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      Goodness, has the past three months been a whirlwind! Between the last issue and now, the Mercenaries Kickstarter crowdfunding campaign dropped like a daisy cutter in the middle of a forest, blasting through every single expectation and stretch goal! By the time the smoke cleared, the campaign had surpassed $7.5 million, and we couldn’t have gotten there without the help of our readership and the BattleTech community as a whole. Because of the success of the Kickstarter campaign, I am excited to announce that #15, our December issue, will be a double-size all-mercenaries blowout, featuring even more merc tales than you can shake the biggest wad of C-bills at.

      But now that we have that out of the way, let’s talk about our current issue, lucky #13. Luck, both good and bad, has always played a strong role in BattleTech, especially on the tabletop, but the bad-luck stories always stick with you and are often wildly entertaining. For example, the most unlucky turn I ever saw in a game of BattleTech was when a pristine Jenner ran full throttle on a paved road, failed their Piloting Skill check, so they skidded, fell, had enough momentum left slide through one side of a building, out the other side, and right into a level 2 lake nearby. Then, when it took damage from the fall into the lake, the head was damaged enough to breach the armor and drown the pilot. Untouched to drowned, all in a single turn. Even the player running that ’Mech was so impressed by the result of that string of bad rolls that he wasn’t even mad, and we still talk about it nearly ten years later. Stories like that are what inspired me toward the theme of this issue.

      This was a really fun issue to put together; for the game-content side of things, I challenged our authors to come up with articles and game features that highlighted bad luck in the BattleTech universe, and they delivered in spades. And when it came to finding stories for this volume, I kept noticing a theme among some of them—and bear in mind that these stories were all written and submitted long before I had the concept for this issue—which resulted in some kismet I honestly couldn’t have planned. For example, Stephen Toropov wrote a Technical Readout entry for the ALB-6U Abatross, which highlights how the ’Mech has, much like its namesake bird, garnered a reputation for misfortune over the years. Then, as I’m reviewing a story by veteran author David G. Martin, “Drawing the Short Straw” (which, you’ll note, is a phrase that means having some bad luck), and lo and behold, the main character in the story is piloting an Albatross. Cue the spooky music! Then I get to Giles Gammage’s “Reversal of Fortunes,” which is also a reference to bad luck!

      Speaking of fiction, this issue features stories from four new authors. Ben Klinefelter has written BattleTech game content before, but his first foray into short fiction is “The Swamp Fox,” which follows the rebellion on Verthandi in the Third Succession War. (If you’re a fan of William H. Keith’s Gray Death Legion novel Mercenary’s Star, then you’ll definitely love this story!) In “Acceptable Losses,” Adam Neff shows us the hard choices mercenaries often have to make in the heat of battle. If you like Locusts—and let’s be honest, who doesn’t?—then you’re sure to love “Run, Locust, Run” by Westin Riverside. And Joseph A. Cosgrove’s “Starving Vultures” takes us to a true hard-luck world in the Davion Outback, where desperate people trying to leave a dying planet leads to explosive consequences.

      From our veteran authors, we have the aforementioned “Drawing the Short Straw” by David G. Martin, which gives us a look at the bitter war between the Duchy of Tamarind-Abbey and the Marian Hegemony. Giles Gammage’s “Reversal of Fortunes” dives into the FedCom Civil War, as seen through the lens of two battling brothers. In “No Rest for the Accursed,” Matthew Cross’ addition to the Tales from the Cracked Canopy series, a tormented Dragon’s Fury member seeks some peace for the sins of his past. And finally, “The Wreckoning,” Russell Zimmerman’s follow-up to “Seal the Deal” from #11, takes us to the dangerous arenas of Solaris VII, where a risky gladiatorial experiment could spell disaster for not only a struggling MechWarrior, but every person and organization supporting him.

      Also, our brand-new serial novel from Bryan Young, Lone Wolf and Fox, debuts in this issue! This story sees the Katie Ferraro and the Fox Patrol embroiled in their biggest endeavor yet! (If you’ve missed the previous adventures of the Fox Patrol in earlier Shrapnel issues, then check out the Fox Tales anthology at your favorite fiction retailer, as it also contains a brand-new story unique to that collection!)

      For game content, we have a Voices of the Sphere article about how the Clans’ culture has affected the Inner Sphere; the aforementioned Albatross Technical Readout; a dubious tale about a Star League-era full-body cooling suit with a checkered history; a Bainbridge’s Guide to unique geographical features that can help or hinder your battles; a Unit Digest for Wilson’s Hussars, a merc unit with notoriously bad luck; a report on a JumpShip that misjumped on a Friday the 13th; an RPG adventure set in the literally cutthroat world of Solaris VII’s fashion industry; a culture article about the social climate of the Raven Alliance, with a focus on the Snow Ravens’ political machinations; a Planet Digest for Gandy’s Luck, a high-oxygen world dominated by large insects; and an Alpha Strike scenario set in the Wolf Empire, which only requires the Alpha Strike Box Set to play.

