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      Front and center, MechWarriors! The 40th anniversary of BattleTech may nearly be over, but there’s still time to celebrate before the year is done. For this issue’s Voices of the Sphere article, Eric Salzman put together a fun tribute to BattleTech and its enduring history, from its humble beginnings in 1984 with FASA Corporation to its current home with Catalyst Game Labs. It could just be my imagination, but some of the initials in that article look awfully familiar…

      For fiction, we’ve got an exciting announcement: In case you didn’t already notice on the cover, this issue marks the triumphant return of James D. Long, author of the classic BattleTech novels Main Event and D.R.T., which follow the fan-favorite Black Thorns mercenary company! We last saw his work in the story “First Chair,” from BattleTech: 25 Years of Art & Fiction—goodness, it feels like that book came out only a few years ago!—and we are incredibly excited to have him back for his newest story, “Mutual.” Be on the lookout for more from him in the future!

      Other returning authors include Jeremy A. Reynolds, who takes us to the Pentagon Worlds during the outbreak of the Pentagon Civil War in “Eden Lost”; Jaymie Wagner, whose story “Shades of Heroes” continues the story of Republic of the Sphere MechWarrior Una Kaur, first introduced in issue #14’s “Out of the Ashes”; and Alayna M. Weathers, who kicks off a new poetry series that begins with the fall of the Star League in “The Betrayer.” Also, this issue features Part 3 of Russell Zimmerman’s serial novel, Violent Inception, where the Mountain Wolves’ mission takes a very unexpected turn…

      But enough about our veterans: this issue is also chock full of fiction from brand-new authors, more than ever before! CJ Irelan’s “The Concordian Affair” follows a mercenary unit accused of “operating BattleMechs without a license” and other spurious charges. In “Playing with Giants,” by Kingsley Montgomery, a corporate-security technician on one of the Southwest Trinity Worlds must use her wits and instincts to survive when pirates attack. “Without a Leg to Stand on,” from Jered Lobban, shows us the challenges a victorious but injured Sea Fox Elemental must overcome to return to combat. Jason Palmatier takes us to the planet Sherwood in “A Name,” where a young lumberjack does everything in his power to realize his dream of fighting in arena combat—even if it is only at the controls of a ForestryMech… A. T. Agostino’s story “Just Figure It Out” sees two ’Mech technicians expected to perform a “square peg in a round hole” kind of miracle, and hijinks inevitably ensue. And finally, in “Two Masters,” by James Hojnowski, a Spirit Cat leader wrestles with his dual heritage amid the quest to recover an irreplaceable ’Mech that serves as a symbol to his people.

      For game content, we have Unit Digests for Mallory’s Headhunters, a ducal guard outfit dedicated to eradicating piracy, and the Fifteenth Lyran Regulars, a regiment that has survived numerous conflicts throughout the Succession Wars and beyond; and a Planet Digest covering Kwangjong-ni, a watery world that once belonged to the Rim Worlds Republic. “Chivalry Is Not Dead: The Order of the Saber” serves as a primer for a chivalric order from the Free Worlds League, and “The Empty Grave,” by Geoff Swift delves into the history of a monument dedicated to fallen Colonial Marshals from the Fronc Reaches. (Also, if you like the Colonial Marshals, be on the lookout for Geoff’s short novel, The Marshal Way, which will be available in Spring 2025!) And if you want a taste of the movie industry, BattleMech style, “Lights! Holocam! Action” is a playable scenario in which Greenburg’s Godzillas are trying to capture real combat footage for its sensational reality holovid series.

      We’ve also locked and loaded a plethora of technological topics. “Which Legs Are Best Legs” from Matthew Cross discusses the pros and cons of the many different leg types BattleMechs can employ, and it features everyone’s favorite Sea Fox liaison to the NAIS. “The Legacy of the Jade Phoenix” celebrates the Clans’ quest to replicate the success of Aidan Pryde’s favored tactics in a new ’Mech design. “Information Software Deceived: Clan Invasion, OmniMechs, and the ABRF” from ’Mech guru Johannes Heidler is a direct follow-up to “Information Software at War: The Automated BattleMech Recognition Framework” from Shrapnel #11. And a Technical Readout for the DGR-9D Dragon Fire showcases the latest variants of the black sheep of the Marauder family.

      As the 40th anniversary draws to a close, I hope you’ve enjoyed spending part of the celebration with all of us here at Shrapnel. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: no matter how you enjoy BattleTech, whether it’s settling in with a copy of my new novel, Letter of the Law, blasting away at filthy Spheroids in the recently released MechWarrior 5: Clans video game, or even just putting ’Mechs on a mapsheet and rolling some dice, we’re thrilled that you’re here, that this game we all love—because, let’s face it, we’re all fans too!—has stuck around for this long. This longevity is all because of you, the loyal players, readers, and fans of every stripe. We couldn’t do any of this without your support.

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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        NORTH BOUNDARY

        CONCORD

        FREE WORLDS LEAGUE

        19 JUNE 2990

      

      

      “Downrange, 250 meters,” called Bricker over the comm as a flight of LRMs burst the parking lot into chunks of concrete. She took a step backward into the shadow of a warehouse, the ground quaking at the passage of her 60-ton Dragon’s splayed feet.

