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      Good morning, MechWarriors!

      Wait—strike that. “Good” isn’t accurate, considering the state of Terra Noire, and “morning” is probably a terrible way to describe that sickly green glow due to the pollution-ravaged atmosphere, but at least we’re here and alive (mostly) and ready to take the fight to the enemy, regardless of how many waves of inhuman Abominations we’ll have to wade through!

      All of the veterans here know the drill, but this is for you new people: Welcome to the first day of the rest of your life. The Great Realms of the Human Sphere need our help to fight in the Endless War, and nothing, not BattleMechs or monstrous Abominations, are going to stop us. Got it? Good. If you don’t think you’ve got the mettle, then march on down to the clinic, get you some adaptive, omnimorphic parasites (AOPs) and join the ranks of the Frayed… Just don’t think too much about whatever thick, scaly hide or monstrous claws or thick fur you might develop from the DNA-blending process. Sometimes you gotta break a few eggs to make an omelet, right? A bit of lost humanity is just the price you pay to combat the darkness.

      That said, life on this wretched planet isn’t all doom and gloom. This Shrapnel issue is chock full of thrilling tales of heroism that’ll, Toyama willing, inspire you to become the best of us here at Terra Noire—or at least good enough to not get killed in the first wave of stampeding, genetically altered monsters…

      For fiction, we kick off with Jaymie Wagner’s “The Paragon of Animals,” about a MechWarrior in the Golden Unity forced to fight alongside Frayed individuals and confront the grim reality of her own biases. Then in “Wretched,” by Alan Brundage, a team of privateers are sent on a secret mission to a lost, scorched-earth world from which all previous expeditions have never returned. Michael A. Stackpole’s “The Protocol,” described by the author himself as “BattleTech a la Brontë,” chronicles Walter de Mesnil’s return home to retrieve his ’Mech and other things owed to him in his father’s will. Then we travel to the Draconic Imperium for “The Demon Swordsman,” by Craig A. Reed, Jr., where a police investigator uncovers a vicious mass murder that threatens the local Shogun’s rule. In Bryan Young’s “Inferno,” the Lone Wolves privateer cartel experiences the true horrors of the Endless War during an offensive action spearheaded by the Shining Kingdoms of Avalon. “Audacity, Bravery, Destiny” by Giles Gammage, demonstrates the true value of fealty to the House of the Blazing Light. Jason Hansa’s “Replaceable” follows Warrior House Stephenson’s fight against a marauder band sent to hunt them into extinction. In “Hush” by Tom Leveen, a Frayed former MechWarrior running a scrapyard stumbles on a secret the owners are willing to kill to retrieve. Finally, in James Bixby’s “Those We Left Behind,” inhabitants on a planet abandoned by House Steiner for centuries are forced to face restless hordes of native-born Abominations without outside support, but their ’Mechs will not last forever…

      This issue’s game content is a perfect companion for the BattleTech Gothic box set—which should be available at your local quartermaster—and includes options for all your weekend games at the barracks. “Voices of the Sphere: Thoughts on the Future” discusses the potential shape of the Human Sphere’s destiny. “Technical Readout: PXH-1S Phoenix Hawk” provides new Phoenix Hawk variants perfect for hunting Abominations. “Striving for a Spoiled Prize: Secret Societies of the Human Sphere” introduces some important groups pulling strings behind the scenes. A pair of Unit Digests reveal the true history of the Twenty-First Centauri Butchers and the Eridani Night Mares, two privateer units renowned Sphere-wide. “Retrospect: The Great Retirement” dissects Peacekeeper-General Aleksandr Kerensky’s decision to flee into the Periphery with half of the Star League’s troops, and how that has shaped the present-day Human Sphere. A Planet Digest for Chara III (a.k.a. Pacifica) shares the tragic history of this war-torn, polluted planet. “Scavving in the Monsterlands” covers advice for privateers seeking to undertake salvage operations on Abomination-infested planets, and “Abomination Strike!” is a playable scenario wherein a mission to destroy the enemy’s Abomination pens can very quickly turn into a deadly affair.

