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      It’s said no battle plan survives enemy contact, so it’s worth noting that I originally had quite a different issue lined up for all of you MechWarriors, but a monkey wrench thrown into those gears meant I had to shelve it for a later date and call in some reinforcements. That said, this issue is the result of a truly Herculean effort by the whole Shrapnel team to make sure we deliver another terrific batch of stories and game content on time. They’re the real heroes of this battle, and I can’t thank all of them enough. If you see any of them at a convention or in various places online, take a moment and let them know how much you enjoyed their story, article, or art; I’m sure they’d love to hear from you!

      So, on to business: In case you’ve been living under a rock since 1984, 2024 marks the 40th anniversary of BattleTech and the stompy war machines we all love! Four whole decades of combat between massive metal avatars of war. Four decades of BattleMechs and MechWarriors, tanks and aerospace fighters, DropShips and JumpShips. Forty years of betrayal and backstabbing, politics and alliances, massive wars and small-scale raids capable of changing the entire face of the Inner Sphere and beyond. It’s hard to believe it’s been that long: seems like my first game was only a few years ago… That said, there’s plenty of great anniversary stuff coming down the pipeline, so keep an eye out for all the upcoming surprises, and let’s celebrate forty years of armored combat!

      One last thing I’d like to mention before I go further: earlier this year, the BattleTech community lost Kelly Bonilla, who was instrumental in developing WizKids’ MechWarrior: Dark Age game. I know many of our readers first encountered BattleTech via MW:DA, and if you played any of the other Clix games, you owe her a debt of gratitude. For this issue, Jennifer Bixby wrote a touching tribute in Kelly’s memory, which features the ’Mech piloted by Kelly’s in-universe character straight from MW:DA. Let’s all raise a glass in Kelly’s memory and honor her enduring legacy.

      For fiction, this issue kicks off with “Flushing the Competition,” by returning author Steve P. Vincent, whose previous story “All Those Left Behind” was featured in issue #10. In this story, you’ll follow a Periphery pirate’s quest for some unusual Star League-era lostech. Among our other returning authors is Craig A. Reed, Jr., who brings us “Riding the Tiger,” a tale of Capellan Thuggee cultists and the lengths they’ll go to achieve their goals. David Razi, who brought us “Sackcloth and Sand” all the way back in issue #4, travels to the Clan Homeworlds on the cusp of the Wars of Reaving in “Of the Dust of Dreams,” and Russell Zimmerman’s “Range War” offers another entry in the continuing saga of Mountain Wolf BattleMechs and their quest to return to their former glory. And finally, we have the long-awaited conclusion of Bryan Young’s Lone Wolf and Fox, which is immortalized in the cover art of this issue, by Wallok. You know you don’t want to miss this!

      We also have two new authors debuting in this issue. Devin Ramsey’s “Sacrifice of Angels” puts us aboard the mighty battleship SLS Chieftain during a pivotal battle in the fight to wrest Terra back from the Usurper, Stefan Amaris. Closing out the issue, Benjamin Joseph’s “Locust Alone” demonstrates the desperation that gripped many worlds in the wake of the communications loss on Gray Monday.

      For game content, we have an in-depth look at various aspects of space travel: “Voices of the Sphere: Terror on the Spacelanes” discusses the potential dangers spacefarers might face; “Captains and Loadmasters Symposium” offers some helpful advice on how to make the best use of your DropShip’s limited cargo space; “WarShips Quarterly: SLS California” features a historical overview of the titular Texas-class battleship, from its inception to its ultimate fate during the Amaris Crisis; and “The Pony Express Rides Again” explores the courier JumpShip system and its vital role during the Blackout. Also, in “Infamous Arms Dealers,” you’ll find some gunrunners you might not want to cross, and “Mystical ’Mechs and Giant Monsters” demonstrates House Kurita’s attitudes toward its enemies, as seen through the lens of the Draconis Combine’s pop culture. “Technical Readout: COM-7T Commando” covers the “Blazing Inferno II” variants, and “Chains: Alternate Pilots for the Clan Direct Fire Star” offers a story-based set of pilots, perfect for use with that forthcoming Force Pack. “Unit Digest: Tarantulas Battalion” covers one of Wolf’s Dragoon’s striker-battalion experiments, and “Planet Digest: Zathras” details the history of a Canopian world that once declared itself its own miniature empire. And finally, “Chaos Campaign Scenario: Rocking Gibraltar” allows you to play out the pivotal battle in which the Free Worlds League strives to eject occupying Marian Hegemony forces from the capital of the Gibraltar Military District.

      No matter how you enjoy the BattleTech universe, be it primarily through the fiction, tabletop game, or video games, we’re all glad you’ve been here for the first forty years of this incredible ride, no matter whether you played the first edition in 1984 or if you’ve only recently discovered the Inner Sphere in the last year or so. Here’s to another forty years, and then some!

      And perhaps, when we hit the 800th anniversary in 2784, our descendants will remark about how Commanding General Aleksandr Kerensky is slated to depart on the Exodus that year…

      Happy 40th, everyone!

