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      Attention, soldiers! Welcome to the inaugural issue of Shrapnel: The Official BattleTech Magazine! It’s been a long journey to get here, but we hope the wait has been worthwhile.

      Fiction set in the BattleTech universe has been a longstanding tradition of the line. I’ve lost count of how many times someone has said they first discovered BattleTech via the tabletop game but got hooked by the stories. Or, as many have said: “Come for the game, but stay for the fiction.” And here at Shrapnel, story, much like the BattleMech on 31st-century battlefields, is king.

      Short fiction in particular has an enduring legacy in BattleTech, especially when it comes to magazines and newsletters. The earliest magazine to feature short stories set in this vast, war-torn universe was BattleTechnology, which published its first issue in 1987 and was stewarded for most of its run by William H. Keith, author of the beloved Gray Death Legion trilogy (Decision at Thunder Rift, Mercenary’s Star, and The Price of Glory). Within those pages, readers found short stories, articles, and game content chronicling the battles and intrigues in the Inner Sphere. Although BattleTechnology ended publication in 1995 after twenty-one issues, it set the standard for BattleTech short fiction, and is still held in high esteem by longtime fans.

      Short stories also appeared in Mech Magazine, the quarterly newsletter of MechForce North America, an official BattleTech fan organization. This publication ran from 1990 to 1995, when it was renamed MechForce Quarterly, and its last issue published in 1999. Then in 2003, Commando Quarterly debuted, a digital magazine from the BattleTech demo team, which offered game-related articles and the occasional short story until it ceased publication in 2006.

      However, in 2004, BattleCorps appeared, offering brand-new short fiction via a monthly digital-subscription service. Helmed by veteran BattleTech novelist Loren L. Coleman and later by prolific BattleCorps author Jason Schmetzer, it not only saw new stories by established BattleTech authors, it introduced fans to many new authors (some of whom appear in this first issue of Shrapnel). BattleCorps was the longest running venue for short BattleTech fiction; however, it shuttered at the end of 2016 due to unforeseen circumstances, and its closure left a noticeable void.

      This is where Shrapnel comes in. As the assistant editor of BattleCorps from 2012 until its closure, I took its unfortunate end as a sign to move things into a new direction. Together, myself, John Helfers, the executive editor of both Catalyst Game Labs and Pulse Publishing, and Loren Coleman were able to bring back BattleTech short fiction in a new form—due in no small part to the wildly successful crowdfunding campaign on Kickstarter.com for the BattleTech: Clan Invasion box set. As a special thanks to everyone who backed the campaign, we packed this first issue of Shrapnel with several stories set during the Clan Invasion era, to give both longtime fans and newcomers a taste of what the Clan Invasion is all about.

      “But why ‘Shrapnel’ for the title?” you might ask. We chose this because it not only emphasizes the gritty destruction of 31st-century warfare, but it also has a more visceral and personal meaning. Explosions cause shrapnel, but when those fragments injure a soldier, that’s when you’re reminded that at the heart of each BattleMech, aerospace fighter, combat vehicle, spaceborne vessel, and suit of battle armor lies a flesh-and-blood person with hopes and dreams, with family and friends, with brothers- and sisters-in-arms. And this reminder of the human element in these war machines is vital because the best stories set in the BattleTech universe, though they might feature sprawling battles of giant war robots, are populated and driven by people—characters whose aspirations can either come to fruition or be cut tragically short in the space of milliseconds. In other words, people are the ones who fight wars in BattleTech, not ’Mechs or guns.

      In the following pages you’ll find a wealth of fiction, including short stories from longtime authors Blaine Lee Pardoe and Kevin Killiany, the first part of a four-part Kell Hounds serial story by the New York Times–bestselling author and celebrated BattleTech scribe Michael A. Stackpole, and a new recurring feature called “Tales from the Cracked Canopy,” a spiritual successor to BattleTechnology’s “Tales of the Cobalt Coil.” You’ll also find several articles that run the gamut of conspiracy theories, newsworthy events, unit histories, in-depth looks at various weapons, and more—all of which can inspire a tabletop gaming session (using Total Warfare or Alpha Strike rules) or a role-playing adventure (using either A Time of War or the forthcoming rules-light RPG MechWarrior: Destiny).

