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      Attention, MechWarriors, this is not a drill! It’s now time to assemble for your first-ever double-size issue of Shrapnel, your favorite fix for hard-hitting BattleTech fiction!

      In case you hadn’t gathered from the cover—another lovely piece from Ken Coleman—our landmark tenth issue is double our normal payload, to celebrate and showcase more stories and game content than ever before. This means we’ve doubled everything: the stories, the art, the TRO entries, articles, and scenarios. We’ve also got two parts of our next serial novel, and for the first time in Shrapnel history, we’re including an entire novella.

      Speaking of novellas, let me give you some background on A Trial Most Acceptable, by veteran BattleTech author Jason Hansa. Jason started writing this story while he was stationed at Joint Base Balad in Iraq, way back in 2010, but due to various factors, he was unable to finish and submit it until 2017, which was sadly during a time when we had no easy avenues to publish a work of this size. So it languished in our “Someday” folder until we started putting this issue together, and it was a perfect fit. (Trust me, y’all are going to love it! Capellans versus Hell’s Horses: What’s not to love?) And even after we accepted this story, Jason did another final revision on the whole novella, to make an already great story that much greater, and to include the following Kickstarter backer characters: Point Commander Rotislav Grimheald, from Michael Hanwright; Point Commander Colin “Wendigo,” from Les James; and Nova Commander Mycroft, from Aaron Wilson. It’s been a long and meandering road to get here, but I’m sure you’ll agree it was well worth the wait. So to all of you storytellers out there among our roster, let this be a testament to perseverance: it might take some time for stories to get from initial idea to publication, but hang in there, stay vigilant, and keep at it!

      For fiction in this monster of an issue, let’s start off with two special treats perfect for leaving a shiver down your spine on a spooky evening this fall. Veteran BattleTech author Geoff Swift makes his Shrapnel debut with “Forbidden Lore,” a quest for lost knowledge during an assault on Halstead Station, and in “Wolf Pelts and Raven Feathers,” Lance Scarinci continues his chilling saga of the all-black Marauder known as the Dark One. (For those interested in reading the beginnings of this series, BattleTech: Marauder collects the first four parts, including a never-before-published story. They’re not required reading for this entry, but trust me, you’re gonna want to read them.)

      In Giles Gammage’s “Undefeated” we see Clan Steel Viper’s efforts to survive the hell of Devil’s Bath during the Battle of Tukayyid. In “Flying Kites,” Daniel Isberner peels back the veneer of the assassin known as Kafka (who was featured in an article in issue #2), and Julian Michael Carver’s “Rain of Metal” shares the tale of two brothers fleeing from a disastrous battle. Our last returning-author’s short story, James Lee’s “This Too Shall Pass,” is a direct follow-up to “All Good Things” from issue #4, wherein the Twenty-First Centauri Lancers undertake a very unusual contract for the Word of Blake. This issue also debuts two whole parts of our next four-part serial novel: Three Ways Home, by Tom Leveen, is set during the Reunification War and follows a young Taurian MechWarrior cadet undertaking a risky personal mission amid the war against the Star League.

      This issue also features stories by five new authors. In “All Those Left Behind,” USA Today bestselling author Steve P. Vincent shows mercenaries striving to protect their dependents by any means necessary. Jennifer Bixby’s “Rise of the Koa” demonstrates House Arano’s fight to maintain power after civil war in the Aurigan Coalition. In Donavan Dufault’s “Receiving Ends,” a Clan warrior struggles with the reality of fighting mercenaries during the Clan Invasion. Harvey Roberts shares the thrilling memoir of a down-on-his-luck mercenary in “Bad and Worse,” and Matthew Cross, our resident tech-article scribe, makes his short-fiction debut with “The Last Flight of the Black Condor,” where a daring lance is entrusted with an important mission against the Word of Blake on Galatea, the Mercenary’s Star.

      Kicking off game content, we have two technical readout entries: Nashan Diversified’s HL-1 Hel, precursor to the Eris (which is featured in Recognition Guide: ilClan, Volume 18), and the Calderon Protectorate’s Toro variant. Next up are a Unit Digest for Kara’s Scorchers, a Clan Protectorate special-ops unit, and a Planet Digest for Pain, capital of the piratical Rim Territories. Articles for this issue feature a retrospective on the history of everyone’s favorite pulp series, The Immortal Warrior; a look at native wildlife that can ruin or revitalize your battlefields; a peek into the past and future of a growing BattleMech manufacturer; and a helpful guide for aggrieved Taurian Concordat citizens. Playable scenarios include “Cutting the Competition” and “The Battle of the Belt” for Chaos Campaign—a Sea Fox Trial of Grievance gone wrong and a Hell’s Horses pirate hunt in an asteroid field, respectively; “Marine Vulpine Recovery,” a MechWarrior: Destiny Mission in which a rare, stolen Clan totem requires rescue; and “Wolf Howl,” a self-contained Clan Invasion-era campaign requiring only the A Game of Armored Combat and Clan Invasion box sets to play.

      Regardless of whether you’re here for the stories, for something new for your gaming table, or both, we’re glad you’ve enlisted. We couldn’t have gotten here without you all, so please keep sending us your stories!

      Here’s to the next ten issues!

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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      As the world came back into focus, the vision out of Skadi’s right eye remained blurry. Her neck ached from the whiplash, and the inside of her cockpit smelled of saltwater and burnt plastic. Alarms rang, as did a voice over the comm she could not quite make out. Her OmniMech, a Nova, was lurched forward at a forty-five-degree angle, and she was hanging from her seat’s harness.

      “Great Founder’s brass,” she cursed under her breath, pawing at her face as she attempted to get her bearings and shake off what could very well be a concussion.

      All she could see outside her cockpit was rubble and the water she was submerged in, and the hairline crack in her ferroglass canopy gave her pause.

      “Star Commander, do you copy?” said a familiar voice over the comm. It was Yara, one of her Starmates. The Third Battle Cluster, part of Clan Wolf’s Beta Galaxy, had made planetfall only a few hours ago to reinforce the Silver Keshik. Her Clan’s initial assault had been a complete disaster, their forces mauled by ambush tactics from a cowardly enemy who refused to stand and fight.

      Skadi vaguely remembered her commander being just ahead, leading the way across the bridge…

      “Skadi, do you copy?”

      “Aff,” she managed, squinting as she scanned her ’Mech’s various monitors. She had only been down for a few seconds, and was now twenty-two meters below the river’s surface. The cold water slowly building at her feet meant her environmental seal had been compromised in the fall. Her ’Mech had taken a beating, with a major breach on her left side where one of her heat sinks had been destroyed.

      Rather than admitting to dumb luck for things not being far worse, Skadi quietly thanked her scrappy Nova, which had once again gotten her out of trouble.

      “Any sign of the Star Commander?”

      Skadi scanned the underwater rubble ahead. Her damaged sensors sent back a rather muddled image, but she could still make out Keithen’s Mad Dog, pinned beneath a massive ferrocrete slab from the collapsed bridge. The upper part of his ’Mech had been practically pulverized, and unless he had somehow been quick enough to eject before hitting the water, he had likely met a gruesome end.

      “His ’Mech is down,” she said, a ball forming at the back of her throat. She had never liked Star Commander Keithen, and the feeling had been quite mutual. Still, the notion that an otherwise honorable warrior could die such a meaningless death made her blood boil.

      “We have made contact with the enemy. Can you make it back out?”

