly frightening advanced BattleMechs piloted by peerless warriors, and the arrival of the Clans in the Inner Sphere has affected the landscape of BattleTech ever since. Even the Clan Invasion Kickstarter campaign in 2019, which helped create this very magazine you’re reading, owes a debt to that pivotal point in BattleTech history. So, while we’re still observing BattleTech’s 40th birthday, feel free to take a moment and drink a fusionnaire—or any saner beverage of choice—to celebrate the 35th anniversary of the arrival of the Clans, and acknowledge the truly monumental impact they’ve had on BattleTech throughout the decades.

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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        THE EMPYREAN NIGHTCLUB

        NEW MEMPHIS

        GRACELAND

        TAMAR PACT

        21 MAY 3152

      

      

      At least the bourbon wasn’t bad, Captain William Tucker thought as he glanced over the gaudy decorum of the Empyrean nightclub. A loud, reverberating bass echoed from the dance floor downstairs, sending pulses through his body. Even upstairs, his eyes were bombarded by bright white-and-scarlet lights of a holovid reflecting off the obsidian walls.

      Will and his lancemate, Cameron Pham, arrived right on time, but of course, Donal Malthus, Military Governor of Graceland—and prominent member of the seedy Malthus Confederation—made them wait in the lounge, offering free drinks to soften them up until an attendant arrived to escort them to the office.

      Whatever frustrations he felt, Will pushed them aside. After all, money was on the line. Donal had tasked the Bleeding Eagles with protecting New Memphis from attacks by Jade Falcon sympathizers who held onto their old beliefs, and Colonel Barnes had delegated the matter to Will’s lance. The job had proven difficult, since the few Jade Falcon followers that remained loyal to the Clans had scattered throughout the populace, striking seemingly at random. Despite mostly being made up of ill-equipped ex-laborer caste members, they were still vicious and deadly.

      Last week, the rebels struck a supply depot, stealing countless weapons in a quick raid. Before that, they led a raid on Dunbar, a town a good ways away from New Memphis. Between the Clan sympathizers and civvies, there had been hundreds of deaths. Ugly business.

      When the Eagles arrived with a full lance, most of the raiders scattered, fleeing from the carnage. Some died, some were taken prisoner, but the rebellion didn’t seem to slow down. This afternoon though, Donal had excitedly called Will, saying he had some intel on how to “cut off the head of the snake.” Now they had to meet in person at the crime lord’s new nightclub.

      Will had low expectations for whatever this new “intel” was. His lack of fondness for Donal was painfully obvious, but as per their agreement with the Tamar Pact, the Bleeding Eagles had to protect the Graceland system. He did his best to keep from complaining too much.

      An old merc and MechWarrior, Will felt out of place among the cosmopolitans of New Memphis in his battered duster and heavy boots. While he might have blended right into a weathered and rough bar in Galatea with his bull-like build, long, unkempt hair, and graying beard, he looked like an ancient relic at the high-energy, upbeat club.

      While this kind of nightclub was anathema to Will, he couldn’t help but notice with slight frustration that Cam seemed to soak in his surroundings. The younger MechWarrior fit in perfectly, wearing an olive-green tank top that showed off the biceps he spent most of his time at base sculpting, further embellished by his tattoo of the Bleeding Eagles insignia: an abstract red eagle with long wings stretched out and dripping with blood, superimposed on a black triangle, the antithesis of the Free Worlds League symbol they had discarded as expatriates of House Marik. Cam even made his cowboy hat work. Although he was a recent recruit picked up on Galatea, he’d proven to be a talented MechWarrior with serious determination under his carefree attitude, and so Will had taken him in under his wing as his right-hand man in the lance.

      One of Donal’s goons finally fetched them, and as Will walked down the hallway, he watched with horror as Cam continued sipping the drink he’d gotten from the bar downstairs. It was a viscous, bright green, creamy monstrosity topped with a blood-red fruit. The main selling point of the “Dead Falcon,” as they called it, was the inclusion of egg white from the nearly extinct Graceland Falcon. Will had seen anti-Clan mentalities spike during their short time stationed on Graceland. He wasn’t necessarily surprised by propagandistic symbols that valorized violence, but the gloating nature of it all never sat right with him. “You really gonna finish that thing?”

