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      At ease, MechWarriors!

      Due to the nature of the job, I don’t consciously plan an overall theme for each issue of Shrapnel, because the wonderfully varied talent and points of view of our authors gives us so many different aspects of the BattleTech universe that it’s nearly impossible to lean toward any one direction for a given issue. But as I was assembling this one, it occurred to me that, much like an undercover Maskirovka agent, this issue developed a theme while I wasn’t looking.

      There are a few stories in this volume that make a point of looking to the future: moving ahead instead of looking back. For example, Blaine Lee Pardoe’s “One Door Closes” shows us the paths of a few characters those who have read of Hour of the Wolf will recognize, and it poses the question of “What do we do now that the Battle of Terra is over?” The story that closes this issue, Daniel Isberner’s “Moving Forward,” gives a glimpse of where the Scorpion Empire is heading in the ilClan era, after their assault on the Hanseatic League in the Deep Periphery. (In case you want to catch up on what happened on Terra and in the Scorpion Empire, Hour of the Wolf, IlClan, and Operational Turning Points: Hanseatic Crusade are all available at store.catalystgamelabs.com.)

      Furthermore, in an effort to look toward the future ourselves, we’ve got some new surprises in this issue. The first is the beginning of a new serial novel: Part 1 of Vengeance Games, by BattleTech veteran Craig A. Reed, Jr. (If you haven’t done so already, check out his most recent BattleTech offering, the novel Icons of War, for some action in the Clan Homeworlds!) Vengeance Games dives into the BattleMech arenas and seedy underbelly of Solaris VII, the Game World, where a veteran from the Word of Blake Jihad is tracking down a fugitive murderer at any cost. You’ll want to stick around four all four parts, because the explosive conclusion will be well worth the wait!

      The second new thing in this issue is two brand-new pieces of art from Natán Meléndez, which were commissioned specifically for the stories they accompany. For the record, I absolutely love Natán’s style, as it evokes memories of classic black-and-white BattleTech art from the ’80s and ’90s, but it also lends to a modern approach that I think you all will appreciate as much as I do. Be on the lookout for more pieces like these in future issues!

      For fiction, we have short stories from five new authors in this issue. Mark Hill’s “Paper Tigers” introduces some rather peculiar Star League-era relics; E. Clark Avery’s “Almost Sounds Like the Guns Themselves” takes us to a veteran’s struggles with PTSD in the aftermath of the civil war in the Aurigan Coalition; M. W. Hayden’s “Diamandis’ Dogs” follows a local militia unit caught in the middle of conflict on their homeworld; Alexander J. Roth regales us with another tale from the Cracked Canopy in the Clan Invasion story “The Devil’s Luck”; and last but certainly not least, the commander of Ace Darwin’s WhipIts tells an amusing yarn in James Bixby’s “Ace Darwin and the Sidewinder Canyon.”

      For game-related content, we have a look at the many ways in which plasma is utilized in battlefield technology; an analysis of uncommon but effective poisons useful in covert ops; a technical readout for the ClanTech version of the venerable Victor BattleMech; and reports for the Draconis Combine’s Succession Wars-era raid on Barlow’s End and the Capellan Confederation’s Dark Age-era attempt to breach the Fortress Wall around Terra. Also, to coincide with the recent release of my BattleTech novel Hunting Season (which is available here), this issue features some content that focuses on the Free Worlds League: a guide  to navigating League politics to secure the necessary Parliamentary votes for the cause you are championing; a MechWarrior: Destiny Mission Briefing set on a planet seeking to gain independence from the League; and a Chaos Campaign scenario about the exploits of Sir Miguel Lobos Plumados, one of Thomas Marik’s Knights of the Sphere.

      As always, if you’ve got a story or a piece of art to share, send it our way! We are always looking for new writers and artists who want to share their vision of the BattleTech universe.

      
        
        Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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        HARMONY OUTSKIRTS

        CRUZ ALTA

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        27 APRIL 3012

      

      

      Carmichael couldn’t tell who was shooting at him. Usually it was obvious: pirates were voluminous but erratic; Lyran Commonwealth Armed Forces troops were disciplined but uncreative; and mercenaries were skilled but sometimes willing to switch to words. Lyran intelligence agents, on the few occasions he’d attracted their personal attention, would fire a couple disdainful potshots before letting their underlings handle the rest.