      Before you charge further into this issue, I have a couple of shout-outs. First, the awesome cover image comes from new artist Germán Varona Galindo, a.k.a. Wallok. I love how this piece turned out, and I can’t wait to see more from him in the future! Second, I want to extend special thanks to Ramón Ostolaza Fernández and Agustín Sieiro for their invaluable input for Planet Digest: Gandy’s Luck. We all greatly appreciate your help!

      All right, MechWarriors, time to move out! Cross your fingers and throw some salt over your shoulder, because, trust me, you’re gonna need all the good luck you can get!

      

      Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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      “READY!” a harsh, accented voice called out as the line of soldiers standing at attention raised their rifles as one.

      She could see the dust drifting in the courtyard, swirling in eddies from the breeze. The sun beat down, drenching the pristine courtyard in sunlight, in stark contrast to the dark deed about to take place. The damp splotches that had appeared on the soldiers’ orangish-brown uniforms told her how sweltering the heat was. The prisoners facing the soldiers were dirty, disheveled, and forlorn. One in particular stood out to her.

      “AIM!” the harsh voice shouted again.

      The line of faceless soldiers leveled their rifles at the bound prisoners, some sagging against their restraints, most sobbing in fear or relief. Her husband stood stoically, accepting his fate at the hands of these monsters who had invaded and ravaged her home.

      She gasped for air, not realizing she had stopped breathing in response to the unfolding scene. Her hands, claw-like from the tension of the moment, reached out as if to physically stop the next word from being spoken, knowing what result it would have.

      “FIRE!”

      Frances Marrion awoke with a start in her bunk, her sheets soaked with sweat. The cold clamminess seeped through her chilled skin, despite the oppressive humidity in this southern area of the Silvan Basin. Her heart pounded as the remnants of the nightmare faded. She thought she heard the echoes of the rifles’ report bouncing through the small space of the captain’s cabin, but that was just the memory of that fateful day. The gentle rocking of the Monitor naval vessel soothed her gradually. The ship rolled slowly up and down with the ebb and flow of the tidal waters.

      She swung her legs to the side of the bed and rested her face in cupped hands. Her sweat-soaked, shoulder-length, dark blond hair, hung lank and disheveled around her, obscuring her view, and she rubbed her face vigorously to get the blood moving to her brain.

      Gotta get moving. Dracs aren’t gonna leave Verthandi of their own accord.

      She dressed quickly, her eyes adjusting to the predawn darkness as she located her clothing and strapped her gun belt around her waist.

      A fist banged on her closed door. “Fran, you up?” a deep voice called out.

      “I’m up, Darren. Coming out,” she said as she finished dressing in the darkness. She pulled the door open to find her second standing there with a mug of fresh coffee, steaming the sleep away from the last recesses of her mind.

      While she came in at a whopping 1.7 meters tall and 60 kilos, Darren towered over her and outmassed her twice over. He was a burly crane operator from Port Gaspin. Where her rage toward the occupiers of Verthandi was fire and blood, his was a quiet, simmering anger from the loss of his wife a few weeks ago. Back in the summer, he had alerted the resistance to the security arrangements of then-named Vengeance so the rebels could take control of the ship before she was used against them. Darren was part of the group that had helped the rebels sneak aboard the Vengeance the night they stole her from the Draconis Combine garrison. He was quick to figure out the main guns, and had claimed them for his own.

      “Let’s go,” Frances said as she took the mug, sipping it as she followed Darren down the passageway toward the bridge. “Everything ready?”

      “We’re on station. Slipped in nice and easy overnight. Everyone got a little sleep, including Shaw’s folks.” The big man squeezed through the small hatch and onto the bridge.

      She followed him, nodding to Jerry manning the helm as she headed to the ferroglass of the main viewing port, where she looked out across the bow of the Monitor at the turret-mounted guns and the dull gray of the superstructure.

      There was a total of thirteen people aboard, all part of the Verthandi resistance movement. The Monitor only required five personnel to operate it: a helmsman or captain; one gunner for each of the three missile launchers, port, starboard, and aft; and one gunner for Big Ben, the massive dual autocannons on the forward-mounted turret. Darren had named the bow guns after their first engagement. When he had fired them, he said it sounded like a giant bell being rung inside the little fire-control compartment. Frances assumed he was probably a little deaf from working with heavy machinery all his life, because to everyone else, Big Ben made a deep-seated thumping noise that reverberated in the chest cavity of every person nearby. Frances was okay with the moniker, since it also reminded her of her own son’s name, and she liked to imagine him being able to reach out and destroy the monsters that scared him.