      Now, soldier, your mission is to strap on your coolant vest, calibrate your neurohelmet, and then sit back in your command couch to enjoy everything this first issue of Shrapnel has to offer. We’re already hard at work on the next issue, so we hope you’re ready to report for duty when the call comes to saddle up.

      
        
        
        Thus shall it stand until we all fall.

        Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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        GRIMFORT

        OBERON VI

        CLAN WOLF OCCUPATION ZONE

        29 SEPTEMBER 3049

      

      

      Hendrik Grimm tentatively and tenderly poked at the warm sensation on his bald pate. Something covered it. It felt slightly sticky to the touch and was warm. Unnaturally so. His entire head was warm. And sore. A dull pain throbbed back and forth across his skull. Grimm recognized the sensation and could tell, even in the haze of semi-consciousness, that it was muted. Painkillers.

      Sounds seeped through his head fog and into his consciousness. They too were muted, but Grimm knew what they were. Beep beep beep. I’m in a hospital.

      Everything was dark, but Grimm knew it was because his eyes were still closed. The sticky material covered one, but the ruler of the Oberon Confederation was reluctant to open his other eye.

      Ruler? Memories coalesced in his mind. The radio comms, the questions about the strength of his forces. The invasion. Strange ’Mechs. The rapid series of defeats and retreats. The gorgeous view of Kennedy Beach from the cockpit of his Atlas as he raised his pistol to his head and—

      Grimm bolted upright in his bed and shouted, his eye snapping open. Images flooded in with the memories. Guards, machines, tubes, a wolf’s-head flag. He gasped for breath as his hands pulled at his clothes and the implements inserted in him. One of the guards approached with a calming hand, while the other’s hand moved closer to his sidearm.

      “Easy. Please stay calm.”

      “Where the hell am I?” Grimm shouted, spit flying from his mouth, the throbbing in his head rising. “Who the hell are you?”

      The guard raised his gloved hand higher, his voice staying flat. “You are in a medical bay, currently healing from a self-inflicted gunshot wound to your head. I am warrior Abrams of Clan Wolf.”

      Grimm slapped the hand away. He saw the other guard grip his pistol but not pull it. The memories swirling in his mind slowed and sharpened. Clan Wolf. The invaders. I tried to kill myself. I’ve been captured!

      “Get that hand away from me, you Spheroid scum. I don’t know what new unit bonny Prince Half-wit Davion made for his bitch wife, but you’ll end up paying just like all the others before who tried to put the Oberon Confederation under their heel! Get me your CO!”

      The first guard lowered his hand and gave Hendrik a firm look. He said nothing.

      Grimm nodded. “Oh, I’ve got it wrong then. You all belong to the Teddy Bear, is that it? It doesn’t matter.” He pointed a fat finger at both. “Wolves? Is that what you call yourselves?” He spat. “Wolves. Ghost Regiments. You’re all Dragons. I’ve skinned you before, I’ll skin you again. You made a big mistake saving my life.”

      “Oh, I disagree, Hendrik Grimm of the Oberon Confederation.” A stern, confident voice spoke from beyond the doorway of the room.

      The Confederation leader looked toward the doorway. In strode a tall, thin man. His dark hair was shaved close to his scalp. His olive-drab uniform with mottled gray speckling clung tight to his frame. He regarded Grimm with a curt smile. A woman followed behind. Dressed the same, she stood slightly shorter. She bore a much more fierce expression. Her auburn hair was shaved on the sides but draped past and behind her shoulders.

      “Who the hell are you two?”

      The man’s pale blue eyes twinkled. “I am Star Colonel John Ward of the Eleventh Wolf Guard of Clan Wolf. This is Star Commander Niamh.” Ward paused, letting a small smile cross his lips. “And you have the honor of being the first here in the Inner Sphere to be reunited under the banner of the Clans and the reformation of the Star League reborn.”

      Grimm blinked his lone, visible eye. “Am I supposed to be impressed?”

      

      
        
        GRIMFORT

        OBERON VI

        CLAN WOLF OCCUPATION ZONE

        17 OCTOBER 3049

      

      

      Hendrik Grimm gasped desperately for breath as he stopped along the makeshift run track outside the Grimfort. The physical activity the Wolves were putting him and the surviving Oberon Guards through the past few weeks proved brutal on his large, aging frame.

