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      It’s no surprise that the star and primary defining feature of BattleTech is the BattleMech. Walking metal giants wielding huge arsenals, they are the undisputed kings of the battlefield, powerful and valuable enough that they represent more than just a mere combat vehicle.

      During the Succession Wars, a family’s fortune and fate could be tied directly to ’Mech ownership, leading to often desperate measures to either retain a hereditary ’Mech or find a replacement as soon as possible. This is why the concept of Dispossession, permanently—or even temporarily—losing one’s ’Mech, regardless of how it happens, is such a core concern to the MechWarrior experience. In fact, this theme occurred enough during the assembly of this issue that I found it impossible to ignore.

      In “The Black Lady” by Jeremy A. Reynolds (whom you might recall from his stories in issues #14 and #19), a new mercenary suddenly finds herself without a ’Mech, and she must scramble to find a replacement—but not even she is prepared for what lies ahead of her. In “Thicker Than Water” by Robin Briseño’s (whose first story, “Indomitable,” appeared in issue #15), a MechWarrior from the Order of Indigo is forced to choose between family and freedom, with her family’s ’Mech caught in the middle. On the very first page of “Oliver and the Urbies” by Mark Rivett, one of this issue’s first-timers, we see an Atlas pilot coping with devastating loss. And in “Kintsugi,” newcomer Nick Carcano weaves the tale of how a Draconis Combine MechWarrior finds a new sense of purpose after losing her ’Mech in battle against Clan Smoke Jaguar.

      ’Mechs can be replaced, in theory, but try to imagine how different Natasha Kerensky would have been without her iconic Warhammer; Jaime Wolf without his blue-and-gold Archer; Kai Allard-Liao without the legendary Yén-Ló-Wáng. Losing a ’Mech in the BattleTech universe is a far more devastating proposition than, say, losing a car. Cars can be replaced, and to some extent, so can ’Mechs. But there’s no denying that such a loss changes the people you’ll see in the pages of this issue in very tangible ways. The next time you read about a ’Mech getting destroyed in a BattleTech story or when you roll a lethal critical hit against an enemy ’Mech during your next game, ask yourself what kind of story might that ’Mech have told? How many pilots had it had? What wars, what near-fought victories or bitter defeats might it have seen throughout its history? And how will this loss affect the pilot, their family, their hometown, their planet, maybe even their entire nation?

      After all, it’s never just about the ’Mech.

      From our veteran authors, the balance of the fiction this issue kicks off with “Chasing the Demon,” from Kelvin Casing (whose previous stories have appeared in issues #12 and #22), in which a MechWarrior must face an old addiction to rescue her kidnapped daughter. In “I Am Here” by Giles Gammage, an experiment into enhanced imaging technology will make you question what is real inside the walls of various Solaris arenas. And in Jason M. Hardy’s “Protection Detail,” the Death’s Head Mercenary Corps must protect a small town in the Hinterlands, but the mayor is maddeningly hard to get ahold of… This issue also features a poem by Bien S. Canonizado, an elegy for the Not-Named Clan. And of course, we can’t forget the thrilling conclusion of Ace Darwin’s Solaris saga in Part 4 of Fortune and Glory, by James Bixby!

      From our debut authors, in addition to the ones mentioned earlier, we have “Run Run Roadrunner,” by Milla Koponen, about a Sea Fox cadet who wants nothing more than to go as fast as humanly possible in a ’Mech-testing demonstration; and “Expiration Date,” from Alexander Shearer, which follows a failed Snow Raven aerospace pilot offered a second chance at glory.…but as a ProtoMech pilot doomed to irrevocable psychosis within an average of five years.

      For articles, we have a Voices of the Sphere where civilians express reasons they’re unhappy with the political status quo of their respective nations; a discussion of how First Prince Hanse Davion has been vilified in popular media outside the Federated Suns; a collection of common methods for soldiers to stave off boredom while in garrison, en route, or on a mission; the final segment of Professor Mathers’ lecture on hyperpulse generators and their many applications; the full story behind Taco Shark, every Spheroid’s new favorite fast-food restaurant; a history of the planet Skye and its dream of an independent Isle of Skye; and an evaluation of how the HPG network failure has negatively and positively impacted computer security since Gray Monday.

      Then plot your next victory with plenty of game features: a technical readout for a modern Falconer update; a Planet Digest for Wernke, whose moon once featured a prominent Kallon Weapon Industries facility; Unit Digests for Leon’s Lions (former Republic soldiers turned mercenary) and the Kewran Wolfhounds (former Lyran soldiers now serving the Tamar Pact); RPG seeds for an interconnected Hinterlands campaign where someone might be pulling the marionette strings; and a two-part Chaos Campaign set during Erik Sandoval’s operation to cut off the Dragon’s Tongue salient.