      Nine years ago one of those underlings had clipped him in the shoulder, so he’d spent the next seven in a frigid penal colony becoming intimately familiar with the nuances of Lyran mining equipment. It was payback for all the odd jobs he and his crew had run for the Circinus Federation; a heist here, some backwater sabotage there. It had paid well, in both C-bills and Circinus watering-hole reputation, but not well enough to risk another seven years freezing his ass off.

      So Carmichael had gone clean, had settled on Hardisey’s Haven, and opened a small bar with one of the nest eggs the Lyrans hadn’t been able to dig up. When he wasn’t slinging drinks he would pilot his Crab in the local fight pits, where he’d be sure to let the crowd know that a free autograph came with their first beer. It had gone well, for a time. But when Duclair found him two years later, his ’Mech had been shot to scrap and he was drinking away his profits.

      

      
        
        THE CROOKED CRAB

        HARDISEY’S HAVEN

        CIRCINUS FEDERATION

        22 MARCH 3012

      

      

      “This autograph offer still good?”

      Carmichael looked up from behind the bar to see Duclair tapping the faded sign that spelled out the terms and conditions. It took him a minute to recognize her. The last time he’d seen Duclair, she’d been scampering away from his impending arrest.

      “Not for you.” Carmichael scowled, annoyed to see her out of the blue and annoyed at himself for not thinking of something clever to say.

      Duclair just snorted and turned to survey the bar. “I like what you’ve done with the place, but how do you handle the nonstop rush?”

      After Carmichael’s Crab had fought its sad, anticlimactic final battle, he had stripped away whatever he could convert to decor. Armor plates adorned the walls, and the barrel of the well-worn small laser was mounted above his pool table. Outside, the Crab’s iconic pincer arm had been jammed into the dirt at no small expense, then draped in lights and a sign that displayed the bar’s latest specials. Little touches like that had not helped to attract more than a couple of customers that evening, and they were more interested in the dartboard than the menu.

      “What do you want, Michelle?” Carmichael asked, fingering the little needler pistol he kept hidden under some old rags.

      “Got a job you might be interested in. If you’re not too busy.” Duclair ran a finger across the bar, then blew the dust she picked up in Carmichael’s face.

      “Pass.” Carmichael, searching for an excuse to not look at her, began cleaning an already clean glass.

      “Come on, it’s a milk run. At least hear me out. And at least make me a whiskey ginger.” Duclair sat on a bar stool and laughed when it creaked under her slim frame.

      “If it’s so easy, why do you need me?” Carmichael made a show of choosing the cheapest whiskey and underpouring it into a dirty glass. Duclair noticed, but didn’t comment on his pettiness.

      “Figured I owe you one,” she said, spinning her glass around before downing the drink in one gulp. “I felt bad about how I left things.”

      “Didn’t know you had feelings.”

      “Leave the jokes to me.” Duclair pointed at her empty glass, a gesture Carmichael ignored. She sighed, plucked out an ice cube, and rolled it around her mouth as she spoke.

      “Mendez got word of an old Star League warehouse on Cruz Alta. Now, before you open your mouth—I said before, so shut it—it’s supposedly only civvy crap. But remember Bethany, our old Circinus contact? She’s done quite well for herself. She’ll pay us to check it out, and she’ll pay us more if there’s anything worth grabbing for her personal collection. It’s not exactly top kroner, but, uh…” Duclair made a show of looking around the bar again. “It seems like you could use every C-bill you can get.”

      “So you want me to help pick up some Star League staplers.” Carmichael sighed. “Why doesn’t Mendez just do it himself?”

      “He just signed on with some merc outfit, and they’re not about to take a detour on the rookie’s behalf.” Duclair pointed at her glass again, more emphatically this time. Carmichael refilled it with ginger ale but held the whiskey, earning him a pout.

      “Yeah, no kidding. Mendez’s intel was always spotty,” he said.