      The upheaval in their physical lives mirrored nearly everything else. The entire structure of the Confederation had been torn down. Every aspect of Grimm’s rule was vanishing day by day. It still wasn’t clear what this Clan Wolf was or where exactly they came from. His sons, who were on Oberon VI when the attack occurred, had their theories. It was possible they were a special FedCom or Draconis Combine unit.

      His son Johann thought differently. He was sure they were from beyond the Confederation, from deeper into the Periphery. How deep, he couldn’t be sure. To Grimm, that option explained their odd ’Mech models. Grimm had witnessed plenty of cobbled together ’Mechs in his time. Hell, some served in his ranks. Even his new Atlas possessed some eccentricities.

      These Wolf ’Mechs, though, didn’t have that rough edge most hack jobs did. He’d also never seen the likes of their infantry before. The battle-armored troops were something completely alien to him, with the appearance of the men and women inside that armor even more alien, yet still human. He didn’t know what these troopers ate, but they were big across the board. It was possible that some backwater state had found an old high-tech Star League cache and was using it, but Grimm wasn’t buying that.

      The third option, and the one his other son, Karl, bought into was these Wolves were some sort of ComStar force or experiment. Grimm played back all the conversations over the years with Precentor Rodrick, the administrator of the Oberon HPG station. Grimm had seduced him away from the order years ago, though the precentor still kept up appearances for the home office. If this proved true, the fact that Rodrick hadn’t warned Grimm that something like this might happen filled him with rage over the betrayal, but Grimm would deal with that later. Right now he had other matters to attend to.

      He felt the presence of another near him. It was Johann.

      “Grimm, get moving. You can’t stop again.”

      Hendrik heaved again. “I’m almost a hundred sixty kilos, Jo. And old. How much do you think I can run?” In a strange way, he respected the way his son refused to call him “Father” whether in public or private, choosing “Grimm” as many of his subordinates did. Hendrik never expected his son to use “sir.” That would imply too much respect. He wants to be a leader, and a Grimm in his own right. Ambition.

      The younger Grimm tried to move his father forward. “Enough to keep you alive, otherwise the plan won’t work.”

      Hendrik waved his hand in dismissal. “Bah. If they’d wanted us dead, we’d be there already. Instead, we’re in bondage.”

      “Bondsmen.” Johann corrected him.

      “Whatever. Just another fancy name for ‘prisoner.’ But it won’t be that way for long.” Hendrik shot a sly grin at his son.

      A sharp voice cut their conversation short. “Pathetic! If the two of you represent those who inhabit paradise, I will not be surprised if they welcome the Clans with open and begging arms.”

      Hendrik chuckled as he turned to Star Commander Niamh. She’d been the force behind the boot camp–like existence Hendrik, his sons, and the surviving Oberon Guards were dealing with. “I’m guessing delusion is a side effect of whatever brainwashing program they put you through.”

      The woman shot him a harsh look. “It is you who are deluded, Hendrik Grimm. Deluded to think that your way of life would continue. That your hedonistic ways here in the Inner Sphere would not come without cost. That you deserve the title of MechWarrior. Your fat, bloated shell barely fit inside the cockpit of your ’Mech. A ’Mech you did not earn, did not care for, did not cherish. I know many sibkin who would kill you without a second thought for the chance to pilot a BattleMech, yet you take it all with an arrogance that belies your devotion to honor and your skill in a ’Mech cockpit.” She looked his body over in disgust, her lip curling. “And you delude yourself if you ever think you will pilot a ’Mech again. With luck, you may be able to someday have the honor of polishing a technician’s boots.”

      Hendrik lurched at the woman, roaring, but his son held him firmly back.

      “Grimm, no!”

      Hendrik spat, his eyes locking with the Clan warrior. “We’ll see about that.”

      Now it was her turn to chuckle. “Such fire to defend your honor. And to think you casually dismissed such honor by almost killing yourself.”

      Grimm renewed his struggle to free himself from his son.

      “Save it for the track, Hendrik Grimm. You have just earned three more laps.” Niamh paused, dropping her voice to a threat level. “Now go.”
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      Father and son trudged slowly through the Grimfort to the prison cells that were their new home. While the Wolves insisted these were now simply barracks, Hendrik felt otherwise. Door after door of the long hallway shot memories through the bandit king. Memories of the countless opponents and criminals he’d sentenced here over the years. Were they still living, Grimm knew they’d be laughing. But not for long, he mused.