      As you navigate the bitter vagaries of the Endless War, remember that we are the only ones capable of holding back the darkness hovering over humankind. Steel yourself, choose whatever BattleMech or Abominations you need to win the day, and together we shall prevail, no matter how many worlds we must scorch, no matter how many monsters—both human and not—we must eradicate from our path. Be brave, and go forth into battle with your banner raised and your head held high, and we shall surely triumph together!

      Peace of Toyama be with you.

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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        LEOPARD-CLASS DROPSHIP TRANQUIL CRANE

        2 DAYS EN ROUTE TO NADIR JUMP POINT

        GALATEA

        UNISTAR ASCENDANCY

        19 MAY 3014

      

      

      Marianne Sefchek stared down at her writing pad for what was probably the hundredth time since she’d put Rachel to bed in their shared bunk, feeling as if the blank page was taunting her.

      This really shouldn’t be that difficult, she told herself as she tapped the tip of her pen against pursed lips. I’ve written to her plenty of times with good news.

      “And this is good news,” she said, keeping her voice hushed so she wouldn’t wake her daughter. “It really is. Just…not quite what we expected…”

      As she trailed off, her thoughts felt as if they’d been covered with a thick blanket of icy snow, the mix of shame and awkward excitement in her new circumstances freezing her to the core.

      Something inside that icy morass snapped in frustration, a spark that reignited the flame in her heart.

      You’re a recon expert, and a damn good one. You’ve reported unexpected or undesired news before. Get. To. It.

      Marianne nodded. It was time to stop being a fopdoodle.

      She put her pen to paper.

      
        
        To: Girin Adrienne Fosterling

        Boscombe House - Downsport Riding, Mauripur, Collective of the Violet Crux

      

      

      
        
        Addie,

        I have tried to start this letter so many times, but I found myself hating each attempt. So, rather than try to couch the news in humor or fancy words, I find it best to speak plainly:

        I’ve lost my position in the Hussars.

      

      

      Seeing the words in black and white still made Marianne’s stomach clench as if she’d been punched. She’d put the best part of twenty years into her career in the Collective Military Defense Command. She’d worked tirelessly to prove herself as one of the best of the best, and her posting to the prestigious Fourth Regulan Hussars had felt like a vindication of that effort.

      So it had seemed, until Force Commander Anatopolous had been killed in a UniStar raid, and Marianne had put her name forward to be considered for the new CO of Baker Battalion.

      It wasn’t as if she was unqualified, after all. Marianne had been an honors graduate of Princefield Military Academy, and even if she wasn’t part of the old Aitutaki Mob, Princefield was still one of the finest martial schools in the Collective of the Violet Crux.

      Her service jacket was full of top marks from her days as a greenhorn in the Collective Militia all the way to her command of Baker’s recon company. Surely, she possessed the knowledge and skill to step into a larger leadership role after such a sterling career. Better yet, advancing to a staff position would also come with more time at home with her daughter, better opportunities to start networking among the upper echelons, and perhaps a chance to consider what she would do with herself after logging her two and twenty in uniform.

      Except, as it turned out, Marianne should have started on that networking much, much earlier in life—if it had even been possible at all.

      Everything seemed to be going well at first. She’d been interviewed by the Fourth’s current battalion commanders and their adjutants, gone through tactical exercises at the plotting table, then put through her paces in the field with live fire drills. Marianne had risen to every challenge, and she felt the men and women of Baker had risen alongside her, responding well to her leadership, and perhaps even seeming to favor her taking up the position.

      But then General Davinder Cunningham-Selaj, commander of the Hussars Brigade, had arrived on Avior to “review the candidates.”

      Marianne’s fingers clenched around the stylus hard enough to make her knuckles crack. That oily bastard had led her by the nose through her “interview” like an Abom handler, feigning just enough interest to keep her from realizing until the very end that the matter had already been settled.

      “I’m sorry to say you’re simply not suitable for the position, Captain,” he’d explained in the condescending tones of a teacher none-too-gently deflating the ego of a pupil. “You certainly have skill as a company commander, particularly for someone out of the Provinces, but the Hussars are the pride of the Endless Dynasty, and represent the finest the Violet Crux can muster. As commander of the brigade, I must demand a level of excellence from our senior staff that I’m afraid you simply do not have the…good breeding to possess.”

