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      Attention, MechWarriors! For this issue, I am glad to announce that you all get liberty passes in celebration of a noteworthy Shrapnel milestone!

      Some background: If you’re a long-time reader, you likely recall back in the introduction to Shrapnel #1 that I covered the history of BattleTech short fiction and its role in shaping the BattleTech universe. One of those short-fiction publications, BattleTechnology, ran for a total of twenty-one regular issues. Back when we published that first issue of Shrapnel, I knew we were committed to doing at least one year—four issues, released quarterly—and after that, issues #5 and beyond depended wholly on the reception of this humble magazine. Even back then, my little splinter of hope for The Official BattleTech Magazine was that the fans might recognize they had something special, and with their support, maybe Shrapnel would someday reach the same kind of longevity as BattleTechnology.

      After the first Shrapnel issue was published, I saw many comments praising the quality of the stories and both the size and value of each issue—“I honestly expected a BattleTech magazine to be 40–60-some pages, but this is basically a novel!” was something I heard frequently—so I kept the faith and continued shepherding each issue toward publication… And if you glance back at the cover, you’ll notice that this issue marks #21, which I think is ample cause for celebration!
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      The number 21 also has some other fun connotations, in that it’s the legal drinking age in the United States and a number of other countries, and it’s also a shorthand for the card game blackjack. So let’s break out the champagne, toss down some bets on the blackjack table, and get this party started!

      The celebration kicks off with a plethora of articles and game features brewed specifically for this issue. First off, a Voices of the Sphere article about what a MechWarrior’s drink of choice says about them includes some popular BattleTech drinks you might know about, but many you likely don’t. Next up is a Technical Readout entry for…*drumroll* the Blackjack C, your favorite workhorse ’Mech, now with Clan technology! (Honestly, why wouldn’t we feature a Blackjack in our 21st issue?) Then kick back in the high-rollers’ suite and find the best places to gamble in the Inner Sphere in “Twenty-One Pays Double.” In “Booze Is Big Business…for Pirates!” you’ll learn some effective ways to pull off tricky but profitable booze heists, and in the MechWarrior: Destiny Mission Brief “…And Not a Drop to Drink,” you’ll put those skills to the test in a dubious contract for the Taurian Temperance League. The final gift to celebrate Shrapnel #21 is a novella written specifically for this issue: Zero-Two-One by Lance Scarinci, in which a bored Federated Suns tech finds an unexpected discovery in a forgotten warehouse on New Avalon during the FedCom Civil War…

      This issue also features “Extraordinary Rendition” by Bryan Young, wherein the Ghost Dogs must track down a dangerous fugitive on Solaris VII and bring him to justice for his crimes. (If you want to read more about the Ghost Dogs, you can check out their prior missions in the novellas Giving up the Ghost, which can be found in the Fortunes of War, Volume 1 collection, and Let Slip the Dogs of War.) We’re also launching our next serial novel, this one by James Bixby, continuing the misadventures of Ace Darwin in Part 1 of Fortune and Glory. And in “The Return,” Alayna M. Weathers continues her poetry series about the history of the Clans.

      The rest of the stories all come from new authors, one of whom you might recognize from earlier issues. Stephen Toropov, author of “Alone at the Dusty Crossroads,” has written multiple game-content pieces for Shrapnel, going back all the way to issue #4, and in their first foray into short fiction, a planetary official of an independent system grapples with the offer of Duchy of Andurien peacekeeping troops, which likely do not have “peace” in mind. In “Errant’s Honor” by Zachary Watson, an errant—a lone mercenary MechWarrior wandering the Periphery—is the only defense against unusual invaders. “Freedom,” by Stephen T. Garrett, Jr., takes us to the Wolf Empire, where a WorkMech pilot will do anything to ensure his family escapes Clan Wolf’s clutches. And finally, Marcus Ellis’ “Support Your Local Marshal” sends a young Colonial Marshal from the Fronc Reaches into a fight against brutal pirates, where the law alone won’t be enough to keep the planet safe.

      For game content, in addition to the aforementioned items, we have a guide to the Free Guilds, an aspect of Clan society that doesn’t belong to any one Clan; a modern-day interpretation of the Lorix Creed; dossiers on several bad customers to either steer clear of or hunt down in Steiner space; and an intel report about the Marsin Network, which has been associated with several alarming political and military developments in the Periphery March of the Federated Suns in the early 3150s. Also, a planetary digest for El Giza showcases the system in which the famed Bounty Hunter made their debut in the 2920s; a unit digest for the Shady Ladies highlights a crack team of all-female mercenaries who specialize in covert operations most units won’t touch; and in “Chaos Campaign Scenario: Guardians of Muphrid,” you’ll fight an ancient Star League facility defended by drones that are still very much operational.