      “Gladly,” she answered between gritted teeth, itching for some payback. Skadi steeled herself, thinking through a growing headache. The half-buried machine trembled, its internal myomer muscles straining to right itself. As debris shifted and fell away, she heard a loud crack. Skadi’s eyes followed the hairline fracture in her canopy, which was now several centimeters longer.

      The idea of drowning inside her cockpit was not a pleasant one, but there was battle to be joined, so she chose expediency over prudence. Clearing the rubble, the Nova’s squat legs lifted clouds of silt with every step, struggling to build up speed.

      As she fought against the very weight of the river, more water trickled through her canopy with increasing speed. Her heart skipped a beat when, with a loud snap, the leak became a spray, hitting her right in the face an instant before her cockpit finally broke the surface.

      Several volleys of long-range missiles arced overhead, aimed at her Starmates across the river. A few answered, as did a blast from a particle projection cannon that pulverized dirt and rock atop a hilly crest.

      “Four contacts,” said Yara, “A Dervish and a Valkyrie over that northeastern hill. A Hermes II north of their position is waiting in ambush on the road leading up. The Locust to the south is acting as their spotter.”

      Yara sounded pissed, and Skadi knew why. The advanced sensors on her and Colin’s ’Mechs would have detected the explosives planted on the bridge, but Keithen had insisted on leading from the front instead of letting them scout ahead.

      “Forty-First Hussars, quiaff?”

      “Unknown,” said Colin. “No transponder codes, no response to our challenges.”

      “We can ask those chalcas curs after I blast some hull plating,” answered Skadi, pressing forward. “The two on top are mine.”

      Her seaweed-covered Nova just made it to the shore, water still leaking from its battered hull.

      “Both of them, quiaff?” asked Yara.

      “Aff. Anyone get there before I am done, and I might consider sharing.”

      “So, you are calling the shots now?” asked Arno, the eldest among them. Ranked as a mere MechWarrior at twenty-nine, he was dangerously close to being solahma. Still, he was the wisest among them, known for his steady hands and level head. Skadi secretly hoped he would press her to take charge himself, but when silence followed, she did what any Clan warrior would do when presented an opening.

      “I guess I am,” she said. “Colin, get their scout before it makes another run for it.”

      “Aff. And the Hermes?”

      “Whoever gets there first. Their dirty tricks have not earned them the honor of zellbrigen.”

      Skadi opened her comms, broadcasting through her ’Mech’s speaker system for good measure: “Unidentified ’Mechs. This is Skadi of Clan Wolf’s Third Battle Cluster. Stand and fight like true MechWarriors, or make us chase you down like vermin. It ends the same either way.”

      Predictably, the answer she got was another barrage of missiles.

      Colin’s small Mist Lynx barreled at full speed down what was left of the mangled bridge, his jump jets igniting as he neared the jagged edge. Leaping across the river, Colin never broke a stride when his ’Mech landed, ducking missiles as he made for the enemy Locust.

      Closing on the enemy’s center, Skadi hit her own jump jets. Still partially waterlogged, they momentarily stalled before finally sputtering to life with a belch of steam and superheated plasma.

      She was slammed back into her seat as the 50-ton OmniMech rocketed up over the cliff’s edge where the enemy perched. Landing in mid-turn, her Nova’s feet skidded through the muddy terrain as she swung around to face the stunned Spheroids. Both piloted battle-worn machines with bare-metal hulls adorned with a simple skull motif.

      “Not the Hussars,” she muttered.

      The closest, a 30-ton Valkyrie, still presented its vulnerable backside. Skadi turned her head to focus with her good eye as she thumbed her Ultra-class autocannon from safe all the way to its maximum rate of fire and squeezed the trigger. The weapon’s barrel flared to life, quickly peppering the light ’Mech’s back with a tight barrage of armor-piercing shells. Skadi smirked in satisfaction. Not bad for a pilot Keithen had often chided for sloppy marksmanship. The memory of her fallen commander quickly stole that smile.

      She let loose with her other big gun, a large pulse laser. A flickering blue beam slashed across her target’s left side, burning right through what remained of its paper-thin armor, and out through the other side, slagging its multi-tube missile launcher. A few loaded missiles misfired, leaping out like so many wild firecrackers as the entire ’Mech fell forward to one knee.

      The heavier Dervish came around, raising arms that were little more than thick bundles of weapons. Two beams of light swept across her Nova, one leaving a long scar along her right arm. A quartet of short-range missiles followed, some catching her ’Mech in its damaged flank. The shock rocked her hard enough to further widen the crack in her canopy, reminding her of how little now separated her from a faceful of shrapnel.

      “Much better,” she spat in defiance. Her thirst for payback would not be satisfied by gutless opponents.

      Guns blazing, she circled to cut off their retreat. On her right flank, the maimed Valkyrie returned to the fight, its gun-like arm raking her leg with a beam of green light. Skadi focused on the far more dangerous Dervish instead, whose weapons were already stripping layers of her Nova’s thick armor.

      One of many alarms going off in her cockpit warned about her autocannon threatening to seize up. The panel with the weapon’s relevant details had shorted out, probably from all the water in here, but she did not need the warning. Any true MechWarrior knew by ear alone when their weapons were acting up.

      It took every bit of Skadi’s hard-earned self-control to resist pulling the gun’s trigger too often. Keithen had reprimanded her several times for carelessly slagging autocannons, even insisting she switch to a more reliable LB-X model. The resulting trial they had fought over the argument had left her with a nasty scar across her right arm, and him with a spare LB-X autocannon in the unit’s inventory.

      Skadi’s patience paid off as a shot from her large pulse laser dug deep into the Dervish’s stubby left arm, cooking off ammunition reserves. The resulting explosion pulverized the entire arm and shoulder, taking one of the ’Mech’s signature long-range-missile launchers along with it.

      The Dervish seemed to lurch forward, but instead of falling, it went into a dead run, charging straight for her, leading with its good shoulder.

      Skadi tried to step her Nova out of the way, but she was too late, only managing to widen her stance before the taller ’Mech slammed right into her. The impact threw her around like a rag doll and sent some of the still-pooled water at her feet splashing everywhere. Her skull now felt every bit as cracked as her canopy.
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      The Nova’s low center of gravity kept it from simply being knocked over, but the heavier Dervish was slowly pushing her back toward the cliff behind her.

      “Mud-wrestling Spheroids!” she cursed. Keithen had warned them that freebirth MechWarriors enjoyed smashing their ’Mechs together like their children did with toy soldiers. Luckily, where the enemy had no hand actuators, she had one. Skadi grabbed the Dervish’s remaining arm, and with a clever twist and a shift in her own center of gravity, she threw off its balance, sending it tumbling to one side. She quickly sidestepped behind the Dervish and opened up point-blank on its injured flank with the weapons mounted on either side of her cockpit. The ER small laser and twin machine guns savaged the ’Mech’s exposed internals, causing a rather impressive explosion. The Dervish lurched forward, its movements now stiff and erratic. As it tried to face her, she blasted it with her autocannon, tearing its torso wide open. Still in mid-motion, the mangled Dervish crashed down in a cacophony of twisting metal and snapping myomer.

      Skadi took a moment to collect herself. The vision in her right eye had not recovered yet, but she still caught a glimpse of movement. She swung her ’Mech around to the right, half expecting to find the Valkyrie lining up a shot from behind her, but it was nowhere in sight, not even on her damaged sensors. Instead, she found one of her own closing in from the south. Arno’s Stormcrow was covered in seaweed, indicating he had crossed the river the hard way.