      “I see ’em, gimme a minute…” replied Fathom, her immediate superior. Her BattleMaster rounded a corner before jerking back behind cover as a crackle of particle fire lanced past. “Ah, dammit!” Something Fathom hoped wasn’t terribly expensive exploded behind her, spraying bits of rubble onto the back of the 85-ton machine. “I got eyes on, Bricker. Looks like a Talos.”

      “A Talos?” asked Bricker as her left hand gripped the forward mount on her autocannon. The lock symbol popped up on her display, and she loosed a burst of suppressive fire through the city streets. Shell casings the size of beer cans sprayed from the ejection port and rattled calamitously into the custom brass catcher on the belly of her primary weapon. “Are we getting paid to blow up antiques?”

      “That antique has an autocannon and a nasty attitude, Mel,” Fathom retorted as the Talos in question stepped back from where it was trying to squeeze off shots. Fathom and Bricker had it cornered now, and Fathom pushed her BattleMaster into full throttle.

      The Talos looked between the Dragon down the road and the BattleMaster charging in and started backing away. To little avail, as the BattleMaster came flying in fist first and bashed the pirate ’Mech into the ground. The ’Mech looked about ready to crack in half as the center torso crumpled, its twin “horn” LRM launchers bending toward each other. A 50-ton ’Mech probably older than most of the buildings in the city was no match for an assault ’Mech’s battlefist. The Talos buckled, and its legs split to either side with a shriek of rending metal, squashed like a bug.

      “Well, attitude has been adjusted,” Fathom said. “Let’s go find Tally and Zero.”

      The Free Worlds League could not afford to pay for its own military forces to protect Concord from nearly constant pirate and merc attacks, but they certainly could afford Fathom’s Freeblades. They were a small but heavily armed lance that was happy for the steady work, and Concord was a good place to keep their ’Mechs in good repair. Most of their weaponry was the same kind the FWL used for their military, making supplies much easier to come by. Things like Bricker’s brass catcher kept expenses down as well, ammo expenditures cut down by reloading spent casings as much as possible. It was a risky business, being a merc, but squeezing every C-bill was a talent Fathom’s Freeblades had perfected.

      By 2895, the Free Worlds League had determined Concord was important enough to their national well-being that paying mercenaries to constantly garrison it was a necessary expenditure. That it was only a few jumps away from several border systems of the Lyran Commonwealth didn’t hurt either. The Freeblades were stationed outside the planet’s main city, North Boundary, a middling industrial city where plenty of allegedly very important products were built. While Bricker had found the history of making recreational vehicles fascinating, like the weird little gremlin she was, the rest of the Freeblades were more interested in the local distillery.

      Sierra “Fathom” Virtas had been driving ’Mechs for as long as she could read and write. At twenty-five years old, she was a much younger commanding officer than a lot of other COs, but she had built the Freeblades out of the runoff of the ongoing Third Succession War.

      That was how she’d picked up Melina “Bricker” Hatfield, who had just swindled her Dragon off a Kuritan MechWarrior, and was close to getting diced by his boys before Sierra intervened. Tamasi “Tally” Zamwill was a trash princess from a backwater world who had booked passage on a DropShip and made off with a Warhammer en route, and Zero Pelagies ended up as the oddball in the Ostsol. All their ’Mechs were technically property of Fathom’s Freeblades as a legal entity, but Zero was the only one who hadn’t had to file the proverbial and literal serial numbers off to keep their machine.

      But playing fast and loose with what the Mercenary Review Board would put up with was nothing new. Having a heavy merc lance on call was enough to keep them in the green, as most other merc companies with heavy lances had scout and tank and infantry corps to bring to bear as well. The Freeblades were four warriors, four ’Mechs, and whoever they could drum up to come along with. Luckily, being a heavy ’Mech lance that primarily fought pirates, the repairs they typically dealt with were rarely so extensive to require dedicated technicians. That was fine; it wasn’t like Fathom could afford to keep a repair crew on staff. That’s why they’d taken the job on Concord in the first place. Fathom could avail herself of the ’Mech bays in place for the mercenary crews that came in and keep her small crew in C-bills for their stay before hopping onto the next DropShip for their next assignment.

      “Fathom to Tally, you hanging together?”

      “Just racking up a few more,” came the clipped, lightly accented reply. Tally’s Warhammer pivoted around a corner and sent two bolts of crackling energy at her target. A Shadow Hawk, or at least what had started life as a Shadow Hawk, buckled under the impact of concentrated ion fire. Sizzling and steaming, the battered ’Mech crumpled to the ground in a heap, and Tally scratched another of her namesake onto the chalkboard hung in her cockpit.

      Seeing her quarry felled, Tally wiped her forehead under her neurohelmet with the back of her hand and revved her ’Mech up to half-throttle to cut the heat buildup. She was tempted to cut the power to her PPCs and keep it just to her medium laser suite and SRM; the WHM-6R’s energy-based weapons package could be unforgiving in extended combat.

      A nearby building erupted, masonry spraying across the street as an egg-shaped machine came tumbling end over end through it. “And there’s Zero.”

