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      Salutations, MechWarriors! Remember back in issue #12, when we included a bunch of mercenary-related content to get people hyped for the Mercenaries Box Set Kickstarter campaign? And remember in #13, when I promised that, due to the stunning $7.5 million success of the crowdfunding campaign, #15 would be a double-sized all-mercenaries blowout issue? Well, you’re now holding the fulfillment of that promise, and true to my word, it’s literally the biggest Shrapnel issue ever, packed fuller than a Union-class DropShip on a trek across the entire Inner Sphere. It’s got double the stories, double the game content, double the art—even more than #10, our last double-size issue! So I again want to take a moment and thank everyone who contributed to the campaign. This issue exists because of you!

      Before I dive into the issue’s contents, one thing that kept cropping up as I reviewed all of the stories and articles were little odd moments of kismet. For example, Giles Gammage’s “The Alexandria Job” and returning BattleCorps veteran Chris Purnell’s “El Dorado” both mention “Alexandria”; the planet and the Terran city, respectively. Jaymie Wagner’s “Signing Bonus,” a story set just after the First Succession War, mentions the planet Northwind (then a Capellan world), and then David G. Martin’s “No Dawn on the Horizon,” is set on Northwind itself during House Davion’s infamous assault during the Second Succession War. It almost feels like these two authors coordinated so Wagner’s story would foreshadow the events of Martin’s. Other fun echoes include two separate mentions of the Bounty Hunter, one from an article written quite some time ago, long before we had planned to do this all-mercs issue; Mech-it-Lube shows up in two different places; the planet Freedom is referenced twice; and there’s two completely unrelated instances of Calliopes, which are uncommon enough even I had to look them up to make sure I was thinking of the right ’Mech.

      All of these odd little threads echoing between stories and game content throughout this issue further underscore how this giant, beloved universe with its many little tiny details can still find unexpected moments of interconnectedness and continuity, and serves as another reminder of how special and unique the BattleTech universe is. And speaking of special, don’t forget: when the next issue drops, we’ll be celebrating BattleTech’s 40th anniversary, so there’s bound to be some fun goodies coming down the gravity well…

      But back to the here and now. For fiction, every story in this issue features mercenaries of some variety or other. In addition to the aforementioned stories, we have tales from a bevy of veteran BattleTech authors. First, Jason Schmetzer’s “A Lesson Learned” continues the story of the ilClan-era Gray Death Legion. Then we have not one but two Kell Hounds stories: “Dust to Dust,” by none other than Michael A. Stackpole, and Russell Zimmerman’s “Second to None,” which is set in the St. Ives Compact shortly before the Clans arrived in the Inner Sphere. From James Hauser we have “Tales of the Strange Bedfellows,” a fun piece about the origins of three disparate mercenary units who discover they might have something in common. Tom Leveen’s “Where I Belong” follows a fallen arena gladiator desperate for a chance to pilot one of her merc unit’s ’Mechs again. “Indomitable,” Robin Briseño’s first Shrapnel story, shows why being Dispossessed means more than just losing a ’Mech, and Jason Hansa’s “Behind the Stick” follows a group of unconventional mercenaries desperate to find work on Galatea. In “Picking the Bones,” Alan Brundage showcases former Republic troops fighting to stay one step ahead of the mercenaries doggedly hunting them and their mysterious cargo.

      This issue also includes several follow-up stories. James Bixby continues the Ace Darwin saga from issues #6 and #8 with “Ace Darwin and the Second Try Fiasco.” Daniel Isberner’s “Silent Plans” comes right on the heels of “Tales from the Cracked Canopy: Silent Roar,” also from #8, which takes the Silent Reapers to some dark places. (Keep an eye out for the forthcoming translation of Dan’s Silent Reapers novel! This was originally published in Germany back in 2014, and we’re excited to bring it across the pond in the relatively near future.) James Kirtley’s “Six Months on the Float” chronicles the continuing travails of brand-new mercenary Leo Simonides from “Never Trust the Recruitment Posters” in issue #12, and Lance Scarinci’s “Raptor’s Requiem: Canticle” is a spiritual successor to “Yesterday’s Enemy” from our very first issue, in which he brings the Crescent Hawks a step closer to the ilClan era. And last but certainly not least, the Fox Patrol’s adventures on Alyina continue with the much-awaited Part 3 of Bryan Young’s Lone Wolf and Fox serial novel.

      For game content, it’s more mercs all the way down. Kicking off the issue is “Voices of the Sphere: Small but Mighty Profitable,” a look about the success of smaller merc units, and it includes the following Kickstarter-backer characters: Vincent Schons (for Vincent Schons), Reece Lennox (for Jonathan Bauleke), Operative “Nemo” (for Brandon Kosta), and Robert L. Mace (for Brandon Mace). The Unit Digests feature the Blazing Aces, the Outer Reaches Disciples, the Lacadon Vengeance Legion, Halsten’s Brigade, and the Twenty-First Centauri Peregrine Lancers. This issue’s Planet Digest: Le Blanc covers a merc-hiring world established after the Second Succession War. In the Technical Readouts, the GLD-7R Gladiator and the various Mauler iterations both have ties to mercenaries. Playable scenarios include “Rainmaker,” a Chaos Campaign scenario involving Snord’s Irregulars unearthing a dangerous Star League-era artifact, and “Embers of the Past,” an Alpha Strike scenario pack where mercenaries assist the Silver Hawk Irregulars’ invasion of the Wolf Empire.