      “Yara beat me to the Hermes,” he said. “And I see one of yours is getting away.” The Stormcrow pointed an arm toward the wounded Valkyrie making a hasty retreat.

      “They are dezgra,” she answered coldly. “Take them out.”

      The Stormcrow’s large lasers lit the sky. Twin beams of cyan light struck out across the distance. By Arno’s lack of haste to give chase, she knew his aim had been true.

      Skadi moved right on top of the Dervish’s still-smoking carcass, and with a swift kick, shoved the ’Mech onto its back. She then slammed one of her Nova’s three-toed feet down on its battered torso, pinning down the twisted wreck.

      “I am not quite done with this one,” she said, gathering her stowed vibrosword before leaving her cockpit. She slid down a chain ladder and jumped the last leg to the ground. Quick angry steps got her to the Dervish’s hatch, where she found its MechWarrior struggling to crawl out. His movements were hampered by an obscenely bulky neurohelmet, a primitive design by any standards.

      Skadi grabbed the unsuspecting man by the back of his cooling vest, and with a grunt, offered him some unwelcome help, yanking him right out and sending him sprawling on his stomach. With a groan, the pilot rolled over to face her as she slowly drew her weapon of choice: a straight, single-edged blade with a pronounced, square knuckle bow.

      At the distinctive rising pitch of the blade activating, the wide-eyed man awkwardly reached for the sidearm he kept in a shoulder holster, a rather flimsy-looking laser pistol. A flick of her wrist slid the humming blade right through the weapon’s polymer barrel as if it were made of paper.

      “I surrender!” he called out, dropping the ruined weapon and glancing at his hand as if to count how many fingers remained.

      Skadi took a good look at him and was aghast by what she saw. By Clan standards, he was ancient, with graying hair and a face worn down by decades of hard living. His frayed kit was little better, with a fading name tag that read suffield.

      “Why?” she asked, more accusation than question.

      “You’re the invaders, that’s why!” he protested.

      “Neg. Why did you blow the bridge?”

      “To slow you down!” he answered, looking no less terrified.

      “You killed my Star Commander to slow us down?”

      “Never heard of a delaying action? Been our bread and butter since you guys showed up.”

      “You had no right!” she screamed, and kicked the man in the ribs, sending him into a violent coughing fit.

      “War doesn’t conform to your stupid codes and challenges,” he answered between clenched teeth.

      “Neg, you had no right to kill him!” screamed Skadi with an increasingly broken voice. “He was mine—mine to defeat, mine to overcome!” She kicked him again and again, her face twisted, vision growing blurry in both eyes this time. It was the warm sensation rolling down her cheeks that gave her pause. Stepping back, she used her fingertips to wipe away what she assumed to be blood, only to find it was tears.

      Nursing his stomach, Suffield looked up at her with about as much shock. “Damn it, you’re just a kid,” he whispered.

      Skadi wiped her face with the back of her glove, ashamed. “And you are a fossil piloting a relic,” she spat back.

      He simply chuckled, catching her completely off guard.

      “What are you laughing at?”

      “After all that talk of beasts from beyond the stars, maybe I’m just relieved you Clan folk really are human, like the rest of us. First time my unit lost someone, I cried too.”

      “I am not some meek surat. I have killed with my own two hands.”

      “Killing’s one thing, but losing someone’s completely different. It’s like being on the receiving end of those kicks. Hurts a lot more.”

      Skadi’s face twisted as she struggled to contain the swelling pain in her chest, something far worse than her headache.

      “This guy, he wasn’t just another Mechjock to you, was he?”

      She walked away a moment, pacing as she tried to gather herself. The very notion of her crying over Keithen was deeply troubling. They had spent much time together at each other’s throats, arguing and fighting over everything, yet she had never wished his death.

      “I do not need your pity!” she warned, no longer wanting to suffer the softness in his gaze.

      “You’re probably gonna need a stiff drink, and a moment to grieve. You people do drink, right?”

      “We do not grieve fallen warriors, we honor them.”

      “Call it whatever the hell you want. Under all those words, everyone hurts and breaks the same.” The old mercenary lay on his back, perhaps pondering old losses of his own, or coming to terms with his own fate.

      The sudden stillness gave Skadi a sharp moment of clarity on her pain. Keithen had been an integral part of her life, someone who challenged her like no other could. What she had truly lost was a chance to earn the Star Commander’s respect.

      Skadi did not know how to mourn, but she still had comrades around her, and for now, all she could do was help them survive this mess of a battle.

      Eyeing the old MechWarrior, she concluded that, like Arno, he had not lived so long by foolishly picking his battles, and this was something she could work with.

      “You are a mercenary, correct?” she asked, trying to get herself back on task.

      “That’s right. Cash-strapped, and just stupid enough to take this job.”

      “Your fighting days are over, but even one such as yourself can find a place in Clan Wolf.”

      “Oh? And who’ll decide that? A jury of my peers?”

      “I will. You and what remains of your ’Mech are my isorla.”

      “Is that some special word for salvage?”

      “Aff. It refers to the spoils of war. As your own words have not been entirely without merit, I will give you a chance to earn that place. You will tell me about the Federated Commonwealth forces.”

      “Kid, what makes you think a lowly merc like me knows anything about something like that?” he answered, eyes still closed.

      Skadi placed the tip of her sword against his cooling vest. The blade began humming as she slowly pressed it in, puncturing a coolant tube in a rather dramatic fashion, sending out a spray of blue liquid everywhere.

      “Frag damn it!” he blurted out, no doubt fearing his liver would be the next thing to burst.

      “Do not treat me as a fool.”

      The blade’s tip now so close to his skin, Skadi imagined he could feel the vibrations in his very bones, which wouldn’t offer much resistance to her weapon.

      “When they hired us, the only question we asked was ‘How many’!”

      “How many what?”

      “C-bills! Money!”

      She pulled her weapon back, and the man let out a long breath of relief.

      “I offer you no such thing,” she said, “but help me end this wasted bloodshed, and maybe we will have that drink to the fallen.”

      Suffield’s entire body seemed to deflate as his cooling vest had, a thousand ghosts filling his sunken eyes. “I’m not sure I understood half of all that stuff you just said, but it still sounds better than another boot to my ribs,” he admitted before sitting up. “Anyone ever tell you you have something of a temper?”

      “My lost commander did. He would always tell me, ‘Some anger is good for a warrior, but too much will get you killed.’”

      Suffield let out another long sigh and made his own demands. “You promise to treat my people well, right? We aren’t some big-name unit, and they’re as close to family as I’ve got left.”

      Skadi considered her own bonds, those to her sibkin and Starmates, and decided she had at least found enough common ground to start from.

      “Seyla. Those under Clan Wolf’s care are treated justly.”

      “Okay, that’s good enough for me. The Forty-First Hussars work out of mining tunnels near the agro-industrial complexes. Really old stuff, most of the locals don’t even know about ’em.”