      Her anger had burned like a supernova in her breast, but Marianne had kept her voice carefully level, particularly with his reminder of her rank and relative social standing.

      “I am afraid I don’t follow, General.”

      Cunningham-Selaj smiled at her like one might smile at an addled but enthusiastic dog. What the general lacked in height, he made up for in a powerful build, his ruddy skin the color of rich oak that emphasized his good health. By comparison, her lean, tall frame and pale, olive tones spoke of someone who spent more time in a ’Mech than an officer’s salon. Even their uniforms were a study in contrast, the general’s blood-red jacket precisely hand-cut and tailored to his frame, decorated with the elegant shimmers of rainbow synth-silk that spoke of his wealth and position compared to Marianne’s quartermaster-issued jacket, boots, trousers, and sash. Even using a borrowed office, Cunningham-Selaj seemed to emphasize everything he was—everything he represented—and everything she was not.

      “You come from a rather…unenlightened world, Captain. More than a few Frayed in the population, aren’t there? All those nasty bombs back during the Unification War, and again during the Civil War. All things considered, it’s rather remarkable that you appear so normal.”

      At that moment, Marianne had felt the floor disappear from under her feet. She’d always known that coming from the border worlds would be held against her, but to hear her very bloodline questioned and slandered was beyond the pale.

      “Now, a rather promising force commander in the Second Hussars has been serving as Colonel Broz’s batman the last few years. Good lad. Good family. Graduated from Aitutaki with top marks. Just the man for the job, I should think.”

      Cunningham-Selaj hadn’t even bothered to meet her eyes before he turned his back to her, swinging his chair around with casual disdain. “I’m sure he’ll have a candidate or two of his own in mind to take the lead of Baker’s scouting detachment. Perhaps you can pass along a few pointers to your replacement before you go.”

      In that instant, her anger had turned to ice, her blood to searingly cold ice water. He couldn’t mean… “Go, sir?”

      The general’s shoulders rose and fell slightly as he chuckled. “Well, yes. All things considered, keeping you in the Fourth would be far too much of a distraction for the troops of your command. We can’t have that, can we?” He swiveled back to face her, but looked past her, never at her. “You’ll receive your new orders later today. The Protectorate Guard have need of a new liaison with their Abomination Auxiliaries.”

      Marianne finally flinched, unable to keep from looking away. “With respect, General, I have no experience with such operations—or in working with such creatures. I believe that assignment would be a waste of my skills.”

      “Nonsense,” he breezed while taking a pipe from his jacket and lighting up. He let out a few foul-smelling puffs before continuing. “You interfaced quite well with conventional forces and armor in the recent exercise. All of your evaluators agreed you have a great deal of talent, Sefchek. You simply need to be in your proper place.” Now, finally, the bastard met her eyes with a searing glare of contempt. “After all, I suspect you will find those wretched beasts to be familiar company.”

      The fix had been in the entire damned time, and it was all too easy to see exactly how she’d been outmaneuvered. How she was being made an example by the old boys’ network who wanted to ensure no one would dare attempt to break into their little club again.

      Worse yet, being tarred with the brush of a Frayed provincial was the clear end to any chance of her career or social prospects ever advancing again. Just one concerned glance, one whisper in the right ear, or a few quiet murmurs over a dinner table, and regardless of her efforts, she would find herself falling further and further from grace, questions of her bloodline and her fitness for duty growing louder and louder until she would either be forced out or offered a medical retirement.

      Marianne wanted to scream. She burned to slap the smirk off the bastard’s face for questioning her blood and her integrity. She was in her rights to challenge him to a judicial duel over that last remark, or to simply pull out her service pistol and blast his “well-bred” brains across the walls of this temporary office, but thoughts of Rachel doused her rage in painful clarity.

      She would not leave her daughter with a broken, tainted legacy, or give Cunningham-Selaj the satisfaction of seeing her bleed. With parade-ground precision, Marianne pulled herself to attention, keeping her face as still as possible.

      “If there is nothing else, sir?”

      Cunningham-Selaj gave her a grudging look of respect for her aplomb as he stood, letting her stew another long moment before he nodded. “You are dismissed, Captain.”

