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      The character known only as the Bounty Hunter has been in the BattleTech universe almost since the very beginning of its now forty-one-year history. He first appeared in Tales of the Black Widow Company, a BattleTech scenario book published in 1985, and has been making regular appearances ever since, most notably in Robert N. Charrette’s beloved BattleTech novels Wolves on the Border and Heir to the Dragon. But in those first appearances, very little was known about the character beyond his “Bounty Hunter” title and his feud with the legendary Black Widow herself, Natasha Kerensky, from whom he stole the iconic, bright-green Marauder that became his trademark BattleMech.

      The Bounty Hunter, with his similarly green power armor that obscured his identity, became a cipher, an unknown. He was called “the most hated mercenary in the Inner Sphere” because of his relentless effectiveness and ruthlessness, his ability to always get the job done, to defy the odds and demonstrate why every single C-bill of his exorbitant fees for collecting bounties, conducting assassinations, and other mercenary jobs was justified. He was more than just a single man, but a force of nature, a near-guarantee that if the Bounty Hunter is hunting you, you’re likely not going to stay free—or alive, depending on the contract—for very long. And yet no one knew his true identity until the mantle was passed to the first known successor, Michi Noketsuna, in 3028. The original Bounty Hunter—or Bounty Hunters, more likely—that wore the armor before Michi were never revealed.

      We as a culture seem inexplicably drawn to characters like the Bounty Hunter: individuals wrapped in mystery, whose identity is either completely unknown or not fully revealed; devil-may-care characters with a get-it-done attitude. And this fascination seems to transcend genre. For example, Boba Fett from Star Wars is a classic science-fiction example, but we can cite numerous examples from Western tales, such as the quite literal Man with No Name from A Fistful of Dollars (and other films) or Angel Eyes from The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly. When it comes to fantasy, there’s plenty of similar characters that fit this bill, but a personal standout for me is Geralt of Rivia, from the Witcher novels and TV series: Although not anonymous like the previous examples, he hunts his quarry with a brusque resolve and a proficiency that is deeply compelling. This type of character can even be found in romance and comedy, as demonstrated by the Dread Pirate Roberts from The Princess Bride (which, like the Bounty Hunter mantle, is also a persona passed on from person to person). As with the Bounty Hunter in BattleTech, there is something so inherently satisfying about watching smart, resourceful hunters competently dog their prey, even when they are the true antagonists of a story, because what good is a protagonist without a clever, resourceful antagonist chasing them down, just a few deadly steps behind? And the satisfaction still kicks in if the hunter ultimately has a face turn and becomes a hero or antihero, such as someone seeking justice or vengeance.

      Ultimately, the Bounty Hunter became far more than just a single man chasing the latest bounty. He surrounded himself with a team of top-notch MechWarriors, and established a far-reaching network of informants that even rivaled the intelligence apparatuses of some Great Houses. The man became a Sphere-wide legend, with a veritable army of support at his disposal, and with that comes a tradition and a duty to uphold. This tradition allowed the persona of the Bounty Hunter to endure for more than two centuries, and it continues on into the current ilClan era.

      In the stories you are about to read, we go all the way back to the beginning, to before the Bounty Hunter first emerged, and peel back the opaque visor of his iconic helmet. From there we follow successive custodians of the Bounty Hunter mantle—and the pretenders to this vaunted legacy—throughout the centuries, from the early days in the Third Succession War, to the Fourth Succession War, and into the Word of Blake Jihad, and the Dark Age. And finally we move into the modern-day ilClan era, where the Bounty Hunter’s supporters will stop at nothing to restore the tarnished tradition to its rightful lineage.

      From the gruff, original Bounty Hunter of the Third Succession War, to the honorable avenging Bounty Hunter of Michi Noketsuna, to the Word of Blake-hunting team of the Jihad, to the broken handoff of the Dark Age, and finally, to the latest addition to the family in the ilClan era, there’s a Bounty Hunter in this collection for everyone. We will certainly see the Bounty Hunter again sometime down the road, but until then, I leave you with a common military sendoff that seems apropos here:

      Good luck and good hunting!

      

      For Further Reading

      For additional material about the Bounty Hunter and their associates, I’d recommend the following BattleTech sources, in addition to those mentioned above:

      Novels: Daughter of the Dragon and Dragon Rising, by Ilsa J. Bick

      Short Fiction: “A Guy Walks into a Bar on Solaris VII,” by Jeff Kautz, from Weapons Free (BattleCorps Anthology, Volume 3)

      Sourcebooks: Interstellar Players, Jihad Secrets: The Blake Documents, Legends, Masters & Minions, Combat Manual: Mercenaries, Dossiers: The Bounty Hunter (PDF), Turning Points: Arcturus (PDF), Turning Points: Irian (PDF)
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      Duke Vincent Humphreys closed his eyes and inhaled the heavenly aroma of the freshly brewed demitasse of choccaff. The caffcao seed had been harvested just that morning from the southern slopes of the Alpican Mountains—his family’s plantation occupied the best arable land. The spring harvest was in full swing, and the avocado-sized fruits of the native Hurridin trees were drying out and bursting open after the winter freeze faded. The single large seed within was best when ground quickly after exposure to air. It was one of the finest pleasures of his entire year, drinking the first cup of the rich, steaming, naturally caffeinated beverage. Upon cooling, the colloid would split, with the suspended solids precipitating, never to be dissolved again. Stomach acid prevented this transformation in the body, but one had only a few minutes to consume the delectable drink, or it would go to waste.

      A gentle knock sounded at his office door. He looked up from his steaming cup in annoyance as the door opened. His aide’s pale face appeared.

      “What is it, Reginald?” the duke snapped.