      Cam shrugged mischievously. “It’s on the house. Might as well go all in,” he said, taking an overly emphatic sip. Green foam still hung on his upper lip as he offered the glass to Will, grinning. “Not too bad, either. Want some?”

      “Get that thing out of my face.” Will waved away the sweet-smelling sludge. Although he often played the part of the curmudgeon, part of him secretly enjoyed their usual banter.

      Behind two large, lavishly engraved wooden doors guarded by security, Donal Malthus awaited them. Sporting well-oiled hair and a small goatee, the man certainly looked the part of a prominent crime family member as he leaned back in his plush chair, his feet resting on a large mahogany desk.

      Another man stood beside him, remarkably burly, with his head shaved on the sides. Several large scars ran down his face, the toughened tissue hiding his blue eyes that gleamed like two tiny sapphires, or in this case, pulse lasers. Is he ex-Clan? A bondsman? Donal was playing with fire if so, considering their hatred for him—Jade Falcons held particular scorn for him holding the surname Malthus, a prestigious Bloodname among their Clan, without having any actual connections to their society. Will stood a little straighter, refusing to be intimidated.

      Donal smiled, apparently amused at the impression his other guest made. “Ah, the Bleeding Eagles have arrived. I hope you weren’t too…bothered…by the altercation downstairs.” His voice dripped with faux concern.

      When they were waiting at the bar, a small fight had erupted. Some loud drunk was making fun of the Clans—something about inbreeding or ridiculing their test-tube breeding programs, whatever typical crap people thought they needed to voice. Will wasn’t listening. But he did pay attention when someone came out and decked the loudmouth. The drunk probably would have been killed if security didn’t step in as quickly as they did.

      “Your men handled it well,” Will replied. “Seems like they get plenty of practice.”

      Donal grinned mercurially at the slight, holding up his hands. “Almost every day there’s something. These Falcons, they’re just unreasonable. Ungrateful. Do you know how much better the economy has gotten since we moved in? Moreover, most of these…sympathizers were miserable little laborers before we liberated them. I just don’t understand.”

      “Maybe they just don’t like how you’re running the show,” Will said. “You could start by holding off on the ‘Dead Falcons.’”

      Donal paused, searching for the right words, until his eyes flickered to Cam’s nearly empty glass. “A little fun to keep the people happy,” he said. “Did you enjoy it?”

      Cam put the remains of his drink down on the table. “I—it was fine. A bit too sweet, maybe, but not worth stirring up more trouble over. How often does something like that happen?”

      Donal sighed and put his hand over his chest. “Trust me, if it were just over a drink, I would be jumping for joy,” he said, his eyes narrowing as he spoke. “But I don’t think any of this will stop while ‘the Talon’ is feeding them propaganda, which brings me to my main point.”

      He gestured to the large man behind him. “Gentlemen, I’d like you to meet Johan. He’ll be working with you on a new mission.”

      Johan, glaring, nodded with a grunt.

      “Oh, will he now? Let’s maybe talk things over first.” Will took a step toward the table, showing he was still in control of the conversation. Completing assignments for Donal was one thing, but making decisions about the process was stepping over a boundary.

      Cam followed his lead, backing him up.

      “I don’t mean to insist,” Donal said, raising a hand to calm Will. “He’s just the reason we’re meeting today, and I’m offering his services as a gesture of goodwill. I truly believe we now have a chance to wipe out this obsessive Clan sentiment once and for all.”

      Will grimaced, taking a seat in front of the desk. When he’d set out to become a MechWarrior, he didn’t imagine himself cleaning up after a crime lord’s mess, but they had to fulfill their part of their contract with the Pact. Sometimes, you have to give to get, he told himself. After all, if Donal wasn’t happy, he could make things difficult for Governor-General Sarah Regis, since Graceland served as an important location on the border of their newly acquired territory. If they messed up here, the Eagles’ place in the Pact would be threatened, and they’d lose their chance at gaining prominence in the merc world. “Explain. Then we’ll negotiate. Who’s this Talon?”

