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      Greetings, MechWarriors! It’s the end of the year again, and that means year-end holidays and presents.

      The first present in this issue is a nice bit of kismet I couldn’t really have planned even if I tried. Over the years, there’s been a nice bit of overlap between BattleTech and Shadowrun, in that several authors have written short stories, novellas, and novels for both lines (myself being one of them!), so it’s always fun to see authors make the leap from one to the other. The BattleTech-to-Shadowrun crossover seems to happen quite often—for example, the novella Mercy Street, the Shadowrun debut of Bryan Young, whose much-acclaimed Fox Patrol series sprang to life in these very pages, will be arriving very soon—but what’s really exciting to me is when Shadowrun authors hop the fence from Shadowrun’s “magic, cyberpunk, noir” into BattleTech’s “stompy war robots” territory, because not only have these authors often been secret BattleTech fans all along, they also bring new perspectives to the universe. So join me in welcoming not one, but two such authors in this issue: R. J. Thomas and Russell Zimmerman! R. J. and Russell join the esteemed ranks of crossover authors such as William H. Keith, Michael A. Stackpole, Robert N. Charrette, Jason Hardy, Ilsa Bick, Jennifer Brozek, Stephen Kenson, Jean Rabe, Phaedra Weldon, and many others, and I hope you dig their stories as much as I did.

      The second present is a Unit Digest for the First Kearny Highlanders, a modern, ilClan-era unit of the fan-favorite Northwind Highlanders mercenary unit. This Unit Digest will be a great way to use the ’Mech miniatures in the forthcoming Northwind Highlanders Force Pack (which should be available in Q1 2023)!

      The third present has its genesis in “Chaos Campaign Scenario: The Mad Stampede,” from issue #9. James Hauser, the author of that scenario, makes his BattleTech fiction debut in this issue with “Hell’s Highway,” a short story about one particular Mad Stampede, which puts us in the driver’s seat of a Hell’s Horses combat-vehicle convoy competing in a risky race for glory on a Jade Falcon-occupied planet. If you enjoyed playing that scenario, or if you like Clan-centric tales, you’re going to love this story! As an added bonus, this story contains an exciting new piece of art by Jared Blando.

      In this issue, we also have two stories from returning authors. Tom Leveen brings us the penultimate part of his four-part serial, Three Ways Home, and things are really heating up in it—quite literally, in fact! Then Bryan Young takes a break from his Fox Patrol series to offer “Ghostbird,” which is unique in that it serves as both a prologue and a sequel to his novel A Question of Survival. (The novel isn’t essential to enjoying this story, but it’s definitely worth the read. And speaking of the Fox Patrol: if you’re interested in either catching up on some Fox Patrol stories you’ve missed in earlier issues, or if you want to check out an all-new Fox Patrol story, Bryan’s Fox Tales collection is also available.)

      We’re also featuring quite a few new authors in this issue. The aforementioned stories by R. J. and Russell follow an Outworlds Alliance aerofighter pilot and the son of a struggling ’Mech manufacturer, respectively. Our opening story, “The Plowshare,” by D. G. P. Rector, is immortalized in the wonderful cover art by Ken Coleman. Chris G. Lane’s “Signing Day” takes us through a brand-new mercenary’s recruit’s first day on the job, and “Up Close,” by W. T. Brown, wrestles with the demons of a former Com Guard MechWarrior who survived the Battle of Tukayyid.

      For game content, we have a Technical Readout for the Battle Cobra that ComStar and the Word of Blake reverse-engineered; a report on Longbow Mountain, which closes the case on an assassination mystery; a technology article about unique Inner Sphere tech advances, and another article detailing the history of ’Mech-recognition software (what MechWarriors call the “warbook”); an exploration of the surprising efficacy of Canopian medical services; a catalog of cockpit amenities for MechWarriors; a holiday-themed RPG adventure called “Comin’ to Towne” (see if you can spot all of the hidden holiday references in it!); and our first playable BattleForce scenario.

      I hope you enjoy your gifts from all of us here at Shrapnel, and may your holidays and year-end celebrations be safe, fun, and filled with memorable moments.

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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        ROSKAN

        COREWARD DEEP PERIPHERY

        20 MAY 3049

      

      

      With a hand so covered in burn scars the flesh looked melted, Gorton held his bottle of stale beer. He’d worked 1,500 hectares today, more than twice as much as any other farmer. But then, he had Tomoe, and they didn’t.

      Through the open doors of the bar, he could hear raucous laughter, cheers, and jeers at whatever idiot program was being rebroadcast. Roskan was so deep in the Periphery they only got a merchant ship perhaps once a year, sometimes less. This year it had come even later than usual, but the colonists hadn’t noticed. Every JumpShip captain worth their salt knew a good collection of holovids was worth a fat stack of C-bills to the Roskanni. These people didn’t know what the Inner Sphere was really like, but they could tell you exactly who won the Solaris Heavyweights in ’36. They had no idea how lucky they were to be this far out.