      In addition to the five crew, a seven-person squad of jump infantry filled the forward cargo hold.

      And then there was her: leader of the small rebel crew, captain of the traitor ship Swamp Fox, planner of Kuritan destruction.

      The faint sunlight was starting to seep through the tall jungle trees and into the misty portholes of the bridge. Directly across the bow, the Santee ran lazily in a northerly direction towards the Azure Sea, about ten kilometers off the starboard side of the vessel. It was a relatively wide river, a little less than a hundred meters across. It stretched to the south into the Silvan Basin, and was the Swamp Fox’s main hunting ground. Frances couldn’t make out the far shore of the Santee yet. But soon the mist would dissipate with the coming of dawn. And with that eastern sunlight at her back, and the Swamp Fox charging toward them out of that same sun, she hoped the Snakes would feel some terror as Darren let Big Ben ring. Frances smiled at the thought.

      She placed her steaming coffee mug on the sill of the main porthole and pulled an elastic band from a trouser pocket. Pulling her hair back in a ponytail, she secured it with the band. Can’t have this mess obscuring my vision when the shooting starts. She grabbed the electronic binoculars from their hook and switched them on, her thoughts cascading between the past and present.

      Swamp Fox sat idle at anchor just inside the mouth of a tributary of the Santee, the smaller Mattaponi, 500 meters from their target. It had taken four days to work their way down this feeder river, but luckily, the Swamp Fox had a very shallow draft. It allowed her to get through parts of the river thought unpassable by larger waterborne vessels. Although the shallow draft made for a fairly rough ride, they had all gotten used to it over the last couple months. No more seasickness from Jerry, the helmsman.

      She surveyed the Drac supply depot through her binoculars, switching between vislight and thermal. Even with the drifting mist limiting vislight somewhat, she was still able to make out some enhanced shapes. But thermal imaging blazed through the fog, locating the steady orange glow of the depot’s power generator. From the intel she had received, the depot was a simple rectangular shape with two small supply buildings, an office that doubled as a guard headquarters, and three guard towers, one of which watched the gap in the chain-link fence at the entrance to the depot at the bottom of the rectangle. The other two towers were at the opposite corners at the top of the rectangle. She could see faint orangish-yellow blobs of two guards, one in the tower and one in the office. She couldn’t fully make out the two towers in the back, just the square shape of the towers.

      Frances had always loved shapes. They just made sense to her. The lines, the symmetry, all of it just talked to her brain the right way. She had been eager to learn as much as she could about the new art coming out of Tharkad, but that was nothing but ashes to her now. At just twenty-two years old, she had come to Verthandi to work on her master’s degree in art history in the hopes of eventually moving to the Lyran Commonwealth’s capital and working in one of the great art museums there. Now, though, she was admiring a rectangle she was about to destroy. In two short years, she had arrived as a student, fallen in love, become a mother, a widow, a vocal opponent of the Combine, and finally a leader in the fight against the invading Dracs. Once more, it was time to fight back against the oppression.

      “Let’s do it, Jerry. Take us surfing.” Fran gazed at the vague shape of the far bank through the mist and raised her communicator to her lips. “All hands, general quarters, general quarters. Man your battle stations. Plan Viper. Execute.”

      She felt the thrum of the engines spooling up, and the bow rose slightly as the Swamp Fox eased slowly forward, picking up speed. She looked at the LED readout on the control station and quickly did the math in her head in relation to speed and distance. At just 29 knots, or 54 kph, the Swamp Fox was relatively slow compared to BattleMechs or smaller wet-naval vessels. “One minute out, Shaw,” she spoke softly over the thrum of the engine as the ship picked up speed.

      “Copy, Fran,” came the tinny response from the infantry below deck. The jump infantry squad had given Fran a bit of surprise striking power. Whenever the cargo bay’s hatch rolled back, out jumped an entire seven-person squad of infantry firing captured rifles and submachine guns at the enemy.

      They had been hitting the Combine’s supply depots and troop centers along the northern riverbanks that followed deeply into the heart of the Silvan Basin, the breadbasket of Verthandi. For three months, the Dracs had been trying to gain control of the Basin, running convoys and hunting for the rebel encampments. Every time the Snakes had put a depot or barracks anywhere along a river in the Silvan Basin, the Swamp Fox had preyed on their poor planning.

      Frances raised her electronic binoculars again and scanned the shore as it came into view. Swamp Fox rocked slightly as Jerry kicked the throttle up to flank speed. According to intel, the hastily erected buildings along the shore were meant to house munitions and supplies for the Combine troops in the area. She was about to ruin their plans. She had been up and down the coast of the Azure Sea the past few months, learning the various rivers that fed into the massive sea. “Steaming” upriver to strike at the Kuritans gave her more satisfaction than she realized. More so than the outdated word of “steaming” regarding ancient Terran naval vessels.