      Also, if you’re looking to start your own mercenary unit or expect to tangle with one in a future battle, you can’t go wrong with the advice from the articles in this issue. “Eleven Good Ways to…Ruin Your Mercenary Company” offers a wise list of don’ts for any mercenary commander. “Will Schedule It for You” is a reminder to be kind to your techs and maintenance schedules, and “Where the Pen Is Mightier than the Sword” gives great insight for navigating mercenary contracts. “Getting Paid in an Uncertain Age” will help keep your pockets, accounts, and bellies full, the latest Sea*List bulletin for Almotacen will make sure you find the best local deals, and if you ever find yourself on your own, “They Walk Alone: Mercenary Freelancers” will remind you that even lone mercenaries have a viable place in the Inner Sphere. For those looking for some lighthearted downtime fun between employment contracts, look no further than the rules for “Successor Lord: A Card Game for 3 to 5 Players,” the drama and hijinks from “Mercenaries Entertainment Network Digest: June 3152,” and some rampant speculation on the true identity of our favorite masked mercenary in “The Truth about the Bounty Hunter?”

      I also want to give special thanks to our regular interior artists, Jared Blando and Natán Meléndez. These two continue to blow us away with stellar work issue after issue, and for this double-size issue they both marched double-time to complete twice as many pieces as usual. And our Kell Hounds cover art, by Germán Varona Galindo (a.k.a. Wallok) is also spectacular, and really sets the tone for all the mercenary goodies found in this issue.

      And don’t forget: we’re always looking to sign on some new mercenaries. If you’ve got what it takes to tell hard-hitting BattleTech stories, bring your reactor online, thumb off your weapon safeties, and fire your submissions our way. Remember: you miss all the shots you don’t take!

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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        GRAM

        DRACONIS COMBINE

        7 JUNE 3152

      

      

      The crowd reacted with a hungry growl as the man on the small dais in the front of the café raised a wakizashi over his head and shouted. Isobel Carlyle and her companion shared a look from where they sat in a row of single-table booths along the back wall, but said nothing.

      The older man sitting next to Bel at the next table made a small sound, almost a sigh. Bel saw the small grimace of distaste before it disappeared. Her earbud translated the jingoist rhetoric from the speaker’s native Japanese almost immediately, but it wasn’t anything she hadn’t heard or read since entering the Gram system.

      “You do not approve?” Bel asked.

      The other man glanced at her, his eyes flicking across both Bel and her companion, then looked to the stage. “My son.”

      “He is a talented speaker,” Bel said.

      “He is an idiot,” the man corrected her.

      Bel allowed herself a demure smile; it would have been rude to laugh. The café décor spoke to traditionalism; the colors were muted, grays and black and earth tones. Every table had a small dish of gojo berry jam. The crowd mostly looked middle-aged and soft. The garb they wore was semi-formal in cut, but inexpensive in material and craftsmanship. On Odessa, when Bel had been a younger woman, she’d have sat in a café like this with her brother and their minders and listened to people who looked like this drone on about the sad state of Lyran superiority.

      “You do not agree with him?”

      “He speaks of things he does not know,” the father said. “As all children do.”

      “He speaks of war,” Bel said.

      The grimace flashed again, the barest micro-expression, but she saw it. White skin as the man’s lips compressed across his mouth, lines of old pain borne across years around his eyes. Her grandfather had often shown the same face.

      “He knows nothing of war. He is trained, yes. A fine graduate of Sun Zhang. But he has never fought. He has never stared death in the face. He has never been threatened, never made to know that his life could end in the very next instant. He has never had to accept all of that and continue.” The old man looked at Bel. She saw his eyes flash across her face, taking in her head. “I see from your temples that you are a gaijin MechWarrior,” he continued. “A Lyran, from the fashion. But you are young. Perhaps you do not yet understand what I mean?”

      Bel smiled faintly. “I have seen death come for me,” she said. “Felt its hand on my shoulder, seen it come for my comrades. And kept on. I know exactly what you mean. Some things can only be learned, never taught.”

      The old man regarded her, nodded, and went back to watching his son. Bel swallowed, forcing down the wash of emotion her simple words had brought to the surface. Images and sensations flashed through her mind, a mélange of cockpits and markets and explosions and BattleMechs bearing down on her. Her skin flushed cold. Goosebumps rose along her sides.

      “As soon as he has finished?” Bel’s large companion whispered.

      She demurred.

      “Your son,” Bel asked the man beside her. “He is a man of honor?”

      “As he understands it,” the father replied. There was condemnation, not approval, in his voice.

      “The lesson that can be only learned. You wish him to learn it?”

      “He is my son,” the man said simply. “Of course I do not.” He paused to sip his tea, to look at his son. Bel saw a lifetime of fears and hopes flicker through the older man’s eyes. “But if he is to succeed in the life he has chosen, he must.”

      He set the teacup down. It clinked, rattled as tremors from the man’s fingers rocked it against the saucer. “My son,” he repeated. Then he looked again at Bel, and past her. His voice changed. Hardened. “You wish to teach him?”