      The fact we’ve made it all the way to issue #21 is such an amazing milestone, and it’s a testament to not only how well BattleTech is doing, but also what kind of a future we can look forward to, as we’ve got plenty more Shrapnel in the pipeline. So take a moment to pour your favorite drink, and then raise your glass for a toast to what lies ahead!

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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        FORESTHOME

        DARKMOON

        DEEP PERIPHERY

        27 JULY 3049

      

      

      “Isabella Jakes!”

      If the shout hadn’t woken me up, the sound of my door slamming open would’ve. I jerked upright, one hand grabbing for the pistol I kept next to my cot before I recognized the baritone voice.

      “Marshal Graves.” I had to squint a bit to see the heavyset man against the sunlight behind him. “I thought people on Darkmoon knew how to knock.”

      He stepped inside my little cottage, glancing around as he did. Probably noticing the several dark bottles I’d left on my tiny table last night, and the old manuals I’d given up trying to read after I’d gotten buzzed.

      When he spoke again, his voice wasn’t any quieter. “Time to stop drinking our ale and time to start working. We got company.”

      I’d already guessed as much. He had wanted nothing to do with me since I’d arrived. Furious that the mayor had elected to pay a down-on-her-luck errant like myself rather than relying on Graves’ own ’Mech to defend the isolated colony.

      Kicking the blankets off, I got to my feet as quickly as I could. The sounds of my joints popping made me grimace in time with the throbbing in my temples, but I didn’t let either one distract me from grabbing my boots. “How many, and how far out?”

      “Some stuck-up fool calling himself a colonel. They’re a day out and closing fast, can’t get a read on the DropShip type yet.”

      “Just the one?”

      “So far.” The marshal paused, grimaced, then had to admit, “Detection array is down again. We don’t even know where their JumpShip is.”

      I grunted softly as I finished tying the laces. Then it was just a quick few steps to grab spare mags for my pistol, shove them into my pockets, and get the gun itself into its holster. “What’s the plan?”

      “This colonel wants to know who he’s up against. Mayor’s stalling till we get there.”

      Strange. Most pirates wouldn’t bother with that, but maybe this one wanted to know what kind of salvage was waiting for him. Not that it really mattered. I’d taken the contract to defend the colonists here, and I wasn’t about to break my word. Especially not against the kind of pirates folks usually saw out here.

      One last grab picked up my necklace; eight generations of tags clinking against my own as I pulled it over my head. Some were so battered I could barely read them anymore, but the weight was a familiar comfort around my neck.

      “Let’s go then,” I said.

      He didn’t get out of my way. Instead the old glower came back, his dark eyes glaring down at me. “You sure your old scrapheap is gonna be up for this?”

      I had to swallow my first reply. And my second. Sure, my family heirloom was more than a little beat up. Held together with spare parts never intended for its chassis, and the ammo bins were half full on a good day.

      That didn’t change the fact that it was twice the ’Mech as the marshal’s UrbanMech. Mostly because it could, you know, actually move at full speed. I’d never seen him manage to do more than limp around, and I was doubly sure his autocannon was empty.

      “She’s old.” I tilted my head back, resenting the nearly half meter he had on me. “But she’s got heart. We’ll deal with whoever’s trying to shake you down.”

      There was a low, growling sound in his throat…but he finally turned and stalked back out.

      I eased my hand off the grip of my gun as I followed him into the morning light.
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        * * *

      

      Mayor Matthew Schmidt was a nervous bundle of energy on a good day. Since this was anything but, I wasn’t surprised to see him sweating profusely while pacing outside the communications building.

      “Thank God you’re here.” He rushed forward when the two of us came walking up, ignoring his own marshal in favor of reaching out toward me. “I tried to negotiate, but he said he’ll only talk to a warrior. I told him you’re the only one here and we had to get you. He’s still waiting.”

      Not really having a choice, I let him take one of my hands. His were as sweaty as the rest of him, and I shook them once before quickly yanking mine back. “All right, all right, I’ll talk to him. Did he say what band they’re from?”

      Schmidt shook his head, sounding embarrassed. “I think he did, but I’m quite afraid I missed it.”

      He’d been too busy panicking, he meant. God above, but I had no idea how he’d managed to get elected. Maybe no one else here had wanted the job.