      “I got a bad feeling about this, Fran,” Darren said nervously from his protected gunnery cubicle.

      “We’ve had this discussion already. Keep your eyes on your threat monitors and bring those guns online. This should be a pretty easy hit. The Dracs have slipped up on this one.”

      Without taking her eyes from the binocs, she said, “Shaw, thirty seconds.” She could visualize the seven troops in the open bay, tightening the straps on their jump packs, hefting weapons, and looking up at the open cargo hatch with anticipation. Except Shaw, none of the infantry were formally trained. He was a veteran infantryman from the Lyran Commonwealth Armed Forces.

      “I hear ya, but it still doesn’t feel right,” Darren muttered as he flipped switches and pressed buttons to bring Big Ben online.

      Frances watched the turret-mounted autocannons swivel back and forth in their mount, testing the movement, like a wolf sniffing the air for prey. Let them come, she thought. Let them try to stifle us.

      The revolution on Verthandi had stalled in the last few months. After the Revolutionaries had pushed most of the Snakes back into Regisport, the Draconis Combine troops had really cracked down in response. To Frances, none of the big-picture things the Council of Revolutionaries talked about really mattered to her. She just wanted to kill every single Kuritan soldier on the planet, and make the Draconis Combine pay in blood for her loss. After what they had done to her love, she had no more sympathy to give. At least her son was off-planet and with family—although she didn’t know what would happen to him if she was lost. The only thing Fran did know anymore was to fight for vengeance. She was just an art student. She had thought about leaving Verthandi when the revolution broke out, but that wasn’t an option. Jacim Feldhausen, the love of her life and the father of her child, had been a history professor at the University of Regis, and they had been romantically involved for almost two years.

      Then the rumblings of revolution had started over a year ago. Jacim had gotten involved in the peaceful protesting, but protests alone could not close the camps of citizens the Kurita occupiers were using as slave labor to mine precious elements to ship off-world.

      The blatant brutality of the Kuritans had reached full bloom in the spring. Jacim had been targeted by Governor-General Nagumo’s secret police, and was part of a sweep that rounded up dissenters to the Kuritan government’s handling of the planetary affairs. That’s when she lost him. The governor-general had broadcast the summary executions to quell further dissent. She watched on the holovid as Jacim was murdered by a firing squad of Kurita troops while Nagumo watched, praising the Kuritan troops for their bravery at stomping out the dissension among the populace. But the rage she felt at the brutality and callousness of the Kuritan overlords didn’t override her concern for their son. She knew the troubles would continue and get worse, so she’d scraped together all the money she had left, enough to smuggle one person off-planet, and sent her son to “vacation” with his grandfather on the Lyran Commonwealth world of Twycross. Frances had a feeling she would never see her baby’s beautiful blue eyes again. No matter what happened, she had to keep Ben safe from the monsters. If she didn’t do her part to uphold Jacim’s vision of the future, what kind of example would she set for her own son?

      At the last Revolutionary Council meeting, she had been appalled by their unwillingness to take the fight to the governor head on. They thought protests and little jabs in the side of the Dragon would eventually make them leave. Fran had advocated for hiring a mercenary unit to come and help them, but the Council had voted her down. She knew, from the history she had learned from Jacim, only direct action would get the Council’s attention. Fran remembered railing at them for their lack of conviction and foresight, in just doing “enough” when overwhelming force was needed. She smiled at the memory of storming out of the meeting room. If the Council wouldn’t act, she would.

      The LED display flashed to ten seconds. Fran watched the numbers drift to zero as the coast of the far bank grew wider in her field of view. When Swamp Fox reached a hundred meters from the easy sloping banks, she activated her comm unit. “Launch,” she said. She listened for the telltale activation of the jump packs, and then watched the seven troopers rise out of the small opening on the forward deck, angling towards the shore.

      “Hard to port, Jerry,” she ordered. “Get us in close to shore and then bring us alongside. I wanna give the port missile battery a clear line, and have our bow lined up for a cruise to the Azure as soon as we’re done.”

      Jerry didn’t respond but started adjusting the yokes to bring the 75-ton vessel around on a proper angle to comply with Fran’s directions.

      She raised the communicator to her lips and said, “Port battery, target the main guard tower and fire.”

      The murky water of the slow-moving river lapped at the shore. The fog was starting to burn off with the arrival of the full sun, and she was able to see farther back around the supply depot. The whoosh of two short-range missiles leaving their tubes sounded just before the first guard tower exploded in fire and smoke. She heard the rattle of the submachine guns from the airborne infantry squad as they shot up the remains of the guard tower, and then Shaw and his troops landed inside the depot’s chain-link fencing.