      “I will have that sword,” Bel replied with the same hardness. “But perhaps he can learn a lesson as well.”

      The man’s lips compressed. He looked at the giant man next to Bel. “In my youth, I fought the Rasalhague Dominion. The warriors there were your size.” His knuckles, wrapped around the teacup, whitened. “I have killed Ghost Bears before.” His eyes, filled with emotion before, went dead and flat as a glacier.

      Beside Bel, Curtain chuckled. “I too have killed Ghost Bears,” he said quietly, for all his voice sounded like boulders clashing. “I have come here for my captain—” He inclined his head toward Bel. “—not your son.”

      “The sword,” Bel repeated. “But perhaps a lesson?”

      “A child must touch the kettle once, even though they have been told it is hot.” The older man closed his eyes. “My son.” When he opened them again, they were flat and cold. “I am Hikaru Tsukuda. If you kill my son, I will kill you, though I will die in the doing.”

      “I am Curtain. If I kill your son, I acknowledge the debt will be owed. Though I do not wish him dead.”

      Hikaru looked at Bel again. She nodded. He sat back in his chair, his back a little straighter. “I would not have him learn this lesson,” he said. “He is my son. But he is chained to his choices.”

      Bel wanted to smile, to pat the old man on the shoulder, to say she understood. She had seen the same pain in her own father’s face the day she shipped out for the Coventry Military Academy. But she said and did nothing. She knew it would have insulted him. No matter her intent, he would have considered it patronizing.

      “Do it,” she told Curtain.

      The big man winked and stood up. He couldn’t stand fully, because he was taller than the low ceiling, so he stepped out of the booth alcove. “Hiroyuki Tsukada!” Curtain’s voice boomed across the room in a way young Tsukada’s had not. “I will have that sword. You are not worthy of it.”

      Tsukada’s voice, cut off mid-rant, was different. “What?”

      “That is the sword of Isoru Koga,” Curtain said. “MechWarrior of the Gray Death Legion and the Sword of Light, samurai of the Draconis Combine. He died on this world, killing a coward who bore your name. Undoubtedly some cousin.” Curtain paused to let the susurrus of gossip that washed through the café dissipate. “I will have it. Give it to me.”

      Tsukada hefted the sword. “This is a sword of my family.”

      Beside Bel, Hikaru grunted almost imperceptibly.

      “This is the sword of a warrior of the Combine,” Tsukada continued, warming back to his subject. “This sword has the blood of the Dragon’s enemies in its very steel.”

      “Then it is being tarnished by your touch,” Curtain retorted. “Watch, everyone. It will shortly begin to rust. Cowards are poisonous to honor. Turn around, coward, and show these people the tattoo of the yellow bird on your lower back.” In the crowd, someone snort-laughed. “I will have that sword, boy. Give it to me, and I will not embarrass you further. Show these people who you are. Hand it over.”

      “Who are you?” Tsukada asked.

      “I am Curtain, lieutenant of the Gray Death Legion. MechWarrior. War Chief of the Condor Peoples. I have killed more MechWarriors than you have ever met, Hiroyuki Tsukada. I will have that sword. Give it to me, or I will pry it from your cold fingers.”

      He spread his massive arms wide. “I am justice for the soul of my departed comrade-in-arms. Even now, his shade watches and approves. I will have that sword.”

      “I will kill you for this dishonor,” Tsukada ground out. Red colored his neck and face.

      Bel bit her lip to keep from smiling. Predictability got you killed on the battlefield. There were many lessons young Tsukada needed to learn.

      “There is no dishonor in the truth,” Curtain replied. “Where shall we fight, coward?”

      “Here,” Tsukada snarled. “Now. There are dueling fields outside the city. My Archer will grind your bones to dust, gaijin.”

      Bel didn’t need to see Curtain’s face to hear the grin. “What a coincidence.”

      Bel stood, turned to Hikaru Tsukada, and bowed. “Tsukada-sama,” she said. “My apologies for the language. It was necessary.”

      “He is my son,” Hikaru said. “He wishes to be a warrior. There are things he must see to learn to be that.” There was iron in his voice as he gripped the teacup. “He is my son,” Hikaru said in the strangled voice of a father.

      Bel joined the rush of people leaving the café.
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        * * *

      

      “You are a witch,” Curtain said, looking up at the BattleMech.

      “I am nothing of the sort,” Bel told him.

      “How else would you know this Tsukada would pilot an Archer?”

      “Luck,” Bel said. When Curtain glanced down at her, she grinned an imp’s grin. “I am a student of history. History repeats itself.”

      “A witch,” Curtain repeated. “My Regent would have made this child’s play.”

      “Your Regent wouldn’t have been equal. Besides, there are parallels here. A century ago, Isoru Koga and Tsukada’s ancestor dueled in Archers while the old Gray Death Legion was on-world during the Fourth Succession War. There is symmetry in using the same machines to recover his sword.”

      “Equality is for amateurs,” Curtain said. He crossed his arms and leaned back, looking up the 8-meter distance to the 70-ton BattleMech’s cockpit. “Where did this even come from?” The Archer was painted in the Legion’s customary camouflage pattern, grays and greens, with the grinning skull of the Legion insignia painted on a thigh.