      Johann’s whisper shook Grimm from his thoughts. “Why’d you do it?”

      Grimm turned his head slightly. “Do what?”

      Johann paused. “Try to off yourself.”

      Grimm looked away. He didn’t want to face the truth of that moment, and the capture and hard training from the Wolves had allowed him to avoid it. When Grimm noticed there might be a chance for a prison break and escape, he had another reason to not face his action.

      “Dad, why?”

      The harshness of Johann’s question hit Grimm hard. He surprised himself with how his son’s use of ‘Dad’ affected him. Manipulation.

      Grimm swallowed and tried to answer. “I…I panicked. I was weak. I made…a mistake.”

      Johann scoffed. “I don’t believe you.”

      Grimm smiled at his son seeing through his lies. Shrewd as well. He decided to hit his son with the full truth. “It was a moment of fear. I thought this was a FedCom or Drac unit. I did some bad things in the F-C a few years back. Figured it was revenge for the heist we pulled on Arluna. Thought I’d covered my tracks. Thought I’d been found out. Couldn’t give them the satisfaction.”

      Johann looked confused. “I remember that raid. A simple smash-and-grab of some gold reserves.”

      Hendrik nodded. “That was the cover, yes.” He paused as he weighed his words. “There were some Drac exiles on-planet. The Combine wanted them back home. They paid a hefty deposit for that job.” He locked eyes with his son. “But I knew my underworld contacts in the Free Rasalhague Republic would offer more. So I took the gold, sold half the exiles to the Rasalhagians, and the other half back to the Combine. Then I framed King Morrison and his Extractors, claiming they had attacked, targeting the world at the same time. That’s what I told the Dracs anyway, to keep the heat off.”

      Johann nodded but said nothing, so Hendrik continued. “To the F-C, I made it look like the Extractors attacked. Even fed a fake story through our beloved precentor not long after that I had died and Hendrik Grimm IV was now in command. With such internal upheaval, we could never have attacked. Deception is sometimes our greatest weapon.”

      Johann’s only response was a muted huff. That was enough to convince Grimm he’d accepted the truth.

      The pair passed by another cell, not unlike the others. Grimm saw Johann stealthily tap the door in sequence. Time to talk, Karl. Grimm’s contact with Karl had been minimal since the Wolves took over, but had been enough to communicate and confirm that Karl was in on their plan of escape and counterattack. It was all just a matter of time.

      Grimm and Johann entered their own cells in silence, positioned themselves on either side of the wall that divided them and quickly set to tapping. Grimm silently thanked his insistence that his sons learn the code he’d developed. It was one of the many contingencies he’d made to stay one step ahead of his enemies. And the Wolves were about to find out just how prepared Hendrik Grimm III was. You don’t live this long with as many people wanting to kill you as I do, knowing that Hanse Davion or Teddy Kurita could come over your border any minute, without having a few tricks up your sleeve. These Wolves were tough, Grimm admitted, but he was confident they would fall just the same.

      Hendrik tapped out a code to his son: Meet with Ward?

      A response. Grimm decoded the sequence: Yes. Believe he trusts. Wolves leave soon. Small garrison. Continue turning survivors.

      Grimm tapped again. Tell Karl to look for opening. When Wolves leave, break for cache.

      Hendrik waited through the pause as his orders to Karl went down the cell line. Minutes passed, then the gentle tap of Johann’s response: Gamma cache?

      Grimm smiled. He’d stockpiled numerous hidden caches across Oberon VI. You never knew where your enemies might drive you. He tapped back. Too far. Zeta cache.

      Johann’s response was fast. Grimm knew he was nervous. Don’t know Zeta. Where?

      Grimm chastised him as best he could via the code. Never told. Only I know. Will tell once free.

      Risky plan.

      Keep me alive and success.

      

      
        
        GRIMFORT

        OBERON VI

        CLAN WOLF OCCUPATION ZONE

        12 NOVEMBER 3049

      

      

      Star Colonel John Ward dismissed the concerns reaching his ears. “I appreciate your worry, but it is unfounded. This world will remain in the hands of the Wolves. If it is ever torn from our grip, it will not be from some aged, upstart, self-styled king.” He turned toward the two people in the room, ignoring one and turning his focus to the other. “Unless, of course, Star Commander Niamh, you feel you are not up to the task.”