      Knowing better than to look at Graves—I could feel his death glare well enough without seeing it—I slipped past the mayor before he could say anything else. Part of me wanted to shut the door behind me, just to spite the marshal, but an errant who acted like they were keeping secrets from their employers didn’t stay an errant for long.

      They didn’t stay alive long, either.

      The commtechs on duty looked nearly as nervous as their boss, and just as relieved to see me. When I stepped around their little consoles to see the flatscreen with the pirate colonel on it, I thought I understood their nerves.

      Marshal Graves was a big man. The colonel staring at me was a massive one. His olive-green uniform looked like it was straining to contain his muscles, and each arm looked like it was nearly as thick as my waist. I didn’t recognize the small emblem on his chest; a green bird carrying a sword, but the intimidating sight of him actually cheered me up a little.

      This guy had to be a groundpounder. If all we were up against were tanks and pirate infantry, we had a real chance of winning this.

      “I am Star Colonel Brikai Buhallin. Commander of the Eighth Falcon Regulars. I am told you are the only warrior who will defend this world from the steel talons of Clan Jade Falcon.”

      I blinked a few times. The man’s diction was so precise I could practically hear the capital letters thudding into place. Weirdly erudite, for a pirate. “I am Errant MechWarrior Isabella Jakes, sworn to defend this colony for the next eighteen months. I don’t know who Clan Jade Falcon is, but if it’s a fight you want, I’ll be happy to oblige you.”

      His lips twisted. “Your language is uncouth, but at least you are a warrior, unlike the man before you. What force will you command in the defense of this colony, and where shall it occur?”

      “Uh…what?”

      There was a quiet sound from the speakers, like a sigh. When he spoke again, his tone was lecturing, as if I was a child who should’ve known better. “What model of BattleMech do you command, and where do you wish the duel for Darkmoon to take place?”

      “Duel?” I narrowed my eyes in sudden thought. “You mean to fight a single duel for the entire colony?”

      “Aff.”

      Aff? Did he mean yes? Why not just say yes?

      “And if I win, you’ll leave? Just like that?” I asked.

      “Aff.” He repeated. “If we win, the colony shall be ours. If you do, we shall withdraw until your oath of defense has lapsed. Is that acceptable?”

      Duels and honor. These guys were from the Combine, they had to be. Which meant I had…maybe fifty-fifty odds that they’d actually live up to their end of the bargain. Not ideal, but a hell of a lot better than facing an entire DropShip’s worth of armor on my own. Especially if they had more than one or two ’Mechs.

      Licking my lips, I ran through my memories of exploring the planet over the past few months…and nodded. “My Whitworth and I will be in Greenriver Valley, fifty kilometers east of the colony, at high noon tomorrow.”

      The giant’s mouth slowly curled into a grin. “Well bargained and done, Errant Isabella Jakes. My warrior shall meet you there.”

      He ended the transmission before I could even respond.

      It was just as well. I’d hardly turned around before Graves was looming over me again, his face twisted up in a scowl. “What the hell are you doing, girl?”

      “Defending the colony,” I growled back as best as I could. It was probably better than most women could, since I had a low voice, but I’d never win any barroom awards for intimidation. “Best case, they actually go through with the duel and I can force them back.”

      “Bullshit,” he spat. “You’re running off when you know damned well they’re gonna land right on top of us!”

      “I said I’d be there at noon,” I countered. “They’ll be here well before then, right?”

      The mayor’s trembling form appeared to Graves’ right, nodding quickly. “Yes, several hours before.”

      “So if they attack, we’ll defend from here. If they land by the valley, I go off on my own for the duel. Mayor? You should probably start evacuating the village either way. Get word to the farmers that they should consider moving into the forests until it’s over.”

      “Of course, that’s wise.” More energetic nodding followed. “Thank you, Errant Jakes! Thank you from the bottom of my soul.”

      Graves snarled again. “She’s setting us up and you thank her? She’s gonna surrender the moment she’s alone!”

      “I would never! I swore an oath!” I snapped.

      “Like that means a damn thing out here!” he roared.

      “I’m getting sick of your bull⁠—”

      “Enough!” Schmidt’s yell was more of a shriek than bellow, but it made both of us shut up. “I am the mayor, Graves! Not you! I paid Errant Jakes to defend us, and I trust her implicitly! Now go check your ’Mech. We’ll need it to escort the citizens out of the village while the errant fights this duel!”