      Skadi sheathed her now quiet blade, and offered the man a hand up. A sly grin formed on her face, the darkness in her thoughts subsiding momentarily. Keithen really was gone, but she could still both honor his loss and show him up by clinching the day for Clan Wolf.
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        Opinions and Commentary from around the Inner Sphere: May 3152

      

      

      The year 3052, much like most of the years of that decade, moved with a speed rivaling the very Clan OmniMechs that blitzed through the Inner Sphere. While many historians and veterans have Tukayyid on their minds as they recall great battles against the Clans, the people of the Draconis Combine always have one name on their lips and in their hearts: Luthien. The battle itself was unique in proving how not only a Clan could be beaten by a Great House, but it also showed the tenacity of the Dragon to not go quietly into the night. Had Operation Dragonslayer, Clan Smoke Jaguar’s name for their attack, been successful, it would have decapitated a Great House’s leadership and potentially destroyed a nation—ironic, given the Clans’ historical ties to General Aleksandr Kerensky and his greatest historical moment of trying to save the ancient Terran Hegemony.

      Though the Battle of Luthien affected the Combine most, other governments and even mercenary commands felt the impact of the Kuritan victory. In honor of the centennial anniversary of Operation Dragonslayer, we asked people from around the Inner Sphere their opinions about how such a pivotal moment affected them and their respective nations.

      

      Viola Draper, Irian (Free Worlds League): Quite honestly, I had to brush up on my history before answering your question. We all read about Tukayyid, Coventry, and Twycross, but Luthien, when you research it outside the Combine, was a mixed bag of accurate truths and half lies. Not shocking, given the Combine’s censorship; some historians even declare publications from them about the battle “secondhand truth” unless verified from outside sources. Irian Technologies used that to our advantage in terms of advertisements. There’s a famous old flier about our Albatross chassis, and we tried to dress it as if it was there at the Battle of Luthien. The truth is the Albatross line wasn’t even out until years later, but people were so traumatized about the Clans during that time, it all smashes together. Was it a lie? Perhaps, but sales on the Albatross were up by at least 4 percent because of that association.
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      Jackson Meade II, Minette (Federated Suns): My grandfather worked at Virtual Arts Simulations Inc., where they explored “what if” scenarios for MechWarriors to play through, such as “Shin Yodama fighting the Nova Cats” and other interesting side games. When I had to choose a famous battle to write a school report on, Granddad brought up Luthien, and I asked why. He said, “For the first time in my life, we FedSuns citizens actually cheered on the Snakes. I’ll never see such a sight again.” He almost had tears in his eyes, as if he’d managed to glimpse a future we’ll never see. Now I think about how he’s buried in a New Avalon cemetery while Snakes stomp around our soil. I kind of wish I had his optimism, because right now I catch myself wondering why Hanse Davion just didn’t let the bastards burn.

      

      Warrior Chloe, Vega (Rasalhague Dominion): We studied the Battle of Luthien in the sibko as a cautionary tale, considering how close we are to the Combine border. The Dominion is almost a jump or two from that system, similar to how the Jaguars were. However, when we review the battle, we see it not as two belligerents in combat; rather we see it for what it was: a bloodthirsty predator and a cornered prey in its own home. Put simply, a home-field advantage and nothing left to lose, when not respected, will kill your Clan. In their hubris, the Jaguars did not heed this lesson, but provided it for us.

      

      Captain Amari Holm, Styx (Draconis Combine): My family had a personal stake in that battle, seeing as how some of them were DropShip crews. If Hanse Davion didn’t act how he did, I might not be here. Though I always salute the bravery of my groundpounder brethren, every now and then I bless the solar winds in the direction of Hanse’s spawn. Which I guess now would mean Kitsune Kurita receives the blessings; regardless of his Republic loyalties, personal honor demands I spread this gratitude of my life. Nova Cat and Smoke Jaguar both paid a steep price with the interruption of our death grapple with Davion’s realm. Now that both are dead and we have New Avalon, I wonder what will save the Fox’s old realm from us? Will we die a century from now as well?

      

      Evan Jefferson, Taurus (Taurian Concordat): I’d say the Battle of Luthien was the karma of the Inner Sphere coming home to roost. Let me paint you a picture: a vastly superior force comes stomping down on your garden and homes, killing anyone who so much as looks at them funny, and declares it’s all for “the greater good”—but enough about my realm. Let’s talk about the Combine. Oh, wait, we just did. Funny how when we do it, it’s seen as “uprising” and “revolt” but when they do it, it’s a “battle” and a “fight for the light of humanity.” Don’t give me that hogwash. If I could, I’d toast the Jags and the Nova Cats! You put the fear of god into the damned Sphere, and it’s a shame you aren’t around to do it again!

      

      Darrell “Professor” Carson, Darrell’s Double Barrels Company, Galatea (Mercenary): Allow me to tell you what I thought about that battle when I watched the old history holos. It was the best damned advertisement any mercenary could get, and especially in the Combine. Remember at that time, old man Takashi had a little slap fight with Jaime Wolf over some things, and before you know it, “Death to Mercenaries” was declared. Only after Theodore took power and two Clans came bearing down his realm did he realize something drastic had to be done: the Kell Hounds and Wolf’s Dragoons arriving on Luthien, of all places. And this opened up the gates for mercenary work little by little, because even the Combine knew they needed our kind. Let Kurita’s boys paint their pretty watercolors all day, talking about honor. I’ll be out here bleeding for my fee and leaving when I’m sick of renegotiating contracts with them.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALL THOSE LEFT BEHIND
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        GROVELD III

        FEDERATED SUNS

        4 APRIL 3028

      

      

      A long-range missile hitting her cockpit wasn’t the worst thing to happen to Selena “Dipstick” Jones today.

      It wasn’t even in the top five.

      But being bingo on ammo for her own missile launchers was definitely right up there.

      “Come on!” She gripped the control sticks of her Stalker tight while squeezing the triggers to fire her pair of large lasers at the LCT-1M Locust sniping at her with its LRMs. “Die!”

      Even minus her LRMs, the sheer firepower her ride could dish out compared to the puny predator was overwhelming. The Locust pilot had done a good job harassing her, but overconfidence was costly in the MechWarrior business. Her enemy had mistaken her lack of missiles and the catastrophic damage for helplessness, and pushed in just a little too aggressively.

      And as her fire found the light ’Mech’s ammo bin, she hoped the opposing pilot knew it before they died.

      As she watched the Locust cook off, the explosion shattering windows and pushing the repair bill of Seven Cities a few thousand C-bills higher, she exhaled. Her triumph over one more diminutive foe would only delay the inevitable, given she and her fellow members of Havestock’s Battalion were outnumbered five-to-one by the Dieron Regulars force that had come to sack the planet.

      “Good shooting, boss,” the voice of Corporal Bradley “Greyman” Graham chimed in her neurohelmet’s earpiece. “That’s the last of that scout lance…”

      “Shame about the others coming right in behind them.” Dipstick tried and failed to keep positive when talking to her sole remaining lancemate. “How you holding up?”

      “Oh, you know…” Greyman sounded anything but convincing as his Warhammer turned a corner and joined her on the street, pushing the husk of the Locust over for good measure. “Fine…”

      “Liar.”

      He didn’t respond, but he didn’t need to. Dipstick could see all she needed to know with her own eyes. One of the Warhammer’s arms was missing, nothing but a few loose wires and torn myomer bundles hanging from a shoulder actuator and sparking intermittently. Yet, despite being down a particle projection cannon—half its firepower—and its armor being a pockmarked mess, the ancient and proud ’Mech was still standing.

      “Fall in with me,” she said, ignoring the damage they’d both taken. “We’ll try to buy the civilians more time.”

      Dipstick throttled her Stalker up a little and turned down an alley not really meant for hulking war machines to transit through. Her boxy LRM launchers left sparks in their wake as they scraped against the walls of already shattered buildings, the damage to her paint more than worth it from the time they saved by taking the shortcut.