      She snapped off a sharp salute, turned on her heel, and left the office at a brisk march.

      The transfer orders were already waiting for her at Baker Battalion’s offices by the time she arrived, not a single adjutant, MechWarrior, or support staff member willing to look her in the eye.

      Marianne had very carefully not slammed the door to her office, then pulled up her terminal, and submitted her formal letter of resignation before the end of the day.

      She arranged for what possessions she and Rachel could live without to be shipped back to Marantha, and booked passage for her family and her ’Mech to Galatea to leave as soon as was feasible.

      There was nothing left for them on Aivor now.

      Relaxing her hand, she began to write again.

      
        
        I am sorry I didn’t write before now, my dearest friend. I needed to find a new path to secure not only my own position, but to ensure Rachel will have a future beyond simply becoming the next pilot for Diana, or whatever idle pursuits she might choose for herself in time.

        Thankfully, I can tell you now that I have set out on that path—and to what I hope will be a chance to make a greater name for myself than I ever might have within the CMDC.

        I have been seeking a new role on Galatea in the mercenary trade—not to simply join a force as a MechWarrior, but to take on the mantle of leadership I was denied by cruel politics and prejudice.

        My search took longer than I might have wished, but I write to you now not as a captain of a reconnaissance company, but as the colonel of the Castrovia Home Guard, en route to my new post!

        I hope to write again once I have arrived, and look forward to your reply.

      

      

      
        
        I am as always,

        —Marianne

      

      

      She let out a long sigh. Perhaps, now, it would be easier to correspond with Addie—as long as the Unity’s censors allowed it.

      Perhaps.

      
      
        
        GRID SQUARE G134-N

        CASTROVIA

        GOLDEN UNITY

        23 AUGUST 3014

      

      

      Diana’s powerful footsteps ate the ground beneath her as Marianne guided the Vulcan up a steep hill near the Sushanne River district. Part of her wanted to hit the BattleMech’s jump jets for a better look at the rolling terrain, but the risk of giving away her position was too great.

      Her first month in command of her new “regiment” had been eye-opening, to say the least.

      More than half of her forces were armor and infantry, with a short company of VTOLs and a wing of Guardian atmospheric bombers providing air support. A demi-company of Abominations augmented the two ’Mech companies at her disposal, but the somewhat unpredictable nature of those monstrous beasts kept her from counting them as a force multiplier.

      “Colonel,” the gravelly voice of her XO, Major Leung, filled her ears, pulling her to the present. “Signal from Silver Company. They are ready to advance.”

      This exercise was organized as an assault on a prepared position, with her command lance augmenting Silver Company, Thunder Auxiliary, and about half of their conventional forces, while Gold Company, the air wing, and the remaining forces would defend one of the forward operating bases set up for this district’s Home Guard.

      This would be her first real opportunity to see how her people would operate together.

      And oh, the “people” under her command.

      Almost every infantry NCO and officer had been “Augmented,” as the Unity called it. So were her XO and the subcommander responsible for the Aboms.

      Marianne had done her best to keep her bearing professional during staff meetings, exercise planning, and informal chats with her officers to get a feel for each one, but all too often her skin felt as if it wanted to crawl off her bones, particularly when sitting in a room with the Frayed.

      Still—if they fought well and followed her orders, it would be enough. She was determined to prove she was capable, and that the faith and money invested in her was well placed, no matter who or what she was given to do the job with.

      “Very well,” she replied as a glance confirmed all four of Diana’s primary blazers were green and set to low power for this exercise. “Signal to our field batteries: Commence fire mission. Silver to advance once the first two salvos are on the way.”

      “By your command,” Leung replied with clear excitement. “Orders are dispatched. Good hunting, Colonel!”

      “Good hunting, Senior Major,” she replied, and shuffled Diana into a thicker copse of woods. The command interface mounted on the left side of her cockpit showed the icons for her artillery companies turning from green to white, then flashing blue as the self-propelled and field guns lofted shells downrange.

      Marianne had just counted to ten when she heard the sharp whistle of the outgoing fire, and the dull crump of impacts as the smoke and paint-marker rounds she had ordered up began to slam into the grid square encompassing the base.