      Donal leaned back and smiled as he pulled out a Thunderstrike cigarette, offering one to Will, but clearly expecting the refusal. “Johan has discovered from some thorough…questioning…that there’s a leader among the rabble. We don’t know their real name yet—seems they just call them ‘the Talon.’ The prisoners we’ve had from the last raid are keeping tight lips, but they seem to worship this agitator as some kind of god-hero. You’d think it was the second coming of Kerensky if you heard how they talk about them.”

      Will rested his head in his hands and took a moment to think. “You think if we take this Talon out, the resistance will crumble?”

      “I do,” Donal replied. “The Clans believe might is right. They need to know who’s in power now. With their leader dead, they’ll lose traction. Unfortunately, we know very little about the Talon’s identity or whereabouts. However, Johan knows someone who might. As you may have noticed, my friend here looks like he would fit right in with other Clanners. He’s an excellent warrior, but in truth, he’s Inner Sphere born and raised, and one of my most trusted soldiers. His appearance has been particularly useful on Graceland, and he’s made some acquaintances. One of those acquaintances has reached out to us, saying he’ll tell us where the Talon is for a price. I need you to escort Johan to Gallatin and follow his orders. You may need to strike quickly if you find out where this Talon is—I hear they don’t stay in one place long.”

      “We leave tomorrow,” Johan explained, curtly and to the point.

      “Wait, why do we need to go gather info?” Cam asked. “Isn’t this more of a job for your thugs? No offense,” he added, glancing at Johan.

      Will touched his subordinate’s arm, quieting him, though he’d had the same thoughts. This situation sat wrong with him, too. Something was off.

      Chuckling, Donal leaned forward. “You’re simply making a trade with an informant. If you get the name and location of your target, you may need to act quickly. Believe it or not, there are ex-sympathizers who have grown tired of the constant back and forth, and poverty has made some desperate. If you’re concerned about safety, know that you’ll be meeting on neutral ground. If something goes wrong, I can send backup.”

      Will gave Cam a knowing glance. He didn’t like the situation either. The morally questionable crime lord was known for leaving out details. Everything they did on Graceland felt painfully slimy, but for Will, this was just another part of the mercenary life. But taking out the Talon could finally put an end to all this civilian violence, at least.

      “We’ll get this done for you—but it won’t be cheap.” If he had to accept, he figured he could at least squeeze his employer for every drop.

      Will made sure the grin on Donal’s face was wiped clean off by the time negotiations were over.

      
      
        
        GALLATIN

        GRACELAND

        TAMAR PACT

        22 MAY 3152

      

      

      Will discovered, to his surprise, that Gallatin was a pleasantly quiet town. Between the domed ferrocrete buildings, specks of white and yellow flowers were scattered throughout the landscape amid crisp green grass. Driving their buggy through the town, he wondered how many of those flowers would be crushed by the feet of BattleMechs stomping forward. How many would be torched by lasers? How much blood would soak those fields? The thought of attacking desperate, poverty-stricken rebels didn’t sit right with him; he preferred an old-fashioned showdown. But the life of a mercenary did not allow for many preferences. He turned away and focused on the road. If it took the destruction of 100,000 beautiful fields to get the job done, then that’s what it took.

      While the cool breeze and clear air of Graceland made for a nice climate, with the orange sun setting overhead, the company was awkwardly quiet, making the trip uncomfortable. It was an especially long drive with Johan awkwardly squeezing himself into the too-small seat in the back, pulling his large frame tight to fit in the narrow space. There was more room up front, but Will made certain Cam sat shotgun, at the very least to slight Johan. Their third lancemate, Haley, sat beside Johan, comfortably cross-legged as her cigarette left a trail of smoke behind them. They made quite the contrary pair—a huge, hulking mass of muscle next to a lithe, erudite mercenary with black lipstick and a shock of pink hair.

      As they drove through the city, Will couldn’t help but notice glares from pedestrians as they passed by. Things seemed normal enough, though he was shaken when he noticed a family of four walking under graffiti depicting Donal’s severed head being carried away by a falcon.

      He laughed. “At least they have good taste.”

      Johan, clearly unamused, pointed to a crossroad. “Turn here,” he said flatly.

      Finally, they arrived at a squat ferrocrete building. A public library, of all places. Although their surroundings were relatively peaceful, he noticed a few of the building’s windows were shattered, and teenagers loitered outside, glaring at the four of them.