      She emerged on Petersen Street, the thoroughfare that ran through the commercial heart of the city. Normally, it would be bustling with Saturday shoppers, but today it was a ghost town. The storefronts that hadn’t already been blasted to pieces by the blackened carcasses of ’Mechs and combat vehicles littering the streets were boarded up, as if that would stop a stray missile or laser.

      It was like hell had come to the gates of the city.

      But its demons hadn’t yet broken through.

      Dipstick had chosen Petersen Street as her main defensive position for one simple reason: it was a six-lane superhighway that ran in a straight line from the enemy-controlled areas in front of her to the friendly-controlled spaceport behind her. If the enemy wanted to get to her unit’s DropShips and really make this raid hurt, they’d have to get through her. Five times the Combine troops had tried, and each time they’d been beaten back at great cost.

      But the cost had been worth it, because each additional minute a friendly was standing on Petersen Street, the more of their own families got out of the city and onto their DropShips. The job wasn’t done yet, though. Dipstick and Greyman were holding the line as their unit’s civilians were bused from their homes all across the city and loaded onto the DropShips, but they needed to hold for longer still.

      Because the Kuritan commander had made it clear that any mercenary found during the raid would be killed.

      The locals—some of whom had already evacuated or taken shelter in bunkers—were on their own. The Combine forces would stay for a while, and then probably depart. Such was life for those who lived on the fault lines between the tectonic plates of Great House politics.

      “Grey, I’ll hold this block if you take the next one over.” Dipstick looked down at her sensors, to confirm their makeshift picket line would work. “We need to hold for another half hour.”

      “May as well be a decade.” Greyman laughed bitterly. “Old Walt won’t stand up to a stiff breeze, but I’ll keep him firing ’til the wind blows me down.”

      Dipstick laughed for the latest time—probably the last—at the nickname he’d given his Warhammer, but a chime in her ear cut it short. “What the…?”

      “Two lances inbound, boss.” The sensors on Greyman’s ride spotted the contacts a moment before her own. “Lights and mediums, mostly.”

      “Stick to the plan.” Dipstick gripped her control sticks tight. “Remember, every second is another friend or family member we get to safety.”

      When he headed for the position she’d assigned him, Dipstick figured it would be the last time she’d see him. He’d put up a mighty fight, as had she and the rest of Havestock’s Battalion, but it was over.

      Their unit was one of the countless small mercenary commands posted to garrison duty along the border at any one time, the posting sleepy enough until the Kuritans had come to party. Now, they were going to be one of the countless small mercenary commands wiped out every year, who at best became a tiny footnote in the history of the Inner Sphere.

      And, at worst, were forgotten except by those who were left behind.

      The defense had been a farce since the start, with Dipstick and her company tasked to hold the spaceport while the balance of the battalion took the battle to the Combine’s landing zone. The attack had been a disaster, and only three ’Mechs had made it out. Now, as the forces of House Kurita made their final push, Dipstick and her comrades had shifted their focus to survival.

      After the wipeout at the LZ, the remaining mixed company still operational—albeit battered and low on ammo—had bought as much time as possible for the battalion’s civilians to pile aboard their DropShips before the Kuritans could slaughter them all. The boarding was almost complete, but they needed a little more time.

      That was where Dipstick and Greyman, driving two of the battalion’s last six functional ’Mechs, entered.

      Holding position on Petersen Street, she watched her sensors as Greyman moved into position and the enemy neared. Normally she’d be confident driving her Stalker against a lance of enemy’Mechs, but hours of relentless combat had taken its toll on her and her machine, to the point where she wasn’t confident of defeating one enemy, let alone four.

      She gripped her control sticks tighter as two ’Mechs from the enemy lance rounded onto Petersen Street and confronted her. They were both Panthers—an ugly, functional model that plagued any battlefield the Combine deigned to set foot on. Although their right-arm-mounted PPC packed a punch, they were some of the slowest light ’Mechs around.

      And slow light ’Mechs were like target practice.

      But that was more than she could say for the enemy lance’s other two ’Mechs, a pair of Jenners that had split up and looped around to flank her. Even as the Panthers started to pop off from long range with their PPCs, she kept an eye on her scanners, because a Jenner jumping or sprinting into her rear arc and unleashing an alpha strike might end her.

      “Come on, then!” She squeezed the trigger for her two large lasers; one of them tagged the left Panther trying to duel her from extreme range. “See if you like it!”

      For whatever damage her laser did to the pristine hide of the light BattleMech, she took far worse in return. A bright-blue particle beam struck her Stalker’s torso, and although the tinted cockpit glass and the visor of her neurohelmet protected her eyes, she could do nothing to stop the beam coring into her armor.

      Normally a Stalker would stand up to a single PPC like a skyscraper to a slight breeze, but right now her ride was held together with hope. Small trails of blue lightning arced across her torso, even as molten metal sluiced in great rivers down to the ground, giving the city workers a hell of a job once the battle was over and the metal turned to slag on the road.

      “Hold it together.” She clenched her jaw and fired at the Panther again, the heat in her cockpit spiking thanks to several busted heat sinks. “Give me just a few more minutes…”

      Somebody listened, because although the wireframe damage indicator on her head-up display flashed red all over, the PPC had missed all her critical systems, and the next beam missed entirely. With the flankers still a few blocks over, and the Panthers content to duke it out from long range, Dipstick needed to change it up if she was going to survive to see out the day.

      She charged.

      Although a charge in a Stalker was a relative term, she could throttle forward faster than her foes could back up, unless they turned their back to her—a death sentence in a light ’Mech. And as her rangefinder slowly ticked down the distance between them, she had a real chance to get in range before the flanking Jenners could shoot her ass out.

      But if not, she had a plan for them as well.

      She keyed her comms and tagged the hapless Panther once again, which had ducked behind a burned-out dump truck for some cover. “Hey, Greyman, you engaged?”

      “Not a great time to ask…” His voice sounded tense and stressed, despite the humor. “But if you ask nicely, I’ll think about it.”

      She grinned. “Shift two blocks in my direction, and keep an eye on my six. There’s a pair of Jenners lurking.”

      “You know, I once had a horrible ex-girlfriend named Jenna…” He let out a lengthy sigh. “Needless to say, shooting up her namesake would be my pleasure.”

      Dipstick didn’t get the chance to respond, because another PPC struck her ride, costing more armor. But in return she finally got in range for her medium lasers and short-range missiles, combining the shorter-ranged weaponry with her large lasers into one giant cocktail of death that cored through the Panther’s torso armor. A second before the light ’Mech’s SRM ammo blew, the pilot bailed.

      Dipstick tracked the enemy pilot’s ejection seat with her targeting reticule, even as the parachute deployed. “You’re lucky I’m busy.”

      Her words were bitter because several of her comrades had been shot out of their ejection seats by Combine MechWarriors during the aborted attack on the enemy LZ, the Combine’s disdain for mercenaries manifesting in the cruelest possible way. Although she reconsidered returning the favor for just a second, she was better than that, so she shifted her aim and focused her fire on the second Panther.

      Lasers and SRMs went out, and a PPC and SRMs came in. Both ’Mechs took a pounding, but at this point they probably had about equal armor. Worse, her heat was sky high, to the point she could now only fire limited combinations of her weapons if she wanted to stop the heavily compromised Stalker from shutting down.

      “I’ve got those Jenners on me, boss.” Greyman’s voice filled one ear as the wailing of her overheating alarm filled the other.