      Gorton liked it here. Roskan was as quiet as quiet could get. Nobody knew who he really was, just that he’d made his money with Tomoe in the past, and now they’d come here for retirement. They didn’t know valuable she was, how you could probably buy half the colony for her price tag.

      Well, no, that was a lie. They knew she could do the work of a score of threshers, clear hundreds of hectares of forest in a day, and they were glad of it. She was one of the most sophisticated pieces of machinery on the planet. Go figure she’d first been made for killing.

      Memories were coming back harder these days. Most people Gorton’s age started to get fuzzy, see the past in rose hues. For him it was the opposite. He heard voices, saw sights, sometimes beautiful, sometimes terrible, all as if they were happening in front of him. He remembered the Diamond Mountains of Novo Canton lit by laser fire, and the waters of Zhang’s Ocean, churning beneath steel feet. He could see it all clearly, with his BattleMech’s HUD laid over it.

      Even now, looking into the darkness where Tomoe stood sentry at the edge of the field, he could place a perfect reticle over her. The same with the whole damn town. Sometimes Gorton felt his arms tense, as if he had a fistful of lasers just waiting to be released, to burn everything in sight. A colonist would smile at him, remark on the weather, and Gorton would bite his tongue. Secretly, he wanted to scream at them: DON’T YOU KNOW WHO I AM?! DON’T YOU KNOW WHAT I AM?!

      Of course they did. They’d seen it all in perfect holovision. He was a MechWarrior, a gallant knight-errant from a bygone era. Who else would have come all this way to protect them from pirates lurking in the Periphery? People didn’t run as far from civilization as Gorton had just to find a quiet place to die.

      His beer was almost empty when Gorton realized something was wrong. There was no more laughter coming from the bar. A muffled voice came on the holovid-set. Everything else was silent, save the scuffle of boots against the unvarnished floor. For a moment, Gorton had the paranoid fantasy that somehow these people had heard him. He’d done it before, started talking to himself when he’d believed he was just thinking.

      Then he realized why the vid’s sound was so muted: it was a live broadcast.

      Quietly, Gorton got up from where he sat on the porch and stepped into the bar. From the back of the crowd he watched the screen. The images were grainy: something falling from the sky, fires burning among the trees. Then, a flight of helicopters, what passed for the colony’ defense force. The lead chopper fired a salvo of missiles. Lasers streaked through the darkness in response, and one by one, the choppers exploded in flames. The last image, a tracking-error-riddled freeze frame, was of a BattleMech emerging from the forest.

      “—at this time encouraging all residents to take shelter. Do not continue agricultural work. Militia units are to report to supply depots—”

      The voice of the Colonial Authority Broadcast System was droning on, but no one in the bar was listening.

      “Pirates” was the word whispered among the crowd. It had been years since Roskan was last hit, but it was always possible. Gorton shook his head. He’d never seen a ’Mech like that before, but even in that grainy image there were details he could make out. It was pristine, and it had some kind of insignia emblazoned on the chassis. Not the crude kill-markers and snarling fright masks of a bandit crew, no. It was a military unit.

      They weren’t being raided. This was an invasion.

      As all eyes in the bar fell on him, he knew what they were going to ask. He had to go back to work. Real work.

      “Crap,” was all Gorton could think to say.
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        * * *

      

      “—that’s when Hornet-Three went down. We’re still light on details, but Protector Johannes thought it was essential that you all be up to speed.”

      The man speaking was Colonel Milovic. “Colonel” was a self-appointed title: he was little more than a bureaucrat, the same as “Protector” Johannes. Gorton didn’t have a high opinion of either of them, but as they’d let him live on their world, he couldn’t exactly speak against them either. Still, something rankled him about people who could find desk jobs on a colony that needed so much manual labor.

      Milovic didn’t look like the sort of man who spent his life behind a desk. He was trim and fit beneath his gaudy blue-and-gold uniform. No one else in the Roskanni militia had a dress uniform like his, just earthy brown fatigues and second-generation flak jackets.

      Gorton was again reminded that he was surrounded by amateurs. In the years he’d spent among the Roskanni, they’d only chased away two pirate raids, and to call them “raids” was generous. More like aborted landings: a quick exchange of missiles and long-range laser fire, then the pirates had scuttled right back into their DropShips and hightailed it to whatever rathole they’d crawled out of. With opponents like that, it was no wonder a preening buffoon like Milovic was the best this planet could do, as far as soldiers went.

      They were at Cordoba City’s supply depot, a place mostly for storing thresher machines, spare parts, and their arms stockpile. While Gorton sat with Milovic and the others in a back room, the rest of the militia was busily cleaning and preparing their weapons. They’d ride out in a convoy together, with every volunteer from the surrounding farms. There were maybe 200 people among Cordoba’s Defense Reserve, less than half of them fighting fit. As for the convoy, it would be made up of trucks meant for grain and lumber. A single autocannon round would light one up like a Landing Day bonfire.