      “Go around and park in the alley,” Johan ordered. “As far as the informant knows, there are just the two of us here. Will, you’ll come with me. Say nothing. And you two—” He pointed to Cam and Haley. “—wait out here. If we aren’t back in thirty minutes, get backup.”

      Will got out of the car and handed Cam the keys. He didn’t like Johan calling the shots. “I don’t trust this one bit,” he whispered. “You and Haley drive around. Look for anything suspicious. Be on guard.”

      Cam nodded solemnly, taking the keys.

      As Will and Johan walked through the library, they passed several small chambers containing a console, each one providing the potential to have near-infinite texts. Will wondered what they could actually read, though—if this place hadn’t changed since the Clan’s occupation, was there a strict list of accepted reading material? Did available texts pertain to your caste? How much had changed since Donal’s conquest, and how much had stayed the same?

      Will followed Johan to the back, where a thin man was sitting at a console. The man had a solemn look in his eyes and dark gray hair that pointed into a widow’s peak, but Will couldn’t help but be taken aback by his odd proportions. His head seemed too big for his body, and his eyes too large for his face.

      The man turned to Johan. “Today is the day, then?”

      Johan took a deep breath. “It is, Simon.”

      The informant nodded. “I’ll tell you what you need to know, but first, would you spare a moment?” he asked, gesturing to the seat next to him.

      Johan glanced at Will, nodding as he squatted on a stool clearly made for someone smaller. “What’s this about?”

      “I was reading about the Golden Century in the Clan’s history,” Simon said, pointing to the monitor. “They achieved much in those times. There was order, new technology, a society on the cusp of greatness. They all had faith in Kerensky’s vision, and they never let go of that faith. Do you not think that such steadfastness, such loyalty, is a virtue unto itself? That the vision of a greater future supersedes temporary setback?”

      It seemed as though the informant had forgotten Will existed. “It is never too late to believe in something,” Simon continued.

      Shaking his head, Johan flushed. A bead of sweat dripped down his forehead. “You said you know where the Talon is. So, get to it.”

      The hairs on the back of Will’s neck stood up; he realized now the danger Donal had put them in. The informant was one of those phenotypes—aerospace. And clearly, he still held some Clan sentiment.

      The informant closed his eyes and sighed. “The Talon is here.” Responding to Johan’s alert expression, he continued, “In Gallatin.”

      Nervously, Simon stared up at the giant, who stood several heads higher than him. “Do not look so surprised. Did you not think the Talon already knew of your charade? A freeborn, pretending to be True? One ruse begets another.”

      He held up his hand to halt Johan’s advance. “But, despite your treachery, our leader has chosen mercy and offers an audience with you all. If you lay down your weapons, you will be unharmed.”

      Will surreptitiously reached for his pistol. “And if we don’t want an audience?”

      A deep, sonorous voice came through the intercom, startling Will. “Then you will die.”

      Johan erupted with lightning speed. He grabbed Simon by the collar and slammed him into the wall as though he were a ragdoll. “Lying worm,” he snarled, pinning the informant. Simon’s already large eyes bulged even more as he desperately squirmed.

      Will took a deep breath. Peeking out of the cubicle, he saw two soldiers, clad in black, approaching from one side of the hallway. Two more to the other. Bad odds, but maybe he could take them out, using their position to his advantage…

      The voice over the intercom interrupted his thoughts. “And do not think the two outside have gone unnoticed. Their lives are in your hands, Captain William Tucker.”

      “Drop him, Johan,” Will commanded. “It’s over.”

      “Not while we have a hostage.” Johan grinned, dragging the small man with him. He pulled his gun from his holster. “Tell your men to back down.”

      The intercom buzzed with the loud static of hoarse laughter. “In truth, I’d hoped Donal’s dog would resist.”

      The first thing Will perceived was glass crashing as the small window slit in the cubicle shattered, and then that his jacket and shirt were covered in thick, viscous gore. Realizing after several moments of agonizing shock that it was not his own blood, bone, and bits of brain matter scattered about, his vision came into focus, and he saw Johan’s head had become a mess of carnage. The giant crashed to the ground, eliminated by an unseen sniper.