      “You’re thinking of Marcel’s. Remember when he sold us on some routine garrison duty, and then we spent three weeks under siege? Mendez’s was accurate, he just liked to squeeze us on his cut.”

      “You’re really selling me on this. And you’re thinking of Morris. His intel was spotty, but Marcel would two-time us. How he’s stayed in business so long, I have no idea. I guess the trick worked on everyone once, and most of them wouldn’t live to complain.”

      “Whatever.” Duclair drained the ginger ale, then leaned over the bar to give herself a refill. “The point is, Mendez’s intel is solid. Worst-case scenario, you get a paid vacation to the exotic jungles or mountains or whatever the hell Cruz Alta has. Best case is an easy payday.”

      “No, the worst case is I get shot. The best case is I see you get shot first.” Carmichael put the soda gun out of reach before Duclair could grab it again. “I still don’t understand why you need me. You’ve never done a thing out of the goodness of your ostensible heart and, in case you somehow missed the sign, my ’Mech’s not exactly in fighting condition. What do you want me to do, carry your luggage?”

      Duclair put her hands up in mock surrender. “All right, all right, you caught me. My last gig put my Jenner in as many pieces as your poor old Crab, and I’m not walking into this without a ’Mech.”

      “I thought you said it was a milk run.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s a lot easier to deliver milk when you can run seventy klicks an hour and gun down any rival milkmen, isn’t it? And since my address book is a little thin these days…”

      Carmichael let out a bitter laugh. “Oh, I get it. You’ve burned so many bridges that you need my seal of approval to convince anyone on our old crew to come aboard.”

      “Don’t be so cynical. You’re just better at keeping touch than I am. How’s Ainsley doing these days, by the way?”

      Carmichael shook his head. “Ainsley’s got kids.”

      “Bauer?”

      “Bauer got religion.”

      “Smitty?”

      “Smitty got his brains splattered against a Capellan prison wall.”

      Duclair let out a low whistle. “What about Shu? Does he still have that ridiculous Panther?”

      “As far as I know.” Carmichael smiled at his recollection of the ludicrous ’Mech, then caught himself and shook his head. “But I have better things to do than be your gofer.”

      “You can turn a girl down without lying to her.” Duclair smirked, then turned serious. “Look, I’m not going to blow a bunch of smoke up your ass about the good old days, especially after how I left things. But you were always the better tactician, so if I’m walking into something screwy, I could use you. And I don’t want to come back here twenty years from now to find a dump run by an old man telling anyone who’ll listen about how his last big job was a failure. The galaxy’s got more than enough of those already.”

      Duclair threw some C-bills on the bar and turned to leave, but looked back when she reached the door. “So, did I convince you? I’ve always wanted to give a dramatic speech like that. Did I nail it?”

      Carmichael rolled his eyes. “Get the hell out.”

      “All right, all right. But the next outbound flight isn’t for a few days, so I’ll be at the spaceport. Just think about it, okay?”
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      Carmichael had every reason to ignore Duclair, and one good reason to tip off the Lyran Intelligence Corps on her whereabouts. But when he slept that night, he dreamed of his last fight in the local pit, when he’d sizzled his large lasers over the head of some punk kid in a Blackjack. The returning autocannon fire had found thin spots in his battered armor and shredded his gyro, and it had all gone downhill from there.

      He woke up before dawn, hungover, hands twitching like he was back at the controls. Cursing, he realized Duclair was right. That was the story he’d be stuck telling disinterested drunks for the rest of his life. No one cared about the little random victories in the middle of your career; they wanted to know whether it had all ended in dramatic glory or dramatic failure.

      He asked Shoemaker, his least sleazy customer, to watch the place while he was gone, and five weeks later he and Duclair arrived at their destination.

      

      
        
        HARMONY OUTSKIRTS

        CRUZ ALTA

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        27 APRIL 3012

      

      

      Cruz Alta was an agrarian backwater kept afloat by Lyran farming subsidies. Once a Periphery breadbasket, farming continued more out of a sense of nostalgia than from any real economic sense. For every little hamlet, there were a half-dozen ghost towns that hadn’t been populated since the Star League days.