      Reginald hesitated for a moment at the threshold before walking over. He held out a flimplas. The ComStar emblem was emblazoned on the clear polymer sheet.

      Vincent set his cup on the desk and snatched the message from Reginald’s grasp. A glance at the text made his stomach sink. “This is labeled priority, but dated a week ago. Did you misplace it?”

      Reginald’s gulp was audible in the cavernous office. “No, Your Grace. It was delivered a few moments ago. I brought it to you immediately.”

      Vincent glared at the aide, unblinking. “That will be all, Reginald.”

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      The aide scurried from the room, closing the door behind him. If that boy can’t learn to act with some manner of decorum in my presence, I’ll need to replace him. The thought sent a shudder down Vincent’s spine. It had taken two months to find Reginald, after Vincent’s previous assistant committed herself to an asylum for “stress.”

      He focused his attention on the flimsy and chose to forget Reginald’s impropriety. The clear sheet contained a decode key. Unlike other ComStar customers, Humphreys didn’t trust their verigraph technology. He had no intention of giving them his DNA for their convenience. He insisted on the older, less invasive security measure of one-time-use passcodes.

      Vincent turned to his secure comm station and turned it on. The screen of the cathode ray tube monitor flickered, then glowed to life. The digital readout of the system negotiating with the ComStar facility played across the ancient CRT. His refusal to capitulate and give ComStar his DNA resulted in them allowing him only to use legacy technology to access their system, and neither side was willing to bend in the petty disagreement.

      Once the connection was complete, a prompt appeared. Vincent entered his personal access code, and after a few flickers, the screen changed and his personal ComStar account page appeared. Dozens of messages awaited his attention, but he had eyes only for those highlighted in red, the priority messages. Most were labeled that by senders who had no idea what the duke considered a priority. Each had a unique code descriptor. He tabbed to the message that matched the code on the flimsy and pressed the select key. A dialog box opened and he entered the decode key from the flimsy.

      The security protocol took thirty interminable seconds to verify before the screen blanked and the message opened. He scanned the contents and felt his gut tighten. The mercenaries he had contracted to raid the Capellan Confederation had succeeded, but their return journey was cut short by a JumpShip malfunction. They were stranded at El Giza, and the precious commodity was stranded with them. At least they had the sense to place the loot in the vault of the Humphreys Bank branch nearest the HPG station, which was in the capital city, Thinis.

      Duke Humphreys spun his chair back to his computer and brought up the atlas for the El Giza system. His duties administering the Duchy of Andurien were many, and his knowledge of the worlds under his control was not comprehensive. He had never been to El Giza, though he knew it was an agricultural planet. The system had only a class-B hyperpulse generator, which explained the delay in delivery. The backwater also saw limited JumpShip traffic.

      It was unwise to leave the goods on a world so close to the Confederation border, so he would send another mercenary band to retrieve it. He closed the atlas and opened the listing of his personal forces scattered throughout the duchy. Of course, none were stationed on El Giza; that would be too convenient. And no troops allocated to the Free Worlds League Military could be trusted to keep their mouths shut. It had to be another merc command. He scrolled through the list, seeking a command with its own JumpShip that was also near El Giza.

      Vincent returned to the comm station and composed a terse response, directing the commander of the raiding party to maintain security until relieved. He composed an equally terse message with an authorization code that would ensure the bank’s management understood the importance of the duke’s property.

      Vincent looked at the copious piles of paper covering his desk. Reports he had to read, payments he needed to approve, analyses he must commit to memory… Something would be missed, he knew, now that his attention was diverted. He looked back to the screen and continued scrolling through the military assets at his disposal.

      Realization jolted through him. He looked down at his demitasse. Instead of steaming black liquid, there was only a mud-brown mass covered by clear water. “Dammit.”

      It was just not his day.
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      “Doesn’t matter how you dress it up, it’s still mutiny.”

      The twenty-four MechWarriors of the Throwbacks shifted nervously at their commander’s words. Captain Nathan Johns looked each of them in the eyes before continuing.

      “Our contract ended on the first of the month, and the duke hasn’t issued the final payment. Neither has he extended our contract. All he did was tell us to hold here until relieved. Nothing about our pay, nothing about making good our losses on the mission.”

      Johns spared a look for the five MechWarriors who had lost their ’Mechs on the operation. Their stares were the hardest. Without battle-loss compensation, they were doomed to be Dispossessed. Losing a ’Mech was a terrible prospect for any MechWarrior, but it was especially bad for the Throwbacks. They took that name because all their ’Mechs still boasted at least some original Star League-era components. It was incredibly difficult to source replacement parts, and effectively impossible to replace entire ’Mechs of that vintage, which was why the Throwbacks no longer fielded a regiment of ’Mechs. Time and battle had attrited their numbers, and would continue to do so. Even piece-of-shit ’Mechs were borderline priceless these days, to say nothing of the costs to replace the Throwbacks’ losses. Perhaps the cost was why Humphreys had not coughed up the payment yet.

      “Please guard my valuable loot without anything to show for it,” said a voice that sounded remarkably like Duke Humphreys.

      Everyone’s eyes swung to the side before rolling, to the accompaniment of groans. “That’s enough, Mimic,” Johns said. Mimic was an exceptional pilot, but his disregard for propriety had gotten him drummed out of the Free Worlds League Military and into the mercenary ranks in the first place. His uncanny ability to impersonate people had earned him his call sign.

      “We could leave if we had a JumpShip.”

      “There’ll be a JumpShip bringing the duke’s ‘supplemental’ security,” Tesla said, unable to keep the growl from her voice. She and Edison had lost their Phoenix Hawks holding the Capellans at bay.

      “So abandoning our post isn’t enough? Now we’re talking piracy?” Lecter asked.