      “Buthra’s people dug it out of the junkyard on Garrison,” Bel said. “Or the bones of it. His people have been putting it back together as they get the parts. It caught up with us as we left Pandora.” Bel smiled faintly; Garrison felt so long ago.

      After the mutiny that forged the Tamar Pact, Bel, her brother Ronan, and the core of what would become the new Gray Death Legion had escaped Arcturus for Garrison. There, they had built their first weapons out of scrap pulled from a kilometer-upon-kilometer sprawling salvage yard the Carlyle family held a stake in. Garrison had been a core Lyran military world for centuries. Buthra Azarri, the Legion’s senior technician, had once told Bel it would be the work of ten lifetimes to dig all the treasure out of there. Even after the Legion formed and departed Garrison, small detachments and local hires continued to mine equipment for use or resale. With war again raging across the Inner Sphere, there was always someone willing to buy arms and armaments.

      “Perhaps it was Koga’s,” Curtain teased.

      “It isn’t,” Bel said, but her expression softened. “I like to think he would approve, though.”

      “I did not ask why, before we left,” Curtain said, after a pregnant pause. “I was, and am, pleased to travel with you. To fight with and for you and the Legion. But this is beyond, I think, your annoying interest in history.”

      “We need symbols,” Bel said, after a moment. “If the Legion is going to survive, to prosper, we need more than tradition and stories. People remember the old Legion, remember the stories. The Helm memory core. Defeating the Jade Falcons on Pandora. Fifteenth Hesperus. But tradition and history will only take us so far. We need real things we can feel, can touch. Symbols that connect us with that history.”

      “A sword will do that?” Curtain chuckled. “We could have bought any of those swords at the spaceport and said it was Koga’s.”

      Bel frowned. “It wouldn’t be the same.”

      “No, it would not,” Curtain agreed, sobering.

      “Koga was a great Legionnaire. He died here, on this world, after fighting in a ’Mech just like that one, over the matter of his reputation. That means something.”

      “It means he cared too much what meaningless people thought about him,” Curtain inserted. “My honor does not come from other people.”

      “Your reputation does.”

      “Reputation is not honor.”

      “We have the whole jump series back to argue that,” Bel said. “Koga had made a vow. He died carrying it out. That is a straightforward idea our new Legion must always be aware of. We make the same vow every time we sign a contract. That sword…” She paused. “That sword will be a reminder that we aren’t the first people wearing the skull to make that deal. And we dishonor—” She grinned up at Curtain. “—their memory and sacrifice if we do any less.”

      Curtain grunted and looked back up at the Archer. After a moment he sighed. “A witch.”

      Bel rolled her eyes. “Just try not to kill him,” she told the big man. “We don’t need more vendettas chasing us across the stars.” She slapped his elbow. “You don’t need any more debts to owe.”

      Curtain chuckled.
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        * * *

      

      In the Archer’s cockpit, Curtain finished the final pre-fight checklist and, satisfied the ’Mech was as ready as any of the machines held to Buthra Azarri’s high standards, regarded the BattleMech of Hiroyuki Tsukada across the dueling field. It had the characteristic Archer blockiness, the wide stance and jutting torsos that hid the trademark long-range missile launchers. Tsukada had painted it flat black, with a Kuritan coiled-dragon insignia on the left chest, and a silver sword painted down the right arm. His battle computer told Curtain Tsukada’s Archer was a -9K model, which meant the missile batteries had been replaced with four five-tube multi-missile launchers and its lasers with light particle projector cannons. Curtain chuckled. Of course the child would choose that configuration.

      The theory of multi-missile launchers, which could fire standard long-range missiles or short-range missiles, was that the flexibility of extending firepower to any combat range gave the Archer more options to defeat an enemy. Curtain had studied MMLs, fought against them, even test-fired them during his time on Condor. As part of a lance or Star, Curtain would concede the -9K’s designers were correct.

      Fighting alone, here on the dueling field? Curtain chuckled again and toggled his weapons suite from standby to active.

      Master Sergeant Azarri’s technicians had rebuilt the Archer Curtain piloted to the standard Republic of the Sphere -7C model. It retained the iconic LRM-20s in the torso and the familiar medium-scale lasers in the arms and rear torso. Curtain approved of that loadout. He also approved that, like so much else of the Republic’s blend of Inner Sphere and Clan, the weapons were all Clan-built, which meant tighter missile patterns and medium lasers almost as powerful as Inner Sphere large lasers.

      Kuritan-built Archers were meant to fight as part of a lance. Curtain’s Archer was meant to fight. And it had one other asset he expected to use to his advantage. He smiled as the radio crackled to life from the range controller’s office.

      “Warriors,” the bored male voice said, “do as honor demands. Combat will commence on the tone, in thirty seconds.”

      Curtain nodded almost imperceptibly in agreement. MechWarriors had fought duels almost since the first BattleMech walked off its assembly line so many centuries ago. In each of the cultures of the Inner Sphere, dueling remained, but it was influenced by that culture’s relation to violence. In Curtain’s Clan experience, a duel simply began. A duel in Federated Suns space might begin with an obligatory “Can your differences not be worked out by other means?”

      Here on the Gram? “Do as honor demands.”