      Zero Pelagies groaned as the world finally stopped shaking again and they watched their opponent, a rusted and ragged Griffin, approach. Four laser emitters, a large and medium in either torso, tracked independently as Zero’s machine worked to get a lock while the pilot unscrambled their equilibrium. At this range, however, the lack of balance was negligible. A moment later, they converged, and the ringing of a target lock got Zero to pull the triggers almost unconsciously. Beams of light struck home, burning through the bubble-like cockpit and sending splinters of glass, armor, and circuitry spraying across the block.

      “Zero here, target down.” Their broadly egg-shaped machine slowly got to its feet, the Ostsol not much the worse for wear, in spite of the imprint of the Griffin’s fist on its chest.

      “Nah, target’s still standing,” Bricker said, approaching from the opposite end of the street. Smoke billowed from the ruined canopy as the Griffin stood, frozen in time in a strange position of shock. “Can I bring it home?”

      Fathom just shook her head, more in exasperation than disapproval. “Salvage is salvage. You find a head for it, you can keep it. Otherwise, it’s going to the scrap heap.”

      Zero just chuckled, the Dragon’s body language shifting to match the cheery disposition of its pilot. “Come on, Bricks, let’s lug it back home.”
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        * * *

      

      It was a strange time to be a mercenary. Not that it was ever a particularly sensible time to be one, not on the border of two noble houses, but Sierra had heard horror stories about the last Succession War and how blisteringly bloody it had been. This? Much less bloody, more like poking a sleeping dog.

      The BattleMaster turned a corner, Fathom glancing around for any more targets. She was basically asking for it by having her active radar going, but it was an old trick. Move slow, ping the radar, and the less wary targets would come running into a trap. But if there were no targets… There was a friendly IFF signal coming down the opposite road.

      A police UrbanMech doddled and toddled toward them, sporting blue-and-white livery and a big, golden badge on its chest. Figured the locals would show up after all the fighting was done.

      The loudspeaker mounted to the top of the machine crackled before what Sierra would call a somewhat common voice rattled out from it. “License and registrations, please.”

      “Is this guy serious?” asked Bricker from the back of the formation, the decapitated Griffin being hauled on high grade chains behind her.

      “I’m sorry, say again?” asked Fathom, the little UrbanMech standing motionless in the center of the road. Generally didn’t want to make the indigs mad, and punting the little battle bucket down the street was a good way to get a reaming from the MRB.

      “Do you have a license to operate that scale of heavy machinery on this planet? And are these ’Mechs registered with the Bureau of Machinery?” replied the UrbanMech’s pilot.

      “You gotta be fraggin’ me,” mumbled Fathom, shoulders slumping. Her BattleMaster followed suit, arms hanging limp.

      “I’m going to have to ask you four to come down to City Hall,” replied the man in the UrbanMech. “We’ll be impounding your machines until you’re able to get properly registered.”

      “Not a chance, you’re not getting my baby,” started Tally, huffing as she attempted to pass the BattleMaster’s broad chassis.

      “Easy, Tamasi, he’s just doing his job,” cautioned Zero from behind her. The Ostsol pilot was possessed of a stoic demeanor, though it made them seem aloof and robotic at times. Fathom had yet to figure if Zero was putting on an act or if they were simply as they presented, but it wasn’t her place to ask. Zero was correct in this case, and Fathom backed them up.

      The main cannon on the UrbanMech thumped, and a massive splash of cerulean blue paint sprayed across Fathom’s canopy. “Compliance is mandatory, MechWarriors.”

      “I changed my mind. Now you can kill him.”
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        * * *

      

      Tally never did get to shoot the police ’Mech, as the threat of contract revocation was in the air, and the four BattleMechs, plus the corpse of the Griffin, were locked out and locked down by the City Hall. It was a strange design for a government building, like someone had dropped a brutalist concrete block on top of a smaller office complex. Fathom got the feeling sometimes that this planet was slightly south of sensible in a lot of ways, but at least they were given a hover car to get back to their billet to wash up for their meeting with the magistrate. Having a lance of mercs looking like they’d just ran a marathon, and smelled the part, too, wouldn’t have made a good impression.

      Fathom did note the jealousy of several of the other merc lances on the way out as her crew got out of their coolant suits. That was one of Fathom’s Freeblades’ claim to fame: they had found a cache of cooling suits left over from the old Star League. Unfortunately, the market for XL, XXL, and XXXL suits was pretty much nil in the greater Inner Sphere, near as she could tell. Some of them could be taken in or used for parts, but MechWarriors were not known for their excess size. Those that were, were mostly in Sierra’s employ.

      The quartet entered City Hall with all the fanfare of breaking wind in church, people stopping still to look at the strange group that had walked in. Most of the workers were uniformly brown-haired with light skin, wearing sport coats, ties, and button-downs. The Freeblades stood out in a crowd, to be certain. In the lead was Sierra, wearing sunglasses, a black top, and a crisp, clean jumpsuit adorned with patches from all over the Sphere. Wearing the jumpsuit just off her shoulders and unzipped to about her sternum, the blond woman sported a frame that could be generously described as “cello-shaped.” Uncharitably, she was described as “built like a brick BattleMaster.”