      Dipstick winced as a PPC barely missed her cockpit and took out the boxy missile launcher on her ’Mech’s left shoulder. “Do your best.”

      As Greyman acknowledged her order and went to work, Dipstick focused on the Panther again. She was well inside the optimum range for her remaining weaponry, whereas her foe was getting close to the minimum for his PPC. It had been her plan all along, the only way to neutralize the deadly particle beams, which any minute could—

      “Damn!” Dipstick cursed as the PPC fired and found her gyroscope. “Can’t you just hit me in the leg or something?”

      Warnings flashed red, and klaxons wailed in her cockpit, but Dipstick had enough talent driving ’Mechs to keep hers upright. The Stalker instantly had become much harder to maneuver and she knew further damage to its gyro—or just about anything else—would be curtains, but she had no choice but to keep pushing toward the enemy Panther.

      Every second she survived got her closer to the PPC’s minimum effective range and more civilians aboard the DropShips, so Dipstick went hell for leather. She kept her ride going full throttle, breaking every rule in the “What to Do When Your Gyro Is Damaged” handbook, gambling she could hold out just long enough to get inside the minimum range of the Panther’s PPC.

      With its primary weapon unable to be used effectively, the Panther became a sitting duck. It popped off its SRMs a few more times, blasting more armor from the Stalker and blowing another heat sink, but in return Dipstick dished out critical damage to the enemy ’Mech. As it lost an arm, taking the PPC with it, the Panther pilot did the only thing possible…

      Took to the skies.

      This time, Dipstick didn’t hold fire when her targeting reticule tracked the enemy. Even in retreat, the Panther was fair game, unlike a pilot in an ejection seat. The Panther pilot had been happy to hound her with three buddies, hyenas trying to take down a wounded animal, so she was more than happy to give some back now the tables had turned.

      “Sometimes a wounded lion can still bite…” She whispered the words as she squeezed her triggers, a brace of lasers punishing the Panther and finding its ammo bin. “Enemy down.”

      Nothing but static answered her hail to Greyman.

      “Grey?” Dipstick tracked the devastated Panther until it smashed into the side of a building, then looked down at her sensors. She sighed when she realized his IFF transponder had stopped flashing. “Damn.”

      Her wounded ’Mech had overcome the odds.

      His hadn’t.

      She whispered a silent prayer for Greyman. Even though she didn’t believe in any particular deity, his religion had been important to him, so it was to her as well in this moment. A second later, she considered whether there was someone upstairs, because the pair of Jenners that had feasted on his Warhammer peeled off and headed in the direction of the spaceport.

      And, unlike the Panther, she had no chance of catching them.

      She walked her ’Mech to a stop, took her fingers off the triggers, and let herself relax for a moment. Her sensors were free of nearby targets, so she took the chance to cool her overheated ride and do the same for her own body, with a gulp of warm water from the canteen in her armrest, the only relief she was likely to get any time soon.

      As she swallowed the water, she hoped the command lance at the spaceport could handle those Jenners, then took a second to look at the photo stuck to the left side of her cockpit glass. It showed a handsome but rugged man about her age, with a little girl of about ten. The girl had the most piercing blue eyes, but a genetic condition had robbed her face of any form of expression. She looked at the camera as if she was staring into space.

      Her husband and her daughter.

      The former would be piloting his Shadow Hawk nearer to the spaceport as a member of the unit’s command lance, the last line of defense watching over the DropShips as the civilians boarded. The latter—she hoped—would already be aboard and awaiting liftoff. Standard operating procedure put the unit’s children and dependents in the care of their schoolteacher for the duration of any battle, so Dipstick just had to hope it was all okay.

      But she had more to think about than her husband and daughter. She’d been in the field for seventeen hours, and wouldn’t leave the battle until the DropShips had every last civilian aboard and were ready for liftoff. Her whole lance had now given their lives for their families, for her family. She wouldn’t disrespect their memories and their sacrifice by folding, no matter how shot to hell her ride was.

      “Enemy detected,” the slightly robotic female voice of her command-and-control system helpfully chimed in. “Enemy detected. Enemy detected…”

      Dipstick put her canteen back as the reports of new enemies continued to sound in her ear, then she keyed her comms. “Guardian, this is Dipstick, I’ve got two companies headed your direction.”

      “Dipstick, this is Guardian, we see them.” The calm male voice of one of the intel staff aboard the unit’s command DropShip answered her. “The civilians are eighty-seven percent loaded.”

      Dipstick did some math in her head. That still left almost 100 civilians that needed to board. “I’m on fumes, Guardian. Need some backup.”

      “There’s none to send, Dipstick. We’ve got one lance left holding the spaceport tarmac and some infantry shepherding the civilians on and off the buses…” There was a lengthy pause. “Dipstick, I have the major on the line for you.”

      Dipstick bit her tongue, tempted to try her luck with the pair of incoming companies rather than the pig of a human wanting to talk to her. After swallowing hard, she spoke. “Put him on.”

      “Lieutenant Jones,” the voice of Major Havestock, the commander of the entire clown-show defense, sounded in her ear. “We’re about to be overrun. All assets are withdrawing to the spaceport. Pull back.”

      Dipstick’s mouth fell open. “Sir…we can’t do that. We’ve only loaded eighty-seven percent of the families.”

      “And we might get to ninety percent by the time you get here.” Haverstock’s voice was deadpan. “But if we wait much longer, we won’t get anyone out of here and to Bryceland.”

      Dipstick let out a lengthy sigh. “Sir, get the fully loaded DropShips out of here. I’ll stay back with any volunteers to buy time for the stragglers.”

      “Why didn’t I think of that?” Haverstock gave a bitter laugh, his voice mocking. “I’d love to, Lieutenant, but I only have enough fighters to cover one dust-off.”

      “Sir, I—”

      “Your husband didn’t make it, but your kid is aboard the Midnight…” Havestock let the words sink in. “It’s up to you whether you want to be with her, but you have your orders.”

      The line went dead.

      Dipstick felt the same.

      Minutes before she’d set out from the spaceport in her Stalker, a moment that felt like a lifetime ago, she’d kissed her husband Michael on the cheek and then waved down at her daughter from the ladder leading up to her cockpit. Although Eva hadn’t waved back, or shown any emotion at all, Dipstick’s heart had swelled with pride that she could defend both of them, secure in the knowledge that Mike would be there to protect Eva if she fell.

      But now he was gone.

      Why?

      How?

      He’d promised her.

      A MechWarrior in Major Havestock’s command lance, Mike should have had his ass parked at the spaceport, babysitting the CO and keeping an eye on their daughter and the other civilians. Since he’d had his Shadow Hawk shot up during a raid a few years ago, he’d barely been able to sit in a cockpit without shaking like a leaf, but now…

      Now he was gone.

      A flashing red light in her cockpit and the squeal of an enemy missile lock in her ears snapped her back to the present. Running on autopilot, Dipstick pulled her ’Mech back and twisted her torso so her strongest remaining armor was facing the incoming LRMs.

      The few missiles that hit peppered the remaining armor on her left torso, stripping paint and blowing away chunks of ablative armor, her ride rocking slightly with each impact as the damaged gyroscope struggled to keep her ’Mech on its feet. No sooner had she survived that salvo then another headed her way, fired by a pair of Dragons farther down the street.