      In the seconds before the fight began, Curtain’s mind flashed again with how he expected the minute or so after the tone to go. He had never piloted this Archer before, though he’d spent weeks in the simulator during the transit. Fighting this duel in his Regent would have been little more than muscle memory; he would have advanced his throttle and beaten Tsukada to the ground with the smashing maces of his ER PPCs. Curtain preferred his assault ’Mech. It was simpler: move toward the enemy, destroy the enemy. No noise, no confusion.

      This duel would require different tactics. Not unfamiliar tactics. Just different.

      A flat tone sounded. Tsukada’s Archer stepped forward, covers flipping open to reveal the MML batteries in its chest. Curtain did nothing. Tsukada fired; his Archer disappeared beneath missile exhaust as twenty LRMs rippled out of the launchers and angled slightly up to reach Curtain’s ’Mech.

      Curtain slammed his throttle forward and angled the Archer left, twisting his torso right to keep Tsukada beneath his crosshairs. The 70-ton machine accelerated quickly into a run. Curtain felt for the Archer’s balance, settled his aim, and returned fire. His Archer shook as forty LRMs ripped out, twice what Tsukada had fired at him.

      Tsukada’s missiles exploded into the dirt behind the Archer’s heels. Curtain’s ’Mech had been faster than Tsukada expected, which Curtain had counted on. The -7C was as fast as most medium BattleMechs. Curtain intended to use that advantage to the fullest.

      Tsukada strode out the cloud of his own missile exhaust straight into the hailstorm of Curtain’s missiles. Thanks to his skill and the support of the Artemis V fire control system adjusting the missiles’ flight, more than three-quarters of Curtain’s warheads exploded across Tsukada’s ’Mech, staggering it. Armor plates, smoking and buckled, fell to the ground at Tsukada’s feet. Archers carried heavy armor; Tsukada was still in the fight.
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      But Curtain knew he had already seized the initiative from the boy. The jingoistic samurai, confident of his social superiority, had already been blasted out of his own mental model for how this fight would go. Every step he took from here on was going to be in reaction to what Curtain did.

      He had already lost. Curtain knew it, even if Tsukada did not.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The duel viewing area was a holotheater buried in a bunker. Bel approved.

      She had been to worlds where dueling fields and proving grounds had outdoor bleacher-style seating where the interested could watch or wager on the outcome the BattleMech fights. Bel had been on too many battlefields to ever want to do that; the noise of combat was literally deafening, and while most of these worlds had thriving black market betting pools on how many stray shots would end up in the crowd, that sort of macabre natural selection had never appealed to her.

      Instead, the Kuritans of Gram had hollowed out a massive underground bunker and buried a six-meter holotank in the front of it, as if it were a public holotheater. Bel sat near the center of the raised wall of seats, in a small area reserved for those personally connected to the combatants. She was, of course, the only person sitting in Curtain’s section.

      Across a small velvet rope, Hikaru Tsukada sat down. He glanced at her and nodded politely as he settled in. She inclined her head in return. Tsukada had taken the time to change clothes, to an out-of-date duty uniform of the Ryuken regiments. He wore no rank insignia, but their absence was clear: fabric, darker where the katakana had previously shielded the fabric from wear, stood proud on his high collar.

      Around them, a small crowd, mainly people who’d followed them from the café, muttered, wagered, and made sounds of disgust or pleasure as the two BattleMechs moved. Bel ignored them, watching instead the holotank, where the two Archers fought. She had little doubt of the outcome of the fight. Curtain was one of the best MechWarriors Bel had ever seen, but still…

      She reached up and brushed an imaginary hand off her shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      Curtain chuckled as the first short-range missiles appeared from Tsukada’s multi-missile launchers, fired at their extreme effective range. The young samurai’s Archer moved with jerky, uncoordinated movements, and Curtain knew it was not from damage. He’d shocked Tsukada nearly into fight-or-flight. The SRMs were evidence of that; Tsukada knew the short-legged missiles carried heavier warheads. He had to be banking on those same warheads blasting through Curtain’s armor, the way his own heavier LRM barrages had done as they closed the range.

      Bolstered by Curtain’s own talent at gunnery and the supporting guide lasers of the Artemis V FCS, Curtain had replied two missiles to every one LRM Tsukada had fired at him as the two ’Mechs closed. Tsukada’s Archer, already black-painted, was just blasted with missile impact craters, charred by smoke and flame. Sparks shot from a half-dozen places where the warheads had combined to dig deep. Tsukada had done his best to reply, but it wasn’t enough.

      Curtain’s Archer bore a quarter of the missile impact craters across its armor, but several spots glowed with dissipating heat where Tsukada had gotten lucky shots placed with his light PPCs. Even then, though, Tsukada just couldn’t seem to recognize and adapt to Curtain’s Archer being fleeter of foot than his.

      The wave of SRMs roared in, but most missed. Curtain rode out the few impacts, experienced eyes watching only peripherally for any new red—serious—damage indicators, but there were none. His LRMs ker-chunked into battery as fresh reloads fed into his launchers, but Curtain held his fire. The range had indeed closed. He changed target interlock circuits, bringing his lasers online.