      That was all Will needed. Placing his gun on the floor, he held his hands up as the rebels stormed the room. Someone shoved him to the ground. He felt the sting of a needle, and all went black.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, Will could barely feel the tight restraints around his wrists as he lifted himself up using his forearms. In fact, he could barely feel his hands at all. In the pale light trickling into the cold, dark cell, he could just make out that the edges of the handcuffs had left a dark red line in his skin, and his fingers, numb and rubbery, had the pallid complexion of the dead. He had seen many bodies in his long career as a mercenary. Will gazed on with the grim realization that he could soon be just another corpse among the many who had failed to see victory through. But then again, why wasn’t he dead already?

      They kept Cam and Haley in the same cell with him, each restrained in a similar fashion, though they had blood on their faces and their skin was marbled with dark bruises. They all had been changed into simple white garments, flimsy and of little comfort in the night.

      Will coughed up some phlegm as he crawled over to his crew. “How are you both holding up?” It was a silly question, he knew, but he craved some kind of normality.

      “About to die a horrible death following Malthus’ stupid plan. How do you think?” Haley asked. “Why did we think this was a good idea?”

      Taking a deep breath, Will wanted to defend himself, but she was right. “It was reckless. Shouldn’t have trusted Malthus to do his due diligence. You couldn’t get away?”

      “By the time we saw them, it was too late,” Cam added. “They shot out our tires.”

      “We got out of the car and put up a fight,” Haley noted. “We took out a few of them, but more and more came. Must’ve been the entire town surrounding us.”

      “At least you didn’t end up like Johan.” Will told them his side of the story.

      Afterward, they simply waited in silence, each one wondering what horrible fate awaited them.

      “Think Donal’s actually going to send backup?” Will asked.

      With a sudden start, a voice came from the other side of the door. “He tried once already, and to be honest with you, it was a pitiful attempt.”

      Will turned to see the portal slide open, revealing two soldiers flanking a single figure, whose grandiosity marked him as none other than the Talon. Tall, muscular, and with an air that commanded the room, he wore an obscuring faceplate beneath a helmet decorated with falcon motifs, and he dressed as a Jade Falcon captain of old, bedecked in the majesty of a green, black, and gold one-piece outfit embellished with a long green cape that rose at the shoulders. Even in his current state, Will couldn’t help but smirk at the theatrics.

      “Captain William Tucker. It is a pleasure,” the figure said, in a mellifluously deep and bellowing voice—the same one he’d heard over the intercom.

      “The Talon, I presume?” Will muttered.

      The figure nodded with a certain genteel dignity. “I apologize for my method of extraction, but I could see no better way to ensure we met on peaceful terms.”

      Will could hardly call this peaceful, but he could see the Talon’s point. Reaching out to meet with Donal diplomatically would have led to an assassination attempt.

      The Talon walked over to Will. “You must be wondering why you are still alive.” With swift grace he unsheathed a combat knife and grabbed Will’s wrists, slicing off the restraints. “We have important matters to discuss, you and I.”

      Will turned toward Cam and Haley. “What about them?”

      The Talon paused for a moment, then nodded at his guards, who approached to remove their restraints. “They will be fine.”
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      Shaking his arms as the blood flowed back into his hands, Will followed the Talon out.

      The Talon stopped his guards at the elevator. “Leave us. I would like to speak with our guest privately.” The two men nodded and stood akimbo at the elevator doors.

      The Talon brought Will to the rooftop, where he could see now that they were high above Gallatin, the bright sky making him squint. “Look below us,” he said, bringing them to a railing.

      Will quickly glanced over the edge. There was the occasional car, some pedestrians—nothing atypical. Things seemed normal enough. Pondering what the Talon wanted him to see, it suddenly occurred to him that the Falcon leader might be planning to throw him off the roof as a public display of execution. He wasn’t terribly high up, but a push would kill him. Cautiously, he glanced at the Talon and took a step back.

      The Talon let out a deep, throaty laugh. “I am not going to kill you here, Will. If I ever decide I need to end your life, you will know ahead of time. Tell me, what did you see?”

      Will shrugged. “Nothing really. Just some town.”

      “Yes. And do you know what ‘some town’ contains?”

      Will sighed. “I don’t know. People? What’s your point?”

      “Each person you see is resentful of the false Malthus, longing for the Jade Falcons’ presence here. Each one knew a different life before that surat slithered into power, and while Donal and your Tamar Pact claim life is better now, these people remember the past differently.”