      The room went silent, save for a distinctive hum that rose and fell in volume, oscillating as the source rose and fell from the hand of the man casually tossing it up and down.

      Wyatt smoothed his Hungarian mustache with one hand as he spoke. His other hand flipped the vibrodagger he always wore, spinning it up into the air and snatching it by the handle without looking at it. The hum of its operating blade cut through bullshit as easily as the vibration did flesh and bone. “Why not let me…discuss it with the duke?”

      The other members of Gunslinger Lance—Virgil, Morgan, and Doc—winced or frowned at his words. The room went silent as Wyatt’s glare swept across the gathered MechWarriors. Everyone avoided his gaze.

      Captain Johns would not look Wyatt in the eyes, either. Two years ago, when their employer had absconded without paying, Wyatt had taken a leave of absence. He’d returned six months later with the man’s head in a refrigerated container. He also brought the Leopard-class DropShip the Throwbacks now used, worth far more than the lost payroll. Wyatt had pursued the thieving traitor across seven continents on four different worlds. Everyone had known he was deadly in the cockpit, but until then, none had known he could track a man like that. The brutal act had distanced him from the others in the command, though the rest of Gunslinger Lance seemed least affected.

      Ten uncomfortable seconds passed before Johns responded. “This isn’t as simple as last time, Wyatt. He’s the duke, for God’s sake.”

      “He won’t pay, I say we take our payment directly from the bank and consider it a fair swap.” Jinx was one of those recently Dispossessed. She was also Johns’ XO, and the commander of Curse Lance. She knew her time with the Throwbacks would end after this contract, that the salvaged components of her downed ’Mech would be used to keep the remaining nineteen in operational condition.

      “And with what’s in that bank, we could buy replacement ’Mechs and get our back pay,” Edison said, looking around at the others as he spoke. “It’s owed to us, so we should make ourselves whole and be done.”

      “That’ll mean leaving the League, probably forever. Everyone good with that?” Johns was a League native, as were most of the others. It was not a minor consideration.

      Frowns appeared on several faces, but no objections were voiced. Wyatt’s vibrodagger kept spinning through the air. He hardly looked at it, though if his timing were off, the blade would take off most of his hand.

      “All right then. Let’s have a vote,” Johns said. “Same as always: all or nothing. Anyone votes against, the vote fails. Show of hands, who agrees we should leave as soon as possible?”

      One by one, hands went up. The four men of Gunslinger were the last, but after exchanging glances with each another, their hands went up as one.

      “Okay. Now, do we—how did you put it, Edison?—make ourselves whole? To be clear, that means we hit the bank and take what’s owed us.”

      Again, hands went up. This time there were more holdouts. Those in favor stared at those hesitating. Soon all the hands were in the air.

      “That’s settled then,” Johns said. He was surprised how relieved he felt.

      “Renegades, they are,” said a voice that sounded like the Captain-General.

      This time everyone told Mimic to shut up.

      “That’s all of us, but what about the rest, the ship crews?” Wyatt looked pained as he asked. “What about our creed?”

      The Throwbacks were two companies of MechWarriors, plus the crews of their three DropShips, and a small technician corps. The whole unit had a creed that everyone agreed to when they joined the command. Wyatt was right, those people needed to vote, too.

      “Same: all or none. Talk to them, all of you. I’ll speak to the captains personally.” Kent was the captain of the Union-class Fossil, Harvey of the Lion-class Panthera, and Rollins of the Leopard-class Smilodon. “Anyone votes no, we stick it out here. Remember the creed.”

      “Leave no one behind!” they all said.
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      The plan, like every military operation, did not survive contact with the enemy. Who might have guessed that the duke’s relief security would burn in from the zenith point at greater than 1G?

      The Throwbacks had planned to “retrieve” the cash from the bank on the fifth day after the relief force arrived, and then pass them in space in hopes of stealing their JumpShip. Instead, they were in the middle of the robbery when the Lampreys touched down twelve hours early. Apparently, the water purifier had failed, and the captain didn’t want to smell the crew for another half day, the remaining water having been restricted for drinking, and showers being off-limits.

      The Lampreys was a company of ’Mechs plus supporting units, and unlike the Throwbacks, they were at full strength. The Throwbacks were also caught with their proverbial pants down. The vehicles were already loaded and headed for the DropShips, but the mercs were still loading stacks of high-denomination M-bills and bearer bonds into giant sacks for the ’Mechs to carry away when hostile icons lit up their sensor screens. Minutes later, the first enemy fire rained on them. The Lampreys were renowned for shooting first and asking questions never.

      Gunslinger Lance was the first to respond, of course. They were pulling security while the rest grabbed the goods. Virgil always talked about how his “great-granddaddy was a Gunslinger for the Star League. ‘Honor above all,’ he always said.” Virgil made good on his great-grandfather’s legacy. He put himself between the Lampreys and the otherwise occupied Throwback robbers. An entire lance of Lampreys blasted him. Lasers, missiles, and PPC bolts tore him to shreds even as he returned the favor with his Marauder’s PPCs. He downed the incoming Thunderbolt, easily the biggest threat in the enemy force, but the T-bolt’s heaviest laser followed up a glancing shot from a Centurion’s autocannon. Virgil and his cockpit were vaporized. The rest of the incoming fire touched off his ammunition. The Marauder collapsed like a broken marionette after the explosion gutted it.

      Unfortunately, Morgan’s Warhammer was running past Virgil’s ride. The shockwave blasted him in the right side, throwing off his balance. While he fought to remain standing, his weapons went silent. The enemies’ didn’t. As with his brother-in-arms, Morgan met the fate of all gunfighters: ignominious death. And he didn’t even take one of the enemy with him.