      

      Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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        LEOPARD-CLASS DROPSHIP LUCKY BUCK

        CALIBAN’S ROCK

        ANTI-SPINWARD DEEP PERIPHERY

        11 MARCH 3022

      

      

      “Toilets that clean you up with a squirt of water, without even needing to press a button!” Kevin “One Eye” Broderick grinned in the cockpit of his Vindicator as he regaled his lancemates with the promise of treasure to come. “Imagine!”

      “It’d be convenient and all…” Kalissa—just Kalissa, or else—chimed in over the network. “But then what would your mother do with her time?”

      As their other lancemates roared with laughter, Broderick grinned. Stuffy Inner Sphere types would get uptight about Kalissa’s backtalk and the crew’s laughter, but he considered it a vital part of his unit’s success. Because if they liked each other, they were less likely to stab him in the back.

      He let the chatter continue, but tuned it out, focusing instead on their landing. Their venerable Leopard-class DropShip—the Lucky Buck—was coming in for landing on Caliban’s Rock, so close the ’Mech bay doors on the port and starboard sides of the ancient aerodyne DropShip had already started to open.

      Few people in the Inner Sphere had heard of Caliban’s Rock, but that still left plenty of people in the Periphery—clinging to the edges of human civilization like moss on a rock—who had. And when they spoke of it, they spoke the same language as dreamers the galaxy over, of life-changing fortunes and technological treasures.

      They spoke of lostech.

      The moment the Lucky Buck touched down, Broderick disengaged the gantry lock on his ’Mech and throttled it up out the ’Mech bay door and onto Caliban’s Rock—a cratered, volcanic hellhole with few redeeming features except the long-rumored but never-found lostech.

      “Welcome to paradise.” Broderick laughed as he led his crew off the ship. “Let’s do a quick sweep to make sure there’s no nasties waiting to steal Lucky while we’re gone, then we’ll move on to the objective.”

      “You sure about this, One Eye?” Bishop scoffed, griping as usual. “We could just land the ship right on top of the target, given the guy who told us about the cache said it was undefended…”

      “I don’t trust guys who spill secrets over a beer, Bishop. And I especially don’t trust the volcano right next to our objective to stay quiet. If it blows on us, we’re in trouble. If it blows on the Lucky, we’re stranded here.”

      “If you don’t trust the guy, why are we here at all?” Bishop wouldn’t give up on it, and hadn’t since Broderick had first told his lance about the job. “We could also just get the hell out of here.”

      “Without the squirty toilets?” Broderick said. “Cut the shit, Bishop. We’re here, like it or not, so try and be more like Wilkins over there.”

      Wilkins, for his part, said nothing.

      Like usual.

      After a quick—quiet—perimeter search, they moved out in a loose diamond formation, which was about as coordinated as the lance got. Kalissa led the way in her Jenner, while Bishop’s Clint and Wilkins’ Phoenix Hawk took the left and right points of the diamond, with Broderick in the rear—right where he liked to be.

      If he could see their backs, he could stab them in the back first if he had to.

      Some would call him paranoid—fingers already on his triggers, his targeting reticule shifting between the three ’Mechs in front of him—but Broderick considered himself pragmatic. He’d won leadership of the lance after taking it from his predecessor in a poker game, and he wasn’t about to let his guard down and lose it all.

      Such was life among a small group of bandits in a part of the Periphery where banditry was the only way to get ahead. Sure, he could have tried farming, but he preferred shaking down the locals clinging to life on a dozen different rocks, kicking over their mud huts and incinerating their livestock with his ’Mech if they refused to pay up over trying to grow soybeans.

      As his crew continued to talk shit among themselves, Broderick focused on his surroundings. There was little to see except volcanic soil of different shades of gray, occasionally punctuated by a rocky outcrop or the bulbous cacti that seemed the extent of local flora. He saw no bodies of water, no other plant life, no animals, no human settlements…

      But then his ’Mech’s sensors blared a warning about new targets being detected.

      “Contacts!” Broderick cried out over the network, silencing the chatter of his lance. “Two ’Mechs and some armor, sitting right on top of our objective.”

      “I see them! Engaging!” Kalissa responded first, her Jenner already throttling up to get into the action. “Looks like a pair of Centurions.”

      “Careful…” Broderick trailed off, mainly because he already knew his words were wasted. “Stay inside the umbrella of our long-range fire.”

      Broderick cursed as Kalissa didn’t respond, apparently determined not to heed his warning. She was already pushing past the extreme range of his LRMs, let alone the weaponry of the rest of the lance, to tangle with two ’Mechs totaling three times her tonnage to once again prove she was the baddest MechWarrior within a thousand light years.

      If she wanted to throw her life away, that was her business—but not today.

      Today, he needed her.

      Broderick had asked Kalissa out, and they’d started dating a month ago, after he’d heard scuttlebutt about Bishop looking to replace him. It was sound planning, which had put Kalissa—the most fearsome woman he’d ever met—in his corner. But her death would complicate matters, so he throttled up and got into the fray.