      He could have kept up with his missiles. Unlike Inner Sphere technology, which suffered in accuracy at short ranges, Clan-made LRMs were dangerous as soon as they left the launcher. Curtain could have kept blasting away until he was standing over the other Archer, crashing missiles down atop it like waves into a sandcastle on the beach, but he didn’t need to. He could tell, from the way he moved and fired, that Tsukada had realized, probably for the first time, that death stalked the battlefield with him. He was probably feeling the uncertain, unconscious awareness that people died fighting battles like this. He would have known it, intellectually, but now the first creeping feelings of it being able to happen to him would be rising up.

      What Curtain wanted young Tsukada to learn now was that death could come for him. That its form could be Curtain, war chief of the Condor Peoples, lieutenant in the Gray Death Legion. He wanted to take those first, unformed creepings of fear and give them form.

      His form.

      Tsukada needed to learn what it cost to be a MechWarrior, the lesson his father had quietly lamented he must be taught. Curtain had seen and heard the fear and resignation in the old man’s voice. He had heard it a thousand times on Condor, from parents as children took their first steps to adulthood.

      Curtain would teach him.

      He dialed his crosshairs over the Archer’s left thigh, where repeated missile strikes had already weakened the armor, and let his targeting computer lock in the point of aim before he fired. Clan-built extended-range medium lasers hit with almost the strength of Inner Sphere large lasers. Combined, they hit almost as hard as his Regent’s ER PPCs.

      Tsukada’s Archer stumbled as Curtain cut its leg out from beneath it.
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        * * *

      

      “He should have kept up with his missiles,” someone in the crowd moaned. “He’s gonna ruin my point spread!”

      From the level of agreeable noises, Bel realized most of the crowd had bet against Tsukada. The elder Tsukada, next to her, snorted under his breath. When he glanced at her, she caught his eyes and raised her eyebrows in question.

      “My idiot son,” Tsukada murmured, just loud enough for the two of them to hear, “thinks these people ensorcelled with his words. They make the noises he wants to hear when he speaks, so he makes more of them.” He glanced around the dark room. “If only he could hear this.”

      Bel opened her mouth, but the room erupted in noise. She looked to the holotank.

      “My son,” the elder Tsukada said, sounding half-strangled.
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        * * *

      

      Tsukada’s PPCs flashed blue-white actinics across Curtain’s display. The holo image damped the glare, the shots had been close. Curtain ignored them. A miss was a miss, whether a micrometer or kilometer.

      He brought the Archer’s nose around to point directly at Tsukada, whose BattleMech was barely a hundred meters away. The Kuritan samurai was backpedaling furiously, trying to keep the range open while still holding Curtain in his crosshairs, but it was a hopeless cause. Again, the young MechWarrior had miscalculated. His light PPCs had difficulty targeting beneath ninety meters, and Curtain’s Archer was twice as fast forward as Tsukada’s was backward.

      Curtain passed ninety meters and kept going.

      His ER medium lasers pinged as the capacitors recharged; he checked the targeting computer had held its point of aim and fired them. Both beams stabbed like scalpels at Tsukada’s Archer’s thigh.

      The armor there was gone.

      The laser cut into and through the foamed ferro-titanium “bone.”

      Tsukada’s ’Mech collapsed in a heap, its leg amputated mid-thigh.

      Curtain slowed his speed as he approached the fallen ’Mech. Tsukada, to his credit, was trying to turn the ’Mech over, to continue to fire. Curtain put his own Archer’s foot into the elbow of Tsukada’s machine and stepped down, crushing the limb. Tsukada’s ’Mech flipped over onto its back, cockpit canopy staring at the sky.

      Curtain squatted his Archer down until he could press the emission port of one of his lasers against the cockpit canopy.

      “The sword,” he sent.

      Tsukada’s Archer went quiescent as it was powered down. Curtain stood his Archer up to clear the other MechWarrior’s canopy. A moment later, Tsukada emerged from the cockpit. He wore a black Kurita combat suit, with a sweat-soaked white headband bearing the Kuritan dragon in red stitching around his head. He carried Koga’s sword.

      The moment his feet touched the ground, he took off sprinting toward one of the dueling ground APCs. Curtain upped his magnification and caught a glimpse of young Tsukada’s face when he twisted to look over his shoulder.

      He was terrified.

      Curtain chuckled. “A debt that one owes me,” he murmured. “For the lesson.”
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        * * *

      

      Laughter filled the seating area as the duel ended. Bel ignored it. She closed her eyes for a quick moment, breathing a silent thank-you to gods old and dark that Curtain had survived, before opening them and looking toward Hikaru Tsukada.

      The old man sat still, back straight, clasping the knees of his uniform. He watched the tank, which was replaying the collapse of his son’s Archer and then his son’s flight to safety. Even in the dim light, Bel could see the whiteness of his skin across his knuckles, the not-quite imperceptible tremor in his forearms. While she watched he swallowed, then stood and turned to face her.

      “I thank you for the gift of my son’s life,” he said roughly. The bow was not deep, but it was filled with emotion. “And for the lesson. Though I might have wished he had learned one fewer.”

      Bel stood as well. “Better he learn this lesson now, while there is time and opportunity to learn it fully.” She returned his bow. “Tsukada-sama. Your son has my property.”

      “I will see it is returned,” the elder Tsukada said, gravel in his voice.

      “I can be reached here,” she said, handing over a small card. Tsukada took the card, bowed again over it, and departed.