      Graves backed down. But I didn’t like the look in his eyes when I headed out.
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        * * *

      

      I walked into the barn-turned-’Mech bay the next morning, staring up at the ’Mech that had been passed down through my family ever since the Star League had torn itself apart. A hand absently rose to my neck, touching the tags bearing the name of every pilot who had come before me.

      The old Whitworth wasn’t much to look at. Most people called it an ugly ’Mech to begin with, and the Jakes’ family machine was uglier than most. Stock parts for the chassis were rare enough even when you were in a House military. Out here? I doubted more than half the machine was anything close to “stock.”

      “How is she, Tim?” I called to the tech as walked over.

      “Not in the best shape.” The old man looked exhausted, leaning against one of the ’Mech’s legs. “Watch the armor on the left side. It’s that cheap layered plate still, and that’s just not as good as single thickness.”

      “I know, I know. Did you get any sleep at all?” I asked my old friend.

      He waved off my question. “Had to get the missiles loaded. She’s at fifty-eight percent for both launchers, and we finally got that last heat sink working. Careful on the right ankle as usual, I’m not sanguine on that rig, and try not to overextend that arm either. The new elbow we shoved in still isn’t responding like I want.”

      “I’ll remember,” I promised, slowing to a stop in front of him. “Tell your kids to get you somewhere safe. If I don’t get back…”

      “We’ll make sure you get home.” His own promise was quiet, solemn. “Next to the old man and your sister. But…don’t die in a place like this, girl.”

      “Not intending to, but it’s the life.”

      “It’s the life.” A weathered fist rose, bumping gently against my own. Then he was off, hopefully heading for the truck waiting outside while I started climbing up the old ’Mech. The handholds had been crudely welded on during my last contract, and I had to be careful not to cut myself on each one.

      Clambering into the cockpit, I did my best to focus on the routine instead of what was coming. Most of my clothing was removed, tucked into the travel case behind the seat. The coolant vest replaced them, my family necklace tucked under it, the battered neurohelmet settling into place once I was ready.

      A low rumble gave way to a steady hum as I brought her to life, the synthetic voice of my great-grandmother sounding in my ears. “Sound off, MechWarrior.”

      “My oath is my honor, my honor is my life,” I recited.

      “Sensors, online. Weapons, online. Oathborn’s systems are yours.”

      Gently pushing my left foot down, I maneuvered the old ’Mech out of the makeshift bay and into the open. Sensor data filled up my HUD, letting me pick out the limping UrbanMech near the city center and the slow parade of trucks, tractors, and smaller cars moving away from the village.

      And a moment later came the flashing alarm of a DropShip passing overhead. A quick flick of my thumb adjusted the display, letting me see through the cloud cover in time to watch the spherical shape roar overhead. Fingers tightened around the controls as I waited for it to change course and start coming down on top of us…

      …and then I slowly relaxed as it kept going, heading for the valley.

      “This is Jakes. They’re heading for the dueling grounds. On my way out.”

      Static crackled for a moment, then Mayor Schmidt answered, “God be with you, MechWarrior.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is Errant Isabella Jakes, broadcasting on an open channel.” I announced my arrival just before noon, carefully picking my way through alien trees taller than my ’Mech. “I am within the area designated for our duel. Who am I up against?”

      A rather cocky woman answered. “This is MechWarrior Jolene of Charlie Trinary. I have won the bid to duel you in my Kit Fox. It shall be my very great pleasure to sharpen my talons on your wreck of a machine. I will begin my hunt in one minute, as agreed.”

      That nearly made me stumble as I stepped into a shallow creek, the Whitworth swaying a little before I recovered its balance. How had they picked me up on sensors already? Or was she just going off my ’Mech’s rather terrible reputation?

      “So long as your boss leaves Darkmoon when I beat you,” I retorted. “We can start early if you like.”

      “Neg. We begin at the appointed hour, and the stars shall turn to dust before I lose to a mere mercenary.”

      “I’m not a mercenary.” Well, I sort of was, but I hated being called that. “I’m an errant. I’ve given my oath to protect this colony, and I’m going to honor my word or die trying.”

      “Well spoken for a vulgar freebirth. I hope you fight as well as you talk…but I doubt it.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I muttered before closing the comm. With one minute to go I had to pick up the pace, carefully making sure to place the right foot on the clearest ground possible with every step.

      I arrived at the edge of the tree line just as the noon alarm chimed. Slowing to a stop, I double-checked my sensor suite. The fuzzy icon of my opponent was just barely in range, and the computer apparently couldn’t tell what kind of machine she was piloting just yet.