      The others had already started to fire on the two Centurions and half-dozen armored vehicles when Broderick loosed his first volley of LRMs, peppering one of the enemy machines. As the first missiles landed, the next lot fired, his finger squeezed tight on the firing trigger.

      He thought about getting in closer, to add his ’Mech’s medium laser into the mix, but hesitated, given that previous battle damage and a lack of spare parts had his Vindicator missing its PPC. And that was before mentioning the ’Mech’s pockmarked armor, its wireframe damage indicator already orange all over.

      Such was life on the fringe of civilization.

      As his missiles pounded one of the Centurions, Kalissa worked her usual violent magic. She jumped high into the air, firing her brace of medium lasers at the enemy ’Mechs, then landed right on top of the turret of one of the enemy armored vehicles. As it exploded in an impressive fireball, she waded ever deeper into the battle.

      Bishop and Wilkins were also doing their best to cover Kalissa. A second vehicle, then a third, then a fourth were all destroyed in short order, the firepower of Broderick’s lance proving telling, although the Centurions were getting their licks in on Kalissa and the others.

      As if to prove the point, Bishop’s panicked voice came over the comms. “I need support! I’ve got this Centurion on me like spots on a zebra!”

      Broderick grinned, aware that Bishop’s Clint was not up to squaring off against the heavier ’Mech, even before considering the damage his would-be Brutus had entered the fight with. And while it would’ve been the easiest thing in the world for Broderick to switch his fire to bail Bishop out, treason had a price.

      As he unleashed another volley of LRMs at the Centurion Kalissa was engaged with, Broderick opened a direct channel with Wilkins’ Phoenix Hawk. “Bishop will have to fend for himself.”

      “Copy.” The single word reply came back a second later, which was one more word than anyone usually got out of Wilkins. “He’s about to blow…”

      Broderick glanced out his cockpit at Bishop’s Clint, which was already close to destruction. The battered ’Mech was missing its left arm; acrid, greasy brown smoke spewed from several holes in its torso, and the Centurion was continually probing it with autocannon and medium laser fire.

      “Disloyalty has a price,” Broderick whispered. “Time to get it done, One Eye…”

      He fired another volley of LRMs at the other Centurion. Finally, instead of stripping more armor from across the torso of the enemy ’Mech like sandpaper working a piece of lumber, his missiles hit pay dirt. The right side of the heavier ’Mech exploded outward, its ammo cooking off.

      “Enemy down,” Broderick said to the rest of his lance. “Focus fire on the vehicles.”

      “The vehicles?” Bishop’s shrill cry hurt Broderick’s ear. “I need help with this Centurion!”

      Broderick didn’t respond. He simply smiled and kept supporting Kalissa with long-range-missile fire, glad he’d soon be done with Bishop’s treachery. As Bishop’s overmatched Clint continued its death dance with the second Centurion, the man himself started to unload expletives. “Pack of scum, the lot of you!” Bishop’s aggression didn’t hide the panic in his voice. “Bastar⁠—”

      His Clint exploded in a fireball as its ammo cooked off, unable to resist the continuous assault of the Centurion’s autocannon, even as the rest of Broderick’s lance finished off the final enemy vehicles, cut open by withering missile and laser fire by three medium ’Mechs.

      That just left the Centurion.

      Broderick, always the pragmatist, was keen to seal the deal and reduce the risk that his already battered crew would be further harassed by the heavier ’Mech. He broadcast wide. “Disengage and you won’t be harmed.”

      “Disengage?” The Centurion pilot laughed as he backed his ’Mech up. “We’re just getting started with you assholes…”

      Broderick’s eyes narrowed as he turned his ’Mech on the spot to face the Centurion, now almost a thousand meters away and increasing the distance between them with every passing second. He used his external camera to zoom in on the enemy ’Mech.

      Then, among all the battle damage on the retreating Centurion, he spotted it: the logo of the thing he hated the most in the galaxy.

      Van Dyk’s Reavers.

      If Bishop had been a looming problem now dealt with, the Reavers were a dormant one now active.

      Rudi Van Dyk was a drunk and a sadist, hated by his own people and feared by his enemies. In command of a couple combined-arms companies in this region of the Periphery, his penchant for atrocities was well known, making a regular bandit like Broderick seem like a ComStar acolyte in comparison.

      Van Dyk was also the man Broderick had beaten at poker for his lance of ’Mechs.

      Given his reputation, several of Van Dyk’s pilots had been all too happy to jump ship when their ’Mechs had been won by Broderick. Kalissa was the only person left of that group, with Wilkins and Bishop picked up along the way since then, but Van Dyk hadn’t taken the loss of four irreplaceable ’Mechs lightly.

      The rest of Van Dyk’s force had besieged the city Broderick’s newly won lance had holed up in, but he’d managed to negotiate passage off-world with an enterprising young DropShip captain. The man had landed his Leopard—the Lucky Buck—inside the city, Broderick and his people had rushed aboard, and they’d blasted off to safety.