      Gorton was crowded into the impromptu command center with Milovic, his grease monkey Bien, and a few militia officers. The militia’s captain was a woman called Janice Tsung, owner of the biggest farm in the area.

      “So they’re around Joramun Heights?” Janice asked.

      “That’s the last location we spotted them,” Milovic replied. “They haven’t made any moves for Limonov City yet, which is unusual. The Limonov Guards unit is digging in, and we’re trying to get as many of the reserve choppers flight-worthy as we can.”

      “Well, I guess we should head out, shouldn’t we? Is there anything else we need to know?” Janice asked.

      Milovic looked at Gorton. Gorton shrugged. He’d stayed silent during the briefing. He didn’t want Colonel Milovic to think he was questioning orders. Or worse, plant the idea that he should be in command. The militia might just take him up on that, and that was the last thing he wanted.

      Milovic cleared his throat.

      “There is one more bit of business,” he said. “We discovered the enemy had tried to contact us several times during planetfall. Apparently they thought we had better comms than we currently possess. After that initial engagement, they sent us a message on our standards comm bands.”

      “Asking for surrender?” Janice asked.

      “No. They transmitted…well, the language is a little bit difficult to decipher. It sounded something like an apology.”

      “An apology?” Gorton blurted.

      Milovic nodded. “We think they want to enter some kind of negotiation. Protector Johannes wants all militia forces present, in case things go wrong. We’re hoping they’re as good as their word, and maybe this can be resolved peacefully.”

      “I doubt that,” Gorton said.

      “So far they haven’t fired on anyone else. Our scanners have had a hard time picking them up, but they don’t seem to have moved beyond the Heights since they arrived. At present, there is no reason to doubt them.”

      “Nobody who drops a full lance of BattleMechs just wants to chat,” Gorton said.

      Janice nodded solemnly. “If we’ve got to fight, my people are ready,” she said, sounding more certain than she looked.

      “Good,” Milovic replied. “Well, if there’s nothing else, we’d best head out. I assume you and your vehicle are ready, Mr. Gorton?”

      They still didn’t know Gorton’s last name, which was fine with him. Bien spoke up, always eager. He was young but the closest thing the Roskanni could muster to a real mechanic. The kid was a genius. He’d adapted Tomoe to Gorton’s requested specifications, and kept her running smoothly.

      “She’s ready,” Bien said proudly. “Purring like a kitten, even after all that forestry work last week.”

      Milovic nodded. “Glad to hear it. All right everyone, see you in Limonov. Dismissed.”

      Janice threw a half-hearted salute that Colonel Milovic crisply returned. No one else in the room bothered.

      
      
        
        LIMONOV CITY

        ROSKAN

        COREWARD DEEP PERIPHERY

        21 MAY 3049

      

      

      They arrived a few hours before dawn, while the world was still shrouded in blue light. Limonov was as close to a capital as the colony had, a small outcropping of rectangular metal buildings nestled in among massive grain silos and sprawling lumber yards.

      Gorton halted Tomoe between a pair of silos, not far from the main boulevard. He dismounted while Bien ran her through a few final checks, before they both snatched a scant hour or two of sleep at the local barracks. The militia were not so lucky. Bleary-eyed, they’d been improving the entrenchments around the city’s outer perimeter.

      Dawn came, and with it a gentle prodding from Bien. He explained Milovic’s plan in hushed tones, something the colonel had cooked up during the long ride over in his staff car.

      “Sounds like theater,” Gorton grunted.

      Bien shrugged. “That’s exactly what the colonel said. ‘My grandsire was a Lyran diplomat, and he said theater is half of diplomacy’ and blah-de-blah-blah. Orders are orders though, right?” he said with a smile.

      The kid had never been in an actual military outfit a day in his life. For him, this was an adventure. Hell, he’d probably been praying something like this would happen.

      “All right,” Gorton said. “Scrounge me up a bottle of that local vodka, yeah? Then we’ll get situated.”

      “Vodka? You really think you should be drinking on the job, old man?”

      “When you get your own ’Mech, you decide who drinks in her and who doesn’t, all right? Now hurry it up.”

      Bien hustled off. Gorton sat on the cot he’d commandeered, running his hands over his scalp. His hair had gone thin a long time ago. He could still feel the burn scars in some places.

      As he rose, Gorton caught a look at himself in a shaving mirror someone had set up. He had old, tanned skin the texture of leather. His remaining hair was white and long, and he had a drooping mustache the same color. The stubble on his weak jaw was still iron gray for some reason. He reached a hand up to the neck of his shirt and pulled it down slightly. There it was: an expanse of smooth scar tissue, just barely peeking out beneath his collarbone. His whole chest looked like that, and down one of his legs too.

      Tomoe had been cross with him that day. He hadn’t treated her right, and she’d taught him a lesson he would never forget. Now he and the old girl were headed for battle once again.