      Bel sat back down. She had no desire to queue up with the rest of them. She would wait.
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        * * *

      

      Curtain stood to open the door to their hotel suite when the chime sounded. Bel remained where she was, engrossed in going over the mental inventory of her packing one more time. They were scheduled on a departing DropShip in the morning. Curtain had asked if they should defer, but Bel trusted the elder Tsukada.

      “We have guests,” Curtain rumbled, returning from the foyer with both Tsukadas. The senior still wore his Ryuken uniform, though he’d added a short sword to his belt. The younger trailed along behind, dressed in a duty uniform and carrying a short sword in a black cloth bag. Hikaru’s face was impassive, but the younger man’s face was flushed, his expression somehow set between haughty and confused.

      “Tsukada-sama.” Bel greeted the elder with a short bow. She merely nodded at his son.

      “My son has something that belongs to you,” the father said.

      “You don’t deserve—” the son began, but stopped at a hissed warning from his father. He held the sword out to Curtain, who’d come to stand behind Bel’s right shoulder. “Here. Your traitor friend’s sword.”

      Curtain made no move to take the sword. Tsukada’s expression faltered, swinging fully into confusion for an instant, before the haughtiness returned.

      “That is my captain’s prize,” Curtain said.

      Tsukada looked at Bel and scowled. “You did not even fight.”

      “You had to be brought here by your father, like a small child who needs honor explained to him,” Bel said. She reached out and took the sword from his hand before he stopped sputtering, then looked past him, toward his father. “My gratitude, Tsukada-sama. Truly. I wish you good fortune.”

      Tsukada the son barked a curse. “How dare you—” he started, but his father grabbed his shoulder and swung him around.

      “How dare you!” he roared. “How dare you forget all that I have taught you! All that your mother sacrificed to get you into Sun Zhang. How dare you, defeated in honorable combat, flee the field rather than submit? Wait outside!”

      The elder Tsukada’s bow was deeper, once his son was gone. “Forgive my idiot son,” he said to both Bel and Curtain. “He is clearly not meant to be a MechWarrior. I will speak with his colonel.”

      Tsukada looked past Bel, at Curtain, and bowed again. “I thank you,” he said, looking at the floor, “for my son’s life.”

      “I had no wish to take it,” Curtain replied. “He may yet learn.”

      “I fear not,” Tsukada said, straightening. “There are lessons sons need to learn.”

      He turned and walked to the door, but paused.

      “There are also lessons fathers must learn about their sons,” he said.

      And was gone.
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            VOICES OF THE SPHERE: SMALL BUT MIGHTY PROFITABLE

          

          STEPHEN TOROPOV
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      Glamorous and heroic regiments steal the spotlight, but most mercenary units in the Inner Sphere are less than a battalion in size. Independent contractors, ambitious startups, specialists, and grizzled veterans scraping by—no two mercenary units are alike. We interviewed members of these scrappy smaller commands to see what life is like as one of the many small fish in the big pond.

      
        
        —INN Report, 19 June 3152

      

      

      

      Vincent Schons, Freelancer, Son Hoa (Independent)

      Corporate security work is good business for a sole proprietor. The smaller corps can’t afford big merc outfits, and the bigger corps prefer to spread their jobs around to units their lawyers can still boss around. You do run the risk of getting hooked by some company store supply scheme when you’re getting spare parts for your King Crab right off the assembly line, but that can be a blessing in disguise: manufacturers can grab BattleMechs from the assembly line, but it ain’t like they’ve got a bank of iron wombs to crank out reliable personnel. You won’t find a better retirement plan in this business than ending up as head of security for one StarCorps plant or another, after all.

      

      Zumac Morales, CO, Hardshell Guards, Tania Borealis (Free Worlds League)

      Folks who say retainer work doesn’t have enough action are idiots. Just because you aren’t risking it all in an active war zone doesn’t mean you’re sitting around getting soft. Nobles and moguls who can afford to hire a lance of BattleMechs as a personal retinue don’t do it because the MechWarriors look pretty. I’m getting paid good money to paint the bosses’ crest on my ’Mech and use it for what it was designed to do: knocking skulls and scaring footsloggers. I couldn’t care less about the politics; that’s the mercenary dream right there.

      

      Reece Lennox, XO, Ortega’s Outriders, Herotitus (Fronc Reaches)

      To last in this business, you gotta have contingency plans for pissing off the wrong people. One of the perks of working small is getting lost in the crowd of wide-eyed startups. Say, purely hypothetically, you found your unit blacklisted for allegedly destroying the planetary governor’s prized branth stables while you were putting the moves on her heir who was riding jumpseat for a training exercise. Well, a quick call to a good accountant and suddenly Jim’s Reapers are in arrears and get dissolved, and your buddy Ortega can pick up all the equipment for a song while setting up his own bold new venture in private military enterprise. Then that totally new unit can take a security gig with a trader heading as far afield as you can find, and bang, you’re back in business. Hypothetically, of course.

      

      Aina Baek, MechWarrior, Shady Ladies, Proserpina (Draconis Combine)

      Outsiders consider smaller outfits as they do mayflies: short-lived, numerous, and below notice. Yet we have thrived for centuries, even through the harshest years, bound together by a legacy of excellence and a close-knit comradeship. The Dragon’s periodic mistrust of ronin purged larger outfits from the market, but more nimble groups like us could be reclassified and continue operating—we have served the Pillar of Jade with renown since the times of my great-grandmother, and one day I hope my great-granddaughter will do the same.