      Free of the Reavers, Broderick had quickly manipulated his way into control of that DropShip, as the young captain’s debt collectors finally found him at the edges of human existence. It had been worth it, giving Broderick and his people their own transport. From there, his crew had spent years in the bandit business.

      And always staying one step ahead of the Reavers.

      Nowadays, the Reavers were in the pocket of Gregor Abramovich, a two-bit warlord who ruled over four poor planets in this region of space. When he wasn’t using them to crush dissent, Abramovich sent the Reavers further afield to loot, a mission that had had them breathing down the neck of Broderick and his lance more than once.

      “Should we pursue that Centurion, One Eye?” Kalissa’s voice came over the radio, shaking him out of his thoughts. “We can catch it if we move quickly…”

      “Let it go.” Broderick sighed. “We’re gonna have to get the loot and back to the DropShip quickly, ’cause the Reavers always travel in packs.”
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        * * *

      

      Broderick sighed and ran his hand through his hair, which was slicked with sweat thanks to the face-melting humidity of Caliban’s Rock, then shouted into his portable radio. “Do it again!”

      Standing next to the few outbuildings they’d driven the Reavers from, Broderick was getting frustrated as he watched Wilkins try to pull open the door to the bunker in the middle of the compound. A high-tension cable was now taut between the door and an O-ring they’d welded onto the Phoenix Hawk’s torso, but the door was proving stubborn.

      As Wilkins continued to work at it, the ’Mech’s feet started to slip in the dirt, requiring some skill to handle. Broderick could hear the actuators in the Phoenix Hawk working overtime as Wilkins fought to keep the machine upright, but again the door didn’t budge.

      “Cut it.” Broderick sighed again as he radioed the order, finally convinced the door wasn’t going to open. “We’ll need to find another way in.”

      Kalissa scoffed next to him. “The door’s thick, so we can’t blast through it. Its hinges are concealed, so we can’t work on those. And you’ve seen the result of trying to force it…”

      “We’ll figure it out. I’m not leaving without those toilets.” Broderick crossed his arms over his chest, glaring at her despite the fact they’d been dating recently. “They’ll be worth a fortune on the black market.”

      “We’ll see.” She laughed, turned and started to walk back to her Jenner, parked fifty meters away. After a few steps, she turned and gave an impish grin. “I’ll tell you what, if you get us inside and we find the gear, I’ll make it worth it.”

      Broderick grinned, his poor mood improving a little. “Don’t make bets your ass can’t cash, Kalissa, because I’ll come to collect…”

      As she smirked, shrugged and walked away, Broderick couldn’t help but focus on her for a second or two. Then his mind returned to the job, driven by equal parts profit and fear. He wanted a score—needed a score, after so long without one, his debts mounting and his people growing impatient—and now he had the Reavers on him.

      Those two facts focused Broderick’s mind.

      And, when combined with an offer from Kalissa that intrigued him, the feeling was electric.

      He returned to his Vindicator and spoke into the radio, a new idea having formed in his head. “Hey, Spicer, I need you to land the Lucky near the door we’re trying to crack.”

      There was a long pause, before the voice of Spicer—the young, hotshot captain of the Lucky Buck who now worked for Broderick—came over the radio. “I know what you’re thinking, but I’m not sure that’s the best idea⁠—”

      “You’re not paid to think⁠—”

      “Uh, now might not be the time to point it out, but none of us have been paid at all in the last few months. But, aside from that, I’d like to remind you of the giant dormant volcano near to the LZ…”

      Broderick sighed yet again. It was the same story every time he tried to give Spicer an order, constant backtalk with plenty of attitude. It was like the pilot resented his circumstances in life, his spacefaring career limited to hauling a lance of bandits around the Periphery in a beat-up Leopard, tethered to whatever JumpShip they could convince to take them. It was hardly the stuff of legends, unless they did manage to find some lostech.

      But, despite the griping, a few minutes later the Lucky Buck touched down a safe distance away, kicking a cloud of dirt into the air. The distance was necessary, lest Broderick and the others be cooked by the fusion plasma thrusters, so the DropShip took a few minutes to taxi at low power over to near the bunker door.

      “You sure about this?” Spicer tried his luck one more time over the radio when the ship was stationary. “If that door’s too strong, there’s a chance you’ll damage the ship.”

      “That’s your problem, Spicer.” Broderick’s tone was a bit harsher now, exasperated as he was with the continual resistance. “If you’d rather have this argument with Kalissa, I’d be happy to send her your way…”

      Immediately, Spicer responded by having one of the DropShip’s crew rig up a long, thick, high-tension cable to an O-ring on the ship’s exterior, his fear of Kalissa legendary after he’d tried to hit on her and ended up with a broken arm. When the task was done, several crew members walked the cable over to the bunker door and secured it there as well, then returned to the ship.