      Dipstick took her ’Mech down a side street to get clear of the enemy LRM fire for a moment, even though other units were closing in on her from every direction. The scout lance she’d dispatched with Greyman had clearly painted her position, and the enemy knew she was one of the last things standing between them and the vulnerable DropShips.

      As if in a trance, Dipstick moved through the side streets and back alleys, heading for the spaceport. The acid of her grief about Mike had burned away whatever resolve she’d had about holding out until the last of the civilians had boarded the DropShips. Now all she wanted was to be with her daughter and lift off to safety.

      She got one block closer…two…three… The enemy ’Mechs were still closing on both her and the spaceport, but within a few minutes, the ice in her veins started to thaw, because she felt like she had a real shot to make it. Whether adrenaline or shock, something had fired her up, because she pressed on despite her grief, knowing she had to make it.

      “Dipstick, this is Guardian.” The same voice as before filled her headset, far less calm this time. “We’ve got an enemy lance on top of us and we’re two minutes to dust-off. Move it or lose it, Lieutenant!”

      Dipstick didn’t respond, but a quick glance at her scanners showed he was right. While she’d focused on getting to her daughter, an enemy lance had reached the defensive perimeter around the spaceport. Three green blips…the command lance minus her husband…were trying to keep them off the droppers, but two more enemy lances were closing in.

      It was the reverse of the catastrophic attempt to disrupt the Combine landings, an attack that had cost the unit the majority of its fighting strength and done nothing to stop the enemy from touching down and disembarking. Before the perimeter was breached, the DropShips would have to close their ramps and lift off, or they might never be able to.

      Her daughter would never be able to.

      Dipstick throttled up and headed right for the defensive perimeter. She abandoned all thoughts of self-preservation and ignored the enemy ’Mechs in the streets behind her, focused only on what lay ahead. She knew this was a one-way ride, and anyone not already aboard a DropShip would be left behind, but she had a responsibility to help her daughter and her friends get away safely.

      A minute later, the tall buildings on either side of her melted away, and she could see the sprawling grounds of the planetary spaceport in front of her. It was huge, with high security fences and gun turrets providing protection for dozens of DropShips, which were already under fire from the Combine forces. Trying desperately to fend off the attackers was a single friendly ’Mech still standing.

      Major Havestock in his Orion.

      Dipstick swallowed her distaste for the man, proud that he was at least trying to protect his charges, especially after his catastrophic plan had led to this. She fired her twin large lasers at a Panther harassing him, pegging it in the side torso, right at the same time as Havestock’s big autocannon also pounded the enemy. Together, they caused enough damage to force the enemy ’Mech to back off a little.

      “Major, I don’t have much left, but I’ll help you defend the DropShips while they get out of here!” Dipstick’s voice was tense and desperate, but she remained firm in her resolve. “Orders?”

      There was silence in reply.

      “Major?” Dipstick fired her lasers at the Panther again, then glanced at Havestock’s ’Mech when he again failed to respond. With a sigh, she realized his cockpit had just taken a direct hit. “Damn it!”

      All alone, she kept moving forward, then spotted the mangled remains of her husband’s Shadow Hawk, a quick glance telling her all she needed to know. His ammo bins had been breached, blowing the heart of the ’Mech to pieces. From the looks of it, he hadn’t ejected in time, because the ruined husk of his cockpit was still right there.

      “Rest well, Mike.” Dipstick fired her lasers one last time into the back of the Panther before it could turn, carving deep into the paper-thin armor there and destroying its gyro. “I’ll see you soon.”

      Dipstick was about to get in touch with Guardian—or failing that, the DropShip captains themselves—to tell them to get the hell out of Dodge, but she didn’t have to. As one, the drives of the massive spheroid DropShips fired, belching flame for dozens of meters around them as they lifted their heavy cargo off the tarmac and into the sky.

      She smiled as the convoy of three DropShips roared into the sky, the noise deafening despite the sound-dampening technology protecting her cockpit from the noise outside. Around the vessels loaded full of civilians, the unit’s aerospace squadron flew close combat air patrol, ready to take issue with any Combine fliers wanting to tussle.

      From the ground, the Combine ’Mechs took a few parting shots at the DropShips, but with each passing second the range increased, and their weapons became less effective. Only when the last of them couldn’t get any more meaningful shots off did they bother to turn and face her battered Stalker, which was almost out of armor and barely able to stand.
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      Her weapons worked just fine, though.

      As Dipstick fired at another enemy, she smiled. She’d succeeded in buying the DropShips enough time to get all the civilians to safety. More importantly, her daughter was safe, and in the spirit of mercenary commands all around the Inner Sphere, she’d be kept safe. Though an orphan, she’d be raised by the unit, taught to pilot a ’Mech or wield a spanner, cared for until she could contribute.

      It had been the same for Dipstick, so many decades ago, her mother dead of cancer and her father by an autocannon shot to the cockpit of his Enforcer, and it would be the same for generations to come. The mercenary life demanded a flexibility of family, because at any time you could be the one to die on the battlefield.

      Or be the one left behind.
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          JASON SCHMETZER
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        Mass: 50 tons

        Chassis: N&D HLBM Endo Steel

        Power Plant: Hermes 250 XL

        Cruising Speed: 54 kph

        Maximum Speed: 86 kph

        Jump Jets: HildCo Model 13

      

      

      
        
        Jump Capacity: 150 meters

      

      

      
        
        Armor: Nashan HD with CASE II

        Armament:

      

      

      
        
        1 Defiance 980 Heavy Particle Projection Cannon

        1 Defiance Sting-3 Streak SRM 6 Rack

        2 BlazeFire Longshot ER Medium Lasers

      

      

      
        
        Manufacturer: Nashan Diversified

      

      

      
        
        Primary Factory: Furillo

      

      

      
        
        Communications System: Nashan Comm-i U-284

        Targeting and Tracking System: Nashan Trac V-102

      

      

      

      In 3092, Nashan Diversified released a new medium BattleMech for sale on the general market, and while few had suspected the computer conglomerate was even interested in heavy manufacture, the ’Mech was too powerful and too timely to ignore. By 3110, the Hel had sold to a handful of mercenary units and two of the provincial governments in the former Free Worlds League. At that point, Defiance stopped supplying components to what had become a competitor, forcing Nashan to cease production of the promising BattleMech.

      

      
        
        CAPABILITIES

      

      

      The Hel filled the same strategic and tactical roles of the venerable Wolverine and Enfield ’Mechs. With excellent speed for a 50-ton ’Mech, it was built to move as part of a lance and fulfill ambush and interdiction roles. The right-arm-mounted heavy PPC offered incredible mid-range firepower, and its Streak SRM 6 and paired extended-range medium lasers made it useful for combined-arms roles as well.

      

      
        
        BATTLE HISTORY

      

      

      The Hel’s first engagement was during a Wolf’s Dragoons raid into the Duchy of Tamarind-Abbey in 3094. The Dragoons’ Black Cats battalion struck Kosciusko, intending to destroy a regional training center. The Duchy’s aerospace defenses were stronger than the Dragoons expected, and one of the Cats’ Union-C-class DropShips was forced to land 100 kilometers away from the rest of the Dragoons. While the embarked Trinary’s Elementals raided a nearby spaceport for repair parts, the ’Mechs—including three Hels—deployed to block a Duchy military force moving to capture the DropShip.