      He hoped she didn’t have any new lessons in store.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve sent the signal, sir,” the comms operator said.

      “Good,” Milovic replied. “Now we just wait. Remember, no sudden moves. You’re all to stay at attention, am I clear? This is theater, remember that. Half of diplomacy is theater. We make an impression on them, let them know we’re not afraid. Understood?”

      Gorton was watching from Tomoe’s cockpit, hidden and running near zero. Just her comms and scanners were up, as was a screen-link with the cams in Milovic’s entourage. The colonel had taken his people and their gear a good forty meters beyond the perimeter, standing foolishly far from cover.

      The camera swept the open field beyond Limonov, up to the forested hills of the Joramun Heights. Then it froze. Even this far away, Gorton could hear the telltale thump-thump-thump of a BattleMech’s tread.

      Like monsters in a fairy tale, they seemed to materialize out of the misty woods. There were five of them, war machines of a make he had never seen before. The lead was the largest, easily an assault class, strange and menacing.

      It had a human shape, one arm ending in a heavy cannon, the other in a clenched fist. Its head resembled a scowling face, with ethereal green eyes. The ’Mech reminded Gorton of the stone gods of old Terra. The kind people used to offer the hearts of their enemies to.

      The giant surveyed the field with the cold imperiousness of a conqueror. Then it did something Gorton had not expected. It charged.

      The giant’s speed was incredible. Each stride tore up the earth; plumes of mud shot upward in its wake, as if artillery shells were raining down behind it.

      “Steady,” Milovic murmured over the comm, voice quavering. “Steady. It’s all theater. Just theater.”

      Gorton took a slug from his bottle of vodka, hands ready to switch Tomoe to combat mode.

      The giant bore down, eyes fixed on the colonel’s small party, heedless of the world around it. When it was less than a dozen meters away, it came to a sudden and graceful halt. A spray of mud and clods of earth landed at Milovic’s feet. Gorton could tell the colonel was silently fuming.

      The giant was still. Faint vapor trails wafted up from its chassis, the dead sprint heating it in Roskan’s cool morning air. Now that it was so close, Gorton could finally get a good look at what was painted on the BattleMech’s torso. It was a simple, striking sigil: a scorpion clutching the sun.

      Another vehicle came to a stop beside the giant, a hovercraft that had sped along behind it. These invaders were more clever than Gorton had given them credit for. The giant’s charge had been a distraction as much as anything else. The militia’s missile pods could barely damage an assault ’Mech if they were lucky, but the hovercraft would have been a different matter entirely. He hadn’t even noticed the damn thing’s heat signature.

      The doors on the craft slid open, and an assortment of strange figures stepped out. There were armed guards in gray-and-black combat fatigues, and people who must have been technicians, judging by the equipment they carried. Most curious among them was a woman leading a dog-sized lizard on a leash. It flicked out its tongue, tasting the air.

      The motley assortment stood to attention, and then with what sounded like a groan, the giant slowly lowered to one knee. A hatch opened, and the ’Mech’s pilot descended a short chain ladder with a measured, dignified pace. Upon reaching the ground, he glanced briefly at his assembled troops, then strode toward Colonel Milovic.

      He looked like something out of legend. Tall and broad, he wore a gray breastplate with that scorpion insignia proudly emblazoned on it. His face was concealed behind a black litham, exposing only a pair of deep-green eyes. Atop his head he wore a spiked helm trimmed with fur, like the steppe warriors of ancient Terra. A black cape billowed behind him in the morning breeze.

      He came to a halt less than an arm’s length from Colonel Milovic. Compared to this strange warrior, Milovic looked like a child playing dress-up. His uniform seemed even more gaudy and ridiculous.

      As if on cue, the leashed reptile let out a long, throaty growl. It whipped its tail back and forth and scuffed the ground, but provoked no reaction from the outsiders. Milovic visibly flinched.

      “You are the leader, I presume?” he asked, regaining some of his composure.

      “I am Star Captain Rao, of Clan Goliath Scorpion,” the outsider replied.

      “I’m Colonel Milovic, of the Roskan Colony Defense Force. Sir, you have made an illegal landing on our planet. I request that you withdraw your forces immediately, or we will be forced to fire on you.”

      “We attempted to issue batchall,” Rao replied, “but it seems your communication systems suffered interference. We have expressed our regret at the first contact between your forces and our MechWarriors. I trust your warriors responsible for this provocation have been punished?”

      “I share your regret that we came to blows before proper diplomacy could be conducted,” Milovic said, brushing over the question. “But on behalf of Lorena Johanssen, Protector of Roskan Colony, I must again ask that you withdraw your troops. You’ve come here armed for war, Captain—”

      “Star Captain,” Rao corrected.

      “S-Star Captain, quite right. You’ve come armed for war. We are a peaceful people, but we are prepared to defend ourselves.”