      The next time you sit down at your gaming table and set your favorite ’Mech down on the map, consider how you’d feel if you were expressly forbidden from using that ’Mech. For example, what if your campaign incorporated a rule where, if your ’Mech gets destroyed during a battle, then you cannot use that ’Mech again in any future campaign games (meaning that your unit can somehow never find/afford a replacement, even a salvaged one), and in further games you must instead take a randomly determined lighter ’Mech (or a combat vehicle, if you’re already in a light ’Mech). In those circumstances, how would losing your ’Mech make you feel? With this in mind, would you play differently, prioritizing ’Mech survival above victory, to ensure you don’t get stuck in a ’Mech you despise, or be forced into a combat vehicle crew? Or would you throw caution to the wind, shout “No guts, no galaxy!” and charge forward into the enemy’s guns, no matter the consequences? In my opinion, as long as you’re rolling dice with friends, there is no truly wrong answer.

      In other news, our next issue, the big #25, is right around the corner! In celebration of this milestone, we’re making it a double-size blowout, featuring stories from BattleTech heavy hitters and enough game content to keep you in the cockpit all summer long!

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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      This is damn strange, Lyra Thorne thought. She wished she could run a hand through the tangled black hair under her neurohelmet, then rubbed the back of her shoulder instead.

      The Commando had appeared five minutes ago, heading straight for them from the far side of the barren valley. Pirate ’Mechs were in pursuit, their lasers lighting up the predawn twilight as they took potshots.

      Cleo’s Griffin crunched to a halt next to Lyra’s larger Rifleman. “Slow for a Commando,” Lyra said. “Must be damaged.”

      “Then why don’t they close in for the kill?” Cleo asked, voicing the same question that nagged her mother.

      Lyra shook her head and hit the comms. “Can you two get a lock yet?”

      “Almost in range,” Mojo said breathlessly. “Move it, Cutter, or this thing’ll be over ’fore we get there!”

      “I’m right behind you,” Cutter replied with audible irritation, pushing his Enforcer hard to keep up with Mojo’s nimbler Cicada.

      Lyra’s comm blared to life. “Director Dunn here, CorpSec fire support is fourteen klicks out.”

      “Caught with their pants down again.” Cleo sighed. “What about us?”

      Lyra could sense her daughter’s caution as the Griffin scanned the foggy tundra in the half light: stunted trees, icy streams, lichen-covered boulders. But for the distant flashes of lasers and gunfire, nothing moved.

      In battle, Cleo had inherited her father’s wary instincts rather than her mother’s hot-headedness, but she could still call on that impulsiveness in a crunch. And only seventeen, Lyra thought, she’ll be a better MechWarrior than either of us.

      “We stay here,” she replied. “Our job’s to protect Halcyon, not every stranger who gets in trouble. We’ve gotta be the backstop.”

      Halcyon lay just behind them, slowly turning a dull red as dawn stained the horizon. Owned by Taurus Majoris Mining, it was a small but rapidly growing outfit—maybe 200 workers all told, plus families. The warren of prefab facilities and ramshackle stone houses was piled higgledy-piggledy around the terraces of an open-cast pit being ferociously worked for opals.

      The gems were a magnet for Periphery pirates. Lyra’s Bloody Thornes had already fended off two-dozen attacks. But after six years, Halcyon wasn’t just a protection job anymore—it was home. Her family had been happy here. For a while.

      “Okay, got ’em on sensors now,” shouted Mojo. “No IFF.”

      Lyra’s command console lit up with details of the damaged ’Mech. Except it wasn’t damaged, not really. The Commando’s rear torso hadn’t taken any hits. The engine was fine.

      Why so slow then? Lyra thought, rapidly scanning through the data. There—the engine’s much lighter than normal, two-and-a-half tons off standard. Why free up that space?

      “Mojo, Cutter, back off now!” Lyra shouted.

      “What? We’re nearly there, Top!”

      “Fall back!”

      The explosion turned night into day. Snow clouds melted as the fireball boiled outward and the ground rippled as the shockwave thundered across the valley.

      Mojo’s scream hissed into static as the massive blast tore his Cicada’s cockpit to pieces. Farther back, Cutter’s 50-ton Enforcer was whirled around like a child’s toy and knocked flat. Even the Rifleman and Griffin shook violently as the shockwave hit.

      Lyra watched one of the Commando’s arms cartwheel through the air in seeming slow motion. It smacked into the ground, gouging a dark line in the frozen earth.

      And then the pirates were on them.
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        * * *

      

      “Mom…” Cleo panted. “When they push, we can’t hold.”

      “No, we can still—” Lyra began, but then the pirate Wasp fired, its medium laser going just wide of her cockpit. It charged forward and launched into the air on blue-white jump jets.

      Without thinking, Lyra tracked and pulled the trigger—large lasers first, then twin autocannons. Shell after shell smashed into the Wasp’s lightly armored chest as it arced toward her. The ’Mech’s armor seemed to ripple from the inside out before the explosion blew it to pieces.