      Better to be sure, but nonetheless, a perfect start to another attack by the Swamp Fox, Frances thought.

      Renaming the Monitor from Vengeance to Swamp Fox had been her idea. The first time she met Jacim, he had been giving a history lecture at the University of Regis on something about Terran history, and she remembered his passion telling a story about some mythical animal from Terra that had terrorized some settlers. She couldn’t remember most of it, and it was probably completely wrong, but she didn’t care. Swamp Fox reminded her of Jacim. Swamp Fox would be Jacim’s revenge on his killers. And just like their animal namesake, she and the Swamp Fox’s crew had been terrorizing the Kuritan troops along the rivers for the past four months.

      “Fran,” Shaw’s voice broke through her musings. “There’s nothing here.”

      Frances froze, thoughts cascading furiously. “What?! Nothing?” She trusted Shaw to scrounge whatever he could from any of the locations they had hit along the rivers and the coast over the last few months. If he couldn’t find anything, it wasn’t there.

      She sighed. She was disappointed, but her thoughts continued to churn. Why set this up and not stock it? She knew there were troops in the area. Just a week ago, Swamp Fox had launched a daring attack on a small barracks and killed almost a whole platoon of Dracos in the middle of their morning aerobics. “Copy. RTB.”

      “Fran, they’re on us!” Darren yelled, shaking her out of her thoughts. “Multiple MAD readings coming!”

      Fran white-knuckle gripped the handhold underneath the large ferroglass window that encompassed most of the bridge and leaned forward to try to see everything at once. With her head against the glass, she saw the churning water erupt on the port side, and a BattleMech emerged from the depths of the Santee less than 100 meters away from the side of Swamp Fox.

      “Weapons free!” she yelled in her comm unit. “Target and fire at will!”

      She watched the brownish water sluice off a 45-ton Phoenix Hawk as it rose from its position on the bottom of the river. The brown and black mud partially obscured the red disc with the black dragon head on its left-side chest armor.
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      Without taking her eyes from the ’Hawk, she yelled at Darren, “Hit that port sonovabitch with both barrels!”

      Big Ben made a small adjustment toward the closest threat as she stared at the river monster rising and lifting its right arm to line up the rifle-style large laser that was its main offensive weapon. The machine guns in the ’Mech’s left arm belched out flame and hot metal that tracked through the water and across the starboard side of Swamp Fox. Two missiles from the portside battery slammed into the Phoenix Hawk’s right leg and arm, a mild inconvenience to the ’Mech.

      Then Big Ben opened up. The deep, rumbling buzzsaw of the stream of autocannon rounds obliterated the Kurita symbol as fragments of armor and internal structure spalled away from the explosive shells impacting deep inside the ’Mech.

      She was dimly aware of the starboard and aft missile batteries firing, so transfixed as she was the Phoenix Hawk.

      “We got a total of four on us, Fran!” Jerry yelled, the worry in his voice apparent. “Scratch one. Make that three.”

      Darren whooped from his armored cubicle.

      She shook herself away from the scene of the Phoenix Hawk falling backward, great rents in its torso, smoke leaking from the gashes as it splashed backwards like a human falling back into a pool. The water will probably flood those compartments. Can’t be good for it. She was not the one in the family with that type of knowledge. Her father was. Or had been. The notification of his death was still in her pocket, crumpled and flattened over and over again. She’d read it hundreds of times over the last few months. He was gone, and there was nothing she could do about it but fight back like he had taught her in their early years together.

      She squinted as man-made lightning struck the bow of the Swamp Fox—two hard thumps followed by a series of water explosions from the autocannon mounted on the Marauder that had risen from the depths. Standing more than 200 meters away just off the bow, the ’Mech blocked their escape downriver. The Swamp Fox shuddered from the hits on the port side where another Marauder was rising and moving towards the rebel vessel.

      We must have floated right over that bastard. Ballsy of them.

      The Santee covered the approaching ’Mech from the waist down, slowing its movement to a crawl. But Swamp Fox was faster in the water than they were.

      Frances made a quick calculation in her head. “Jerry, move her forward! Flank speed!” She gripped the handhold again as the Swamp Fox shuddered from the blows coming from three directions. “Darren! Starboard side, target and fire!” She felt Big Ben slew around from starboard to port, but she was sprinting across the bridge to look out the rear window and see what lay astern. Another ’Mech, a Shadow Hawk. She knew this one, one of her favorites when she was a little girl. The memory of curling up in her father’s lap to watch holovids from Solaris VII when she was little surfaced amid the chaos surrounding her now. She also knew the two Marauders were the deadliest threat.