      Just behind her was Melina Hatfield, wearing a long skirt and a compression top. Between her short red hair and a rosy complexion, her outfit made her look more like the proverbial farmer’s daughter than a seasoned mercenary. Zero wore unremarkable off-gray coveralls, pale skin contrasting with black hair cut close to their head, in stark contrast to Tamasi, who looked resplendent as always in a red-and-gold sari. She claimed she could trace her ancestry back to Kolkata on Terra, but Fathom had a feeling she was puffing up claims.

      A man in a black double-breasted uniform jacket with matching tie and slacks came marching up, polished boots clacking against the marble floor. The badge on his chest matched the UrbanMech that had sprayed paint on Fathom’s cockpit, and it took all her willpower not to deck him for that. He had a chiseled, clean jawline and close-cropped blond hair, in opposition to the wildly varying team in front of him. He whipped out a notepad and started scribbling on it with a pen. The badge read vanderberg, though he clearly had no interest in introducing himself.

      “Operating BattleMechs within city limits, operating BattleMechs without a license, reckless endangerment, several unlicensed particle accelerators, destruction of property… You’ve got a hefty fine coming to you, Ms. Virtas,” Vanderberg said, his expression unflinching. He was of average height, average build, like most of the people on the planet. Concord did not have an enormous amount of variety in their people, it seemed. Sierra stood nearly a head taller than him, Melina a head shorter. “Hmm, public indecency added to the list. Your top is too short to cover your midsection.”

      Officer Vanderberg was pointing an accusing pen at Tamasi, who gave a shocked look. “Are you serious? This is a sari!”

      “Ma’am, I don’t care which designer you got it from, it’s against regulation,” the officer said flatly. “You’re all lucky there’s not a penalty for excessive decorations, either.”

      Fathom became immediately aware of her earrings and the patches on her jumpsuit, and looked over to see Tally similarly glancing across her own adornments.

      “Good thing you left the full maang tikka at home, Tally,” chided Bricker with an impish grin.

      Tally just stamped a slippered foot and pouted.

      “Look, Officer, we’re here at the behest of Governor Fallsom. You can check with their offices to get this all cleared up,” Fathom explained, trying to keep things from boiling over. It was looking bad already. This gig was starting to sound expensive, and she had a profit margin to maintain.

      “Governor Fallsom doesn’t have jurisdiction in North Boundary, ma’am. Furthermore, ignorance of the law is no excuse,” the officer said, seemingly more concerned with tabulating the fines on them than making small talk. “Mayor Braskin makes the rules around here. If you have questions, you’re welcome to take it up with him.”

      “And let me guess, he’s busy,” Fathom cut in, rolling her eyes. “Come on, let’s get out of here before we accidentally bankrupt ourselves. Who do we talk to about getting our ’Mechs out of impound?”

      “That’d be me as well. But those things aren’t going anywhere without Braskin’s say-so. He’ll be back in the office in about three weeks.”

      Zero’s eyes went wide, Bricker’s jaw hung loose. Tally’s lip went quivering, and Fathom’s fists clenched. “You know what, pal⁠—”
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        * * *

      

      “Wow, boss, that was a really impressive string of obscenity,” said Bricker, pulling the caution tape from Fathom’s mouth.

      “Ooh, I’ve had less painful waxes…” she said, face raw and stinging.

      All four of Fathom’s Freeblades were currently seated in lockup, next to a group of brigands with manacles on their wrists.

      “Ol’ Vandy got you too, eh, little misses?” chortled one of them, a man in blue with a red bandana around greasy black hair. He looked disheveled and filthy, like he hadn’t seen the inside of a shower for several months.

      “Point of order, not a ‘Miss,’” Zero said, barely looking up from their own noteputer.

      “Beggin’ yer pardon, honest mistake,” he offered contritely before continuing. “Vandy’s got a yen for bringin’ ya in for somethin’ minor and leavin’ ya to rot. All part of the plan that mayor has cookin’.”

      Fathom glanced over to her crew and leaned in conspiratorially. “Oh yeah? What’s he planning?” She made sure to angle herself just so, letting her so-called feminine wiles do some persuading. She knew these pirate sorts, and just how to wrap them around her little finger, gauche as it may have been.

      Sure enough, the brigand in blue stammered and looked away, snatching a glance here and there as he spilled. “Why salvage ’Mechs when ye can just steal ’em? Toss the pilots in the clink, impound their ’Mechs, sell the junkers, and keep the rest!”

      Tamasi glanced at the other Freeblades, pulling on her collar. ’Mechjacking was a fact of life, but no one wanted to admit to it specifically.

      “So, what’s he gonna do with the ’Mechs he takes? Rush the capital, take out the governor?” Bricker asked, her mind turning the idea over. “Is that why Vanderberg said the governor didn’t have any power here?”

      “Won’t be long before the governor sends his own forces to try and flip the city, so me and mine reckon,” the other prisoner said. “Then pow! Pirates in stolen ’Mechs knock his forces for a loop and reap the rewards. Ain’t right, but it ain’t a bad idea.”

      “And how’d you figure this out?” asked Fathom, eying the patch on the man’s shoulder. She had a feeling she’d shot at that insignia before. A deceptively simple insignia, a water droplet with a red B in its center, on the back of a red, armored hand.