      But the pieces kept coming. Fragments of molten armor and shattered endoskeleton slammed into Lyra’s heavily damaged Rifleman, knocking it backward.

      “Critical hit, critical hit,” came the computer’s implacable monotone. “Weapons offline. Internal ammo explosion detected.” A siren blared. “Eject! Eject! Eject!”

      A desperate fumble for the handle. An earsplitting explosion. A burst of acceleration. A wonderful rush of frigid air. Then disjointed images as the desperate fight came back to Lyra in flashes.

      —Cleo’s Griffin carving the leg off a pirate Stinger, sending it tumbling⁠—

      —blinding laser fire⁠—

      —screams and smoke from Cutter’s Enforcer⁠—

      —the Warhammer emerging from the fog⁠—

      —the thrill as her autocannon tore ragged holes in its cockpit⁠—

      —her heart falling as the Warhammer kept coming⁠—

      —armor flowing like lava as lightning arced across her ’Mech⁠—

      —the Griffin’s right arm vanishing as the pirate Hunchback fired⁠—

      —the charging Wasp⁠—

      Her chute opened with a snap. Cold air rushed into Lyra’s lungs as far below, her Rifleman died in a gout of white-hot flames.

      The whole world was suddenly silent but for the faint creaking of the harness. Everything seemed distant and surreal as she drifted through the sky.

      The wind was rising with the sun. As the breeze cleared the valley of fog, she could see the pirate ’Mechs pushing forward into Halcyon, heading for the central mining complex. Trucks and other vehicles were already racing across the valley to join them.

      With only a few light tanks, TMM’s corporate security force didn't stand a chance against a Warhammer and a Hunchback. Lyra had only faced a dozen light ’Mechs in the past six years. It was mostly old APCs, a few geriatric tanks, and poor bloody infantry. No one had thought the local pirates could muster more than a single lance at best.

      Then she saw Cleo’s Griffin. The ’Mech was on its back, motionless, the cockpit a tangled ruin.

      After pirates had killed her husband, Vigo, three years ago, Lyra had chased the demon hard. All she’d wanted to do was smoke and forget. She’d abandoned her daughter—a daughter who’d just lost her father. But Cleo had never abandoned her. Even after Lyra hit bottom, Cleo was there every day. Talking to her. Feeding her. Washing her. Weaning her off the demon little by little. And slowly, so slowly, Lyra had clawed her way back.
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      Lyra still loathed herself for letting Cleo down so badly. The poor girl damn nearly lost two parents. From the moment Lyra was back on her feet, her daughter became her whole world. She promised herself she’d never fail Cleo again—and she’d kept that vow as she continued her daughter’s training, watching her fight so much like her father.

      “Cleo, come in,” said Lyra, pushing the headset onto her ear and feeling that desperate, twisting nausea overwhelm her chest. “Cleo?” she said again, barely holding herself together. Nothing.

      Not again.

      Then a wave of relief, but only short-lived. Cleo was being bundled into an APC. Lyra flinched as one of the pirates smashed a rifle butt into her daughter’s face.

      Then the APC’s door slammed, and Cleo was out of sight. The vehicle sped off after the Hunchback, leaving a trail of frozen dust in the air.
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        * * *

      

      Lyra ran toward the hellscape that had been Halcyon. The main gates were torn open, black smoke belching from the guard posts. A turret still whirred impotently from side to side, stuck in a tracking loop, even though half its mass was melted away. Lyra took a deep breath and crept inside, auto-pistol ready, for all the good it would do.

      The metallic stench of gunpowder and blood was everywhere. Corpses riddled by high-caliber rounds littered the ground. An icy wind whipped at shredded clothing already covered by frost. Nearby, a streak of crimson marked where someone had ended under a ’Mech’s foot.

      Lyra focused on her weapon, trying to keep it all out. There was no mystery about which way to go. The pirate ’Mechs had plowed straight through the buildings with no regard for civilians.

      She clambered over the fallen masonry, broken beams, and shattered tiles. Far off, someone was crying. Water pattered down from above as she passed an overturned bathtub, a severed arm stretched out from under it.

      She dropped down into the next street. Ahead, a teenage girl was silently rocking side-to-side, back to the wall and covered in blood. Behind her, a washing line slung between two upper windows snapped, and white baby clothes fluttered down like a forlorn flag of truce.

      We surrender, Lyra thought grimly.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She crossed to the next street, then the next and the next, following the destruction. The residential blocks steadily disappeared, replaced with the factories, greenhouses, and silos that marked the beginning of Halcyon’s industrial heart.

      Lyra felt the ’Mechs well before she saw them. Dust drifted down into the street as the nearby roofs shook with each booming footfall.

      She peered cautiously around the corner. The ’Mechs were moving away from her, the Warhammer leading and almost out of sight, the Hunchback much closer.