      Doc and Wyatt fared better. They paced each other, Doc’s Marauder beside Wyatt’s Warhammer, their extended-range PPCs giving them the edge over the Lampreys. They reached out and stung the foe while staying outside the enemy’s effective range. That only lasted for a few minutes, as the Lampreys rallied and charged. Their superior numbers meant that while some would take damage before they could return the favor, others would get in range in the meantime.

      The two survivors of Gunslinger Lance weathered the incoming fire, dodging when their weapons cycled before blasting energy downrange once more. Finally, Captain Johns commed that the loot had all been gathered and was on the move to the Fossil and the Panthera. The Gunslingers withdrew, firing and using cover when possible as they backed up. As the Throwbacks’ ’Mechs and cargo vehicles sped for the Fossil, the Gunslingers headed for the Smilodon, their lance’s DropShip. The aerodyne vessel ideally needed a runway to take off, so it was at a small airfield south of the city. The spheroid vessels, however, had grounded in a park only a few klicks from the bank.

      Doc and Wyatt expected their comrades to lend a hand during their withdrawal, but they were busy protecting the vehicles carrying the precious booty.

      “We don’t stand a chance of making it if we keep backing up the whole way,” Doc said.

      “Yep,” Wyatt answered in his typical terse fashion.

      “What’s your status?”

      “Fair. Yours?”

      “Not good,” Doc said. “Don’t think I can take much more.”

      He had never been more correct. A pair of Stingers sprinted around the Gunslingers’ left flank in a wide end-around. They closed on Doc’s Marauder in a flash, blasted open his rear armor with their lasers, and faded back before either Throwback could respond. The fusillade damaged Doc’s gyro. He might have kept his ’Mech upright if not for the continued pounding of enemy fire. The combined loss of armor, the impacts of bullets and missiles, and the damaged gyroscope sent him crashing to the ground. Before he could attempt to rise, one of the Stingers streaked back in and kicked his cockpit once and only once, because there certainly wasn’t time enough for even a speedy light ’Mech to try for more, leaving a red smear on its foot.

      Wyatt went into a berserker rage. His PPC beams lanced into the Stinger’s torso, vaporizing armor and structure. The beam’s path ended in the light ’Mech’s machine gun ammunition. The small ’Mech turned into a black-rimmed orange fireball, roaring high into the sky. The explosion knocked the other scout to the ground, and Wyatt blasted the fallen ’Mech into ruin before turning his attention to greater foes.

      His distraction at the loss of his comrade was his undoing. An enemy Warhammer blasted him with PPCs and missiles. Wyatt rocked under the assault, fighting to keep his feet while returning fire. A laser blast from somewhere crazed the thick glass of his canopy and tore the top of the cockpit away. The impact dazed him, making it impossible to oppose gravity’s pull on his ailing BattleMech, and his Warhammer crashed to the ground. The Lampreys rained fire down on the stricken ’Mech, then headed after the escaping robbers.

      One of the Lampreys did not join that pursuit. An enemy Warhammer was lamed: Wyatt’s errant return fire had damaged its left hip. That ’Mech could not join the chase.
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        * * *

      

      After staring mournfully at the departing Lampreys, Klay Vernon opened his Warhammer’s cockpit. He climbed down and went to inspect the fallen Throwback, eyeing its PPC arms. Those weapons’ range had exceeded his own, which meant they must be Star League vintage. They looked undamaged, and would make fantastic salvage. He salivated at the prospect of extra cash, if the techs couldn’t install them on his ’Mech. Without hand actuators, his Warhammer couldn’t tear these intact arms free and carry them away, but he intended to lay claim to them all the same.

      The ’Mech had landed facedown as it collapsed and lay still when Vern approached. He clambered up the torso, using the seams between armor panels as handholds. Finally, he climbed up onto the back and then toward the ’Mech’s head and leaned out to look through the gash in the top of the cockpit.

      He reacted with shock at the empty command couch. That shock was nothing compared to the sensation of the vibroblade slicing through his spine. He flopped onto the cracked canopy like a fish out of water. Vern barely felt the hands dragging him into the cockpit and strapping him into the seat.

      His eyes struggled to find focus through the damaged viewport as an immense black circle—the barrel of his own ’Mech’s PPC—yawned over it. He barely had time to register the flash of blue from it before the blast turned him into a charred husk, cinders drifting on the gentle breeze that shook the heather of El Giza.
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      The crew of the Leopard-class Smilodon was as good as any DropShip crew in the mercenary ranks. All of them had served in one House military or other before washing up on the shores of Galatea like so much flotsam.

      Petty Officer Second Class Reginald Jaworski was typical of the rough sort drummed out of regular navies who sought the nomadic life of the mercenary trade. Too many fights with fellow crew members, too little respect for department officers, too much love of drink while on liberty… You name it, he indulged in it. He had a dozen children—that he knew of—in various ports of call. He’d bounced from one low-rent merc command to the next, never finding whatever it was he sought. Then he’d joined the Throwbacks, and was assigned to the Smilodon. They weren’t much compared to famed commands like the Eridani Light Horse, but their equipment was immaculate and their crews top-notch. The officers weren’t condescending bastards, and they tolerated his off-duty antics as long as he made it to his shift relatively sober and on time. The atmosphere was more familial than professional, and even though everyone carried their own weight, there was never the sense of smug superiority from the high-born or cousins-to-nobles that infuriated Jaworski about the junior officers he had so enjoyed punching out.

      The Smilodon’s officers knew the ship was nothing without the right crew, so they treated the crew right. The Throwbacks respected competence, and if you had it, that was enough for them.

      Eventually, Jaworski found less drive to carry on like an irresponsible teenager. His decade-plus as a spaceman recruit finally ended when the Throwbacks promoted him to petty officer first class. A few more years, and he was promoted again. He wondered how stunned the officers he had KOed would be to learn that other spacers reported to him, and actually did what he told them! Sometimes Jaworski himself could scarcely believe anyone looked to him for guidance.