      Rao fixed him with a cold look.

      “By the ancient rites of the Clans, I claim this world and its people,” Rao said slowly. “I issue challenge to your warriors, that this be settled in honorable combat on a field of your choosing. You may choose your forces, and they shall be matched appropriately.”

      “I think you’ll find our defenses are—”

      Rao snorted. “The pile of earth and mud you have erected will not save you. Do you not understand, freebirth? I offer you mercy. Send your best MechWarriors, and the Goliath Scorpions shall match them. If they are defeated, my warriors and I shall take your colony into the protection of our Clan. If you triumph, we shall leave this world unharmed. Honor demands no less.”

      Milovic studied Rao for a moment.

      “We may choose the grounds?” he asked.

      “It is the way of the Clans,” Rao said. “What forces do you bid?”

      Milovic inclined his head, speaking into his collar. Gorton switched to their private comm channel.

      “Do you think you can take one of them?” the colonel whispered.

      “I’m not sure—”

      “Yes or no? Do you think you can do it?”

      “If I have to,” Gorton admitted. “That assault ’Mech could be trouble.”

      “Good. Power up and get over here.”

      The private line went dead, and Milovic spoke aloud again. “Very well, Star Captain. The tradition of the honor duel is known among us. We shall meet you, and this will be our champion!”

      Gorton had already put Tomoe on full power. He marched his BattleMech down the main boulevard and came to a halt behind the trenches. Just as the invaders wore their scorpion sigils openly, so too did Gorton’s ’Mech have its own icon: a snarling warrior maiden clutching a naginata, standing atop a pile of severed heads. The image was emblazoned on the center of the ’Mech’s chest, along with the hiragana lettering for “Tomoe.” The ’Mech was a Black Knight, a model from the old Star League. Gorton’s pride and joy. She was an old but formidable warrior, just like her pilot.

      He watched the camera link, studying Star Captain Rao. Though his face remained hidden, the look in his eyes shone clear. He stared at Gorton’s ’Mech with incredible intensity. There was no fear, only a mixture of recognition and something else: hatred. Gorton couldn’t fathom what would provoke a reaction like that, but the Periphery was full of maniacs.

      “The Black Knight, Tomoe, piloted by Gorton, our MechWarrior,” Colonel Milovic said with relish. “I am sure it is more than a match for any of your ’Mechs. The battle…the battle shall be at Agrippa Lake. Twenty kilometers from here.”

      “We sighted it on our descent,” Rao replied coolly. “Very well. Our great ristar, MechWarrior Ketelle, shall face your champion in her Hellbringer. Dawn tomorrow. Is that settled, freebirth?”

      “Dawn tomorrow,” Milovic agreed.

      “Well bargained and done!”

      “Quite so.”

      Rao barked an order to his troops, and they remounted their vehicle. At least Gorton wouldn’t have to face the giant. He watched the hovercraft and the Goliath Scorpion ’Mechs return to the forest. All save a peculiar machine whose arms ended in a pair of massive particle projection cannons. It seemed to regard the field, and Gorton’s Black Knight in particular. Ketelle and her Hellbringer, no doubt. He felt as though a pair of eyes, hard and hateful, stared at him from that ’Mech.

      Then it turned and disappeared into the forest with the others.

      
      
        
        AGRIPPA LAKE

        ROSKAN

        COREWARD DEEP PERIPHERY

        22 MAY 3049

      

      

      The walk to Agrippa Lake was eerily pleasant. Gorton’s vodka bottle was strapped down in the holster of his pilot’s chair, where most MechWarriors kept a pistol for emergencies. A quick pull was enough to steady his hands. Tomoe had seen him through worse. He kept the ’Mech at a light jog, one eye on his scanners, the other watching the forest he moved through.

      The mist had come in again during the night, one of the most pleasant things about Roskan. Hot days, cold nights. Like the world itself was trying to cool down from the day’s work.

      At last, he reached Agrippa Lake, a vast silver disc stretching off into the mist. There was a clearing along its shores, and up into the hills huge swaths of forest had been cut down into a logging trail. He and Tomoe had done a fair amount of the logging themselves. The ’Mech’s giant saw could do the work of a hundred lesser machines, and her dexterous hand could carry a whole load by itself.

      It was dull work, but it was better than what Gorton had been doing for most of his life. None of the trees ever begged him for mercy.

      As before, the Clan ’Mechs emerged one by one from the tree line at the far side of the clearing. Dawn’s light had begun to pierce the morning mist. The leader, the BattleMech with a face like a scowling god, stood at the forefront again. A message came through on the open band.

      “Freebirth,” said Star Captain Rao, “do you understand the nature of this Trial of Possession?”

      “Me an’ your champ fight it out. Winner takes the colony, that right?” Gorton replied, trying to sound casual. There was no need to let the invaders know how scared he was.