      “You mean they’re all rebels?”

      “I do not think ‘rebel’ is the right word. It makes them sound like miscreants or troublemakers. They are warriors, in heart at least, though most were born into a lower caste. But I admit, the number of those who are willing to fight dwindles, and I fear that all those with fighting spirit might martyr themselves against the walls of the enemy’s fortresses. They long to be part of a society that is free from the filth of Donal Malthus’ regime. Each one had a purpose. Each was taken care of, and each had their own place in the world. Now, look again, what do you see there? I promise I will not push.”

      Will looked over again more confidently. He could see a man squatting in an alley, covered in tattered blankets. “Poverty. Wouldn’t he have been executed for living like that before though?”

      The Talon gestured. “More likely ‘reconditioned,’ though Malvina’s rule grew harsher. With Khan Jiyi Chistu in control, I have confidence things will be better. Our world before may not have been perfect. But that man would have been given a chance. Here, you must plot and connive to make anything of yourself, and even then, only if Donal finds you useful. Do you know what the ‘Malthus’ Confederation traffics? What vices they push onto the youth here? And your Tamar Pact turns a blind eye to it, all for a little more foothold in the Hinterlands. Donal has diminished our sense of honor, our sense of hope. And every chance he gets, he insults us. Now, he twists the dagger as he opens places like his Empyrean to suck in our wealth, pleasing his patrons with disgusting displays of excess.”

      Will shook his head. “What the hell does this have to do with me? The way I see it, both societies rely on someone’s misery. You’re stuck as a servant for the Falcons if you’re born into the wrong caste.”

      The Talon shook his head. “Perhaps. But can things be worse than what we have now? The top of the food chain is some slimy, uncompassionate, self-serving surat, while noble and true warriors who wanted to create a better and more peaceful society ruled before. Back then, all were taken care of with respect, as long as respect was shown.”

      Will frowned. “Some would say the Falcon warriors were overbearing tyrants who forced their ideals on others. I’ve heard of plenty of people who were pleased to be free of the Clan.”

      The Talon pounded his fist on the railing. “Stravag! Someone will always complain. But those who remember reject Donal. This town, this planet—” He gestured toward the horizon. “—we want to rule it our way again.”

      Will noticed the sun shining over the bare and utilitarian buildings that made up the town, stretching out beneath the blue-yellow sky of Graceland. Even in his current situation, he could appreciate, in some way, the quiet respite compared to the overwhelming barrage of advertising in New Memphis.

      Suppressing a chuckle, he replied, “You can’t really be that sentimental. Sure, you might kill us off, but there’s the whole Malthus Confederation and the Tamar Pact for you to face. Your Clan is waning and weak, and even if we didn’t succeed, there’re the Vesper Marches and Hell’s Horses to clean things up.”

      The Talon moved as if to slap Will across the face, but let his hand fall. “You think I do not know this? That is why you are here.

      “We had some fighting chance before you came, but now that the Pact has joined Malthus in holding Graceland, I fear all hope is lost. My death is certain. I could run and hide, but I am not interested in that. Still, these people can survive, even if most of them also want to go out in a blaze of glory. I have brought you here to propose an offer. We will see what fate decides.

      “My offer is this: tonight, you will challenge me to a Trial of Possession for command over the Jade Falcon forces of Graceland, and I will accept. If I win, I will kill the rest of your crew and we will march to New Memphis for one final battle. If you win, you report my death and say that the uprising has been put down, and you will tell my followers to end their crusade, for now. The people here will listen to you because you defeated me in honorable combat, and you will tell them to keep the peace. It is not ideal, but it is the best option I can see. If you refuse to do this, you must understand you are useless to me.”

      Will breathed heavily. What kind of sick game is this? “Why don’t you just decide now?”

      The Talon shook his head as if he heard Will’s thoughts. “I would not expect a Spheroid to understand. A Trial of Possession is fitting. I want our fate decided by a fair fight. You hear me? Fair. Not like Tukayyid, or any of your other Spheroid schemes. We will battle in a Circle of Equals.”