      His duties varied as the crew was reassigned to different sections to ensure everyone understood the workings of systems in other departments in the event of an emergency. No such emergency had ever arisen. Until now.

      The Smilodon was under attack. Fortunately, while the Lampreys’ ’Mechs had gone to the bank, only some of their conventional troops went after the Smilodon.

      Jaworski was not much for running a bridge station, and he was rubbish in the engine room, but he was a fair hand with electrical systems, weapons systems, and marine operations. The vessel had never needed to repel boarders before, but fighting the infantry and combat vehicles of the Lampreys on the ground had put his marine training to the test.

      None of his section thought the sandbags kept on board would ever be used, much less on the ground, but here they were. Enemy tanks had approached from fore and aft, blocking the way. The Smilodon could not take off without the runway, so they were stuck. Oh sure, the ship might ram through, but that would cost them the landing gear, which might make their next planetfall interesting, to say the least.

      Things had effectively stalled. Small-arms fire had ruined the vessel’s paintjob, but she was still spaceworthy. The enemy respected the DropShip’s weapons, but the crew huddled behind sandbags under the wings to provide direct fire where needed, since the Smilodon couldn’t fire in all directions at the same time. They had stopped three charges cold so far, but bodies lay on the ground on both sides.

      He wondered how things were faring in the city. Enemy fire had knocked out the Smilodon’s comms. Then a Lamprey Warhammer breached the heather. A groan rose from the defenders, accompanied by a cheer from the Lamprey troops. Jaworski’s heart sank. He hung his head.

      “Sorry, kinder,” he said, his Yiddish coming out for the first time in years, “I don’t think we’ll make it out of this drek klem.”

      The shooting on both sides abruptly stopped. The Lamprey infantry called for their surrender. Jaworski looked across the road, under the Smilodon’s belly, to the other firing position. Petty Officer Clyde Driscoll’s expression was lost in the distance, but his widespread arms shrugged. Jaworski shrugged back and looked to the troops of his section. His face told them all they needed to know. They began laying their weapons on the asphalt when the Warhammer opened up with its machine guns.

      They all ducked for cover behind the sandbags, though ’Mech-class machine guns would make short work of the pathetic barrier. Jaworski was surprised to find himself still alive a few heartbeats later. “Keep your kops down,” he said before ignoring his own advice by peering over the top of the sandbags.

      The enemy troops were in full retreat–those who weren’t lying on the ground like shredded meat, that is. The Warhammer limped aft, firing its left PPC at the Lamprey tanks. One was already a charred ruin. The other reversed rapidly before spinning a J-turn and rushing away at high speed.

      The ’Hammer spun back and drove off the tanks forward of Smilodon. The infantry on the starboard side fled the second their comrades got ventilated.

      The Warhammer lumbered next to Jaworski’s position; a large sack dangled from its right-arm PPC barrel. The ’Mech came to a stop, and the cockpit hatch opened up.

      A familiar face appeared in the aperture: Wyatt, one of the pilots in Gunslinger lance. He looked like hell: The stolen ’Mech’s improperly synced neurohelmet was undoubtedly giving him a splitting headache. “Get this aboard and secured. Make it quick! We’re already late to break orbit!”

      Jaworski’s smile almost split his head in half. He snapped out of it after a moment, though, and started barking at his section to get one of the bay doors open to allow the Warhammer to struggle aboard. It took a terribly long time for the damaged ’Mech to hobble up the ramp. Crew members rushed to carry the sandbags and dump them into the small craters blasted into the runway from the early exchanges of fire so the Smilodon could take off.

      Tears were shed for the dead, Gunslingers and crew members both, but work did not stop. The crew could not get the comm system working. On Wyatt’s order, the Smilodon was thrusting for orbit less than an hour after his return. The spheroid vessels were far ahead, moving at their maximum accelerations. The crew didn’t worry. They believed in the creed.
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        * * *

      

      Six days later, burning hard and only hours behind the other Throwback DropShips, they were shocked at the skipper’s report of the Lampreys’ JumpShip jumping away soon after the Fossil and Panthera docked. The other Throwbacks had wasted no time in fleeing. Jaworski knew the empty pit in his belly was shared by the rest of the crew.

      They had been left behind. The captain had abandoned them, broken the creed.

      Rage bounced off the walls and hatches of the Smilodon as the abandoned members of the Throwbacks vented their impotent fury.

      None was angrier than Wyatt, though he did not join the others by voicing it.

      He had the same look in his eye he’d gotten when Lieutenant Vidkun had killed one of the other lance commanders in a drunken brawl six years earlier, and in his stupor returned to the barracks. The next morning, they’d found Vidkun in his bunk, dead of a vibroblade wound. There was no evidence Wyatt had been responsible for this retribution, but no one could prove Wyatt wasn’t, either, so they buried the whole incident and moved on. Jaworski still occasionally had nightmares where Wyatt carved a pleading Vidkun into pieces with a vibrodagger.

      This seemed different, though, and somehow more terrifying. Wyatt had become a virtual statue. His eyes glared at the empty monitors where their comrades had last appeared. He did not blink for a long time. Fury and rage practically radiated from the man. He stood there, unmoving, unspeaking, and unblinking. And the others on the DropShip left him alone, fearing his wrath.

      He did not rage, though. He quite calmly told the skipper to take the Smilodon back to El Giza.

      They landed at night, thousands of klicks from Thinis, and located a paint factory. They took what they needed, sparing little grace for the facility. Jaworski felt bad for the owners, but only for a while. Unfortunately, the factory was in the middle of making a huge order of bright-green paint for a residential-construction company. The Leopard, now sporting a garish, bright-green coating of house paint sure to flake off in short order, gave them at least a slight chance of going unrecognized. Wyatt, for his part, seemed to like the color, despite its gaudiness.