      The icons turned to amber as the guns began to reload, then white again within a minute before the blue flashes twinkled across the screen once more.

      Damn good crews on the guns, she thought as she watched the evolution of her board. Quick and efficient. I’ll make sure to compliment their captain in the debrief.

      A pair of quick clicks went across the channel set up for Silver Company, and in moments she could see icons moving across her map display, with the armored Abominations joining them after the ’Mechs crossed the line of advance.

      As the battle began to unfold, Marianne’s eyes flicked to where the armor and infantry detachments were positioned.

      She had ordered the ’Mechs and Abominations out first to get the defenders locked in on what she hoped Captain Kellin and the rest of Gold would consider the “real” threat, allowing the tanks and infantry to sweep in and hit the sides of the base, overwhelming the defenders. It looked like a solid plan on paper, but it would depend on the aggressor team working together.

      As Silver’s lead lance signaled enemy contact, Marianne sent the “go” code to her armored detachment and took Diana in a serpentine run through the trees so she could join their advance.

      Time to put theory into practice.

      
      
        
        CENTRAL ADMINISTRATIVE SECTOR

        LIANGRAD

        CASTROVIA

        GOLDEN UNITY

        25 AUGUST 3014

      

      

      “As practice engagements go,” Marianne observed to the room of her senior officers, “that was a solid effort from both sides.”

      Her plan had worked at the beginning, but shifting winds had blown a great deal of the attackers’ smoke cover away from the forward base, exposing the armored flankers to air strikes from the Guardian bombers that had forced them to scatter and regroup. The defending force had held on for another four hours of probing attacks and breakthrough attempts, but their lines had finally broken when a lucky shot from one of the Harasser platoons had brought down Captain Kellin’s Crusader after a missile strike had been scored as touching off an ammo bin.

      Commander Xuqinq had attempted to fill the gap in their lines with his Phoenix Hawk and one of Silver Company’s Stingers, but one of Thunder Aux’s Giants had charged the 45-ton machine and tackled it to the ground in a spectacular crash, beating its armored fists against the ’Hawk’s torso while jump infantry had swarmed the Stinger like furious ants, planting paint charges that disabled the scout. With both of their ’Mech officers down, the fort’s defenders did not take long to become disorganized—something she intended to address today.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “I’m interested in hearing what each of you saw in terms of our strengths and weaknesses during the exercise. No wrong answers, no stupid questions.” Marianne reached for her mug of tea, taking a sip to cover her mouth as she turned to look at the…men and women…around the table.

      Men and women—interspersed with creatures. Things with too many eyes, reptilian skin, fur, and distinctly inhuman maws.

      She did her best to look at each of them, trying to swallow her revulsion beneath pleasantly astringent sips of tea.

      “Shall we begin with you, Subcommander Kracjic?”

      The “handler” from Thunder Auxiliary nodded, fleshy barbels bouncing and dangling from the sides of his cheeks. “I believe our defensive forces did not have enough preparation for the loss of their command and control.” His voice was oddly nasal, and yet sounded as if it was coming from underwater, thanks to inhuman vocal cords. Like a talking tadpole, if such a thing could exist.

      Dear gods. What am I doing here?

      “I concur,” she responded after a moment of silence. Perhaps a bit too long, from the looks a few of the other officers were trading. Damn it all. “So—Captain Kellin, did you and the commander establish a chain of command prior to our engagement?”

      The meeting continued, and Marianne did her best to listen and respond to each point raised around the table, regardless of who or what brought it up. They’d been making some concrete progress when her wristwatch chimed softly and buzzed against her skin. 1330 hours.

      “This has been some very good discussion, and I appreciate your efforts,” she announced as she dismissed the alarm. “I believe this is a good opportunity to break for lunch. I’ll see you all at 1500, and we can go over the rest.”

      She waited for everyone to file out, but wasn’t surprised that the heavy, shaggy form of Major Leung waited by the door to follow her out. “How is your daughter enjoying our schools, Colonel?”

      Marianne smiled. Sergei Leung did know how to approach a difficult topic in a way that helped lower her guard, and she couldn’t resist praising her little girl.