      “Ol’ Red Hand Reikan himself told me and mine,” he replied, several of his comrades spitting theatrically at the name. “And then he had us locked away!”
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        * * *

      

      The Freeblades, for all their mercenary tendencies, had a particular fondness for their ’Mechs, and were in no mood to leave them in the hands of whatever ruffians Reikan’s Raiders would seat in them. Vanderberg was the more immediate issue, proving quite immune to pleading, coercion, cajoling, and seduction attempts (his husband wouldn’t stand for it).

      That’s when Zero had a brainstorm.

      “Officer, is Concord Penal Code 487d1-24 part of your local ordinances?” they asked, quirking an eyebrow as they read it from their noteputer. “And wouldn’t that also include 507f5 in this case?”

      Vanderberg glanced down at the proffered device, reading through the display. “Grand larceny and criminal conversion are part of our local ordinance, yes, However, your ’Mechs are impounded, not stolen.”

      “Yes, but our understanding is that they’re not being seized as part of asset forfeiture, as no crimes have been formally charged,” Zero continued. “However, we have evidence that your own government is conspiring to commit both grand larceny and criminal conversion with our BattleMechs and has done so already.” They glanced over to the pirates.

      Willem Bingo, their de facto leader, nodded. “It’s all true, officer. I’ll swear to it in a court o’ law.” It had been a simple matter of convincing the others to join in, since Red Hand had left them high and dry.

      Vanderberg made a face like he’d just smelled something noxious. “If what you’re saying is true, then this would have to be taken up with the high courts,” he said, putting on a brave face. Fathom could tell he was reeling from the revelation. It was only a complete betrayal of why he wore the badge, after all. Poor guy had put his whole weight behind the law, only to find it rotten to the core. “But we have the pickup crew coming soon to move your machines.”

      “What’re they called?” asked Zero, immediately worried.

      “The Bluebloods. Why do you…” he said before glancing at the pirate prisoners.

      Bingo smirked at him as he pointed at the patch halfway down his upper arm.

      Vanderberg simply took a deep breath and wrote himself a ticket for obscenity.
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        * * *

      

      The Bluebloods’ transport was a blocky affair, a pair of massive VTOL engines to either side of a round undercarriage designed to unfold to hold ’Mechs. It looked like a custom design, cobbled together into an ungainly but usable mechanism. Walking underneath it in escort formation was a Phoenix Hawk in the lead, a pair of Quickdraws, and a nearly pristine Trebuchet proudly strutting along.

      Vanderberg’s UrbanMech was waiting patiently for them, waving them onward down the side street leading to the impound lot. “You’re Zadrick, right? Haven’t seen you and your crew dirtside.”

      “Guilty as charged, copper. Making pickup for Red Hand,” said the Phoenix Hawk pilot. His crew’s body language said it all, confidence in spades and no cares in the world. Zadrick seemed on edge in opposition to his fellows, Vanderberg noted. Nothing more dangerous than a squirrely pilot. The two Quickdraws lumbered along unconcerned, taking point as the Phoenix Hawk assumed a guarding position at the crossroads.

      “What’re you worried about? Only ’Mechs here are impounded,” said the Trebuchet pilot as he waved the transport toward the lot.

      “Just being cautious,” Zadrick replied. “Get Brankin and Flass in that BattleMaster and Warhammer. Those are Reikan’s priority. The Dragon can wait.” The Phoenix Hawk’s fingers twitched just a little on the barrel of its laser rifle. “I got a bad feeling about this.”

      Vanderberg watched Zadrick’s Phoenix Hawk carefully. It all rested on these pirates playing along, and he felt a nervous tingling in his fingers as he waited.

      “You’re just paranoid, Zaddy,” scoffed Brankin as he popped the hatch of his Quickdraw, stepping out onto the chest armor to make the perilous hop onto the bigger ’Mech. Not a worry in the world, he landed on the BattleMaster’s chest, ready to board and walk it into the transport’s hatches. Brankin kicked the BattleMaster’s cockpit hatch, and it flipped open with a hiss.

      “Paranoia’s smart, sugar,” chided Fathom, curled up in her cockpit. The shotgun she had leveled at him barked, sending Brankin, or what was left of him, flopping end over end back to where he came from. If he wasn’t dead when the gun went off, the Quickdraw’s cockpit hatch snapping down and crushing his body into pulp finished the job.

      The Dragon sprang to life, autocannon roaring and blasting a ragged hole in the other unsuspecting pirate. The Quickdraw pitched over backward, landing in a crumpled heap. The pilot scrambled for dear life out of the downed machine and into an alley.

      “Vanderberg, what’s the meaning of this?!” demanded Zadrick, his laser leveling at the UrbanMech. “We had a deal with your boss!”

      The UrbanMech’s autocannon thumped, splattering paint all over the Phoenix Hawk’s head and chest. Fathom had told Vanderberg he had about six seconds to get out of sight before the ’Mech would switch sensor modes and be ready for combat, and the peace officer used every one of them to get clear, working to coordinate Fathom’s lance.