      Shu had arrived before them, and one look at his Panther made Carmichael smile. A dozen years ago Shu had impulsively ordered it painted in tiger stripes, having confused the two animals in a drunken haze. The ragged orange-and-black machine was equally garish on every battlefield, but at least opponents couldn’t help but remember it.

      They picked up a half-dozen local contractors, farmers who knew the terrain and were happy to take a little extracurricular work. They provided an armored personnel carrier with a jury-rigged medium laser poking out of its front, a pickup truck hastily turned technical, and a bizarre mishmash of weapons that included machine guns, a hunting crossbow, and a shoulder-mounted inferno-missile launcher. Carmichael didn’t ask where it had come from.

      Their little convoy hit the pothole-riddled road to a warehouse on the outskirts of Harmony, a small clump of abandoned buildings being reclaimed by nature. They skirted around the dead town, leaving the road in favor of the open plain that had been farmland before one conflict or another had turned it to arid scrubland.

      After a three-hour drive, they found the warehouse right where they’d been told it would be, although it was easy to see how scavengers had overlooked it. It had been swallowed by a copse that McKinley, one of the locals, theorized had been maintained as a little slice of wilderness during Harmony’s glory days. With no one left to care for it, it had grown into a full-blown forest, and trees had knocked holes in the warehouse’s walls, punched through the roof, and otherwise hidden the building away.

      Inside, Carmichael and Duclair found what everyone in the Inner Sphere dreamed of finding: a lance of pristine Star League-era ’Mechs.

      The only problem was that they were made of wood—immobile parade displays probably used in some long-forgotten local celebration whenever the real deal hadn’t been available. The craftsmanship was impressive and, to a civilian eye, probably quite convincing. Even Carmichael had done a double take. Then he had to talk one of the locals out of their frantic belief that they were suddenly all billionaires.

      But even wooden ’Mechs were worth good money to their Circinus contact, if they could figure out how to transport the ridiculous things. They’d revealed two of the ersatz machines—a Griffin and a stately Orion—from beneath the giant tarps meant to protect them from the elements before they realized movement would be a problem. The locals had been too busy admiring Shu’s adroit use of his Panther’s hand actuators to carefully remove the tarps, and Carmichael had to admit he’d been gawking, too. He didn’t realize the problem until Duclair sarcastically asked if any of their contractors had piloting experience, then laughed when two put up their hands.

      Carmichael had a quick, whispered conversation with McKinley, who had struck him as the most professional of the lot. Probably ex-merc or retired LCAF, not just some farmer looking for an excuse to shoot guns and drink cheap beer. He had a couple friends back in town who could rustle up big flatbeds and, just as importantly, be trusted to keep their mouths shut. It would take a little time to make the equipment available, but what could go wrong?

      So they sent the driver of the technical back to town, and they put two men in the APC to establish a picket near the most obvious route to the warehouse. Five hours later, the APC returned at top speed with a warning that another convoy was on its way. Two light ’Mechs, a tank that, based on the frantic description, sounded like a Galleon, and two APCs that were bigger and more professional looking than their own, all done up in red and black.

      “You know,” said Duclair, with an embarrassed look on her face, “maybe it was Mendez who double-dipped.”

      “You don’t say,” said Carmichael. He dug a flask from his boot and took a long pull.

      “I think that might’ve been Morris,” said Shu, who had exited his Panther to devour two chicken sandwiches and chug a bottle of water.

      “Hell, who can remember? This is why I brought your keen mind.” Duclair hopped up on an empty metal box and began checking her laser rifle, prompting their contractors to start inspecting their weapons too. They, aside from McKinley, looked terrified.

      Carmichael guessed they had about twenty minutes to prepare, having been told the foreign convoy wasn’t moving at full speed and that, mercifully, it hadn’t spotted their recon vehicle. He had already ordered all of the warehouse’s detritus—empty shipping containers, rusted forklifts, and the like—formed into a barricade near the front entrance, but with the firepower described on its way, that would only give them a chance to surrender instead of immediately being blown to pieces.

      Carmichael glanced around the dilapidated warehouse, looking for something he’d missed. There wasn’t much to see. Aside from all the crap they had formed into their firing line, there were the wooden ’Mechs, two of them still covered up for protection during a transport that now looked unlikely. Another four tarps lay strewn across the ground, implying a second display lance had once been stored here. Carmichael had been wondering where it might have gone but now, looking at the tarps again, he smiled.