      “Her Chinese is already better than mine—particularly her penmanship. I suspect she’ll be speaking fluently quite soon. She’s been making several new friends since she began attending classes.”

      Leung nodded, his ursine muzzle turning up in something like a smile. “Good, good. It’s much easier to adjust to a new life when you have good friends who can help you get into trouble.”

      “As long as it isn’t too much trouble,” Marianne countered dryly. “I could do without a repeat of her trying to ‘make friends’ with a branth when I was on Lopez during the occupation.”

      Leung made a low, snarling huff that reminded her of a backfiring tank engine. Marianne reflexively tensed before she realized that was the major’s version of a chuckle, and forced herself to relax again.

      “I imagine that was quite a day,” he continued as if nothing had happened. “But no, I was thinking more of football in the streets, stealing a few extra muja fruits at lunch, or charming some sweets out of a shop together.”

      “It sounds as if you were quite the young hooligan,” Marianne observed airily as they left the Home Guard’s cantonment and turned down another street.

      “I was a dedicated servant of the State,” Leung protested. “But I was also eight.”

      “Ahh, of course.”

      Leung looked toward the next intersection before speaking again, his gaze carefully focused on the traffic. “So—how many of Rachel’s new friends come from Augmented families?”

      Marianne felt her cheeks burn as she ducked her head. “I haven’t asked.”

      The major nodded, his expression still neutral, but his eyes gaining a bit of warmth. “That is well done. A child has less to unlearn than their parents. It is good to let her find her own path.”

      Marianne swallowed hard, shame clenching around her heart. “I am trying, Major.”

      “We know,” he reassured her in a surprisingly gentle tone. ”Many of us have experienced far worse, Colonel. What matters is you are clearly making the effort to get the best out of all of us, just as you are making the effort to improve yourself.”

      “That’s what my job is supposed to be,” Marianne replied through her suddenly tight throat. “I am not just here to sit in my ’Mech and stomp around the field. I need to be doing everything I can to help you win, and to ensure the Guard succeeds in whatever we may be asked to do.”

      “You’d be surprised how many career officers do not understand that lesson,” Leung observed. “Keep at it, ma’am. We will support you.”

      Tears unexpectedly pricked the corners of her eyes, and Marianne did her best to blink them away before she lost her composure. The contrast between her “peers” back in the Collective and these…her…people, was so unexpectedly clear.

      “Thank you…Sergei,” she finally replied. “That means a great deal more to me than I can say.”

      “It was my pleasure, Colonel.”

      Now Marianne huffed in amusement as they neared the open green space that surrounded the Uplifting Gifts Academy. “You just walked the entire way to my daughter’s school with me. I think we can dispense with rank for the time being.”

      Before Sergei could respond, they were interrupted by Rachel’s delighted cry from the football pitch. “Mama! Major Bear!”

      Marianne couldn’t help her smile as she watched her daughter run from the field to the edge of the grounds, her dark brown curls bouncing with every stride.

      “Mama! Mama!” Rachel exclaimed as she reached them, barely stopping for breath. “Li Min is having a birthday party and there’s a sleepover and I’m invited! Can I go? Pleeeeeeease?”

      Marianne looked over to her XO with a slightly raised eyebrow and a silent question: Is that safe?

      Sergei hummed as if thinking to himself and nodded. Marianne returned his nod with a slight smile, then crouched so she could meet Rachel’s eyes. “Did you finish your math and your calligraphy worksheets?”

      “Yeah, Mama. I even did my journal book.”

      Marianne made a show of considering the request, then nodded. “Since that is the case…I think that can be arranged. Have Li Min give you her address and home comm number tomorrow, and I will speak to her parents.”

      Rachel beamed with delight and leaped into a hug that nearly bowled them both over before Marianne could dig a heel into the turf. “Thanks, Mama! Thanks, Major Bear! Thank you thank you thank you!”

      Sergei gave another one of those tank-engine chuckles, leaning down to pat her on the head with a heavily furred hand, careful to keep his claws away from her face. “You are welcome, zaichik.”

      Rachel stepped back from the hug and stuck out her tongue. “I’m not a bunny! I wanna be a bird!”