      Zadrick wheeled his ’Mech around as the UrbanMech bolted. Vanderberg imagined the pirate would have enjoyed taking potshots at the turncoat, but the allegedly impounded ’Mechs were rolling hot and ready to dust up.

      Fathom put her BattleMaster’s fists up, bounding forward into hand-to-hand distance. That was Vanderberg’s condition: No PPCs, no missiles, and only lasers or ballistics to keep collateral damage down. Her big Brunhilda of a BattleMaster was at a disadvantage for lacking its primary weapons, but her days in the company of mercenaries had taught her how to fight dirty.

      Zadrick’s laser crackled the air, a spear of light sending warning lights flashing through the dashing ’Mech’s cockpit. Fathom heard something blister and spall off her armor, but the guts of the ’Mech held. The laser cycled, machine guns chattering as it pivoted on a back foot.

      Fathom jabbed with her right, telegraphing her blow to bait out a dodge. Zadrick slipped away from the attack, as she expected; he was in no mood to get punched in the head. Her next swing came in low into the Hawk’s side, armor buckling and lifting the pirate off his feet. The Phoenix Hawk staggered and whipped its free fist up into Fathom’s arm. The armor held, but the damage wasn’t the point. He fired his arm-mounted laser, the photon flash polarizing the BattleMaster’s cockpit.

      Vanderberg watched Zadrick use the moment to get moving, disengaging from the dazed BattleMaster. The Dragon and the Warhammer both were moving now, and he couldn’t see where Zero’s Ostsol had gone. But the pirates had a Trebuchet with a dead buddy and a bad attitude backing him up. Their transport had gone skyward out of range, safe as it could conceivably get; one less thing to worry about. Vanderberg watched Zadrick’s frantic waving to his backup, their external speakers cut now that the trap was pulled. The Trebuchet pilot signaled assent and started to fall back.

      Vanderberg pinged Fathom with likely exit vectors. The Freeblades were a heavy lance, and the pirates were down two ’Mechs already. The Phoenix Hawk was in decent enough condition, even after taking a thumping. The peace officer knew full well Zadrick didn’t have the armor to handle another couple strikes like that, but if he could get out of the city limits, he could lay low and get a pickup. The Freeblades were brawlers, not runners; catching him in unfamiliar territory would be as good as invisibility. “A show of force, if you please.”
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      Zero’s Ostsol made itself known, swooping out from an alley between two buildings at Vanderberg’s signal. The Phoenix Hawk, unable to arrest its momentum, ran headlong toward the ambushing machine. The Ostsol backstepped and swung forward, catching the retreating pirate with the crook of its elbow right across the chest.

      A moment later, the UrbanMech chopped his knee out from under him, sending the ’Mech toppling over onto its back. Zadrick heard armor buckling and joints creaking, lights warning him of every system that had gone sour. The machine rumbled again as the UrbanMech parked on top of him, the little battle bucket sitting on his chest. “Take a seat, Zadrick. You’re under arrest.”

      “Celebrate later, please. We may have trouble still,” Zero warned.

      Tally had the Trebuchet cornered, looming over the lighter ’Mech with its arms locked forward. Vanderberg flipped a switch over and grimaced.

      Tally was not making herself look particularly sane, an unhinged grin marring her elegant features. Her breathing was heavy, and she was muttering to herself in a sotto voce Vanderberg strained to hear. “Come on, open up and see what happens next!” she said, a tiny twitch under her shadowed eye.

      “Fathom, keep her in line…” warned Vanderberg. He knew he wouldn’t be able to get up fast enough to stop her, and Zero’s Ostsol wasn’t making any moves. The Warhammer’s PPCs hadn’t lit up yet, but the missile bays on her SRM launcher had opened threateningly. The whole deal would be off if Tally went rogue. He waited for Fathom to respond, chewing the inside of his lip nervously.

      Silence, for seemingly endless seconds. If she had a plan, she was playing it awfully close.

      “Wanna see what happens when lightning strikes twice, guy?” Tally threatened, taking a step forward, her PPCs lighting up along the sides. Weapons locked, crosshairs floated over the Trebuchet’s head. The Trebuchet looked like its knees were about to start knocking, LRM tubes on the chest and left arm loaded and ready.

      “Bonk!” shouted Bricker over the externals, seconds before coldcocking the Trebuchet in the back of the head with the Dragon’s left fist. In a shower of sparks, the punch scalped the pirate ’Mech’s dome-shaped head like a bar brawler hit with a beer bottle. The top went spinning away, exposing the shocked and terrified pilot as connections severed and momentum dragged.

      The Trebuchet crashed to the ground, and Tally immediately stomped forward to pin it down with a claw-toed foot.

      “Good night!”
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        * * *

      

      A day later, Fathom had gathered her Freeblades in the office of Governor Fallsom. The man’s bald dome, gray horseshoe hair, and trimmed beard, combined with his blue military uniform, made him look more like a Spanish viceroy than a modern governor. Fathom thought his office likewise suited the look, with a great oaken desk and marble busts and books lining the walls. She wondered if he’d ever actually read any of them, or if they were just a hand-me-down from the previous occupant.

      The team stood arrayed in front of the desk, back in what passed for civilian clothes and looking quite out of place.