      “You have read the reports and heard the rumors. You know his history. He will never succeed as a bondsman. Use his information and then kill him. That is the only way.”

      Ward nodded as he moved about the office. “ He will never succeed within the Clans. It is not his way. His life is nothing but deception after deception.” The Clan commander paused as he reached a star map of the coreward section of the Inner Sphere. “What he has succeeded at is being honest about what we will face in the coming months. His belief that we are some secret unit of this ComStar organization makes him feel he is playing a game of sorts with us. He tells us what he thinks we already know.”

      Ward stroked a finger through the holomap, driving it straight down to Terra. “He has no motivation to lie. It will be his—” Ward jammed a finger through the blue dot that represented the cradle of humanity, “—and their undoing.”

      Niamh sighed. “If you have what you need, then eliminate him, or send him to the labor caste.”

      The third person in the room spoke. “It’s dangerous to keep him near.”

      Ward shrugged. “You worry too much. And besides, if he does become a problem, just take care of it.”

      

      
        
        GRIMFORT

        OBERON VI

        CLAN WOLF OCCUPATION ZONE

        26 NOVEMBER 3049

      

      

      Hendrik Grimm III stood in the exercise yard of the Grimfort, a dozen rivers of sweat racing down his round frame under the hot November sun. He gazed up at the Clan Wolf DropShips burning away from the planet he once ruled. The warriors within, including Star Colonel Ward, were on their way to invade the Inner Sphere, or so Grimm and all the other captured Oberon Guardsmen were told.

      Grimm smiled in satisfaction at their departure. Just like everyone else. They come in, do some damage then leave, never finishing the job. Then they wonder why we keep coming back. The bandit king acknowledged this time was different: a modest garrison remained. These ’Mechs were models that looked familiar, which gave more credence to his growing belief that this was indeed some advanced Com Guards force. The reports he’d heard about their advanced weaponry worried Grimm some, but he was more concerned about the larger-scale machinations ComStar might be planning. Surviving that scenario, whatever it might be, would take some thought.

      First he had to survive this one.

      The intel on the ’Mechs, garrison size, and other movements came from his sons. While Grimm cooperated and answered all the questions from the Clan commanders, it was clear he was failing in the testing they were putting him through. Both Karl and Johann were proving at least passable in the eyes of the Wolves, and this allowed them better access on the inside. The nightly reports via their code allowed Grimm to put all the pieces of his plan into action.

      It would only be a matter of hours now.
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      Orange hues bathed the Oberon sky as the sun neared its arc towards the horizon’s edge. Grimm stared out the window at the grounds of the Grimfort below as he walked the line back to his cell. The number of Oberon Guards with him continued to shrink. The testing process was separating the groups, and by all indications, Grimm was sure he was headed for the labor caste at some point. But as long as Johann and Karl were in their places, and their loyalists with them, that would be a distant memory. Grimm just needed to be patient.

      Slowing his pace to buy his sons more time, Grimm signaled to the others to do the same. If all was going to plan, they would overpower their escorts soon. Thankfully, none of the Wolves’ fearsome battle armor was left behind. He recalled the battle at Black Canyon, and the images of a ’Mech from his command lance swarmed by the things returned to the forefront. The armored troopers tearing and burning away armor plates like hungry scarabs ripping at flesh, the fear that gripped Grimm at that moment and entertaining the briefest of notions that it could all be over… If it hadn’t been for the timely arrival of Karl’s reinforcements, Grimm and the others might not have made it out alive. Hendrik did not want to deal with those troops again so soon.

      Worry crept onto his brow. Something was wrong. Karl and Johann should have made their moves by now.

      A shove hit Hendrik’s shoulder. “Keep moving, surat. I do not care how tired you are.”

      “Easy, friend.” Grimm’s voice was low and rough.

      “I am not your friend.”

      A loud clunk accompanied the darkness that suddenly filled the hallway. Grimm smiled.

      A gasp escaped the warrior’s lips at the shock of what happened. A grunt immediately followed as Grimm spun, his massive fist leading the way, connecting with the Wolf warrior’s face, sending him spinning and sprawling to the floor.

      “Now!” Grimm shouted as he leaped toward the Wolf desperately trying to scramble to his feet.
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      Shouts, the sharp reports of gunfire, and the occasional explosion filled the courtyard as Clan warriors scrambled to contain the growing breakout. The lights were still out, but the last glimmers of twilight provided enough to see and hide if needed.