      “Aff. The victor may also claim the defeated warrior and their ’Mech as isorla. The honor of representing Clan Goliath Scorpion goes to MechWarrior Ketelle, pilot of our Star’s Hellbringer. In this solemn matter, let none interfere.”

      With that, the comms went dead. The Hellbringer stepped forth, a square-shouldered, heavily armed machine. It stood and faced him across the clearing, totally still.

      For a moment, Gorton thought the damn thing was going to bow to him, like they were in a dojo. Then Tomoe’s scanners blared that they’d detected a ’Mech’s engine going hot. Ketelle wasn’t waiting. She was charging up.

      Gorton wasted no time pushing Tomoe back into action. He ran her in a wide arc, keeping his left side to the Hellbringer. Its first volley, a pair of brilliant blue PPC bolts, went wide. Then the Clan ’Mech was on the move. A streak of missiles followed close on, boxing Gorton in. He threw Tomoe into quick reverse, skidding her to a halt, and spun to face the Hellbringer head-on.

      Warning lights flared. An impact had struck Tomoe’s shoulder, and Gorton hadn’t even noticed. She had armor enough to keep soldiering on, though. With practiced ease, Gorton sighted in on the Hellbringer and powered up his weapons.

      Alpha strike, that was the way. End this quickly. He had ten tons on the Hellbringer at a guess. It couldn’t have armor on par with Tomoe, even if its firepower was impressive.

      He raced toward the Hellbringer as the Clan pilot stood her ground, firing repeatedly at him. One shot took Tomoe in the torso, another in her left arm. Sparks flew, warning lights triggered, but Gorton waited, thumb braced against his firing stud.

      Then it came. Tomoe’s voice, clear, crisp, and feminine, recorded centuries ago. First it spoke in Japanese, then repeated the words in English, a design quirk no one had ever bothered to fix. He understood both, of course, but it was on the English that he slammed the firing stud down on.

      “Taageto rokku,” Tomoe said. “Target locked.”

      Every laser and PPC on Tomoe’s chassis burned into life. A brilliant volley of blue and green ripped into the Hellbringer’s frame. He followed it quickly with a series of laser bursts from Tomoe’s chassis, then another shot from the PPC in her arm.

      “Netsu joutai keihou,” Tomoe said, the heat gauge dangerously near red. “Heat level warning.”

      “Yeah, I feel it old girl,” Gorton whispered back.

      He’d done damage, but not enough. The Hellbringer was still standing. It strafed to the side, firing. The pilot’s precision was incredible: she was running at full speed and still landing hits on a moving target. If Gorton hadn’t been that target, he would’ve almost admired her.

      “Freebirth,” a voice crackled over his comm unit.

      Ketelle, Gorton realized. She sounded young.

      “You lack discipline,” she chided. “I have the blood of Kerensky’s greatest warriors in my veins. You have no hope of victory.”

      Gorton darted Tomoe through another volley of shots. Water. He had to head for water. His heat gauge still wavered painfully close to critical. Returning fire now would be disastrous.

      “I got killers in my line going back ten generations,” Gorton grunted. “Nothin’ to brag about, kid.”

      “Know this, freebirth: I shall give you no quarter. A bondsman like you would only shame my Clan.”

      Gorton switched his comms off. He couldn’t understand a word the woman was saying. She was clearly as nuts as the rest of her people.

      He slowed Tomoe down and rotated her right side to face the Hellbringer as he reached the water’s edge. A fall wouldn’t help him in this fight, and he knew there was plenty of muck beneath the lake’s surface that could trip up his old ’Mech.

      Another volley of missiles impacted all around him, short-range projectiles. A few found their mark, and suddenly his heat gauge spiked again.

      Fried a heat sink! Damn!

      Crazy she might be, but stupid she wasn’t. She was picking his ’Mech apart with incredible precision. He switched his comm back on, hearing Ketelle’s gloating voice.

      “—There is nowhere you can hide from me, freebirth,” she hissed. “Face your death like a warrior, and I will make it swift. It is more than you deserve for defiling that machine.”

      “Defiling what?” Gorton asked, completely perplexed.

      He spun Tomoe around. He had to keep her moving until he could fire his weapons again without roasting himself. Another shot struck Tomoe’s torso, tearing off one of her lasers.

      Just my luck, Gorton thought. Well, at least it’ll help with the heat problem. Can’t overheat if I can’t fire the damn gun.

      He forced Tomoe up out of the water and moved across the clearing. The Hellbringer kept pace with him, but luckily its next salvo went wide. Ketelle was getting too eager. Like most young pilots, one good hit made her think she’d won the battle already.

      “You know what you have done,” Ketelle continued. “That Black Knight is a sacred weapon! It belonged to the ancient Star League. It belongs to us!”

      Gorton increased speed, trying to outpace the Hellbringer despite his ’Mech’s protesting heat gauge. He headed up the ridge, onto the logging trail, the Hellbringer in hot pursuit. Lasers and missiles streaked by, but with Tomoe going close to her top speed, it was difficult for Ketelle to acquire a lock.