      “Hey, Shu,” he said, tossing him a two-way radio. “You want to give those hands of yours a real test?”
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      “Feeling nostalgic?” Duclair asked as bullets slammed into their barricade. She was hunkered in a reinforced shipping container while Carmichael crouched behind an overturned forklift. A small laser sizzled over his head as he responded.

      “For the time you abandoned me? Not really.” He poked his laser pistol over the forklift and fired off a few shots at nothing in particular.

      Carmichael had ordered his small crew to lounge around outside, to scramble back in when the foreign convoy arrived, but not before they were certain they had been seen. He wanted them to look amateurish and nonthreatening, which most of them were. The man sitting next to him, a local named Wright who’d spent much of the drive bragging to Duclair about his precision aim, had been petrified with fear since the shooting began. Another of their recruits, Sloane, had admittedly been brave in standing up and unleashing from a nasty-looking assault rifle, but his entire magazine had flown high and he’d spent the next several minutes struggling to reload it while return fire whizzed toward him.

      Sloane had been trying to hit the half-dozen soldiers that poured from one of the two red-and-black APCs. Carmichael had ordered his barricade built close enough to the warehouse entrance that their mystery opposition could enter and be dazzled by the transition from blazing Cruz Alta sunset to dour interior, but not so far away that their line was thin enough for the attackers to simply blast through their obstacles and pump bullets into their undefended rear. He had also ensured the wooden Griffin and Orion were visible behind them, maybe to trick their foes for a second, but mostly to keep them from damaging the merchandise with their big guns.

      “Any idea who these assholes are?” Carmichael asked, trying to catch another glimpse through a crack in their barricade. The uniforms meant nothing to him. They had the blunt, regimented tactics of the LCAF—unload ammunition at the problem until it went away, more effective but complicated solutions be damned—but their movement was a strange mix of confident and clumsy. They were acting like crack troops who rarely got the chance to prove it.

      “Nope,” Duclair responded. “Is it going to matter?”
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      Carmichael shrugged. “Probably not.”

      Their script was obvious, but effective. The Galleon had rolled in first to spot targets, sniff out traps, and maybe make a trigger-happy trooper with an anti-’Mech weapon waste their big chance. Carmichael had smiled when the Galleon screeched to a halt at the sight of the two “’Mechs” and fired a panicked medium laser at the Griffin. But the wild shot missed, and the driver hadn’t been fooled for long. With no unusual threats in sight, an APC disgorged its troops. Together they unloaded on the barricade, trying to shock Carmichael into submission. When that hadn’t worked, the real ’Mechs entered the building.

      A Locust and an UrbanMech—both on the lighter side of the scale, but each could easily annihilate Carmichael’s little barricade like it was target practice. Wright’s face had turned to sheer terror upon their arrival, and Carmichael couldn’t blame him. Being on the ground near enemy ’Mechs was always an unnerving experience.

      The Locust squatted down and ripped a volley of machine gun fire over their heads. It was a purposeful miss, but the message was clear. Carmichael signaled for his squad to stop shooting, and return fire stopped a moment later.

      “Identify yourselves,” declared a stern voice through a megaphone.

      Carmichael peeked through the barricade and saw a middle-aged man dressed in black leather, a dark red cape, and black gloves and cap. He had emerged from the second APC and, flanked by four more of his soldiers, looked like a cheap holovid villain. His hat was adorned with a red B held aloft by gold wings and, after a moment of racking his brain, Carmichael placed the image. Bowie Industries, a Steiner armaments conglomerate a tier below the big boys, but still more than capable of throwing money and power around.

      Carmichael raised his hands above the barricade, than slowly stood to reveal himself. “I’m Vincent Alfredsson, of Alfredsson’s Irregulars,” he shouted, using the first fake name that came to mind. “You?”

      “Captain Reinhold Bisset. Throw down your weapons and prepare to be arrested.”

      “Sorry. Orders.”

      “Whose orders?”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m taking these things with me.”