      Johann Grimm led his squad toward the motor pool, eyeing the APCs resting within. “Plow that road. We need those transports moving, fast!” He scanned the chaos, looking for two targets. He spotted one immediately as a silhouette lit against a chorus of muzzle flashes. That would be Karl and his men moving with purpose towards Johann’s location. Continuing his scan, the second target eluded Johann. C’mon, Grimm, this was your idea. Where the hell are you?

      One of the troopers shouted at Johann as they passed through the motor pool’s gates. “Sir, if we’re going to leave, we need to do it yesterday. Once their ’Mechs make it over here, we’re done.”

      “Understood. Grimm said he had a plan for that.”

      The crew reached the first APC and hustled inside. “I get that, but what’s our plan?”

      Johann looked one last time. Karl’s crew was close. They’d all be boarded soon. Seeing nothing but haze filled with shocked Clan soldiers trying to mount a counterattack, he shook his head. Damn it. Now is not the time. Looking back to his troops, he signaled all to move out. “Our plan is we get the hell out of here!”

      The convoy of transports peeled out of their pen, top-mounted anti-personnel weaponry helping to clear the way. Johann saw first ’Mech approaching, backlit by the last rays of the setting sun, then a second ’Mech followed. Great idea, Grimm.

      “Sir, I’ve got something. It’s him!”

      “What?” Johann braced himself as he navigated to the comm panel in the shaking transport. The image in the monitor was obvious. Hendrik Grimm, flanked by his own men, racing toward the transports.

      “Of course.” Johann spat in half disgust. “Let’s get ’em.” He keyed the comm to his brother’s APC. “Karl, keep moving, we’ll catch up!”

      The trio of APCs slowed their roll, their bay doors sliding open. A handful of Oberon Guardsmen piled in, followed by Grimm himself.

      Johann grabbed his father. “What the hell, Grimm? It should never have taken you that long to get down here. We’ll be lucky to make it out alive. Where the hell did you go?”

      Grimm shook himself free and looked down as the transport rocked back and forth. He patted a small satchel slung over his shoulder. “Without this, we won’t make it anywhere. It was hidden in the throne room.”

      Johann gritted his teeth in frustration. His father had never said anything about this. He was tired of all his father’s plans within plans. Too many secrets and none being shared. He wanted to punch him. Repeatedly.

      “Oh, shit! We’ve got a problem!” The shout from the gunner’s position on top of the transport changed Johann’s focus. The full-auto staccato of the gun followed.

      “What is it?” Johann pushed past his father to check the rear monitor. Through the smoke and tracer rounds, he spied the squat and big-shouldered shape of the Clan battle armor: An Elemental, the Wolves called them.

      “I thought these bastards all left with the Wolves?” someone shouted.

      “Apparently not,” muttered Grimm.

      The APC shuddered, and Grimm felt a wave of heat wash over him.

      “Laser fire!” the gunmen shouted as his own weapon rattled its response.

      Johann tightened the grip on his safety handle. “Don’t stop moving! Radio the rest, tell ’em we make for the north gate. It’s the fastest exit.”

      “No!” Hendrik shouted. “It has to be the west gate. It’s our only chance.”

      Johann gave him an exasperated glare. “That goes through the marketplace. It’s a maze of streets that way. We’ll never make it with Elementals in pursuit.” Johann pointed toward the rear of the transport. “And let’s not forget those ’Mechs.”

      “SRM!” the gunman screamed again as he ducked inside the transport’s cabin.

      The passengers scrambled to secure themselves as the missile struck. The sharp thrum of the impact shook the vehicle violently. Johann’s stomach lurched as the missile’s impact spun the transport in a 360. The rear end fishtailed as the driver regained control and accelerated.

      The gunner popped back into his position and resumed firing. Johann could tell by the sound of the APC that nothing important had been damaged.

      “The west gate!” Grimm shouted as he fished through his satchel and produced a small transmitter. He presented it to his son. “Johann, trust me. We just need to get through the market.”

      Johann wasn’t wrong. The path to the west gate was a twisting, winding labyrinth of streets. The transports ignored any semblance of order, careening and crashing through the Grimfort marketplace, destroying numerous storefronts, streetlights, and signs in their haste to escape. While the maze did its job slowing the ’Mech pursuit, the Elementals proved to be a different matter.