      “Please be a normal Drac, and in something in my weight class.” If she was in a Dragon, or something even heavier, I was screwed… No. I couldn’t think like that. I had to focus if I was going to win this thing.

      For an old Whitworth, Oathborn wasn’t the best ’Mech, but it wasn’t without its strengths. It had a pretty respectable amount of long-range firepower for its weight, and I intended to put it to use. Shifting a bit to my left, I steadied my breathing as I waited for her to come into view over the grassy hills running down toward me.

      When a reverse-legged machine appeared in the distance, I pressed my thumb down the moment the ring of a sensor lock sounded in my helmet. Twenty missiles obediently leaped out, screaming downrange to track the rapidly approaching target.

      I’d just started to move, to relocate to the right for a better angle on a second volley, when a laser flared between us. I flinched as it scored across my cockpit’s armored glass before shattering the laser above me, the wireframe display on my right lighting up with heavy damage. A moment later, a stream of autocannon slugs slammed into my ’Mech’s waist, adding to my problems as I fought to keep the old girl upright.

      “What the—?!” How had she hit me from that range?

      Swearing, I swung my aim back around. The flash of the laser had stopped me from seeing what damage my first volley had done, or if it had even hit. Not knowing meant I didn’t waste time cutting loose with a second.

      Not about to let myself get hit again, the moment the last missile was free of the tube I jammed both feet down to ignite Oathborn’s jump jets, doing my best to ignore the rising temperatures. I kept them down just long enough for a quick hop, avoiding another autocannon burst, but not quite escaping the laser. More damage showed on the left leg, the scavenged armor barely enough to protect the knee.
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      In the air, I had a far better view as my missiles impacted across my enemy’s torso. Tiny explosions wreathed the odd machine, but didn’t so much as slow it down as its pilot turned it to a more lateral run.

      Dammit. I was supposed to have the advantage at long range, but she was mauling me. A split-second glance at my sensors still showed her machine as an unknown, denying me even a guess as to how much damage I’d done in return.

      Feathering my jets, I landed as softly as I could behind another set of trees, hissing in frustration when the problematic ankle flashed a warning yellow at the impact. Swearing some more under my breath, I pulled the controls over to retreat deeper into the forest.

      “No ’Mech is perfect,” I told myself, splitting my attention between the path ahead and the sensor marker of my opponent. “She’s gotta be in some kind of FrankenMech. An over-tuned large laser to go with the autocannon. Big damned engine. Armor’s gotta be light, maybe no knife-fighting weapons.”

      I’d find out soon enough. The moment I’d broken line of sight, her icon had turned again. She was heading right for me, and fast.

      A few adjustments to my controls split my lasers between the firing studs. After a moment’s hesitation, I kept the missiles on my thumb button. They wouldn’t do much good at point-blank range, but I’d heard a story that Morgan Kell had once managed a danger-close volley that had saved him in one of his own duels.

      I wasn’t Morgan Kell, but it was worth a try.

      My ’Mech’s feet had just started splashing in the tiny creek when her ’Mech emerged from behind a particularly thick copse, no more than a couple hundred meters away. I’d been tracking her progress as best I could, and started alternating my lasers in sequence the moment I saw movement.

      My first shot missed wide—she was moving a hell of a lot faster than I’d have dared to in here—but my second bored into the damage my missiles had already done. I didn’t have a chance to celebrate because she was too busy proving she had far more weapons than I’d expected.

      That damned cannon and laser combination slammed into my left side, tearing apart the armor over the missile launcher and nearly ripping the arm off. A heartbeat later, four missiles screamed in to pepper my legs, leaving me to stumble a few more steps.

      For a few panicked moments I thought I was going over, but I managed to catch the ’Mech’s balance at the last moment. Unfortunately, the hard plant of the right foot was too much for the rigged actuator; the ankle locked in place with a cascading series of alarms.

      “Dammit!” Frantically returning fire, I gasped against the rush of heat coming from below. That time both lasers snapped out in unison, their beams burning through the scrapes over her machine’s right side.

      A heartbeat later, flames vented out the back of the ’Mech, its right arm flying wildly through the air. The FrankenMech reeled as its pilot visibly fought to keep her balance after an ammunition explosion, and her heat signature tripled in size on my sensor screen.

      “Ha!” Heaving my battered machine forward, I fought with my own balance, planting the right leg wide with each step. It slowed me down, but I was ready to finish her off when her ’Mech seemed to…twirl in place, nimbly avoiding the single laser I’d just aimed, her remaining arm thrust forward.