      Lyra was completely inured to seeing ’Mechs up close—she’d spent most of her life overseeing repair and refit rosters, first as a battalion chief-sergeant in the Taurian Defense Force, later as a merc. Even so, she had a flash of the sheer, raw terror of facing these monsters on foot. All you wanted to do was find a hole to hide in and pull the ground over you.

      Then her heart leaped as she saw the pirate APC swing in from a side alley and take position just past the Hunchback. She ran forward, keeping close to the buildings and ducking into doorways, trying to form some kind of plan.

      Suddenly, weapons fire broke out behind her. Three Hunter tanks roared past, medium lasers and machine guns biting at the Hunchback’s heels.

      Lyra had worked with CorpSec’s light armor often enough on drills and joint maneuvers. Not bad as support, she thought, but not up to this. As if answering her fears, the Hunchback turned and fired.

      At once, all Lyra could hear was her ringing ears. She saw the nearest Hunter flip high into the air and threw herself flat as shrapnel ricocheted down the street. The Hunchback’s lasers cut another tank in half, sending a surviving crewman running for cover.

      The last Hunter launched a salvo of long-range missiles that hit dead on, raining down on the Hunchback’s head, but failing to penetrate.

      The massive autocannon thundered again. This time it missed, the shell demolishing an entire warehouse and covering the street in a billow of blinding dust.

      Grit in her eyes and dull, indistinct noises in her ears, Lyra crawled forward like she was underwater. She reached the wreckage of the nearest tank and looked for something, anything, to use.

      The missile rack was smashed to pieces. She grabbed a Magna laser rifle lying nearby. Broken. But as she tossed it away, she saw something much better.

      The inferno launcher was slick with blood and dented on one side, but intact. She flipped up the sights and went down on one knee. You’ll only get one shot. Wait for it.

      The remaining Hunter fired a medium laser, tracing a red-hot line down the Hunchback’s torso. The dust was working to its advantage—it wasn’t hard to hit a 50-ton ’Mech at this range, but the Hunchback was having a harder time finding the fast-moving tank in the haze.

      The ’Mech moved forward slowly, like a blind giant feeling for its prey.

      Lyra adjusted her aim. Wait for it.

      The ’Mech stopped, tracking the tank now, autocannon aiming for the kill shot⁠—

      Lyra pulled the trigger. The incendiary missile shrieked across the street and hit the Hunchback’s cockpit dead center.

      The ’Mech’s head erupted in liquid fire. It lurched to one side, stumbling through silos, crashing through concrete in a wild and desperate frenzy to extinguish the flames. The panicked move backfired, cracking the canopy that was the pilot’s only protection.

      Lyra watched the blazing gel seep into the cockpit. Burn, you bastard, she thought, as the ’Mech burst through another warehouse and into a row of greenhouses. The tank crew cheered as the Hunchback staggered and collapsed.

      “Lyra, that you?” She recognized the broad face of Chief Higgins, CorpSec’s third-in-command.

      “Yeah, here,” she said, shaking off a coating of dust as she staggered to her feet.

      He took her hand firmly. “That was a great shot. Anyone else from your lance make it?”

      Lyra shook her head.

      “We lost most of ours too. Dunn’s gone. Baker’s holed up with the rest.” Higgins sighed and glanced down for a second. “This is an ass-kicking and no mistake.”

      “They’ve got Cleo,” Lyra said as she began pulling him toward the remaining tank. “I need to get after them.”

      “Sure, hop in and we’ll—” He stopped short next to the tank’s rear hatch. “You smell that?”

      The fallen Hunchback had set the nearby greenhouses on fire. Greasy smoke boiled out of the ruins into the street. Lyra sniffed and instantly recognized the sweet, earthy smell. The smell that promised blissful release. “Ah, hell. That’s all we need.”

      Cygnus was a dull little Periphery world in most ways—known for opals, tasty caribou meat, and not much else. But it did have one unusual feature. A psychedelic flower called Tundra Witch. Sometimes fierce gales blew Witch pollen across the continent and sent the caribou crazy. “The demon wind,” folks called it.

      Mixed with tobacco, Tundra Witch was quite a prized backwater narcotic. It wasn’t much of a surprise that the miners—cut off from civilization and bored stiff—got good at the bad habit. But besides chasing the demon during downtime, the miners had also begun growing the plant to supplement their income.

      The more Witch you smoked, the more you needed for the next hit. Quite the business model. Taurus Majoris Mining had looked the other way as the miners built greenhouses at their own expense, then packed and stored bales of the stuff for sale in the local systems.

      It was a flourishing cottage industry. Now the cottage was on fire.

      “Way the wind’s blowing, everyone in the center of town’ll be high as a kite in ten minutes—” Higgins said. Then hot blood splashed across Lyra’s face as he was thrown sideways. Another of the tank crew saw the advancing pirates too late, and was cut down before he could fire a shot.

      Lyra ran forward, firing her auto-pistol, once, twice, then dived for the Hunter’s open hatch. The young driver twisted around in his seat, white-faced and terrified. Bullets pinged and whined off the hull as Lyra sealed them in.