      “That’s a bold assertion, considering I could order you to be stepped on.” Bisset gestured at the ’Mechs standing on other side of him, as though Carmichael somehow couldn’t see them. That their weapons, each one capable of reducing him to a fine mist, had been pointed in his direction was hard to miss.

      “Yeah, well, I’m told I’m a good negotiator.” Carmichael leaned down and shouldered the inferno launcher Wright had brought along. While the inferno missile was the scourge of ’Mech pilots for its ability to cook them alive in their own cockpits, Carmichael turned and aimed it square at the wooden Griffin.

      Bisset raised an eyebrow. “You would destroy a precious relic of the Star League simply to deny me it?”

      “Sure. I’m guessing whatever Bowie C-suite schmuck ordered a strike team to the ass end of nowhere for this thinks of himself as a scholar of history because he listens to a few audiobooks between board meetings. Maybe he even has a couple museum wings on Alarion named in his honor. How would you like to tell him that you let a precious piece of history burn to ash? If I take them he can eventually buy them, or steal them, or otherwise get his grubby mitts on them. But if I pull the trigger, he’ll have nothing, except a sudden and overwhelming desire to fire you for gross incompetence.”

      Bisset’s eyes narrowed. Carmichael understood the expression, the irritation that a simple job had suddenly become complicated. Carmichael had seen it a lot, often because he was the cause of it.

      “He doesn’t have to know we lost one. Five is an odd number, anyway. If you pull that trigger, you’re a dead man, and I’ll still have a trophy lance.”

      “You think I’m stupid?” Carmichael ignored Duclair, still crouched in her shipping container, mouthing “yes” at him. “I’ve got four men back here ready to take their own shots. We could burn up your whole payday in seconds.”

      “That’s a lazy bluff,” said Bisset.

      “Maybe. You want to take that chance?”

      There was no response, so Carmichael moved his finger toward the trigger. Bisset watched, then threw up a hand.

      “You’ve proven your point,” he said. “I will allow you and your…troops to withdraw in peace.”

      “That’s actually what I was going to offer you.”

      Bisset snorted. “You’re willing to die over parade floats?”

      “Sure. Are you? You look like someone who owns a nice home, enjoys the finer things in life, maybe has a spouse and a Captain Reinhold Bisset Junior or two waiting for your safe return. All of my money’s going toward alimony and a dive bar where I drink myself to sleep with some local swill called Heat Sink Hefeweizen.”

      “Inspiring,” whispered Duclair, prompting Carmichael to kick at her.

      “It sounds like we should put you out of your misery,” said Bisset. He sounded frustrated. Carmichael hadn’t really expected to talk his way out of this, but an annoyed opponent could made mistakes. He hoped that would be enough for what came next.

      “Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Carmichael hit the deck as Shu’s Panther roared to life behind him. Shu had been listening to the negotiations over the two-way, and with the talking over, threw aside the tarp he’d hidden himself under.

      The tarp’s centuries of dust and grime made Shu’s already weathered ’Mech look like it had spent some hard time sleeping on a scrap heap, but the PPC on its right arm was as dangerous as ever. It swung around and blasted hot lighting at the UrbanMech, knocking it flat on its ass as it tried to react. Sweat beaded on Carmichael’s forehead as the heat of the weapon, confined by the warehouse’s walls, washed over him.

      The UrbanMech’s autocannon sounded off as it fell, its pilot unable to get a bead on Shu in time or perhaps just squeezing the trigger in a panicked accident. Either way, the slug ripped into the warehouse roof, sending cement and rebar falling. The chaos scattered Bisset’s troops, and the captain himself took cover behind his APC.

      Carmichael was suddenly the last thing on their minds, so he popped back up over the barricade, took careful aim at the Galleon, and fired the inferno. With its three lasers blazing at Shu’s Panther, it was almost as if it didn’t notice the hit at first. But, as the flaming gel did its work, the lasers abruptly stopped and the Galleon’s hatch popped. Carmichael was already turning his attention elsewhere, but he was relieved to see the crew drag themselves out of the tank. That was no way to go out.