      My panicked triggering of the jump jets was far too late; her return laser fire cored into my ’Mech’s chest before Oathborn could leave the ground. Reactor alarms joined the actuator warnings, and heat sink readouts popped from green to black as they burst.

      I lost track of just how many systems I’d lost. It took everything I had just to breathe through the fiery hell my cockpit had just become. My vision swam back into focus a second or two before I landed, giving me just enough time to trigger the jets again to avoid slamming down too hard.

      If I’d had both ankles, it might have been enough. But I didn’t.

      The right foot snapped off on impact, and I was going down whether I liked it or not. My body slammed against the restraints when Oathborn hit the ground, my neck straining as I fought to stop my head from bouncing against anything.

      Groaning in pain, I was trying to take stock of the situation when I saw movement above me. The dark glass of my opponent’s cockpit seemed to glare down at mine, her remaining arm lifting to aim its deadly lasers right at me.

      Acting without thinking, I grabbed my joystick and pushed my thumb down as hard as I could.

      There couldn’t have been more than a few meters between us. At that range the long-range missiles didn’t arm, but they didn’t have to. Their fuel went up on impact, warheads following suit. Fire filled the air between us just as the air inside the cockpit again became too thick to breathe.

      Dark spots clouded everything…and then everything just went black.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up to a woman staring down at me.

      Some sluggish instinct had me reaching for my gun only to find it missing. Along with my coolant vest, neurohelmet, and strangely, my left boot. But I was alive, even if…

      …behind her, I could see the twisted remains of my family’s legacy. It was mostly crushed under the weight of my opponent’s ’Mech. My last missile volley must have hit something important because the two machines were sprawled together; inert, but still letting off waves of heat.

      God…no.

      “I have taken your weapon.”

      “…noticed,” I groaned, letting my head fall back onto the grass. A flailing touch of my right hand let me confirm my necklace was still in place at least. I still had that part of my family’s legacy, even if… “Dammit.”

      She moved, apparently needing to make sure I knew who’d just Dispossessed me. Her features were vaguely Asiatic, and I was pretty sure she was significantly taller than me. Typical. Below the neck she wore a very thin coolant vest above an olive-green uniform like her boss had been wearing, with the same bird and sword logo on both.

      “Damn?” The word was a question, “Ah. You damn the cowardly freeborn who betrayed you?”

      I blinked in confusion. “Uh, what?”

      “The transmission we received just after the duel began,” she replied. “When you continued the engagement, I assumed you did not care.”

      “I didn’t hear any… Oh, dammit. Your first hit must have taken out my communications system. What happened?”

      A scowl slowly took over her expression. “Treason. One of the colonists betrayed and murdered the ranking member of the lower caste, then attempted to negotiate the colony’s surrender despite our ongoing trial. The Star Colonel has already left to see justice done.”

      It took my battered head a minute to process what she was actually saying. “Oh, God. Graves killed the mayor? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

      “I believe so,” she replied.

      Great. Fantastic. So even if I’d won, that complete idiot had made sure these invaders wouldn’t live up to their end of things. “So I just got Dispossessed on behalf of what? A dead man?”

      Her head cocked to one side. “Our trial was honorable, even if you did not strictly adhere to zellbrigen. I was most impressed, despite your defeat.”

      “Dunno what that zell thing is, and looks to me like we got a mutual kill on each other.”

      That scowl quickly returned. “Your ’Mech shut down before mine, and I did not lose consciousness.”

      My hands rose to rub tiredly at my face. “I…yeah, sure. I guess. Just…”

      God. Oathborn was gone. Trashed. The reactor had to be a complete pile of scrap, and there was no way I’d find a new one out here. Assuming the invaders cared about the fate of an errant who’d just fought against them and lost. Assuming the frame was intact enough to save.

      The best part of three centuries of tradition, of oath-keeping, of protecting people out here…gone.

      It had all ended with me.

      My hands fell, clutching at the necklace, a silent prayer asking for forgiveness.

      “You are…crying? For your defeat?”

      I choked down another sob, shaking my head, “It’s…so many generations of tradition in that ’Mech. Now it’s gone…gone because I screwed up and lost.”

      There was no comfort from her. No pats on the shoulder or words of comfort. She just stared down at me, eyes narrowed as if trying to figure out what was wrong with me. I don’t know how long that went on before I got myself together.