      “Let it rip,” Broderick ordered. “The rest of you keep an eye on your sensors, because once we crack this egg open I don’t want the Reavers to get the jump on us.”

      Broderick crossed his fingers as he watched the Leopard slowly start to taxi away from the door at low power. This time, unlike when the ’Mech had been trying to force the door, the sheer power of the DropShip got the job done.

      Broderick saw the door warp, buckle and then finally pop open.

      “Lostech…” he whispered, trying to stay calm. “All your work has got you this far, so stay focused.”

      He checked to make sure Kalissa and Wilkins were still on overwatch in their ’Mechs. It’d be just his luck to finally score a life-changing haul, only to have the Reavers steal it out from under him. Besides, keeping Kalissa and Wilkins outside reduced the risk of them stealing his find and made sure they’d be the ones to deal with the Reavers first if they showed up.

      After all, all great generals had to deal with loss sometimes.

      After ordering Spicer to get the Lucky Buck back in the air, he dismounted from his ride, ran to the breached door and took the stairs two at a time, descending so deep the temperature quickly became far cooler than the inferno he’d left outside. Except for the staircase, there was nothing of note, the design of the place clearly from one point to another.

      He took the stairs down, farther and farther, until he emerged in a large, cavernous storage area—a huge underground warehouse, the size of which baffled him. He’d never seen a facility of this size anywhere in the Periphery. It was filled with hundreds—thousands—of crates.

      “That’s a lot of toilets,” Broderick muttered. “Or I’ve been fed some bullshit…”

      He moved inside, quickly inspecting the closest crates, conscious the clock was ticking before the Reavers arrived in force. He found lots of stuff inside—weapons, gold, jewels, household appliances—but nothing that gave him any confidence of finding the lostech he sought. It seemed there were no wonder toilets to be found here.

      It was just a bandit stash, like so many others hidden across the galaxy.

      Broderick had a sinking feeling that, instead of the location of a great treasure that would change the fortunes of humanity and himself, the drunk guy had led him into a trap. And, a second later, the crackle of his radio all but confirmed it.

      “Bro… I… Att…”

      The message was gibberish, static interspersed with half a word every few seconds, but it told him something outside the bunker was wrong. He waited for a clearer broadcast to come through, but this far below ground he didn’t like his chances.

      Until he could get back to the surface, he was all alone.

      Broderick stood rooted on the spot, frozen with indecision.

      Part of him wanted to ignore the chaos aboveground, continuing his search for the elusive, high-tech toilets. Or, failing that, he could settle for picking over the best of the loot in the stash, then try to load it aboard the Lucky and get the hell out of Dodge before the Reavers arrived in force.

      But the other part of him—the more rational part—suspected they were already here.

      With a sigh, Broderick looked longingly at the crates full of valuables he’d be forced to leave behind, even if there wasn’t a toilet to be seen. Stopping long enough to pocket enough gold and jewels to pay his crew for the next few months—and pay the arrears he owed them—he drew his sidearm and headed for the door.

      He didn’t make it more than a few steps before he heard footsteps and chatter from the stairs, at least two people coming down when he was hoping to go up. His mind racing, he ducked down behind cover, waiting to confirm the voices were a threat and not his own people coming to check on him after the radio had failed.

      He confirmed it a moment later, because as the voices and the footsteps got louder, he guessed at least six people were coming for him. Staying low, Broderick moved away from the mystery arrivals, deeper into the underground warehouse and the maze of crates inside.

      As he scooted from crate to crate, risking brief seconds of exposure, those searching for him didn’t relent. The deeper he retreated into the warehouse, the further they followed, a hunting party looking for their prey. And, finally, the voice Broderick least wanted to hear confirmed it.

      “I know you’re in here, Broderick…” Rudi Van Dyk’s gravelly voice was mocking as he and his goons continued to fan out to search for him between the crates. “I bet you thought you’d found such a score…”

      Broderick froze, as if doing so might end the nightmare he was stuck in.

      “You see, my people and I have known about this little trove for years. It belongs to Gregor Abramovich, by the way, which means my people couldn’t even consider breaking in and stealing…”

      The penny dropped for Broderick, and he silently cursed himself for not spotting the trap sooner. The Reavers would never dare move on the stash that belonged to their employer, the warlord of this particular region in the ass-end of humanity’s great expanse, a man known for punishing disloyalty with brutality…

      “…but if, in the conduct of our protection of said trove, you were to shoot past my people, breach the door and get caught red-handed, then it would be my duty to destroy you. It’s just a shame some items couldn’t be recovered…”

      Broderick was the fall guy for one of the most audacious heists ever attempted in the Periphery, a player who’d been played. From the drunk guy in the bar—almost certainly a plant—to being trapped in the underground warehouse, he’d walked blindly along a path to his own doom, led by the nose by his enemies.

      The thought infuriated him.

      Still, he’d be damned if he was going to let old man Van Dyk do him in. He’d gained his own small dose of notoriety at the expense of the mercenary leader, rising from Dispossessed MechWarrior to commander of a lance of treasure hunters thanks to one hand of poker…

      …and a card or two in his pocket.