      They were all deadly threats if she didn’t keep the Monitor moving.

      “Fran, Shaw,” her comm unit barked out. “I’m under fire. Snakes in the grass.” A rattle of gunfire as background noise.

      “Snakes in the grass” was code for ground troops at the landing point. She knew Shaw was a pro, but she couldn’t help him; she had bigger problems. And her problems might be the end of Swamp Fox. The least she could do was get Shaw’s folks out so they could fight another day.

      From all the Council codes she had memorized, she recalled the one she knew would get Shaw in contact with somebody who would hopefully be able to help them, someone who could do more damage to the Snakes than the current rebel leadership was willing to do.

      Frances took a deep breath, dreading the words she was saying. “Shaw, break contact. Evac to X-Ray Kilo Seven-Seven-Two. Squawk Four-Four Lima on arrival.”

      The rattle of gunfire from Shaw’s transmission was louder this time. “Four-Four Lima ain’t ours. Who is it?” He neglected to release the transmit button, and Frances could hear his submachine gun barking as he yelled, “EVAC, EVAC, ON ME!” Then the comms went silent.

      Swamp Fox shook from the combined fire of the three surrounding ’Mechs. Frances knew deep down how this was going to end. She heard Big Ben belch out stream after stream of autocannon shells as the ship picked up speed. She watched with horror as the Shadow Hawk’s laser and autocannon raked the aft decking, probing for the engines and finding the short-range-missile launcher that had been nipping at the big ’Mech.

      “Shaw,” she said, “that’s a local emergency freq. Find ’em and they’ll hide you until the Revolutionary Council is ready to fight. Swamp Fox is done. Good luck, my friend. Happy hunting. Marrion out.”

      She turned away from the destruction of the aft launcher only to see Big Ben ripping a third volley at the starboard-side Marauder, which was stumbling from the onslaught of the massive cannons. Armor peeled and shattered, and myomer bundles hung in tatters. The portside missile launchers followed up the strike, with one missile spiraling in through the massive hole Big Ben had made, sparking an explosion deep inside the crab-like ’Mech.

      The missile touched off the ammunition stored in the menacing ’Mech’s torso. The magnificent secondary explosions blasted the arms free, spiraling them away from the truncated body. When the fire and smoke dissipated, only the Marauder’s legs remained, folding on themselves and disappearing under the Santee.

      The Swamp Fox shuddered again, her bow dropping ever so slightly, enough to bleed off speed. Frances turned to yell at Jerry to increase the throttle just as the ferroglass blew inward on the bridge. She felt a tingling sensation, and then crashed hard against the aft bulkhead. She felt rather than heard a crack and instant pain from her left leg.

      The bridge was thick with smoke and scattered fire. A large blaze had broken out at the helm station. She realized it was Jerry, sitting slack in the half-melted chair, flames dancing across his body. The scent of charred, roasting meat prevailed over the smell of smoke.

      She cried out at the loss of her longtime friend and steady companion in the movement. She turned her face away from the scene of carnage only to have her cry of anguish ring louder as she spied the limp form of Darren lying half in and half out of the gunner’s cubicle. Her second-in-command. The ice to her fiery rage. He had a long bloody gash on the side of his head, a piece of ferroglass sticking out from the wound, the top of his skull misshapen from the blow. So much blood all over his face and chest.

      She attempted to stand, but the pain overwhelmed her. Stabbing pain from her leg shot up her spine and made her gasp as she fell again. She dragged herself across the decking toward Darren, and checked for a pulse with sweat-slicked fingers. Through the tears, she watched his chest rise slowly and fall once. Not to rise again.

      Boiling rage came from deep within her. She could feel herself screaming, but could not hear it, only a steady hum. Probably deaf from the blast. I don’t care. I’m taking them with me.

      Frances dragged herself toward Big Ben’s seat. She could feel the Swamp Fox slowing, but the deck still vibrated with the running engine. At least there’s power. She groaned from the agony as she pulled herself into the gunnery seat, blurry eyes finding the screens for targets and bloody, sweaty hands groping for the control sticks.

      She saw on the main screen that the Swamp Fox was down to just 20 kph, creeping toward that damned Marauder blocking their escape into the Azure Sea. She centered the holographic reticle on the nose of the ’Mech as best she could and squeezed the triggers on both controls, launching a storm of explosive metal at the giant menace less than fifty meters away. The throbbing in her chest told her Big Ben was working. She watched the sparks dance across the screen as the dual autocannons smashed armor and tore myomer fibers.

      Closer.