      Will leaned against the railing, thinking. The Talon was right: it made little sense to him, but then again, he had never seen much sense in the Clans to begin with. “Why me, though? I’m a mercenary. The plight of the ex-Falcons is sad, sure, but there’s a lot of crap in the Inner Sphere, and this case doesn’t particularly concern me. I’m just interested in getting paid.”

      The Talon shook his head. “In truth, between the false Malthus’ forces and your outfit, you are the best option among a batch of poor choices. I have needed someone who can give me a decent fight. When I found you were investigating us, I ordered your capture, not your death. It is in your best interest as a mercenary to follow this plan. You can tell them you killed me and quelled the Jade Falcon sympathizers, and then you will get your pay. I just ask you, warrior to warrior, to let the others live. If they continue to believe, maybe when the true Falcons return⁠—”

      Will nodded. If this did stop the rebellion, it would mean, at least for the time being, that there could be some relative peace, and more importantly, the lives of Cam and Haley were on the line. “It’s a deal,” he confirmed.

      To Will, the Talon sounded like a man defeated, as if he wished to lose the battle. But he knew at least enough about the Clans to know honor and combat were things not to be taken lightly. This trial, in the Talon’s mind, would be the judge between right and wrong. For Will, it was just a chance to keep his crew alive.

      The Talon tensed. “This will be a battle to the death, you are aware.”

      Will let out a breath. “Fine, if that’s what you want. What will I be piloting?”

      “We do not have many choices. But you can pilot the Hunchback or Griffin—Clan upgrades. I will fight in my Pinion 3.”

      Will raised his eyebrows. Those ’Mechs were not impressive choices. So, the opposition they’d met was their entire force? At first, he wanted to laugh at the Talon’s confident claim to a ’Mech like the Pinion as though it were something worth gloating over. But then, a surprisingly deep sadness hit him. In an instant, he realized the reason for all the grandeur, the symbolism, and the sentiment. This was the best they had to offer—the mighty Jade Falcon forces had three mediocre ’Mechs. All the showiness was a facade, hiding profound shame. It was the crushing despair of dwindling to nothing while tightly gripping a sense of undying pride.

      “I’ll take the Hunchback, then. And I will accept—on two conditions.”

      “Name them.”

      “Keep my crew imprisoned if you need to, but do not kill them. You can kill me. That’s fine, but they don’t deserve to die.”

      The Talon looked upward, his mask reflecting the sun. “On the condition that you uphold your bargain and fight honorably, quiaff? The second?”

      “Throw in a last cigarette and we’re good.”

      The Talon nodded. “Well bargained and done.”
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        * * *

      

      Will, Cam, and Haley were taken to an old factory on the outskirts of town. Both ’Mechs, the Pinion and the Hunchback IIC, towered above the large gate entrance like guardian statues. Time and battle had chipped away at the green paint that coated each metal monstrosity, revealing the scars of many encounters. Maybe he was being trivial, but the thought crossed Will’s mind that he would’ve preferred to fight in his unit’s parade colors: teal with orange-red accents.

      Entering the factory, he walked past crowds of people, each staring at him with anticipation. Some climbed on top of the old, rusty machines scattered throughout, watching from above. They were escorted toward a large wooden stage raised at the far end of the building. Roughly, the guards pushed them to the dais, denying Will any further observations.

      Large spotlights illuminated the enormous space, revealing the massive crowd. Shoulder to shoulder, desperate and adoring fanatics waiting in eerie silence. Some were even gathered around outside the large warehouse doors, leaning in as much as they could. Did all of Graceland come to watch the Talon speak?

      Will stood, feeling the eyes of the throng boring into him with disdain.

      Finally, the Talon appeared, walking past them to a pedestal in the center of the stage. “Welcome, one and all. We are here, once again, together in action. But today is different. There will be no battle plans, no sabotage attempts. Today, we have a challenge to address!

      “We are, I regret to tell you, in a trying time. The Tamar Pact hunts us down, Donal continues to control us, bringing his crime syndicate’s affairs into our daily lives, and Clan Hell’s Horses stand at our gates.”

      The crowd seemed to sober, the anticipatory energy dying out at the Talon’s words.

      “This is not what you wish to hear, I know. But do not lose hope—I have one last gift for you before the night ends.”