      “Go!” she shouted at the driver as she grabbed the firing controls. She sprayed the tank’s left-side machine gun across the pirates, catching a few and sending the rest tumbling into cover.

      “Move!” she screamed at the rookie driver, and he finally seemed to wake up. The engine roared, and they were accelerating away.

      Lyra made sure the pirates weren’t following, then scrambled forward through the juddering cabin and clutched the back of the driver’s seat. She craned to look through the armored viewport. “See that APC?”

      The driver nodded frantically, still in shock.

      “Ram it.”
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        * * *

      

      Cleo watched in horror as the lean pirate with wire cutters hunched over Security Director Dunn in the APC’s cramped interior. Another pirate, his broad chest a mad patchwork of faded tattoos, held Dunn down from behind. Dunn was screaming, staring at the bloody stump on his hand.

      “Listen,” the lean pirate said. “Listen,” he said again, slapping Dunn lightly across the face, “you gotta stop thinkin’ about your missin’ finger and start thinkin’ about the nine you got left, boy.” The wire cutters closed on another digit. “Now where them gems at, eh?”

      “I told you, I’m not lying!” cried Dunn, face desperate with pain and fear.

      Cleo stared, unable to move. She knew Dunn had never wanted to be in command. He’d just fallen into CorpSec because he was good at organizing things: lists, rosters, maps, orders.

      Suddenly Dunn’s wild eyes locked onto hers, like a drowning man catching a lifeline. “She knows, ask her, she knows!” he added frantically.

      The pirate with the cutters turned and leered at Cleo, who was duct-taped to the seat opposite. Even with one side of her face badly swollen and the other hidden by disheveled dark hair, she was attractive.

      “Yeah?” He turned back to Dunn. “Don’t need you then, do I?” In a flash, the pirate’s knife was out, across Dunn’s throat, wiped clean on Dunn’s sleeve, and back into its sheath.

      Cleo was silent and trembling as Dunn’s confused eyes pleaded with her, as his mouth flapped like a suffocating fish, as his blood drained from his neck and pooled around his feet.

      The pirate turned back to Cleo and nodded to his companion, who grabbed her shoulders. Slowly, he forced a finger to unfold from her clenched fist. Then he snipped the cutters in front of her nose, his heavily scarred, angular face and stinking breath just centimeters away.

      “Be a shame to ’urt you, my lovely. You’ll sell for more whole. And we were ’oping for a free sample later. Still, needs must when the devil drives. So then, tell me, was matey boy lyin’?”

      Too terrified to talk, Cleo said nothing. The scarred pirate shrugged as if it was all the same to him and got ready with the cutters.

      A shout from the driver, colliding metal, and the whole world suddenly turned on its head. The cabin spun crazily as the APC rolled off the road.
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        * * *

      

      Cleo faded back into consciousness. She was hanging upside down in her chair, still held by the duct tape. On the floor, or rather the roof, the tattooed pirate was dead, neck broken.

      Closer, the lean pirate was unconscious, but still breathing. Cleo wrenched at the duct-tape holding her down and tried to reach the knife on his belt, fingertips just caressing the grip.

      “Oh, let me help you,” said a serenely calm and polite voice. Dunn, hanging opposite, reached down and picked up the knife, then held it out to Cleo, handle first. “Here you are my dear.” He smiled redly, the bloody gash in his throat stretching open.

      In a daze, Cleo reached out and took the weapon. As she did so, one of Dunn’s fingers fell off. “Oops,” he said, giggling. The finger began to crawl away like a caterpillar, leaving a bloody trail on the APC’s roof.

      Then Cleo became aware of a dull rumble, growing in volume. It sounded like an aerospace fighter prepping for takeoff. Louder and louder it roared. She pressed her hands over her ears, then shot backward into the dark like she’d been fired from an autocannon.

      All at once she was sliding down an icy slope, staring up at the aurora making crazy fractals in the velvet sky. The pain in her head was gone. She slid gently, down and down, so peaceful and relaxed that she couldn’t remember ever being anywhere else, or ever wanting to be.
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        * * *

      

      Lyra pulled Cleo free from the wrecked APC, then knelt over her on the frosty ground. “Cleo? Can you hear me? Cleo!”

      Her daughter smiled serenely and mumbled something.

      Far off, the booming impact of the Warhammer’s steps could be heard, but not yet seen. The street ahead was a swirling wall of Witch smoke, dark tendrils curling outward.

      “Driver’s dead,” said the rookie—Riku, his name was—as he came back from the other side of the vehicle. He looked around nervously, then coughed from the thickening fumes.

      “Ah, hell. Help me!” shouted Lyra.

      Riku raced forward, and together they dragged Cleo into the Hunter. The Warhammer was closer now; the battered tank rattled with each footfall.

      As they dropped Cleo on the deck, there was a growling groan behind them and a pirate crawled out of the wreckage. Spinning around in the Hunter’s open hatchway, Lyra pulled and leveled her auto-pistol.