      The UrbanMech tried to haul itself to its feet, but Shu continued to pour fire on it, unloading his short-range missiles into the downed machine. The barrage punched a hole through its torso, then hit something in its guts, which spewed smoke through the wound. The ’Mech shuddered, fell back to the ground, and lay still.

      But that still left the Locust, which peppered Shu’s Panther with laser and machine-gun fire. The bullets were little more than a distraction, pinging dints into its weathered chassis like hail, but the laser was sloughing off chunks of armor. Shu’s ambush had been effective, but it must have generated a hellish amount of heat. Carmichael could picture him sweating buckets. In no position to return fire, and with little room to maneuver in the warehouse, Shu could only turn, use his left arm as a shield, and hope he cooled a little before the Locust did some serious damage.

      Then there was the screech of tires, and the final part of Carmichael’s plan fell into place. He had sent McKinley around the back of the building in their APC, and told him to return when the shooting started. And now he was peppering the Locust’s thin rear armor with the APC’s laser.

      The APC’s own protection was crude—a concentrated barrage from Bisset’s infantry could have crippled it—but Duclair was keeping their heads down with withering suppression fire. Wright, Sloane, and the other local recruits even showed basic competence in helping her, the turning tide doing wonders for their morale.

      The Locust was trapped. The narrow confines of the warehouse had stripped away its greatest asset—its devilish speed—and it couldn’t try to take the fight outside without exposing its thinning rear armor to Shu’s terrifying PPC. It couldn’t even maneuver around the little semicircle they’d pinned it in without the risk of stepping on its comrades.

      Carmichael felt a pang of sympathy for the Locust’s pilot, as seeing your back melt away could shake even the most hardened MechWarriors. This MechWarrior appeared competent enough as they tried stepping carefully backward over their panicking ground troops, looking to squish McKinley with one of its giant feet. But McKinley was too quick behind the wheel, and after a couple of close calls, enough heat had dissipated from the Panther for Shu to level his PPC at the Locust’s head. At that range, there would be no missing. The pilot got the obvious message, lowered their weapons, and popped their canopy.

      “Captain Bisset? You alive?” Carmichael shouted through the smoke. Between the destroyed UrbanMech and the still flaming Galleon, the warehouse was filling with it.

      A pause. Then a strained “Yes” came out of the man’s megaphone. He sounded as though his psyche had been dealt a grievous wound, one that would take quite some time to heal.

      “You want to call it here? I have a bar to get back to, you know.”
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      They rounded up Bisset and his troops, Shu’s looming Panther preventing any dissent. Two men had been killed as they’d exchanged fire with Carmichael’s line, and one of the Galleon’s crew members had suffered nasty leg burns as they’d escaped the flaming coffin, but the rest had only minor injuries, and seemed happy they weren’t risking worse over wooden ’Mechs. On Carmichael’s side, Wright had taken a nasty shot to the shoulder, which looked like it would end his supposed marksmanship days, and Shu looked like he’d sweated off five kilos, but otherwise they’d all escaped with scrapes and bumps.

      Negotiations were swift and one-sided, Bisset spending more time glowering than talking. He would return to town with Carmichael’s crew, where he could acquire transportation and retrieve his stranded troops. Any trickery, and the board of Bowie Industries would be receiving an anonymous message about how embarrassing his defeat had been. Their mutual intelligence source could be blamed for the debacle, some story about an overpowering enemy Bisset had escaped by the skin of his teeth invented.

      “You know,” Bisset said, “there could be a second payday in this for you. That woman you’re with, I heard her bragging about how this was all her idea. Something about you being her ‘assistant.’ My employer will pay handsomely for her name, and he certainly won’t hold anything against you for following orders.”

      “Do you believe her?” Carmichael asked.

      Bisset shrugged. “Does it matter? Capturing someone involved would help my reputation and your bank account.”

      Carmichael looked at Duclair, who did indeed seem to be boasting to anyone who would listen. Surviving a battle—and they had survived many together—always made her boastful. He thought about his seven years slaving away in a Lyran mining camp, and rolled the vengeful image of Duclair taking his place around his mind for a while.

      Finally, he spoke. “Next time, I suggest not ordering your fastest ’Mech to pin itself down. Just a little advice, from one professional to another.”