      The jagged convoy emerged through the market, freedom through the west gate in sight. Johann kept his eyes locked on the transport’s monitors. He stared in horror as a lagging APC fell prey to the Wolves’ armored infantry.

      The five troopers swarmed on top, tearing armor plating free as if they were unwrapping a birthday present. Their arm-mounted lasers did the rest, firing with abandon at the crew trapped inside. What the lasers didn’t kill, the underslung anti-personnel machine guns on their opposite arm finished off.

      Johann gritted his teeth in rage. He turned toward his father. “That one’s on you!”

      Grimm glared back at him. “If we didn’t take this gate, we’d all be dead!”

      “We would’ve been free and clear through the north gate and long gone by now!”

      The APCs burst through the west gate, weapons blazing at the last bits of Clan resistance and small-arms fire pinged harmlessly off the transport’s armor. “And easy pickings for those ’Mechs once we hit the open road,” Hendrik shot back. “Their long-range weapons would have torn us apart, you fool. This way we keep them off our backs long enough to get where we need to go.”

      Johann checked a monitor. The ’Mechs were just on the edge of the market and about to pursue. “How, Grimm?”

      Hendrik flashed a fiendish grin. “Like this.” He held up the transmission box and keyed in a code. The boxed flashed to life and gave a few assuring pings. Grimm pointed toward the monitor near Johann. “Watch.”

      The Clan ’Mechs strode confidently into the open field and quickly picked up pace in pursuit. Johann saw their heads poke briefly over the Grimfort’s walls.

      Then bright flashes erupted behind the walls, with dull rumbles echoing inside the APC’s bay a second later. Johann saw no sign of the ’Mechs continuing their pursuit. The Grimfort quickly faded in the distance as the transports raced away.

      Mines. “I never knew…” Johann sputtered.

      Grimm winked. “I never told.”
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      Johann Grimm didn’t know if he should be angry or impressed as he stared at the ’Mechs tucked inside the cave complex of Zeta cache. Some of the models he recognized. Others didn’t register, but they were obviously old. Despite that, Johann noticed they were mothballed properly. Oberon Guard MechWarriors were pouring over the company-sized cache, prepping and powering up systems, making sure everything was functional and combat ready.

      Karl Grimm approached his brother. Johann gestured at all the ’Mechs. “Did you know about this?”

      Karl chuckled. “Are you kidding? You’re older, and Dad doesn’t trust me any more than he does you. What makes you think I’d be privileged to this?”

      Johann sighed. “Makes me wonder how many aces in his hole he really has.” He knew Hendrik Grimm had stowed numerous ’Mech and weapons caches on nearly every world in the Oberon Confederation, and several other worlds beyond. Being the king’s son meant he knew their locations and had access to many of them. It was a necessity when dealing with pirates, local warlords who held grudges, or even the occasional Inner Sphere force hell-bent on destroying you. Fleeing to a hidden cache to repair, refit, and counterattack was a tactic Johann had used many times to great effectiveness. And it appeared the time had come to use it again. His father wasn’t messing around.

      Karl pointed toward a section deeper in the caves. “Did you see the trucks?”

      “Trucks?”

      “Dad has about six trucks. They’ve all been modded with anti-’Mech weaponry. One even has a small laser. Another has an SRM two-pack.”

      Johann nodded, then chuckled. “That sounds like him.”

      The pair moved through the cavern to find the bandit king. It didn’t take long. Grimm descended from a Rifleman with another warrior. Johann noticed that, despite his father’s massive size, Grimm moved with determination. He couldn’t be sure if the Clan training and testing had made an impact, or if his father was energized by the coming fight.

      “I know it’s not your Victor,” Grimm said with a frown, “but it’ll get the job done.”

      Johann returned the smile. “This one’s mine?”

      Grimm nodded. “Karl, you’ll command your lance in the Orion. I’m taking the Warhammer.”

      Johann sighed. This will probably be my only chance. “Do you really think we can throw them off-world?”

      “I don’t plan to. I want to crush them all while they are here. We need to prevent any off-world communications.”

      “Are you planning on taking out the HPG station first?”

      Grimm shook his head. “No.”