      She felt the cassettes reload her cannons as the ready light blinked from amber to green, and she squeezed the triggers again. The Marauder shuddered from the hits just as the particle projection cannons in both its arms blasted their charged-particle beams into Swamp Fox one final time. The Marauder stutter-stepped and fell, and a tidal wave of the Santee River splashed over the Swamp Fox’s bow.

      The Monitor slowed to a stop, drifting under momentum only. It shuddered and listed to port, the bow starting to rise. She knew there was another ’Mech out there, that damned Shadow Hawk.

      She swiped a hand across her eyes to clear the moisture away, a mix of tears, sweat, and blood as the Swamp Fox’s bow started to come around, bringing the vessel broadside to the remaining ’Mech. Frances found it on the edge of the screen, growing as the Monitor foundered and drifted. She centered the reticle on the slab-chested ’Mech and jerked the triggers. Big Ben belched out its stream of shells, but the impacts fell short of the ’Mech.

      Frances screamed in rage as the Shadow Hawk laid another volley into Swamp Fox. She felt cold and wet. At first she thought it was just shock from her injuries, but she tore her gaze from the gunner’s screen long enough to see the water of the Santee filling the bridge, rising past her waist. She could try to swim out, but between her injured leg and the Shadow Hawk still out there, where could she go?

      She tested her leg for movement, and searing pain shot through her body like the lightning from the Marauder’s PPCs. Not gonna make it out of here. Time to make it count. With the decision made, she doubled down on her vow to take the attackers with her as best she could. I can do this. For Jacim. For Ben. For me. Come and get me you big Snake bastard.

      Frances centered the reticle over the big, coiled serpent emblem on the chest of the Shadow Hawk and squeezed Big Ben’s triggers.

      The thumping in her chest was indistinguishable between her heart and the pounding of the giant autocannons firing their ’Mech-killing shells. The volley smashed into the Shadow Hawk, tearing its left arm off and staggering the giant machine just as a volley from the ’Hawk’s own autocannon shattered the bridge’s remaining support structures. The armored cubicle collapsed around her, and a piece of the superstructure fell across her abdomen, pinning her to the seat.

      She was beyond shock as the gunner’s station went dark. She smiled a bloody grin and coughed from the thick smoke that consumed the bridge as the water rushed into the compartment, rising to her chin.

      Better to die on your feet, sword in hand, teeth bared, screaming at the storm.

      She tried to think of where she had heard that as the darkness enveloped her.
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      “FIRE!”

      Frances awoke again to the echoes of the same dream she’d had the last several months. She opened her eyes to get her bearings, turning her head from side to side. The room was dimly lit and small, the smell of antiseptic and cleaning products assaulting her nostrils. The only other occupant was Shaw, slumped in a chair beside her bed, sleeping in tattered and dirty combat fatigues.

      “Wha…where…?” Her voice cracked from dryness.

      Shaw started awake and stood quickly, hand dropping to the sidearm at his hip. When he realized she was speaking, he relaxed and took a quick step to her bedside.

      “Fran!” he said, his voice gravelly from sleep. “Easy now. You’re safe. Don’t move. You’ve got a broken leg and a couple of busted ribs.” He reached for a small cup of water from the side table and held it to her lips, allowing her a small sip before returning it.

      She remembered the fight on the Swamp Fox, the heat from the fires on the bridge, the cold of the Santee as the Monitor sank.

      “How…?” Her words trailed off with exhaustion and pain.

      “We saw what was happening. Once I broke contact with the ground troops, we looped around and came in on the other side of the Santee. The one ’Mech left was damaged to hell and back, and it had slipped into the jungle, probably looking for the rest of us. We found you on the shore. I don’t know how you made it out of there, but we patched you up as best we could, and I brought us to the coordinates you gave me.”

      A storm of thoughts raced through her as the pain in her leg and abdomen intruded into her consciousness. “The others…? The Swamp Fox…?”

      Shaw looked away and shook his head. “You were the only survivor we found, Fran.”

      She could see the tracks of tears in the dirt and dust on his weathered face as he looked back at her, his voice quiet in the silence.

      “The Swamp Fox is gone, Fran. She took down three of Nagumo’s ’Mechs before she sank. He won’t be using those anytime soon.” There was a trace of pride in his voice, and he grinned down at her to deliver the last bit of news. “We also just got word about a fresh vehicle-repair depot being set up around Hunter’s Cape. Soon as you’re ready, we’ll go steal a tank and get back at it. This fight ain’t over by a long shot.”

      It never will be for me, Frances thought as blackness overtook her.
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      After a century of intermixing cultures, populations, and economies, the Clans and the Inner Sphere aren’t quite a melting pot, but neither are they alien to each other anymore. This Voices of the Sphere article asks various individuals about their thoughts on the past and future of these merging, yet often conflicting cultures.