      The thought of the past gave him an idea in the present. With a grin, Broderick reached into his pocket and pulled out the gold and jewels he’d stashed only a few minutes ago. After looking down at them longingly for a second, he flung them as far as he could, back in the direction of his pursuers.

      The valuables pelted the floor, the crates and—in one case—one of his pursuers, who cried out in wounded protest. But his barrage had the desired effect, sowing some confusion and chaos amongst Van Dyk’s crew, enough to frustrate them and have them chasing false noises.

      Although he’d bought some time, he was now two-thirds of the way to the back of the warehouse and almost out of options. He could try to sneak back past them, but Van Dyk probably had guards on the door, so he kept retreating toward the rear wall of the underground warehouse.

      The end of the line.

      When he reached it, Broderick frantically looked around for an option, then his eyes settled on a half-dozen heavy-duty braces propping up the wall. They were spaced several meters apart, no doubt key to the structural integrity of the cavernous room.

      The nugget of a plan forming in his head, Broderick used the precious few seconds he had to search through some of the nearby crates. All pretense at stealth and secrecy abandoned, he rummaged through one crate after another, rapidly tossing aside any that didn’t contain what he wanted. He was gambling, but he had no choice left.

      Then, on the fourth crate, as he heard Van Dyk’s mocking laughter, he hit pay dirt.

      He took two of the small charges from the packing crate, doubting he had time to use more than that anyway. Keeping low, he headed for one of the braces, planted the simple charge at the base, then set it. He repeated the process with the next brace along, the whole process taking only twenty seconds.

      As much as he hated the idea, blowing the struts and collapsing the warehouse in on himself—and his foes—seemed like his best bet. He had no desire to die, but he had far less desire to let Van Dyk win or be tortured by Abramovich, so he’d go ahead with the plan unless a better option presented itself.

      “Freeze!” Van Dyk’s voice was filled with menace. “You move a centimeter, you’re gonna be sorrier than your ’Mech outside…”

      Broderick froze, his hands concealed from Van Dyk by his torso. “Good to see you, Rudi. Feels like just yesterday those sorry ’Mechs were sporting your colors…”

      “Good. Keep playing ball and we might leave you to die in here rather than take you to Gregor. Now, turn around, slowly.”

      Broderick did so, letting his enemy feast his eyes on the remote detonators in each of his hands while he laughed. “Looks like you’ve been outplayed again.”

      “You’re bluffing,” Van Dyk scoffed. “You won’t blow yourself up, so why don’t you drop the act and accept the inevitable.”

      “The only inevitable thing here is the destruction of your boss’ main stash…” Broderick grinned. “I don’t have any friends or family for him to torture, but last I checked you had a son…”

      Broderick enjoyed the wave of doubt that crossed Van Dyk’s features. The man was old—a few decades past his prime ’Mech-driving and poker-playing days, which explained how Broderick had taken the lance from him—but his already wrinkled brow furrowed further at the thought of what Abramovich would do to his kid.

      The one thing Van Dyk seemed to care about more than revenge.

      “We can make a deal.” Van Dyk’s tone was now conciliatory, although he kept his gun leveled at Broderick. “We’ll walk you to your DropShip and you can get the hell out of here.”

      “And in return?”

      “You toss those detonators on the ground before we let you board. You live, Gregor’s stash has no damage except a door that needs replacing, and my son stays safe.”

      “And my people?”

      “They’re already dead and their ’Mechs are scrap…”

      Broderick thought for a second. If it was true, he was disappointed his lance had been wiped out, but Van Dyk was offering a better option than any other available to him. He nodded. “Deal.”

      Van Dyk lowered the gun, although he kept it at his side, and the half-dozen goons he had in tow were also packing enough heat to turn Broderick into Swiss cheese in less than a second. On the other hand, Broderick could blow their paymaster’s stash if they crossed him. It was a standoff that could end with them all living…

      …or all dying.

      It took them a minute to reach the stairs, then another few to ascend back to the surface of Caliban’s Rock. They walked in silence the whole way; Broderick kept his mouth shut to make sure he’d keep breathing, Van Dyk because he didn’t want to spook his enemy into blowing the stash, and the other goons because they had nothing to say.

      And when they reached the surface, Broderick wasn’t sure he could say anything, because the sight took his breath away.

      Broderick could see two companies of assorted metal on station—light and medium ’Mechs, tanks, and infantry transports—forming a perimeter around the bunker entrance and the outbuildings. For their part, Wilkins’ Phoenix Hawk was a smoking carcass, while Kalissa’s Jenner was stationary and surrounded.

      His own ’Mech was standing with its cockpit canopy still open.

      “I want to walk out of here with my ’Mech.” Broderick turned to glare at Van Dyk, aware he was changing the deal on the fly. “And Kalissa’s.”

      “My ’Mechs, Broderick, my ’Mechs.” Van Dyk’s face clouded over. “You’re already lucky to be getting out of here with your life and limbs, but now you want me to give you the ’Mechs you stole and the turncoat?”