      He held up his hand, quieting the excited rumblings in the audience. “In the tradition of Clan Jade Falcon, we will leave our fate to a contest of warriors. Tonight, you will all be witnesses to a moment of destiny. Captain William Tucker of the Bleeding Eagles has challenged me to a Trial of Possession for the remnant forces we have collected. Though he is a mercenary, I have deemed him worthy of this trial. If I win, we will fight to the last and leave a scar upon the false Malthus’ holdings here, but we will go out gloriously in the name of Clan Jade Falcon.”

      The crowd erupted with cheers. Such revelry made Will wonder what would really happen if he defeated the Talon. Would they really stand down, or would they tear him to pieces?

      The Talon held up his hand, silencing the audience. “If Captain Tucker wins, you will obey his order to stand down, for now. But I believe our cause will rise from the ashes like a phoenix when Khan Jiyi Chistu returns. In the meantime, be patient. Do not commit bondsref. You will not throw your lives away. You will survive. You will wait. Remember that one day, your place will be restored in Clan Jade Falcon!”

      The crowd grew quiet, anticipating his next words.

      “This is our way. It must be done through trial. Stand forward, Captain William Tucker.”

      Will walked forward, trying not to show the pain he felt from his beating earlier.

      The Talon said, “I, Star Captain of Graceland, accept your batchall, Captain William Tucker of the Bleeding Eagles, for command of Graceland’s forces. With your victory, they will disband until they may return to Jade Falcon space. If I win, we will lay siege to the forces of New Memphis, fighting to the last breath.”

      Will just walked forward and shook the Talon’s hand. He saw, in the corner of his eye, that Cam and Haley looked shocked at the announcement. In truth, he felt some excitement. There had been little true combat on Graceland; a test of honor in an old-fashioned showdown quickened his blood. If he could take out the Talon, he wouldn’t have to deal with this dissent anymore—at least he hoped that would be the case.

      Still, contrary to his cold pragmatism, he did feel a semblance of pity as he looked down on the crowd. Picking out a few individuals, he could see they were ragged, worn down, tired. Any energy they showed at the beginning of the rally had faded, despite their quiet anticipation; these were people continually crushed by the remorseless nature of the universe.
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        * * *

      

      After boarding the ’Mech, Will traveled to the designated location in the Hunchback IIC. As he piloted the machine, he couldn’t help noticing it felt slightly uncalibrated. There was a strange hum under his seat, and the movement felt a little jerky. Though he had never piloted a Clan ’Mech before, he imagined they were supposed to run a bit smoother. The smell wasn’t great either. He was pretty sure at least two solahma had died in the cockpit at some point. Did they have techs or the resources to maintain a ’Mech?

      He just hoped the Talon’s Pinion was in a similar state. Longing for his Quickdraw, Will accepted that this would just have to do. At least, as far as the Hunchback IIC’s monitors showed, all systems were operational.

      “Is your ’Mech satisfactory?” he heard the Talon’s voice crackle through the grainy comm system.

      “Not in the best shape, but it’ll do.”

      “Trust that you have the best we can offer.”

      For assurance, Will tested one of the medium pulse lasers. A yellow beam flickered, scorching great gashes in the grassland. “Weapons seem operational. I have no complaints. By the way, since one of us is dying tonight, care to tell me what that ‘gift’ you mentioned is?”

      The Talon chuckled ominously. “You will have to survive if you want to find out. Trust that no harm will come to your company, however.”

      After a short pause, the Talon announced, “Let the battle commence.”

      Will took a deep breath, his hands tightening on the controls. His neurohelmet pressed on his bruises uncomfortably, and his body ached. He closed his eyes for a moment and tried to ignore the pain—he needed to focus if he wanted to live.

      The comms grew quiet. Will maneuvered the top-heavy humanoid ’Mech toward some forest. Using the cover of the night, he would try to use stealth to his advantage as best he could, at least until they engaged in combat. An odd calm came over him while he anticipated the moment to strike, like a serpent waiting for its prey.

      Crackling, the Talon’s calm voice came through the comm system. “We cannot sit and wait for each other all night. If you will not come out, I will just take the first shot.”

      Does he see me? Will wondered. He moved backward to get a better sight, and from a vantage point on a hill, he spotted the squat, humanoid Pinion. Will fired his pulse lasers, but
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