      
      Ji-Min Huang, University of Robinson School of Business (Federated Suns): Cultural-sensitivity training for people who will interact with Clanfolk isn’t a new thing, of course, but over time, the price of a faux pas has lessened significantly. Back in my grandmother’s day, mistakenly asking a Trueborn about their birth parents would get you a stab wound or broken nose, but these days, a lot of Clanfolk respond to such errors with a shrug or maybe a low growl. Even so, we try to minimize the occurrence of any missteps.

      The Sea Foxes are by far the easiest to get along with. They actually send people from every caste to attend our courses to share and learn, and quite a few of their representatives will even switch to non-Clan speaking styles for social interactions. Members of other Clans are less accommodating, but with proper preparation, interactions with merchants and even warriors eventually become routine. Unfortunately, little of our training makes it to outlying regions and worlds, where in many communities the Clans continue to be monster-under-the-bed topics of irrational fear and ignorance.

      
      Laborer Obine, Skandia (Rasalhague Dominion): There have always been those unsuited to life in the Clans, but in the past, the stigma and hardships of relegation to the Free Guilds or the Dark Caste served as adequate deterrents to all but the most intractable of nonconformists. In the Inner Sphere, however, a skilled Clan laborer or technician who flees Clan-governed space can find not only acceptance in neighboring nations, but even wealth and prestige. Thus, with each passing generation, the number of dissatisfied Clan-born individuals has increased.

      Propaganda, information control, iron-fisted policing, and even indiscriminate bombardment are effective countermeasures for some Clans, but as every Great House has discovered over the centuries, totalitarian force is no long-term substitute for giving a populace a reason to serve of their own accord. If we wish to maintain at least some semblance of our way of life, certain compromises are necessary. Often, simply the faint promise of potential advancement is enough to quell discord, as both the Capellan Confederation and Federated Suns have demonstrated. But certainly, the best proven outcome is to build a shared home for all, such that those who are born into that family have no desire to leave it, or turn resolvable differences into rash actions.

      
      Bibili Imbrumio, Graceland (Tamar Pact): My grandda built a planetwide chain of groceries, and I got to watch the Jade Falcons turn them all into communal feeding troughs. Now that the turkeys are out, I’ve managed to claw back at least some ownership of the local branches and can start rebuilding the business. But if the Falcons come back, our assets will all get swiped again. So no, I’m not using a bank. Most business owners here won’t. We store our money and valuables in safe places, ’nuff said. We got some deeds and financial holdings back, and those are going off-world soon as the papers are signed. It takes months to move funds these days, so everything is a long-term investment by default, but I’d rather my kids find an old account safe on Tharkad in thirty years than see all my hard work wiped out again.

      
      Technician Martine, Csesztreg (Clan Hell’s Horses): We get plenty of locally produced holovid shows, but let us face it: the Spheroids make much better shows. Not only do we have the strict oversight of censors like some Inner Sphere nations, but we also have an extremely limited scope of cultural references and a lack of funding and resources. No Clan administrator would approve the frivolous expense of gathering 3,000 extras to film a battle scene in a mountain range redressed to look like 15th-century New York City as a Federated Suns production did in the recent Wyatt Earp, Panzer Rider historical drama. That kind of realism cannot be faked. Acquiring bootlegs of this entertainment is worth the effort, so long as the Watch does not take too stern a hand.

      
      Hamish Samaroff, Dalton (Free Worlds League): Clan culture’s been crossing over into the Inner Sphere for decades. Once they stopped being alien invaders and became just another group of weird and annoying neighbors, they lost a bit of their mystique. Likewise, as Clan warriors increasingly fought alongside Inner Sphere troops, their grudging respect percolated down-caste.

      In places far from Clan territory, the impact is mostly casual and lighthearted. We have Talk Like a Clanner Days at workplaces, overpriced Clan-diet programs, and the always-popular Circle of Equals Dance Mat party game. Clan totem costumes show up a lot on kids as well as adults (but for very different uses). The Remembrance gets regular surges on bestseller lists for poetry, history, and business strategy, probably helped along by the fancy special editions produced by every Clan’s merchant caste. I hear that Great Works by Dominion citizens are seen, heard, and tasted all the way out in the Periphery.

      Closer to the borders, though, the imitation has an undertone of deadly seriousness. If a world changes hands, the folks there are very aware that being able to win a fistfight or quote the Great Father may make the difference in a caste assignment or work-credit allocation. That attitude is pretty one-sided, though; Clan laborers, merchants, and technicians are usually confident of their ability to survive and thrive should the Clan system be replaced by any of our governments.

      
      Lacny Kaur, Koulen (Draconis Combine): There are many points on which we disagree, but there are also matters on which we’re perfectly in line with Clan Watch and enforcement entities. Arms and chem smuggling, violent serial
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