      “Better than your boss finding out his stash has been destroyed.” Broderick waved the detonator remotes. “Swallow your pride or your family swallows a few bullets, Van Dyk—it’s your choice.”

      There were a few seconds of silence—a tense standoff by two men who hated each other, neither of whom wanted to back down—until Van Dyk finally nodded. He barked orders at his people, Broderick was escorted to his ’Mech, and soon enough he found himself back in the cockpit.

      “Pleasure doing business with you, Rudi,” Broderick spoke into the microphone on his neurohelmet once he was safely strapped in. His voice boomed over the ’Mech’s external speakers. Then he switched to radio. “Kalissa, on me.”

      In formation, the two ’Mechs turned their backs on the Reaver forces and headed for the Lucky Buck, which he ordered to land several kilometers away. Usually, Broderick would be nervous turning his back on the enemy, but with the detonation remotes resting in his lap he had all the insurance he needed against Van Dyk’s possible treachery.

      The closer he got to the ship, the more relieved he felt to have survived a close call with his most hated enemy. Although they were about to leave without the high-tech toilets—and two of his lancemates—Broderick considered any mission that ended with him breathing to be a success.

      “Uh, boss, just letting you know Van Dyk tried to convince me to turn on you once we lifted off…” The voice of Spicer in his ear over the radio popped Broderick’s bubble of self-congratulation. “I told him to shove it.”

      “I appreciate it, Spicer.” Broderick sighed with relief, now only a few hundred meters from the DropShip, the enemy’s weapons now out of range. “What did he offer you?”

      “The…freedom of working for him instead of you…” Spicer laughed. “You always order me around and usually fail to pay on time, but at least you’re not a sadist…”

      Broderick grinned, despite the situation. “Well, there’s no pay coming our way out of this giant waste of time, but I appreciate the loyalty. We’ll get a big score soon enough.”

      “Count on it.” There was enough of a pause to suggest Spicer didn’t believe it, but he was along for the ride for a while longer anyway. “The ’Mech bay doors are open. Welcome home.”

      Broderick went first, boarding the Lucky Buck on the starboard side, while Kalissa boarded on the port side. Wasting no time, Spicer dusted off, the ship ascending even before the ’Mech bay doors were closed, not wanting to stick around to tangle with the Reavers for a second longer than necessary.

      And, in this instance—for the first time ever—because he’d followed Broderick’s order.

      As soon as he’d reached the cockpit of his ’Mech, Broderick had communicated with Spicer via a tight beam that he needed to be ready to take off the second they were aboard. That was because Broderick having the detonation triggers had been a bluff all along—their signal couldn’t reach underground any more than the earlier radio broadcast could…

      “Holy shit!” Spicer’s panicked voice came over the network, right on schedule, sounding like music to Broderick’s ears. “The ground that warehouse is under just collapsed! It…caved in…and took a few of the Reavers with it!”

      Broderick grinned. “Keep us climbing, Spicer. I don’t want old man Van Dyk to have any way of reaching us, not after what we just did to Abramovich’s stash…”

      When Spicer confirmed the order, Broderick sat back in the seat of his cockpit and closed his eyes, even as the side bay doors closed fully. While they were walking away empty-handed and had lost two ’Mechs to the enemy, the fact they’d survived at all was a triumph of ingenuity and a little bit of luck. They’d hitch a ride out of the system, find somewhere quiet, and take a breather.

      Opening his eyes, a smile still on his face, Broderick looked at Kalissa’s ’Mech. The Jenner was facing him, and he could see right into her cockpit. As he reached up to remove his neurohelmet, smiling at her as he did, a frown replaced his grin when he saw the blank look on her face. Kalissa was many things, but she was always expressive.

      So when her mouth moved as if she was having a conversation, he became more concerned.

      “Kalissa?” he said over the radio, even as he raised an eyebrow so she got the message. “How about I get you a cold one once we’re out of the cockpit?”

      Broderick’s concern levels went off the dial when her face stayed neutral but her mouth kept moving, talking to someone that wasn’t him. He never did remove the neurohelmet, instead slowly moving his hands back to the control sticks of his ’Mech…

      …and fired.

      As the Vindicator’s medium laser bored into the Jenner from point blank range, Broderick kept his eyes locked on Kalissa. The second the shot landed, her face screwed up into an angry scowl, and she glared at him with as much fury as the laser he’d just shot into her ride.

      “Finally saw where the threat was coming from, One Eye?” Kalissa laughed over the network as she fired her Jenner’s quartet of medium lasers into his machine. “More like no eyes…”

      Broderick cursed in his cockpit as molten metal started to sluice in great rivers down his ’Mech, the lasers having cut deep into his already damaged ride. The wireframe indicator stayed orange all over, for now, but he knew his ride couldn’t take many more full salvos from the Jenner.