      “Stop,” she said icily.

      The pirate, who was getting to his feet, froze in an awkward half-crouch. His face was drenched in blood from a nasty cut to the forehead. “Ah. ’Ello. You’d be mother bear by the looks o’ you.” He straightened up slowly. “Don’t suppose you’re takin’ prisoners?”

      “Afraid not,” Lyra said, stepping forward and cocking her weapon.

      Suddenly a burst of gunfire broke the silence. Rounds kicked up plumes of dirt in front of Lyra as more pirates raced up the street, continuing their advance through town.

      Fear left the pirate’s lean face, and he smiled, then took a few steps forward and put up an arm. “All right, ’ang on lads!” he shouted. He looked back to Lyra. “Well, lucky for you, I am takin’ prisoners. Put the gun down, love.”

      Her auto-pistol didn’t move.

      “Think you can make a run for it?” He grinned. “I doubt it.”

      Lyra glanced behind her. There were half a dozen pirates now, carrying light machine guns and even short-range missile launchers. How the hell do they have that kind of gear?

      Then the Warhammer burst through the curtain of Witch smoke ahead and cast its long shadow over them all. Lyra was close enough to see the stitchwork of holes across the cockpit where her Rifleman’s autocannon had so nearly hit home.

      “Oh dear,” said the pirate, looking over his shoulder in mock surprise. “Just not your day, is it, lovely?”

      Then the Warhammer fired. High-caliber machine guns and small lasers blazed through the pirates, turning a few into instant red mist. Heat seared the tops of their heads as the ’Mech fired both particle projector cannons in its tubular arms.

      Lyra ducked back into the tank. She saw the lean pirate racing toward her, only to be cut in half just as she slammed the hatch home.

      “Riku, get us out of here!” she shouted. There was no reply, and Lyra turned to see the rookie sitting in one corner, staring at his fingers in apparent amazement as the Witch smoke went to work.

      Lyra cursed and threw herself into the driver’s seat.

      One of the Warhammer’s enormous feet loomed overhead as she yanked the tank into reverse. Caterpillar tracks scrabbled to life, and the Hunter shot backward just in time, the ’Mech’s foot throwing up a wave of dust as it smashed into the road.

      Lyra accelerated hard, the tank shaking violently as it careened backward over broken masonry and ruined street stalls. The Warhammer kept coming, each step barely missing the tank’s viewport and making the heavy vehicle bounce into the air.

      The Warhammer fired again, another volley of man-made lightning arcing overhead. What the hell’re they shooting at? Lyra wondered. She checked the sensors in disbelief. They’re shooting at the sun? Then she remembered the holes in the Warhammer’s cockpit. How long’ve they been breathing Witch fumes?

      Suddenly the tank leaped up as it crashed backward into the mangled remains of two passenger vehicles. Caterpillar tracks tore up and across the twisted metal in seconds, then the tank hit the ground with a heavy thud on the other side, its tailgate knocking over a broken lamppost in a shower of sparks as it thundered back onto the road.

      The Warhammer’s foot came down on the wrecked vehicles, crushing them flat in half a heartbeat. It was gaining.

      Lyra tried to get her bearings. Normally she knew these streets like the back of her hand, but it was hard to be sure with so much smoke and destruction. She needed to time this right.

      The Warhammer’s foot landed just centimeters from the Hunter’s hull, so close a spiderweb of cracks raced across the tank’s ferroglass viewport.

      Now! Lyra thought, and slammed the Hunter into a hard left.

      Cleo and Riku rolled across the deck and smacked into the far wall as the tank came around in a tight arc. A second later, they crashed into the double doors of a loading dock, demolishing them in a cacophony of shrieking metal.

      Lyra cut the engine as they shot backward into the gloomy warehouse. In the suddenly silent, still, and smoky cabin, she watched the viewport with a white-knuckled grip on the controls as the Warhammer stomped past, then heaved a sigh of relief as it kept walking.
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        * * *

      

      The lights came on in rows, illuminating bank after bank of neatly stacked munitions. The warehouse was one of two CorpSec refit and resupply depots. They’d always had the money, just not the talent.

      After making sure the Warhammer was gone, Lyra had fashioned an improvised sleeping area from soft packaging, then pulled Cleo and Riku from the Hunter. Neither looked too worse for wear from their rough ride. After that, she’d gotten on the radio.

      “We can’t get to you,” was Deputy Director Baker’s terse reply. “Not with that Warhammer around. It’s just taken an overwatch position by the mine, right on top of us.”

      “Fine, we’ll get out on our own,” Lyra had replied.

      “You could do that, but I don’t like your chances. The pirates have secured the gates and dug into the surrounding buildings. You’ll have to get through at least one choke point.”

      “So, what, sit here and do nothing?”