      Fallsom looked at the after-action report, then at the group of MechWarriors, then back at the report. He squinted, then glanced back down at it before setting it down with finality, steepling his fingers and regarding Fathom’s crew. “So, the pirates are in custody, and have made full confessions in exchange for amnesty?”

      “Amnesty and a military posting, pending repairs,” Zero piped up. “Given what we’ve heard, it may be wise to keep them on a short leash. But they are cooperating so far.”

      Fallsom just sighed, rubbing his forehead with a gloved hand. This was going to be expensive. But more worrisome was the mayor of one of his industrial sectors trying to make himself some kind of local lord. “I don’t suppose I could convince you lot to take them on instead?”

      “Oh, Your Excellency, we’re full up with our own problems,” Fathom said, hands up plaintively. “Though, I will say…if you want to extend our contract until the matter is settled…”

      “Mercenaries to the last, Ms. Virtas?” he asked with a pained wince. “I suppose we can keep you around until the danger has passed. You do have the most relevant experience with the pirates in question. But if this ends up being a snipe hunt…”

      “If it comes to that, I’ll be just as happy as anyone, Your Excellency,” assured Fathom, tucking her thumbs in her belt loops confidently. “But until then, we’re at your service.”

      Fathom smiled. Maybe this little backwater wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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        “ComStar’s vast Halls of History, the pride of the Tau archivist branch, were lost when Hilton Head self-destructed. So much has now been forgotten. Through the fog of history, one thing remains clear: everything was better back in my day.”

      

      

      
        
        —Precentor Tau XVII Caius Gracchus Loreius, 3152

      

      

      
      [A group of robed figures stands solemn vigil in the drizzling rain outside the former ComStar compound on Elektrougli as WorkMechs sandblast the ComStar logo off the entrance facade, replacing it with Clan Sea Fox’s insignia. Afterward, the observers drift across the plaza to a watering hole long favored by members of the Blessed Order.]

      
      
        
        THE THIRST CIRCUIT

      

      

      Caius Gracchus Loreius (CGL): My fellow members of the Blessed Order’s Tau Branch, it has been an honor and privilege serving with you. For forty years, all of us have served as stewards of the history of the Inner Sphere at the Tau Archives. With Clan Sea Fox having taken control, I will be staying on at their request. Wherever the Will of Blake takes the rest of you, I wish you nothing but the best.

      
      All: Cheers!

      
      CGL: In memory of many a night spent here arguing the finer points of the historical record, I challenge you to make the case for the significance of your specialized historical periods.  First up, technologically, what made your era stand out?

      
      Precentor Tau VIII Warren Kidd (WK): Technology dominated the sociopolitics of the Dark Age. The HPG collapse threw the Sphere into chaos, and the Fortress Wall blocked JumpShip travel.

      
      Precentor Tau XVII Fred Ayre (FA): So, your defining factor was that key technologies didn’t work? Fitting for an era defined early on by gangs of malcontents beating each other senseless with farm equipment.

      
      WK: Not just MODs! The RAF debuted super-heavy tripods and cutting-edge RISC equipment.

      
      Precentor Tau V Fran Prost (FP): Oh, come on, Kidd. It’s not like the Republic used that tech to much effect. Those were just outgrowths of Blakist innovations from the Jihad. That’s when technology really took a leap forward: bleeding edge cybernetics, direct neural interfaces, brainwashed sleeper agents, engineered viruses, mass drivers… Ah, those were the days!

      
      FA: You’ve always been a little too appreciative of Blakist “innovations” for my taste, Prost. To my mind, a mass murderer boasting that his “true” cybernetic legs obviate the need for trousers isn’t the best spokesperson for the societal benefits of technology.

      
      FP: Spoken like a classic “frail.”

      
      FA: See how far that attitude gets you with Interstellar Expeditions or the Sea Foxes. Besides, the Civil Wars were when innovation truly returned to the Inner Sphere. It was a bold time, when we finally stopped looking backward and began considering new directions. Cutting-edge medical procedures, genetic engineering for super-livestock, and groundbreaking advances in material science. Not to mention stealth armor, new WarShips, and original weapon systems that weren’t just variants on Star League concepts, like the BattleMech Taser.

      
      Precentor Tau XVII Stella Adaman (SA): Oh yes, entirely original. Light and heavy Gauss rifles and PPCs. So bold. If you wanted new, the Clan Invasion was the time to be alive. The Inner Sphere militaries were just starting to experiment with integrating lostech when the Clans arrived and established new technology benchmarks.

      
      Precentor Tau III Tiana-Claire Ibanez (TCI): And the Inner Sphere’s soldiers often knew so little about their new toys that their “upgrades” became deathtraps. Ask any MechWarrior if it was “the time to be alive” when their new ride combined extended-range PPCs and single heat sinks.

      
      SA: I’d expect that from your department. “Back to the basics…nothing better than the classics…the fine art of heat management.” I’m surprised you bothered to come down out of the trees to associate with those of us who appreciate technological evolution.

      
      TCI: Technology was at the heart of the transition to the modern era. After two centuries of reversion toward barbarism⁠—

      
      FP: Thanks to Operation Holy Shroud!