      The vessel made for orbit again, and when the next merchant arrived in-system, the Throwbacks were waiting. Wyatt and the Smilodon’s skipper sweet-talked their captain into escorting the abandoned mercs to Canopian space.

      

      
        
        FOUR

        THE WORKSHOP

      

      

      
        
        FIXITALL GARAGE

        FANARDIR

        MAGISTRACY OF CANOPUS

        12 DECEMBER 2921

      

      

      Killian McAndrews locked the door as the last of his employees headed home. It was Friday evening, and he was happy the banging of hammers and whooshing roar of cutting torches had fallen silent at last. It had been a long week.

      He took the metal-mesh staircase up to the office area, pausing to look at the display case with the vintage Star League armor suit. It was his prized possession—next to the business, of course—one he had been tinkering with since he joined the Throwbacks. Captain Johns had let him have it when the command broke up after splitting the take from the bank heist.

      He stared at the suit for a bit, then turned for his office in the corner. Windows looked out on the workshop floor and the massive ferrocrete pad behind the huge building. He opened the door to his mini-refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of beer.

      He took the back stairs down to the shop floor and exited via the back door. The massive ferrocrete surface made for an excellent patio, one that had hosted regular barbecues for his employees, some of whom had also been techs in the Throwbacks. He sat in the old wrought-iron chair next to the glass-topped table with a sigh and popped the cap from the bottle with a twist. Shaking  a cigarette out of his pack, he lit up and inhaled deeply, feeling the smoke make its way to his lungs. He held it there for several heartbeats before blowing it out with relish. Setting the lighter and pack on the table, he grabbed the sweating bottle of beer. He took a second drag on the cig, then a long pull on the beer, blowing out the smoke after swallowing. He kicked out and put his feet on the empty chair opposite him and let the day’s tension and headaches leave him along with the smoke.

      He opened his eyes and surveyed his domain. It wasn’t much, by Inner Sphere standards at least, but it was just about everything he’d ever wanted. The workshop wasn’t large as such places go, but he’d filled it with the best equipment this side of the League border. The Panthera sat at the far end of the massive landing pad. That pad was why he’d chosen this location. It had been a DropShip repair bay, way back. All that was left was the husk of the shop and six massive pads, each able to accommodate an Overlord before the fire. He’d installed a roof four stories high and three ’Mech gantries in the shop, and hung his shingle. He tinkered on the Panthera whenever he had the time, as she still had the scars of the escape from El Giza. After landing on Fanardir, it was clear she couldn’t make orbit again without major repairs, so he’d bought her from Captain Johns for a pittance and had the crew give her one last flight, a suborbital hop to her new home.

      Someday she’d be spaceworthy again. Someday.

      But his business had taken off. He and another half-dozen technicians from the Throwbacks had a waiting list for the shop’s three gantries. Inner Sphere-trained techs were a hot commodity in the Magistracy, and they’d be busy for years to come.

      Killian took another drag, slouched deeper into his chair, and put his hands behind his head, interlacing the fingers. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the cool evening air.

      A foot scuffing on ferrocrete disturbed his reverie. “Forget something, Cory?” The youngster was a local who’d hired on a few months back. Kid was always forgetting something at the shop. It was annoying, but somewhat endearing at the same time.

      Silence answered him. Killian opened his eyes and sat up. He turned, mouth open to ask again, but he froze and the words died in his throat.

      A ghost stood before him.

      Killian opened and closed his mouth several times, but he found no words. The man moved before Killian found his voice.

      Killian’s last sight was of the Panthera. He knew he’d never see her take to the skies again.

      

      
        
        FIVE

        THE MASQUERADE

      

      

      
        
        MOUNT NYSA VINEYARD

        WILDWOOD

        MAGISTRACY OF CANOPUS

        12 JUNE 2923

      

      

      Mount Nysa Vineyard was more of an estate than a viticulture center. At its heart was the Grand Dionysus Manse. The enormous edifice had come to life in less than six months, thanks to an army of construction workers and enough heavy equipment to erect a small city. Though the vines had yet to deliver their first harvest, the generous and gregarious host ensured her reputation and status among the local socialites with her lavish parties.

      The massive domicile contained thirty bedrooms, half again as many bathrooms, and five massive ballrooms. It was the latter that brought guests by the drove on this night, the Dionysian Revels. The masquerade ball was a significant event attended by the world’s high society. Tonight marked the event’s second occurrence.

      Only those deemed most important on Wildwood received invitations. The world’s governess and her consort were in attendance, as were the heads of industry and culture. Each invitation allowed a guest, and despite—or perhaps because of—the exclusivity, the Revels were highly attended. All guests wore masks so they could indulge their vices without repercussions, as prohibition against journalists rarely proved effective on Wildwood. The highborn loved the freedom to behave like those they deemed lesser, and the masquerade allowed them to debase themselves without consequences.

      None of those in the elite ranks knew much of their newest member, save that she had arrived on Wildwood only a few years ago, and wasted little time procuring a vast tract of land, renaming one of her new mountains after one on Terra, and turning the construction crew loose.

      What they did know was only considerable wealth could effect the massive construction effort, especially in such a short time. That immediately endeared her to those of the high ranks, despite the aura of mystery surrounding her.

      Tonight, the enigmatic woman stood at the entrance, greeting every arrival as if they were the Magestrix herself. She wore a simple dress that highlighted her athletic physique, while staying within the confines of the year’s latest styling. Her mask was made from a pair of toroidally wound cords of lightweight polymer, one atop the other, replicating a Tesla coil. One coil rested atop her head like a crown, the other covered her from nose to chin. She received her guests as a monarch of old Terra might, with grace and apparent sincerity, even though she and the attendees were all ciphers to one another.