      Bisset scowled. “Very well. But I warn you that Alfredsson’s Irregulars have made a powerful enemy today.”

      Carmichael choked back a laugh.
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      Carmichael didn’t end up making too much money. The wooden Orion had taken a few wild shots that lowered its value; transportation had not been cheap; the locals got their well-earned cut, and McKinley had earned a bonus; and Carmichael and Duclair had insisted on paying Shu’s repair costs, given that his Panther had saved their lives. Carmichael would not be retiring to a luxurious mansion, where beauties waited on him hand and foot. But he would pay his bills and get by for a while.

      The bar had survived his absence, and the captured Locust now loomed over it. Carmichael had offered to draw straws with Duclair, but she had told him to keep it, a mea culpa of sorts. It had felt good to pilot it out of the warehouse, but he’d also felt some rust he didn’t think would ever shake off. But he already had plans to install a rumble seat and take patrons out for a ride, maybe let them slag some wrecked cars and stacks of tires if they paid extra.

      During Carmichael’s absence, Shoemaker had only drank a case of cheap beer meant for cheap customers and one bottle of whiskey from Carmichael’s private collection, which was less of a loss than anticipated. “How’d it go?” he asked from behind the bar when Carmichael returned.

      Carmichael sat down and gave Shoemaker a smile. “Well,” he began, “I couldn’t tell who was shooting at me…”
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        OPINIONS AND COMMENTARY FROM AROUND THE INNER SPHERE: NOVEMBER 3151

      

      

      For a half-century, the Republic Armed Forces (RAF) were the hammer Devlin Stone used to forge and enforce his Pax Republica. Built around a core of Jihad veterans, they proved their mettle in conflicts with the Capellan Confederation and territorial expansion campaigns contested by elements of the former Free Worlds League. Passionately loyal to the ideals of the Republic, given the same advantages of short internal lines of logistics and communications that helped the Terran Hegemony secure its borders during the Age of War, and armed with cutting-edge Clan technology, the RAF appeared unassailable.

      But when the Blackout hit in 3132, the entire organization was revealed as a paper tiger. Stone’s aggressive demobilization and the Military Material Redemption Program had gutted the assets of the Republic Standing Guard and the Principes Guards, leaving them with equipment billed as “cheaper to maintain” and “sufficient for anti-pirate operations.” Marauding gangs of opportunistic or ideology-driven bandits were allowed to run rampant through the Republic while the RAF seemed to stumble over its own feet, proving incapable of defending Terra against a Steel Wolf raid without help from Countess Tara Campbell’s Highlanders, and certainly proving no match for the Jade Falcon desant.

      In 3135, when the Fortress Republic protocol was announced and Exarch Jonah Levin pulled his best troops back inside the Wall, it was widely assumed that the RAF would use its impenetrable defense to get organized, raise and train new combat divisions, and mass-produce cutting-edge war machines, then return with overwhelming force to crush the warring factions that had bled their strength battling over the abandoned Republic worlds. When it came, however, the RAF’s Operation Eruptio in 3149 successfully bolstered the Federated Suns’ stance against the Draconis Combine, but failed to put much of a dent in the advancing Clan Wolf or Jade Falcon toumans, nor held back the advancing armies of the Capellan Confederation and Draconis Combine’s Unity Pact.

      With the arrival of couriers from Terra bringing word that the Republic went down to total defeat on Terra, its most heavily fortified and garrisoned stronghold, we asked people around the Sphere for their insights on how and why the RAF failed in its mission to safeguard the Republic:

      Wang Ah Lam, Truth (Capellan Confederation): The ever-victorious forces of the Capellan Confederation defeated the RAF rabble for one simple reason: we Capellans fought for justice, to reclaim worlds stolen from the people of the Confederation and to restore their rightful culture. The RAF soldiers realized they sought to hold what did not rightfully belong to them, and were quick to break and run, removing their stain from the Inner Sphere.

      Lucinda Morwen-Davion, Markesan (Federated Suns): The RAF showed it still had teeth during Eruptio, liberating Robinson and knocking the Dragon back on its haunches for a spell. I feel guilty that maybe they used up too much of their strength helping us, and that we didn’t return the favor when they
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