      Fury burned in the pit of his stomach, because now he knew. Not only had the story of lostech been a ruse by Rudi Van Dyk to lure him into a trap, but Kalissa had been in on it. She’d worked her way into his confidence, concocted the story about Bishop’s potential treachery to cut away one of his allies, then driven the knife—or laser—in herself.

      “We were clear, Kalissa!” Broderick shouted at her over the comms network as he fired his medium laser—again and again—taking four hits from her weapon for each one he dished out. “We could have lived to score another day!”

      “Always over-promising and under-delivering, Broderick—in business and the bedroom…” She laughed as another salvo of lasers cut deep, one finding his internal structure, at the cost of sending her heat levels sky high. “You promise, but Van Dyk delivered.”

      Broderick didn’t respond.

      He was done talking.

      He’d turned the tables on one foe already, burying the cache and getting one over on Van Dyk; now he just had to do it again. The only problem was being locked in a stationary, point-blank-range BattleMech death match aboard a DropShip that was rapidly climbing, its pilot screaming over the network for the pilots to cut it out.

      Wincing as yet another of Kalissa’s lasers probed his ’Mech’s internals, his armor more memory than fact right now, Broderick decided to take a gamble. The same spirit had won him his lance, but since then he’d been so careful about losing his lance he’d played it safe.

      No more.

      Firing his medium laser one more time, he throttled his ’Mech forward, then used the Vindicator’s hand to grab the high-tension cable that had been rigged up to rip open the door of the bunker then been disconnected by the crew and discarded in the corner of the bay. As that same crew ran for cover deeper inside the vessel, he braved further salvos from Kalissa’s Jenner to get in close…

      …then wrap one end of the cable around the narrow section of the Jenner’s hull in between its torso and the mounting of its left pair of lasers…

      …and the other end over a gantry.

      It seemed to take Kalissa a moment to realize what Broderick was doing, but when she finally did, she thrashed her ’Mech and fired her lasers like a madwoman to prevent the inevitable conclusion of his plan. Steam rose off her ’Mech as her rate of fire exceeded the ability of her heat sinks, but she didn’t let up.

      “Shit,” Broderick said as the Jenner’s fire disabled his medium laser, although he was thankful its fire hadn’t found his LRM ammo bin. Then he keyed the radio to speak to the other man he needed to enact his plan. “Spicer?”

      “Are you batshit crazy, Broderick?” The pilot’s panicked voice was shrill, as it had been for the entire duration of the firefight, ignored by Broderick until now. “Stop firing immediately!”

      “Not gonna happen,” Broderick said as he maneuvered his hand to push the Jenner back a few centimeters. “Here’s what I want you to do…”

      “You’re crazy,” Spicer replied after Broderick had quickly explained the plan, but he got on with doing what his boss had asked for anyway. “Now!”

      Broderick didn’t need to be told twice. The cable in place, he lowered the shoulder of his Vindicator and rammed the Jenner. The impact caused more damage to both ’Mechs, but it also forced Kalissa’s ride back a little. Squeezing the control sticks so hard his knuckles were white, he repeated the process, again and again…

      …even as Spicer opened the ’Mech bay door behind Kalissa.

      As she realized what he was trying to do, Kalissa throttled her ’Mech forward, focused on survival rather than victory. Like Broderick, she clearly knew his only way to win this encounter was to push her out of the DropShip, but while his Vindicator was heavier, her Jenner had more raw power, so the physics favored her.

      Until Spicer banked the ship slightly to give him a helping hand.

      As the feet of Kalissa’s Jenner sparked on the deck of the DropShip, she broadcast over the network. “Broderick! Let’s talk about this! Please!”

      “I didn’t find the toilets I was after, Kalissa,” Broderick replied, continuing to push her back. “Doesn’t mean I can’t flush the competition…”

      Her reply was a scream as the left foot of her Jenner finally reached the edge of the deck, sending her ’Mech toppling out of the DropShip as the Lucky Buck continued its climb. The high-tension cable went taut, keeping the Jenner’s 35-ton weight tethered to the ship, despite the squeal of protest from the overloaded gantry, but she had no way to get back aboard.
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      Broderick’s next challenge was to make sure he didn’t follow her out the door. He immediately worked his controls, throttling back at the same time as he used his ’Mech’s hand to brace against the frame of the ’Mech bay door, arresting even more of his forward momentum. His ’Mech leaned over the edge—too close for comfort—but his footing held.

      “Well, that was a first,” Broderick whispered, exhaling with relief now that he had Kalissa neutralized and the Lucky Buck was burning to safety. He keyed the radio to speak to Spicer. “Now you can say you’ve had a ’Mech battle aboard…”

      “You’re a maniac, One Eye, but I’m glad I’m on your side…” Spicer’s voice was filled with relief as he piloted the DropShip away from the surface of Caliban’s Rock. “Want me to release the cable?”

      “No,” Broderick said, putting his fingers back on the firing triggers. “We’ve already lost so much on this job, I can’t afford to lose another ’Mech. We’ll need some crew with breathing devices up
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