      “But they’ll be abl—”

      Grimm held up a hand. “The precentor owes me a favor. Besides, that station hasn’t been able to transmit for four years. It can only receive.”

      Johann looked up. “Unless these Wolves really are ComStar and fixed it. Why can’t we just flee off-world?”

      Grimm smirked. “And go where? We have no JumpShip.”

      “There’s the mining outpost in the rings around Oberon V.” Johann gestured to take in all the cave. “With the size of force we have, there’s more than enough supplies there to last six months. One of your merchants is bound to stop by eventually. We hook up with them, and we can go anywhere.”

      Grimm started to shake his head.

      Johann pressed. “We have the rest of the Confederation. There’s the abandoned base on Drask’s Den, or Lackhove. We can also try Star’s End.”

      “No.”

      “Or even Von Strang’s World.”

      “NO!” Grimm shouted. “We’re not doing any of that. Especially dealing with that criminal Von Strang. We’re standing and fighting.”

      Johann laughed internally at his father’s hypocrisy, steeled his resolve, and swallowed. “You sure you’re not going to try to kill yourself this time?”

      Lights exploded in Johann’s vision as Grimm’s fist connected with his face. Johann stumbled back, Karl catching him.

      Grimm spat. “Let me guess. Next you’re going to suggest we just stay in hiding and wait them out?”

      Johann regained his footing. “Why not? You said it yourself. They’ll just leave.”

      “But they haven’t. And now they won’t get the chance.” Grimm stared his son up and down. “Maybe you got too close to them. Maybe they broke you.”

      Maybe I saw the writing on the wall. “If they broke me, why the hell am I here?”

      “I’m asking myself the same thing.” Hendrik’s voice took a sinister tone.

      Johann shot back. “What if they aren’t ComStar? What if they’re telling the truth? You ever think about that? What if they are invaders from beyond the Periphery and are hell-bent on conquering the Inner Sphere?”

      Grimm stayed silent for a moment then looked back at his son. “If that’s the case, they can have the Inner Sphere. If they wanted to keep this world, they would have stayed. If we were just a ‘warm-up’ for them, then they don’t give two shits about us. That’s been true of the Periphery for centuries. We get our freedom when we take it, which is exactly what we’re about to do.”
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      A low whistle caught Hendrik’s attention as he circled around the feet of his “new” Warhammer. Grimm turned to see Karl approaching. He pointed at the markings along the thick legs of the 70-ton machine. “Is that…Rim Worlds Republic insignia?”

      Hendrik looked up at the faded blue, looping shark on a field of red. “It is,” he said smugly. “The merchant Kelly Hunt owed me a favor a few years back. Provided me with some supposedly old Rim Worlds records uncovered on Icar ten years prior. Turns out they were legit. Indicated a cache hidden on Lovinac. I hired Hunt and some old school lostech prospectors to find it.” Grimm slapped the foot of the ’Hammer. “They did.”

      Karl cocked his head. “These ’Mechs are pretty old, though. You really think they’ll stand up against those Wolf ’Mechs?”

      Hendrik eyed his son. “If the intel you and Johann provided is true. They only left behind five. A ‘Star,’ they call it. We’ll outnumber them two to one. It’s as good as won.”
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      Grimm sat in the cockpit of his Warhammer. He slipped the small headset over his scalp, donned his neurohelmet, and punched several commands into the comm. He could hear the tick-tick-tick on the other end of the signal he was broadcasting. It was taking longer than usual to answer, but Grimm would be patient.

      With a nervous breath, the ticking stopped and a voice on the other end spoke in a whisper. “You’re not dead.”

      “Neither are you,” Grimm answered.

      “Heard you’d escaped. Where are you?”

      “Oh no, Precentor Rodrick. You don’t need to know that.” Grimm’s tone turned dark. “How come you didn’t tell me about this invading force?”

      “How could I? I didn’t know,” Rodrick continued to whisper.

      “Don’t play me for a fool. I have more than enough on you to defrock you to your masters. And I know your station still receives transmissions. Perhaps it can even still send. Perhaps you’ve been deceiving me for years. Taking my gifts and then being disloyal. I’m very displeased.”

      “I’m not playing you, Grimm. That force was not Com Guards. I swear.” A pause fell between the men. “And it is neither Combine nor F-C. I do not know where they are from.”

      Grimm furrowed his brow. “Are you sure?”

      “I have no reason to lie
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