      Marianne grinned as she stood. “I thought you wanted to be a MechWarrior,” she teased. “Should I get you flying lessons instead of showing you how to start up Diana tomorrow?”

      Her daughter crossed her arms in a pout Marianne couldn’t help but find adorable. “I can be a MechWarrior and a bird.”

      “Of course,” Marianne agreed with mock contrition. “I should have guessed.”

      Somehow, the mental image of Rachel’s face framed by dark downy feathers instead of curls wasn’t as disturbing as it might have been a few months ago.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        24 November 3014

      

      

      
        
        Addie,

        I hope this letter finds you well. I am sorry I took another six months to write, but the demands of duty and the needs of motherhood have kept me quite occupied.

        Without a reply from you, I worry you may not receive this missive well, but I must say I feel I made the correct choice. Rachel has blossomed here—she has started to speak Mandarin quite well, and has been helping me correct my often atrocious pronunciation!

        She is beginning to learn about Diana’s proper care and basic operation, and each time she demonstrates her understanding it makes me so proud. I wish you could see her—I swear she grows another few centimeters every time I turn around!

        I’ve earned a great deal of trust from my command since I arrived, and am doing my utmost to prove worthy of it. To date, our duties have mostly consisted of training, parade, and supporting the community after a rare earthquake damaged several buildings in the city of Barvostok.

        My hope is that we continue to serve the people of this world as a force of support and protection without a need to take to the battlefield, but we both know that is rarely a soldier’s lot in life.

        Perhaps someday you might visit here—the views of the nebulae, moons, and stars here are utterly breathtaking, and I would love nothing more than the chance to show them to you.

      

      

      
        
        I remain, as always,

        —Marianne
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      Beware the ides of March indeed, Marianne mused as she sat in Diana’s command couch, her cockpit hatch open to let some of the cool air circulate through while she waited.

      Three days ago, a JumpShip emergence wave had been detected at a pirate point on the spinward ecliptic. Marianne had ordered the Home Guard to ready alert as soon as the news reached her from the space traffic control office, and a day later her instincts were proven correct.

      Three DropShips had come around the shadow of Sairo, the planet’s moon, clearly on course for an orbital insertion. Their transponder signals were identified as CVCS Steel Chariot, Jealous Queen, and Howdah. Each was a Union-class DropShip assigned as part of the dedicated transport assets for the Fifth Defenders of Andurien.

      Small favors that this was a relatively normal border raid and not some form of retaliation or punitive attack by the Hussars, she supposed. Still, the Fifth was known for having two full companies of Orion BattleMechs and an equivalent force of Giant and Titan Abominations to support them in close combat.

      Major Leung’s Victor and Champion Zhu’s ancient Highlander from her command lance were the heaviest assets she had, followed by Kellin’s Crusader and a pair of Quickdraws in Gold Company’s fire lance.

      A single lance of Orions would out-ton and out-gun them in a fair fight.

      Good thing she had no intention of giving the Defenders that.

      “Signal from Dragon Recon,” Sergei’s voice rumbled in her ears. “DropShips have grounded on the outskirts of Zbinski province, as expected.”

      Marianne nodded to herself. “Giving the Fifth a relatively clear path to Liangrad if they can clear us out of the way.”

      “They’ll need to cross the Star Bridge over the River Barra, and the Lake Patril dam after that,” the major noted. “We could attempt to hit them on the Plains of Alys, but it’s likely the Anduriens will anticipate that strategy.”

      “I agree.” Marianne smiled as she looked over the area map. “So we won’t be doing that. Inform the 318th Wing that they are clear to strike the Star Bridge, and notify Lieutenant Han that his sappers have permission to mine the access roads to the dam. We can force them to ford the Barra, then set up hit-and-fade attacks while their forces are vulnerable—and again when the Hunters attempt to circumnavigate the lake.”

      She could hear the smile in Sergei’s voice as he chuckled darkly. “Excellent plan, Colonel. I will inform Silver and Gold companies to prepare for counter-raiding operations, and send Thunder Auxiliary to the outskirts of Zbinski.”

      “Good. We’ll link up with Thunder in…two hours. Have the 124th Infantry Battalion assist with civilian evacuations to clear the field, and order them to reinforce us once they’ve finished.”