      “How…” I paused, took a deep breath, and tried again. “What are you going to do with the colony?”

      “It will be absorbed into the Clan, of course.”

      That didn’t clear things up at all. Par for the course, it seemed like. “What…are you going to do with me?”

      In response, she reached down, grabbing my left wrist before I could stop her. She pulled it up a little so that I could properly see three braided cords wrapped around it; one green, one black, and one gray.

      “You are my bondsman now, a bondsman of Clan Jade Falcon.”

      “…So, I’m your personal prisoner?” I guessed.

      “That is close enough, yes.” Strong fingers let go of me, a soft groan coming out as she straightened up. “Prove your warrior’s heart, your loyalty to the Clan, and your skills…and perhaps you will pilot a BattleMech again.”

      I supposed she was trying to cheer me up. Most errants probably would have been at the idea, but…

      “What if the only ’Mech I want is Oathborn? My Whitworth, I mean.”

      That baffled look returned. “Why? Should you become a warrior of the Clan, even our oldest machines will be superior to that antique.”

      “It’s my family’s traditional machine.” I tried to growl, but was too exhausted. “I’m not gonna leave it here to rust if I can help it.”

      There was a huff. “Your language needs improvement. Though it is an inferior machine, my Clan wastes nothing. If the frame is intact, it may be utilized for the training of a sibko, otherwise it will likely be scrapped for whatever parts might be used in our second-line units.”

      Scrapped. Oathborn would be torn apart for salvage.

      “There’s…you can’t keep it in reserve for me, or something? Even just as a wreck?” I pleaded, unable to help myself. “You said I could prove myself as a warrior, let me keep my ’Mech. My family has fought in that machine since the days of the Star League.”

      “To simply let a wreck sit idle on the chance you are worthy of my Clan would be wasteful. But…still. Tradition… Hmm. Offer him a trial for such a thing, and he may accept.”

      “Eh?” I asked blankly.

      “Challenge my Star Colonel for it. In a proper trial. A duel,” she explained. “You have no ’Mech, and are a bondsman besides, but he may respect your tradition as our Clan honors our own if you explain yourself. He may agree to such a challenge.”

      I just stared at her. “Fight him. Like, hand-to-hand? Over taking my ’Mech with?”

      “Aff.”

      I had to be concussed to even be considering this, but…dammit. I wasn’t leaving my ’Mech to be torn apart for its components. No matter how trashed it was. “…how tall is he, in real life?”

      In response she brought a hand up, holding it a good fifteen centimeters above her head. Which, after a moment’s effort on my part to get up, proved to be…about thirty centimeters above my head.

      “…I don’t suppose I could challenge him to a drinking game instead?” I asked, knowing her answer.

      Knowing Oathborn was too far gone to be repaired. That it would be broken apart for its wiring, its systems, whatever weapons remained. I would live, but my ’Mech was gone forever. Maybe I could earn a new one, with this Clan, but…it wouldn’t be Oathborn.

      She snorted, nodding back toward the north. “We shall discuss the proper way to conduct a trial on our walk back, Bondswoman Isabella. Come. Your new life in the service of the Clan begins now. Let us hope it is as honorable as your past one.”

      Not seeing I had much of a choice…I nodded, and followed along on the long walk back to their DropShip.

      I did not look back, because I knew I would weep if I did.
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        My family’s been slinging drinks and tending bar for generations. Here on Galatea, we get customers from all over the Inner Sphere, and we make sure to stock regional favorites: Borstal Boy from Hachiman, Frost Giant’s Daughter from Towne, Sirius Ale, Tharkad Nachtlager, Diamond Negro from Basalt, Yangtze Pale, and more. A lot of our customers use their orders to send signals about who they are and what they’re about. But we have our own opinions about what those choices really say.

      

      

      
        
        —Cyrilla Jamist, Maitre d’, Club Zero Zero,

        Galatea Free Zone, Isle of Skye

      

      

      
      Tomi Takeuchi (Draconis Combine): When the ladies see me break out the cholobara, they know I’ve got ryu to burn and everything needed for one hell of a good time.

      
      (Cholobara’s a full-bodied, fortified wine with proven aphrodisiac effects. It only keeps for about two months, so it has to be shipped off Shibukawa and consumed fresh, making it very expensive. If you need to flash cash and get prospective companions drunk, you’re probably compensating for something.)
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      Janaina Batista (White Witches): I prefer a real MechWarrior’s drink—one that puts some heat in your belly. Firestarters all around!