      “Wouldn’t recommend that either, the pirates still have some teams sweeping the town by all accounts. Look, we have more than enough troops here to send ’em packing, but I can’t risk moving anyone until that Warhammer’s history.”

      “Well, take it out then.”

      “You kidding? We’d be lambs to the slaughter on foot. You’re the ’Mechjock.”

      “I’m a bit short of ’Mechs at the moment.”

      “I’m sorry, there’s nothing we can do.”

      Lyra knelt down to check Cleo again, then moved to Riku, who had recently returned to consciousness. “Can we get out of here now?” he panted, as she checked his pulse.

      Lyra looked at the racks of shells and missiles all around. Her jaw clenched. “No, Riku, we’re not leaving yet.”
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        * * *

      

      The Warhammer was a half a kilometer away at the bottom of the open-cast pit, watching over a team of people cutting into the thick doors of the processing facility with oxyacetylene torches.

      The Witch smoke was clearing, but most of the pirate infantry was still out of it. Lyra had seen them on the ground all across town. Once that Warhammer was out of play, it would be an easy win for the CorpSec troops. Baker had promised to get a rescue team to Cleo as soon as it was done. Only her daughter mattered now.

      Loading the Hunchback had taken her almost two hours. It was a mess. After pulling out the charred pilot, she’d managed to stagger the still-active machine to the refit dock. The ferroglass canopy was warped and twisted from the inferno round. The heat sinks were half-melted and only working at 20 percent, hardly enough to cool the engine. If she fired its weapons more than once, she’d cook alive like the previous owner.

      She’d pulled out anything that wasn’t nailed down to make more room. She’d even taken out a few things that were nailed down. If she hadn’t had a sky-high tolerance for Witch, she wouldn’t have made it.

      After that, she’d pushed the data recorder into her daughter’s hand and closed her fist around it. It was everything she could think of—something to hold on to, something to help her rebuild, and something for the future.

      Lyra coaxed the ’Mech into sluggish motion again, then reached down and started the timer. 02:00, 01:59, 01:58. Hell with it, she thought, and opened the external vents to let in even more Witch smoke. Might as well die happy.
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        * * *

      

      Reiner Reeves felt like death. He’d been shot in the head once. This was worse. Much worse.

      Waves of nausea pulsed through him every time he dared to move. The Warhammer’s cramped cockpit stank of stale vomit. All he wanted was a dark room, a bed, and enough painkillers to knock him out for three days.

      Below, he saw the sabotage team leader waving. “Last door. Five mikes and we’re in,” he said over the comms. “Five more to blow it.”

      “Roger,” Reiner croaked.

      He stared resentfully at the holes in his ’Mech’s canopy, now plugged with foam sealant. He’d turned the air scrubbers up to max too. Why would anyone smoke that shit? he thought again. The filthy pirates were mad for the stuff, he knew, but he couldn’t imagine anything worse. He prided himself on staying in peak condition.

      Well, the pirates could keep their drugs and their gems, too. He just wanted to be back on Luxen, back in the pleasure circuses. Majesty Metals and Manufacturing paid well, and snuffing CorpSec and civvies was easy, but nothing was worth this hangover. The Taurians should play in their own backyard, he thought, then took a deep breath and tried to forget the awful smell.

      “Target acquired,” shrieked the computer, and Reiner groaned as blinding pain overwhelmed him again. Groggily, he looked at the contact.

      The Hunchback was following the winding dirt road down into the mine, moving slow. Must be damaged, he thought.

      “Jackson, that you?” he asked over the comms. “Thought you were toast.”

      The ’Mech waved at him, then motioned with its thumb down several times.

      Comm out? thought Reiner with rising suspicion. He magnified his view of the Hunchback, scanning the scorched cockpit. He knew the telltale signs of an inferno round when he saw it. Had the sneaky bastards salvaged Jackson’s ’Mech?

      Reiner felt pure, distilled hate. That damaged Hunchback stood no chance—its weapons weren’t even online—but now he’d have to open fire and probably throw up again. Let’s try a warning shot, he thought.

      He braced himself and lined up his left-side particle projector cannon. The azure bolt missed, smashing into the ground just ahead of the ’Mech. It kept coming. Definitely not Jackson.

      Reiner grimaced and fired again, feeling the edges of his vision fade to black from the migraine. This time the Hunchback suddenly switched direction to avoid the hit, slaloming straight down the mine’s steep terraces in a torrent of earth.

      Damn you, Reiner thought, as he cooled off for the next shot. This time he took careful aim.

      “Launch detected,” the computer screamed, sending white-hot daggers into Reiner’s brain yet again. Too late, he saw the Hunter tank on the other side of the ridge. As the volley of long-range missiles roared across the sky, he instinctively cut left and twisted his torso to minimize the damage. Then he vomited heavily as the cockpit shook all around him.

      By the time he was back in control, the Hunchback was over halfway to him. It was moving faster now too, helped by gravity. Die, you son of a bitch, he thought, and aimed again.