      The Duchy column, two companies of armor and infantry led by a lance of BattleMechs, wasted little time disguising their course. The Dragoons Hels hid behind a series of boulders in an arroyo and waited, while a second Star of ’Mechs demonstrated another half kilometer away. The Duchy forces, seeing the faraway Star, rushed ahead. The three Hels—and their heavy PPCs—rose from concealment and destroyed two ’Mechs with concentrated fire from the rear. By the time the Duchy armor reacted, the Hels had used their jump jets to escape over the lip of the arroyo. Confused and disoriented, the Duchy forces allowed the Dragoons enough time to repair their DropShip and escape.

      More recently, Hels fought in the Clan Wolf invasion along the Lyran Commonwealth border. During the attack on Colfax, the mercenary company Cox’s Cattle Prods ended up as the sole ’Mech-equipped garrison on the planet. The Wolf attackers, a Nova of Wolf Guards, offered the mercenaries the honor of a batchall, but the mercenaries didn’t cooperate in good faith. Instead, they took their eight BattleMechs—four of them Hels—into the hills to wage a guerrilla campaign.

      Unlike the rest of the Cattle Prods’ equipment, the Hels were able to operate for several months without significant resupply. Their standard armor was easily acquired, as were reloads for their short-range-missile launchers. In the end the four Hels were the last Cattle Prod assets to be run to ground by the Wolves, who resorted to using requisitioned civilian skimmers and unarmored Elementals as scouts. In the final battle, the Hels were able to destroy a Wolf Blood Reaper before being destroyed as bandits.

      

      
        
        VARIANTS

      

      

      The only factory variant of the Hel swapped the heavy PPC for two large lasers. In a nod to easy retrofit, Nashan offered the entire finished arm assembly for sale as a spare-parts package.

      

      
        
        NOTABLE ’MECHS AND MECHWARRIORS

      

      

      Captain Jonah Fedderer: Captain Fedderer commanded Charlie Company of the Black Cats Battalion of Wolf’s Dragoons near the turn of the century. It was his company that fought the action on Kosciusko, and his Hel led the ambush of the Duchy forces. Though he was a constant discipline problem, Fedderer was a superb shot with his Hel’s heavy PPC, claiming sixteen solo ’Mech kills before being killed in a duel with the Jade Falcons in 3103.

      Leftenant Catherine O’Doyle: O’Doyle’s Hel, which she calls Mistress, is painted entirely black from head to foot, except for a burnished-silver crown of spikes painted around the cockpit. A warrior in House Davion’s Syrtis Fusiliers, she had built a fearsome reputation along the Capellan border, routinely challenging Capellan MechWarriors to Solaris VII-style duels, which she won. With the Capellan drive toward New Syrtis in 3144, O’Doyle and the rest of the Fusiliers scrambled to get in front of the advancing Capellan armies, greatly diminishing her reputation.
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      “Ferret calling Fox. Ferret calling Fox.”

      Colonel Dean Robbins of the Eighteenth Shubuta Recon Regiment strained to hear through the static, as though his effort might bear fruit. He had to report the successful completion of the Eighteenth’s insertion.

      Stabbing at the comm console in frustration, he changed to the platoon frequency. “Stephenson, this is Robbins, you read me?”

      “Loud and clear, Colonel.” Stephenson, his XO, was calm and collected as always, despite the potential pursuit of the Drac forces whose line they had surged through not ten minutes past.

      “Dracs must be jamming us. I can’t raise command.” The thrumming of his anxious fingers on the comm panel made the Pegasus hovertank’s crew shift uneasily and glance over their shoulders at him. He glared them into looking away.

      “Figure we should get started?” Stephenson’s voice held a sardonic twang.

      “Orders were to wait for support before we tried to breach.”

      “Time’s a’wastin’.”

      Dammit. Robbins knew Stephenson was right. The longer they stayed in place, the greater the chance they would be discovered and likely killed. Their platoon might be in hovercraft, but the Dracs had brought only ’Mechs and fighters to this party. Robbins’ company of hovertanks had been tasked with more than locating the suspected library vault. The massive concrete cube outside the Pegasus’ window could be nothing else. The pit it had been excavated from loomed empty and disturbingly inviting, like a mass grave of BattleMechs.

      Switching back to the command frequency, he tried once more to raise First Prince Hanse Davion. “Ferret to Fox. Ferret to Fox, please acknowledge.”

      Once more, a droning buzz of static permeated the airwaves. This time he slammed the comm panel with a closed fist, leaving a noticeable dent. The driver and gunner jumped in their seat at the report.

      “Sorry, guys.” He pursed his lips and sighed. “Stephenson, we’ve got no choice. Let’s get started.” Robbins thought for a moment, then selected a different comm channel. “Albright, Talbot, head back to friendly lines. Relay our status to command. Tell them we’re going in.”

      They acknowledged. Two hovercraft wheezed back to life, lifting off the ground and turning back along their course. They sped off. That left Robbins with ten vehicles to load up with whatever they could find. The ’Mechs could supplement what they loaded, but Robbins could not waste any more time.
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      He fumbled his way into his environmental suit as Goldman skillfully backed the Pegasus up until its rear lift-skirts kissed the wall of the vault with a gentle thump. Berry and Goldman would stay and keep watch over the approaches. They’d comm him a warning if things got bad and the formation had to pull out in a hurry. He hoped he’d be able to hear any such message inside the vault with all the jamming. He also hoped he’d not be too far away to rejoin them before they had to pull out. The vault was immense.

      He waited while the two crewmen secured their helmets before he cracked the seal on the hovercraft. He exited to find Stephenson and the cargo hovercraft’s crews already at work. They erected a simple plastic tent abutting the wall, and quickly spray-sealed the juncture with envirofoam. A set of purifier fans began clearing out Halstead Station’s toxic air from the polymer envelope. The improvised airlock would keep them from admitting the hostile environment into the library. Robbins regretted eating that spicy enchilada ration before the landing. His rank breath turned his enviro-suit’s helmet into a noisome fug. Not knowing what awaited them within the vault, everyone had orders to keep their suits sealed tight once they made entry. Not sure how long I can obey that order once we’re inside, he thought.

      The demolitions team got to work while canisters of compressed air from the cargo hovers inflated the bubble. Using handheld tools, the team drilled a series of small holes in the exterior of the wall. They stuffed small wads of plastic explosive into the cavities and stabbed detonators into the wads. Another demolitionist ran wires from the detonators to a handheld device. Someone else slapped quick-dry patches of ferrocrete over the implanted wads. Steam rose as the patches glowed red briefly then solidified.

      “Fire in the hole!” the demo chief shouted.

      Everyone turned their backs
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Type: HL-1 Hel

Technology Base: Inner Sphere

Tonnage: 50
Role: Skirmisher
Battle Value: 1,674

Equipment Mass
Internal Structure: Endo Steel 25
Engine: 250 XL 6.5

Walking MP: 5

Running MP: 8

Jumping MP: 5
Heat Sinks: 14 28] 4
Gyro: 3
Cockpit: 3
Armor Factor: 160 10

Internal - Armor
Structure  Value

Head 3 9

Center Torso 16 23

Center Torso (rear) 8

R/L Torso 12 18

R/L Torso (rear) 5

R/LArm 8 15

R/LLeg 12 22
Weapons
and Ammo Location  Critical ~Tonnage
Heavy PPC RA 4 10
Streak SRM 6 LT 2 45
Ammo (Streak) 15 LT 1 1
CASEIl LT 1 1
2 ER Medium Lasers LA 2 2
2 Jump Jets RL 2 1
Jump Jet cr 1 5
2 Jump Jets L 2 1
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