      “My people fought for the Star League,” Gorton shot back. “Tomoe’s mine! You can have her when you pry my charred corpse out of her cockpit!”

      “I intend to,” Ketelle said. “The Goliath Scorpions will redeem that BattleMech. The damage you have done to it will be repaired.”

      A PPC shot took Tomoe in the rear. Gorton’s scanners flickered and died, electronics sent into a cascading failure by the sudden burst of energy.

      “Don’t do this to me girl, come on, don’t do this,” Gorton pleaded as he worked the controls.

      He could still move, but his sensors were blind. He flicked reboot switches frantically, running Tomoe in a zigzag up the logging trail. It was a dangerous game he was playing; there were plenty of old growth stumps here that could trip her up. Of course, the Hellbringer would have to contend with that too. Gorton hoped a little distance could buy him time to think, to plan—

      He felt the whole ’Mech shake as another wave of missiles struck her leg. Dizziness washed over him, feedback from his neurohelmet. The ’Mech tumbled forward. Gorton jerked back on the throttle, willing her not to fall. She teetered drunkenly, and he tilted the foot pedals, sending her into a crouch.

      Teeth chattering, Gorton grabbed the vodka, pressed it to his lips and drank a fiery shot. The liquor’s burn made him angry, fearless. He embraced the old rage he used to feel as a young man, the bloodlust.

      Another shot hit Tomoe’s shoulder.

      The scanners surged back to life. Tomoe’s armor was nearly gone in a dozen places, the firing control for her PPC was fried, multiple heat sinks were burned out. She was wounded, but she could still fight.

      With an animal yell, Gorton forced Tomoe back to her feet, and he rounded on the Hellbringer. Ketelle was closing on him fast, firing everything she had. Missiles and lasers impacted all around his ’Mech, but Gorton returned in kind. He triggered another volley, linking all of Tomoe’s remaining lasers and firing them in a brilliant burst of light at the oncoming ’Mech.

      He was rewarded with the sound of an explosion. The Hellbringer’s missile pod was sheared clean off. Its left arm was pitted and blackened, sparks and coolant leaking from it like the blood of a dying man. He fired again, holding his ground as the Hellbringer came on, his lasers tearing up tree stumps and mud with wild abandon.

      “Your defiance is useless, freebirth!” Ketelle roared. “You shame yourself and your legacy with what you have done to that Black Knight! You disgrace a warrior’s weapon! You turn it into nothing but a beast of burden for the laborers beneath you! You shall pay for that transgression with your life!”

      The arm, Gorton realized. That’s what this insane Clanner was ranting about. He had replaced Tomoe’s left arm with an agro-saw, a tool for threshing and cutting down trees. It was more useful for the peaceful life he’d wanted to live. Now, these Clanners wanted him dead for it.

      He backed Tomoe up the hill, scanning his surroundings as he kept a stream of fire on the Hellbringer. Ketelle was brave, but the damage he’d done was enough to give her pause. If she was smart, she could have just backed off and let her PPCs do their work. Ketelle was young, though. She wanted the glory of watching his ’Mech burn up close, of watching him die not through a scanner screen, but with her own eyes.

      There! A thrill ran through him as he sighted what he’d been looking for. He kept backing up, drawing Ketelle in.

      Tomoe’s calm voice informed him he was beyond the critical heat threshold, that she was engaging an automatic shutdown sequence. Gorton snatched the bottle of vodka, spilling it over his coolant vest, and gulped down another mouthful.

      “Not yet, girl, not yet!” he shouted as he hit the manual override.

      More warning lights came on. Sweat was pouring down his brow. Instruments around him were glowing red; sparks flew from one console. He was pushing Tomoe to her limit, beyond it with each volley. Wouldn’t be long before he caused another catastrophic failure or gave himself heatstroke.

      Ketelle thundered toward him, weapons firing. He could practically feel the bloodlust emanating from her. The MechWarriors of House Kurita called it sakki: the killing urge so powerful that others could sense it. Gorton had felt that way many times before, and he was sure others had felt it coming from him, too.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      When the Hellbringer was close enough, Gorton acted. Tomoe was near crippled, but her legs and feet still worked fine. Next to him was a stack of freshly cut timber, abandoned when the Clanners had made their landing. He worked one of his controls, and Tomoe kicked it with all the might the 75-ton machine could muster.

      The logs flew toward the Hellbringer, impacted harmlessly against it, then fell beneath its feet. The ’Mech already at top speed, there was no way even a pilot as skilled as Ketelle could remain standing with a dozen tumbling logs beneath it. The Hellbringer stumbled and plunged backward, hitting the ground hard.

      Gorton seized the opportunity. He was still too far beyond Tomoe’s heat threshold to safely trigger her lasers, but her fist and agro-saw were more than enough. Tomoe lunged at the fallen Hellbringer and pummeled it mercilessly. An armored foot stomped through its shoulder, severing its PPC, and the agro-saw sparked across the fallen ’Mech’s chest.