      This time he fired both particle projector cannons at once. The bolts clipped the top of the Hunchback just as it leaped down to the terrace below, instantly melting the bulky autocannon in its right shoulder. But it kept coming, closing to point blank range.

      In disbelief, and now sweltering inside the reeking cockpit on top of everything else, Reiner decided to do things the old-fashioned way. If a medium-weight ’Mech wanted to go toe-to-toe with a heavy, it was their funeral.

      He headed straight for the Hunchback and raised his ’Mech’s arm. By the time he realized he was standing next to a metric ton of explosives, it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Lyra’s last thought was of Cleo. She felt the blissful peace of a fractal dream where she and her daughter were together, everywhere, all at once. The timer felt a million miles off as she watched it tick down—00:04, 00:03, 00:02—and pulled the ejection handle.
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        * * *

      

      Her eyes opened to a kaleidoscope of white light and blinding reflections. Then Cleo was there, bending over her.

      “Mom,” she said. “Don’t try to move.”

      Lyra looked down at her legs, covered in blistered burns. There was no pain, and her eyes moved gratefully to the IV line in her arm.

      “We made it?” she asked as a white-coated doctor pushed into view and shone another dazzling light into her eyes.

      “We made it,” said Cleo, smiling and taking her hand. “We made it.”
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        “As we stand at the dawn of a new era, one word must be the watchword of all humanity: unity.”

      

      

      
        
        —Star League Information Service Broadcast, Procyon,

        Star League Protectorate, 24 April 3152

        (transmission interrupted by transmitter destruction)

      

      

      
      Since the failure of the hyperpulse generator network in 3132, the Inner Sphere has experienced two decades of momentous, and often shattering, change. Heads of state and old certainties alike have been swept away. And while many people have clung ever more tightly to their homeworld, Great House, or Clan, others are left with the belief that the way things are where they call home isn’t necessarily the way things ought to be. The comments below were collected and curated for Khan Mori Hawker by the merchants of Clan Sea Fox throughout the first half of 3152.

      
      Tōru Siegfriedsson, Goito, Rasalhague Dominion: After trashing who knows how many worlds and killing God knows how many people to decide if we should or shouldn’t join the Star League that’s not even going to let us in anyway, the Elected Prince is telling us we’re all one big happy family again, just in time to invade the Draconis Combine. Those musclebound genetic freaks can kill all the Dracs they want, but people won’t forget that they were blowing up our homes and crushing us underfoot in their rush to murder each other over whether some jagoff we never voted for gets to be in charge of us. They can brag about all the “freeborn” Rasalhagians in their touman like it means something, but the Kuritans had twenty-six regiments of Rasalhague Regulars at their height, and look how that turned out. And freeborn! Don’t even get me started. I’d laugh if it didn’t make me sick. Like we can ever be free with them here, waving their guns around. They’re just the latest occupying power who wants “only the best for us,” as long as we do exactly what they tell us.

      
      Labor Foreman Giuseppe, Zanderij, Arc-Royal Liberty Coalition: When I was a young man, we were told horror stories about the Jade Falcons. About how lucky we were to have the Kell Hounds to protect us. Then the Jade Falcons came, and the Kell Hounds could not protect us. But it turned out I did not need protecting. I worked hard. I learned to speak correctly. Their merchants were like any good manager, in that they understood the value of money and efficiency. They did not reward the useless, ever. No Jade Falcon merchant ever made me keep their pampered son or layabout daughter on the payroll. But now the Kell Hounds are back to protect us. Hooray. I do not think “Calamity” Kell can protect me from the stupid laws that require me to pay workers who stay home sick, however.

      
      Lucille Chatterjee, Vuzar (Wallis), Principality of Regulus, Free Worlds League: The Captain-General’s not even a real Marik, you know. I might as well change my name to Kerensky and say I’m the Star Khan—or whatever they call it—of Thermopolis. If you ask me, the only thing worse than a real Marik is someone who’d willingly pretend to be a Marik.

      
      Amélie Inukai, Marlette, Federated Suns: If there were an award for being a terrible parent, Hanse Davion would surely be enthroned in its hall of champions. Not one but three of his kids tried running the Federated Suns. And where did they run it? Straight into the ground. Don’t even get me started on his grandson, Harrison. And now we have Julian. He’s very noble, I’m sure, but I have a hard time believing the guy who lived abroad during the worst years in our history, and who got the nod for the job from a bunch of powerful people in secret, really has our best interests at heart. He may not be a Davion, but Erik Sandoval was here sharing the risks with us little people the whole time. That’s what we ought to expect from a First Prince.

      
      Chiara Dineen, Tharkad, Lyran Commonwealth: Do you know what the happiest day of my life was? July 17th, 3143. That’s right, the day Archon Melissa Steiner died. My boss broke down crying at work. Do you know how many times he made me cry? That he laughed at me when I asked for a raise? That he used to joke about reporting me to Loki? Hilarious. And
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