      She gave little thought to the man who arrived alone, a rare but not unheard-of occurrence. He wore a wide-brimmed cowboy hat with a short crown. A verdant bandana covered his face below the eyes. He returned her greeting with a silent tip of his cowboy hat. His eyes met hers with an intensity that sent a shiver down her spine, so she intended to find him later and see where the night might take them.

      The Revels drove through the night and into early morning. The sun was pinking the horizon when the cowboy crossed her path once more. They exchanged terse pleasantries before she took his hand and led him up the stairs. Many of the rooms had acquired occupants for the night, but her security ensured her private quarters remained free of transient tenants.

      She dismissed the guard at the door as they passed through it. She closed and latched the door before taking off her mask and spinning with a flourish.

      He had pulled the bandana down around his neck, and she immediately recognized his face. The eager smile on her lips vanished, and her cooing turned into a strangled choke as a strong hand clamped onto her throat.

      She fought him, drawing the knife hidden at the back of her waist and slashing across his arm. He ignored the cut and squeezed all the harder.

      She stabbed at his chest, but the blade rebounded with a metallic sound.

      Finally, the knife fell from nerveless fingers, and she knew no more.

      

      
        
        SIX

        THE GAMBLER

      

      

      
      
        
        BOXCARS CASINO

        BASS

        MAGISTRACY OF CANOPUS

        9 AUGUST 2924

      

      

      Lisa “Jinx” Jenkins cursed the fates and threw her hole card onto the table. She glared at the dealer as her chips were swiped away.

      The pit boss stepped around the table and took her shoulder in a firm grip. “I think your night is over.”

      She bit back her venomous retort. “Okay, Mike,” she said. Jinx had once been part-owner of this joint. She thought it was such a great investment, to take money from the rubes that came to the Magistracy for the pleasure circuses and decided to try their luck further. It might have been a wise way to invest one’s fortune, provided one wasn’t a degenerate gambler.

      Time was, luck was on her side. That hadn’t been the case for a long time. Her old call sign had struck hard once the bug bit her. Years had passed since she’d rolled the dice, spun the roulette wheel, or dealt the cards. Once she had free run of the casino, though, the temptation was too great. After a few cocktails, she lost control and began to lose, and lose big. What had seemed like a lifetime supply of money had dwindled to almost nothing in a few months. She sold her interest in the business and pissed away that windfall, too, mostly. Only the pity of her former partners and employees kept her from gambling away her home.

      She skulked away from the casino floor. She would be back in the morning. Soon enough, Lady Luck would be on her side again. She just knew it.

      The streets were placid and empty as she walked toward home. One thing the Canopians did right was contain the debauchery to the houses of ill-repute. There were never fights or other disturbances outside the casinos or brothels. Tight security prevented that. Crime was incredibly low, given all the wages of sin being exchanged in vast amounts so close by. She wasn’t exactly sure why, though. It made sense for the locals, but tourists might be expected to carry on and they never did. Must have something to do with not wearing out one’s welcome, she thought.

      Her house was a few klicks away. It was always a lonely walk home after a night of losing. And lately she had a lot of experience with those.

      A bottle rolling and bouncing along the ferrocrete stopped her short. She looked into the dark alley she was passing. No one was there. Must be an animal or something. She’d call the control officers in the morning. Wild animals sometimes sneaked into the cities to scavenge food from the garbage. Nothing to worry about.

      Half a block farther along, she tripped stepping down from the curb, and her shoes scraped on the pavement. Another set of footsteps suddenly stopped, as if someone were following her, stepping at the same time she did to hide their presence.

      She turned slowly and scanned the area. The empty lot to her right offered no concealment, and the building on its far side was closed for the night. There was no one on the opposite side of the street. Glowing streetlamps drove away the darkness where anyone might hide.

      Jinx resumed her walk, cursing her imagination, and adding another mark against her luck for the night. Two blocks later, the darkness encroached. With her eyes on her feet, she hadn’t noticed until it had already swallowed her. She stopped short and looked up. The streetlights were out on her side of the street.

      A chill ran down her back. She looked around, seeking she knew not what. She began walking again, hoping to cross to the pool of light across the road. Her shoes grated against something, causing a tinkling sound. The wan light from the lamps across the way sent sparkling motes from the shards of glass she had stirred. She looked up. One of the darkened lamps was immediately above her.

      She spun a careful circuit. The casino crew knew her, but they wouldn’t bend the rules for someone who no longer paid their wages. That meant she was unarmed like everyone else. Jinx hadn’t carried a weapon for some time. The absence of a holster on her hip suddenly felt like a hole in her long-gone Phoenix Hawk’s armor.

      She swallowed with an audible gulp.

      The hand on her shoulder was far less gentle than Mike’s had been.

      The powerful grip spun her about. A tall figure faced her, holding both her arms just above the elbow.

      She swiftly drove her knee into her attacker’s crotch, but struck something metallic and cried out in pain. The figure winced, but didn’t release her. She tried again, but they twisted their hips and took the blow on their thigh instead. Again, it hurt her more than it did them.

      “No surprise to find you outside a casino, Jinx,” the shadowed face said.

      Jinx froze. No one called her that anymore. It took a moment, but she recognized the voice. She tilted her head to the side. “But you’re dead!”

      “No. You are.”

      The vibroblade entered her side and pierced her lung and heart in one vicious stroke.

      In her last instant of life, she felt herself being hoisted on the shoulder of the man they had left behind.