      
      TCI: —the seemingly eternal stalemate was finally broken when House Davion built the New Avalon Institute of Science on the knowledge recovered at great personal cost from Halstead Station.

      
      WK: Just pointing out that the NAIS didn’t produce anything but defective prototypes until they got ahold of the Helm core.

      
      TCI: Might I continue?! Ahem. Combined with the “black box” interstellar communication systems provided by House Steiner, this resurgence in innovation set the stage for the technological renaissance of the modern era.

      
      CGL: Well argued, each of you. Next topic: Which era had the most significant political developments?

      
      WK: Just look at the last few decades! Fortress Republic, the Rending, the Mongol movement, the Free Worlds League reunified, the Wolf Empire rising…

      
      CGL: Not to mention the Nova Cats exterminated, the Republic collapsed, New Avalon occupied, the race for Terra, and Clan Wolf claiming the title of ilClan.

      
      FP: Pfeh! Your Dark Age was a pale shadow of the Jihad. Blakist subversion pitted every political group against its neighbors, weakening them as the Word expanded its influence. New Avalon occupied? Hah! Every capital world felt Blake’s wrath. Ultimately, the entire Sphere rallied behind Devlin Stone’s coalition⁠—

      
      WK: Not the Capellans!

      
      FP: Right, not them. But the rest⁠—

      
      SA: Nor the Canopians, or the T⁠—

      
      FP: Most of the Sphere forged the Pax Republica through shared bloodshed.

      
      FA: The Second Star League was a chance to show what a unified Inner Sphere could accomplish. It was sorely tested by the outbreaks of internal conflicts among member states, however.

      
      FP: If it was a test, it failed. Their peacekeepers couldn’t halt the Capellan conquest of the St. Ives Compact. They didn’t even try to mediate the Steiner-Davion siblings’ power struggle, or assist the Combine when Black Dragon reactionaries pushed them into war with the Ghost Bears.

      
      WK: And the League failed to capitalize on internal conflicts between the Steel Vipers and Jade Falcons or the Hell’s Horses and Ghost Bears.

      
      SA: The Civil Wars largely just restored the pre-Fourth Succession War status quo. The Clan Invasion, however, touched off an unfathomable shakeup to interstellar politics. In the face of this existential threat, centuries of bitter enmity were set aside.

      
      WK: Tell that to Romano Liao!

      
      SA: Fair point. But the Federated Commonwealth, Free Worlds League, and Draconis Combine forged a partnership that scored key victories over the Clans even before Our Blessed Order secured the Truce of Tukayyid.

      
      FP: Ah, yes. Focht’s fifteen years of peace to prepare. How’d that work out, again?

      
      SA: Fratricidal chaos, of course. Just like any given week in Inner Sphere history. The Word of Blake schism and their conquest of Terra, the Marik-Liao offensive, the Lyran secession, the Falcon-Wolf war, the Falcon-Lyran war…

      
      WK: The “Avast, I’m a Pirate Queen” Falcon-Lyran war or the “Sibcadet Field Trip/Graduate-or-Die” Falcon-Lyran War?

      
      TCI: Seeing a trend here.

      
      SA: Despite the internal conflicts, the political leaders of the day pulled together, formed the Second Star League, kicked the Smoke Jaguars out of the Inner Sphere, and won the Great Refusal.

      
      TCI: The Fourth Succession War set all this in motion. Later political developments were mere reactions.

      
      SA: So, the Clans invaded because the Davions won the Fourth War?

      
      TCI: IntelSer was watching.

      
      SA: Fair.

      
      TCI: Primus Tiepolo infamously predicted “no major border shift in our lifetimes.” Instead, the Federated Commonwealth alliance crippled the Capellan Confederation and carved the Free Rasalhague Republic from the Combine’s flank.

      
      [The loud scrape of a chair being pushed back across the worn wooden floor disrupts the conversation. All eyes turn to a robed figure rising unsteadily from his seat in a gloomy alcove, knocking his pretzels and beer to the floor.]

      
      CGL: Is that…?

      
      WK: It can’t be. They shuttered his division thirty-nine years ago!

      
      Precentor Tau XL Orville Gerstenzang (OG): That’s the official story, but Tau still needed someone with…experience…to investigate things like the Salford, Manassas, and Celeste incidents.

      
      FP: Precentor of Misjumps?

      
      OG: You lot fancy yourselves historians? Not one of you remembers how it used to be. Tech was simpler then. You wanted something that went bang, you mounted an “AutoCannon.” One size. No rotary/ultra/LBX foofrah. Same with lasers: three sizes, no extras.

      
      FA: Well, the proliferation of variant tech after the Helm core’s rediscovery gave⁠—

      
      OG: Shut it, sonny! We didn’t have any “Helm core.” Time was, nobody could build K-F drives or even fusion power plants. But oh, did we have “LosTech.” Today’s pathetic neurohelmets are just for balance. Our neuro-impulse helmets allowed us to control arms and legs like they were our own, and fire weapons with just a thought. Of course, that kind of connection did…heh…drain away the pilots’ humanity over time…

      
      [As Orville draws nearer, the group can see his remaining eye has a dead stare, and half his face remains slack as he speaks. They all begin slowly edging toward
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