      “At once,” Sergei confirmed before the line went silent again.

      Marianne checked her wristchron. Everything she had done to prepare the Home Guard for a serious battle was about to be tested, and she prayed to all the gods it would prove to be enough.

      
      
        
        PLAINS OF ALYS

        94 KILOMETERS FROM LIANGRAD

        19 MARCH 3014

      

      

      “Pull them back, Kracjic! You’re overextending!”

      Marianne glanced at the tactical map. Two days of hit-and-run attacks along the Barra had worn down the Fifth Defenders of Andurien’s Second Battalion, but the mines set on the approaches to Lake Patril hadn’t been enough to deter the advancing raiders, even after the 318th Wing had successfully downed two Hunters Orions with bombing runs.

      Faced with a choice to concede the lake approach or potentially destroy the dam and risk flooding that could wipe out several of the smaller villages in the prospect, Marianne and her officers had agreed that mounting a defense on the Plains of Alys was the better move.

      Still, as she watched Petya, the same Giant that had enthusiastically bounced Xuqinq’s ’Mech during that first siege exercise, attempt to yank an Ostsol’s narrow arm free of its shoulder mount, Marianne felt as if she was desperately trying to balance the need to repel their attackers with the need to keep their defense from being overwhelmed by the sheer mass of the Andurien formation.

      A lance of distinctively painted purple-and-white Orions had been accounted for since their first engagement, and two more had sustained enough damage to force their MechWarriors to pull back for refit and repair, but the remainder of that company and the better part of two other companies of ’Mechs and Aboms were still quite willing to press her command until they could find a breaking point.

      “Kellin, rotate your people toward point Tango,” Marianne ordered as she pushed Diana into a full run and then punched her jump jets, feeling her stomach drop into her boots as the channeled plasma from the Vulcan’s reactor launched her into the air. “Major, what’s the status of our flankers?”

      “En route to target. Five minutes!”

      Marianne wasn’t sure if the strike on the side and rear of the Andurien lines could still succeed in five minutes if they couldn’t hold the line, but the heavily armored form of an Andurien Ravager demanded her attention as it bounded toward where Petya and the Ostsol were still wrapped up in a dance of punches, kicks, and body blows.

      The targeting reticle followed her gaze as she worked the controls to adjust her torso even as the ’Mech descended, risking an awkward landing so she could score deep slashes into the enemy’s side with all four of her blazers. Petya might have been a reckless monstrosity, but he was one of her reckless monstrosities, and she wasn’t going to leave him to be ambushed like that.

      Sweltering heat wicked the moisture from her mouth and made a river of sweat creep uncomfortably down her back, but Marianne kept Diana upright through the jarring impact of landing.

      A pair of their Harasser hovertanks sped across the plains, slashing through the battlefield to pepper the same Ravager she had engaged. A chunk of the heavily armored plate strapped to its barrel chest was blasted free, and blood oozed from dozens of shrapnel wounds where the spalled armor and missile fragments had pierced its thick hide.

      She had been lining up a shot to exploit the new gap in the Rav’s defense when the harsh tone of incoming missile lock sounded in her ears. Marianne snapped her head around, trying to determine what was targeting her even as she juked out of her attack run by long honed reflex.

      The answer came in a battering series of blows as at least five missiles struck her side, pushing her left and forcing her to fight her own sense of balance as she attempted to keep Diana on her feet while alarms sounded and condition monitors flashed.

      Swinging hard to the right, she could see the source of the barrage—an Orion -VA, the long-range missile launcher that normally gave it a broader shoulder removed in favor of a second arm-mounted short-range missile system. Its royal-purple armor was patched and scarred in a number of places, but Marianne had no illusions about how long she would last in one-on-one combat with the heavier machine.

      But she remembered a heartbeat later that she was not alone.

      The Orion jerked and swung away from lining up a fresh salvo in obvious surprise, turning toward Petya’s bounding advance as the Abomination swung the severed Ostsol arm in his hand like a blackjack, smashing it into the boxy ’Mech’s torso.

      A moment later, the heavy thud-thud-thud of a Pontiac autocannon announced Sergei’s arrival as his Victor slammed down on a plume of
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