      

      
        
        SEVEN

        THE DISTRUST

      

      

      
        
        JOHNS ESTATE

        BRIXTANA

        MAGISTRACY OF CANOPUS

        26 FEBRUARY 2925

      

      

      
        
        “The mysterious Bounty Hunter appeared in his trademark green Warhammer, interrupting a battle between the Thurrock militia and the Red Knights pirate band. He reportedly announced his claim to a bounty on the pirate leader, one Jerrison Muldoon, and instructed the other combatants to hold their fire until he collected the villain. The militia stood down, but the pirates did not, and the Bounty Hunter engaged the bandit lance by himself⁠—”

      

      

      A knock sounded at the front door. Nathan Johns muted the local newsfeed. Not long ago, a servant would have answered the door, but Johns had dismissed them all. He didn’t trust anyone anymore.

      Gripping a sidearm, he went to the security station. The video feed showed two familiar faces, ones he was willing to give the benefit of the doubt to. For now.

      Johns threw the bolts and opened the heavy steel door, and a flurry of snow blew through the gap. “Get inside.” He scanned the well-lit porch and the darkness beyond for a moment before closing and locking the door after his guests passed.

      “Report.” He had no patience for them to remove their winter coats and gloves.

      “Got any coffee?” Edison unzipped his insulated parka, ignoring Johns.

      “No coffee,” Johns said. He swung his gaze to Mimic. “Report?”

      “No sign, sir,” he said.

      Johns pressed his back to the hallway wall. “How…? She was among the Wildwood elite.”

      “We know,” Edison said. His reddened cheeks were fading to pink in the heat of Johns’ home. “But she’s gone. Vanished, without a trace. Last time anyone saw her was the night of her big shindig. That was over a year ago.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yeah,” Mimic said. “Everyone’s scared. We’ve heard back from some. They’ve all buttoned up tighter than a merchant’s hold. They think one of the Throwbacks is responsible.”

      “Why would they think that?” Johns asked.

      Edison pointed to the poster hanging on the wall. “That.” The poster was printed on old-fashioned paper. It bore in large letters the word wanted at the top. A photograph of Johns filled most of the page, while his name and crimes against House Humphreys were listed below the image. Johns had been amused at the duke’s quest to have them “brought to justice.” He and some others had hung their own wanted posters in their homes.

      “That doesn’t make sense,” he said. “I’ve heard nothing about the rewards being paid out.”

      “Exactly. We told them the same thing. Some of them might be willing to meet at a neutral location, with enough notice, but most said no to that, too.”

      Johns narrowed his eyes. “Who refused?”

      

      
        
        EIGHT

        THE BETRAYAL

      

      

      
        
        HEX FARMS

        ADHERLWIN

        MAGISTRACY OF CANOPUS

        16 APRIL 2925

      

      

      A dozen members of the constabulary looked on the scene of carnage. A battle between ’Mechs had been fought on the grounds. Such an event was almost unheard of on Adherlwin. Even pirate raiders wouldn’t destroy the crops. The rest of the team was inside the ruins of the home, reviewing the security cam footage from the bunker-like basement, alongside the battleROM from the wreckage of the downed ’Mech.

      Fire had raged through the fields of alfalfa, wheat, and corn. There wouldn’t be much to harvest in the Adherlwin autumn, which began in a few weeks. Nor was anyone left to perform the chores. The farmhouse—more of a mansion, really—had been completely leveled.

      “There, stop. Play it from there,” the chief inspector said. The video showed a DropShip land in the field, starting the fire, and disgorge a lance of BattleMechs. “Now you,” he said to the technicians who had recovered the battleROM footage. The two feeds played side by side.

      The intruders were deliberate and merciless. The property owner had been one Wilmot “Hex” Heckam. The quinquagenarian retiree still had her Phoenix Hawk, stored in a disused silo. She had met the unwelcome visitors directly.

      “Get the hell off my land,” Hex said. The cockpit recorder gave her voice an echo. The sound of the intruders asking for a peaceful discussion were cut off abruptly. Hex had closed her comm.

      They didn’t leave, so she opened fire. It had been several years since she’d sat the cockpit, and it showed. On her best day, she might’ve survived and escaped a full lance of enemies, but her best days were behind her. She scored some hits, even a few major ones, but the incoming volume of fire was too much. Her machine-gun ammunition was hit. Her ejection system rocketed her free of the dying ’Mech, and the battleROM ended. The security feed told the rest of the tale: A deliberate laser shot had set her parachute on fire, so she had plummeted to the ground. She had not survived.

      The ’Mechs had begun firing into the mansion, but the camera was not hit. Then they had turned around, boarded their Union-class DropShip, and departed.

      “We didn’t find her body, sir, just the empty ejection seat,” one of the team members said.

      “Scan ahead,” the chief said. Lines appeared as the playback speed increased. “Stop! Go back a few minutes… There!”

      In the footage, a lone figure appeared from the tree line at the south end of Hex Farm. He was clad in green armor that covered him from head to foot. A sort of backpack rode between the shoulders, with what looked like small wings sticking up from the sides. Modest pauldrons began at the shoulders and reached halfway to the elbows. Bulging vambraces covered the forearms, and dexterous gauntlets the hands. The breastplate was crenelated, as if the suit had a protruding ribcage, narrowing at the waist like a Greek statue. The hips flared wide as bulky cuisses covered the thighs. Massive greaves covered the lower legs, from poleyns to almost comically large sabatons covering the feet. A large, domed helmet with reflective glass concealed the face within.

      The chief’s blood ran cold. He knew who it was, but couldn’t speak past the lump in his throat.

      “Sonofabitch,” someone said over his shoulder. “It’s the Bounty Hunter!”

      The words that had caught in his throat had been uttered by another. The chief could hear the awe in the man’s voice. He knew no one doubted the speaker had capitalized
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