      Ketelle forced the Hellbringer to stand as blows rained down on it. Lasers pulsed, blasting into Tomoe’s chest, but Gorton felt no fear. He hacked and slashed and pounded, his vision gone blood red. At last the saw sheared clear through one of the Hellbringer’s knee actuators, and the machine fell to the ground once again.

      The lasers stopped firing. Some still sparked uselessly, but it was obvious the Hellbringer had suffered a catastrophic failure. He’d ripped half the ’Mech’s armor away, exposing its internal structure and circuitry like the bones and sinews of a corpse. His opponent was helpless.

      Gorton placed one of Tomoe’s feet on the Hellbringer’s torso, just beneath the cockpit.

      “Do it, you freeborn filth,” Ketelle hissed.

      Gorton could feel the heat in his veins, the shaking in his fingers. So many times he’d been here before, heard cries for mercy, oaths of defiance. He had never listened to any of them, just finished the job and moved on.

      Today was different, though. He’d come to Roskan to get away from the screams of dying MechWarriors. He wasn’t about to change that.

      “Quarter,” Gorton said.

      “Never,” Ketelle growled back.

      “I’m not asking you, kid, I’m giving it to you. Fight’s over. I win.”

      He switched his comms to a wide band and turned Tomoe’s ravaged chassis to face the other Clan Mechs.

      “You hear that?” he called. “I win. Now, let’s talk. Face-to-face.”
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        * * *

      

      Once he had dismounted from Tomoe, Gorton found Ketelle waiting for him beside the broken hulk of her ’Mech. Blood dripped from one of her eyebrows, and the bodysuit she wore was ripped and singed, but she stood with the same rigid, military bearing all the Clanners seemed to have.

      He had been right. She was young as hell, barely over twenty if she was a day. At least a head taller than him, too.

      Her lip curled when she saw him. “You are…old,” she said, with a mixture of shock and disgust.

      “Yeah, I am. Come on,” Gorton grunted.

      He had a survival rifle slung under his shoulder just in case, and the half-empty vodka bottle in one hand. He walked alongside Ketelle at a steady pace to the meeting spot. The rest of her kin had advanced to the halfway mark and dismounted from their own ’Mechs. All of them were dressed identically to Ketelle, save Star Captain Rao, who still wore his fearsome armor and war helm.

      “It is finished, Freebirth,” Rao said. “Ketelle is your bondswoman, sworn to serve you forevermore if you wish it. Her Hellbringer is yours as well. We will depart the field with all due haste.”

      Gorton shook his head. “Take ’em both. They’re no use to me.”

      Rao’s eyes narrowed. “That is not our way.”

      “I don’t give a damn about your ways. If she’s mine, I’m giving her to you. Understand?”

      Rao glanced at Ketelle. She lowered her head.

      “I believe,” she said quietly, “the freeborn wishes to grant me hegira, the right to withdraw.”

      “Very well,” Rao said. “We shall indulge you, and your curious whims.”

      “Be a waste, that’s all,” Gorton said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Like I said, no use to me.”

      His skin was hot all over. He had nearly fried again. It was like Tomoe was angry with him, like she didn’t want to be on the field any more than he did.

      “You are not so different from us, freebirth,” Star Captain Rao said. “We feared your profligacy, but despite the damage you inflicted on the Hellbringer, it can be repaired. It will be a valuable asset when the time comes for the Clans to retake the Inner Sphere. We…appreciate this. You are an honorable man.”

      “I wasn’t talking about the damn ’Mech!”

      Commander Rao was silent, and Gorton saw a look of confusion in the man’s eyes. He didn’t understand. He genuinely didn’t understand.

      “Ketelle’s death would have brought her honor against a valorous foe such as you,” Rao said. “Is it not so among the warriors of the Inner Sphere as well?”

      “Oh, it is. Sure as hell is. I can’t sleep at night for all the ‘honor’ I’ve given out over the years.”

      Gorton looked past Rao’s broad shoulders. The other MechWarriors with him were all young, like Ketelle. They had the same intensity, the same hardness Gorton himself had when he was young.

      Children, all of them. Children hungry for war.

      Gorton looked back at Rao, the impassive giant. Older than them, their commander and surrogate father. A scorpion proudly worn on his chest. Who in their right mind took a scorpion for a sigil?

      “You know, when your people get to the Inner Sphere, I think they’re gonna feel right at home,” Gorton said bitterly.

      “That honor belongs to the other Clans. For now.”

      Gorton had no idea what that meant, and he didn’t care.

      “Get the hell off my world,” he said.

      Rao stared at him, eyes hard. Then, the edges of his eyes curled upwards slightly. He was smiling. The Clanner executed a stiff, formal bow, then turned on his heel and walked away. Ketelle bowed, as did the other Clanners, and
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