      
      (Firestarters—part of a fad of naming cocktails after BattleMechs…don’t ask what was in the Annihilator—contain peppercorn-infused vodka, gin, and a shot of chili liquor, garnished with a slice of green pepper. Some veterans can handle it, but when they start using it to haze rookies, we know it’ll be a bad shift for whoever has to clean the ’fresher.)

      
      Jacob Abrams (Federated Suns): I make it a point to toast each new victory of the Federated Suns over the Draconis Combine with a glass of Freedom Sun. Dawn has come, and the Suns are rising!

      
      (Performative patriots like this guy pay our rent. Thing is, he’s drinking Drac wine: bottled on Harrow’s Sun and smuggled out to be repackaged on Robinson. The winter harvest chardonnay is ridiculously expensive, but if they want to fill my coffers for a chance to rub Robinson’s liberation in the faces of the club’s Drac population, that’s his lookout. I have enough bouncers to make sure any and all honor duels go outside.)

      
      Baahir Abbas (Halsten’s Brigade): I’m a Pharaoh man! Refreshing and functional, I make sure me and my crew always have a stash of this beer on hand. Keeps us runnin’ and gunnin’.

      
      (So you’ve got a constant buzz on, can barely shoot straight, and are writing off your day-drinking as preventive track maintenance. Tell me you’re an Alacorn driver without telling me you’re an Alacorn driver.)

      
      Jeter (Galatean Defense Force): Your Spheroid drinks are weak swill, as pathetic as a Smoke Jaguar brouhaha. Nothing matches the power of a Falcon-blend fusionnaire, just as nothing matches the power of my former Clan.

      
      (And you’re here swilling down that rotgut instead of dead on Terra because you got yourself captured when the Falcons tried to hit Galatea a few years back. Matchless power indeed. I’ve seen many recipes trying to re-create it Clan-style, but the real stuff is just three ingredients: pure grain alcohol, unaged whiskey distilled in a repurposed Clan-spec double heat sink, and just enough water or another mixer to bring it down out of “go blind and die” territory. The correct mix should cause dizziness, chest pain, and in sufficient quantity, temporary blindness. If you’re ordering this, you’re looking to get blackout drunk quickly, making the downtime between battles pass faster.)

      
      Sharon McKenzie (Reed’s Brew): There’s nothing like the taste of a classic Reed’s Brew! I get the music cranking, the pizza wagon fired up, crack open the Reed’s, and it’s PARTY TIME! WAAAAAHOOOOO!

      
      (I only stock this beer because Reed’s Brew brews it right here on Galatea, so it’s cheap; also, the original brewery on Circinus is an irradiated cinder. If your drink of choice is Reed’s, you’re either a closeted Blakist who swapped your taste buds out for a “true” tongue, or a party-hearty meathead who’ll drink anything as long as it gets you wasted. Turns out, that covers a lot of our clientele.)

      
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
      Josef Shostakov (Capellan Confederation): Tikograd Blue, tovarisch. Gets the blood up before a battle. Nazdrovia!

      
      (Made from a blue tuber native to Tikonov, this fiery vodka is served ice-cold, with frozen mist rising from the surface. It chills the throat going down, then burns in the stomach, making drinkers angry and fearless. We lock down the breakables and alert the bouncers when this order comes up, because it means someone’s looking to start a ruckus.)

      
      Emmet Gabris (Free Worlds League): Three PPCs, Marik-style, and a Small Laser chaser. I’m showing these lightweights what an Awesome pilot can handle.

      
      (We get a lot of customers requesting weapon-themed cocktails, and it’s become trendy to order a “weapons array” that matches the loadout of your BattleMech. This ranges from the classic PPC—grain alcohol cut with something else for taste—to the gin-and-bourbon Medium Laser and the vodka, cinnamon schnapps, and club soda Large Laser. If not for the Free Zone’s total lack of laws, I’d have to make customers sign a liability waiver before serving them a Heavy Gauss Rifle. Weapons array orders are usually ego-driven, with the light ’Mech jocks egging their heavier brethren on, meaning we’ll be dragging unconscious patrons out to the curb at closing.)

      
      Flint Hartkäse (Lyran Commonwealth): Our contract just cleared escrow. A round of Timbiqui Dark for the corner table. We’re celebrating!

      
      (I’d love to mock this order as epitomizing rookies wanting “what all the cool mercenaries drink,” but that’s just the truth. More potent than most beers, it has a light, crisp flavor and a mellow aftertaste. It’s said that after sampling it for the first time, Ulric Kerensky
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