      

      Adetokunbo Albrecht, Administrative Officer, The Metallicon, Markesan (Federated Suns)

      Growing a merc unit is a process that feeds on momentum and luck in equal measure. The ups and downs are dizzying. We started as two lances in the Chaos March, rode out Stone’s Peace as a reinforced company doing garrisons in the broken League. Gray Monday was good to us, we grew to a battalion by ’39, then the old Overlord we hired had a bad run in with a Cappie fighter wing. By the time we dug out of the debris, the techs could piece together enough spare parts to get nine ’Mechs running, and we were back down to two lances. We’ve doubled that since, but I wanna slap all them loudmouth greenhorns in the merc bars jabbering about how they’ll command a regiment if you give them and their rusty Chameleon three years.

      

      Operative “Nemo” (rank withheld), Nine-Two Commando, Principia (Capellan Confederation)

      Staying small isn’t a failure to grow, it’s about knowing our market niche. We’ve got a reputation as the best damn unit on the market for special operations. We don’t need more troopers than we have for the jobs we do, and adding on some new team of tankers or prima donna ’Mech jockeys isn’t going to earn us more pay than we’d spend on the new logistics and transport concerns. Staying at the size we are now, we can charge a premium because employers know we’ll do the job right, and all our individual shares pay out better.

      

      Robert L. Mace, Avanti’s Angels, Galatea (Isle of Skye)

      The golden age of the freelancers is closing up, I think. When the hyperpulse generators went down and the Wall went up, any yahoo who welded an autocannon to a MuckRaker could make a living scaring bandits and splinter groups off to easier targets. Then bozos like Bannson gave way to real threats like Alaric and Malvina, and running solo became a death sentence. Nowadays it’s join or die, and I know having a cause and comrades watching my back has agreed with me. Still, I do miss calling my own shots and taking my own jobs now and again.

      

      Tomici Parata, Employment Broker, Almotacen (The Hinterlands)

      In all my years, I’ve never seen better opportunities for the little guys. Khans and House Lords all have their eyes on the big prizes, and whole swathes of space have fallen through the cracks. Folk stuck in one of those cracks still need protection, so the market for roving heroes to do that protecting is thriving. I don’t mean to say it’s all rosy, sometimes you’re gonna have to get some blood on your knuckles to earn your keep. If you’ve got a BattleMech and the courage to use it, though, it won’t take long to pay the bills around here.
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            THE ALEXANDRIA JOB

          

          GILES GAMMAGE
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        HEAVEN’S GATE

        RYDE

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        5 JULY 3020

      

      

      “No real names,” said the patron. She pointed to them each in turn. “Chuck, Lemmy, Janis, and Patti. You can call me Lisa.”

      The back room of the “Gentleman Adventurers” club was dim and smoky, its space mostly taken up by a round table in the center. The four mercenaries lounged on black leather couches in hazy shadow around its perimeter.

      “Chuck” had a stubby cigar jammed in one corner of his mouth. “I’m who?”

      “Chuck,” said “Lemmy.” He wore sepia-toned aviators and a bomber jacket over a black tank top, an ouroboros tattoo of a snake biting its own tail on his neck. “Aw, don’t complain. At least you get to be a verb, ’stead of a suicidal rodent.”

      “Lemmy, not lemming,” corrected “Janis.” She was a short, compact woman, yet her wild explosion of hair added ten centimeters. She nodded at “Lisa.” “Pre-Exodus Terran entertainers. It’s her thing.”

      “Patti” shrugged, instantly drawing everyone’s attention. She was built like an Atlas, if an Atlas wore black leather, black eyeliner, and matching lipstick. “Who cares what the codenames are. You said you had a job.”

      The patron, “Lisa,” took a paper tube from where it stood against a wall, placed it on one edge of the table, and with a flick of her wrist, unrolled it into a white-on-blue map.

      “The job is a simple objective raid,” she began.

      “Simple?” echoed Lemmy. He lowered his sunglasses and gave her a long, steady look over the tops of the rims. “Lady, there’s plenty of mercs who might hire other mercs to do a simple job, and no offense, but Snord’s—sorry, Lisa’s—Irregulars ain’t one of them. Nothing you folks do is ever gonna be a ‘simple’ job.”

      Lisa shrugged. “Fine, not entirely simple then. It’s no secret my unit has a reputation for—”

      “Rampant looting?”

      “—collecting memorabilia. That’s caused some issues with our paymasters. Both our own employers and the opposition will be watching us. They will not be expecting you.”

      “So, you drop us in and we take all the heat?” Chuck asked. He dislodged his cigar and eyed it critically, as though it might answer his concerns. “Not sure I like the sound of this.”

      Lisa sighed. “Two million C-bills. Each.”

      “I say we hear her out.” Chuck nodded emphatically and, with a toothy grin, returned the cigar to its nesting place.

      “Thank you.” Lisa spread her arms over the map. “Welcome to Alexandria. Currently occupied by the Draconis Combine. Once famous for some of the Star League’s finest museums and art galleries.”

      “I thought your beef was with House Marik,” said Janis.

      “Very true, but my father…” Lisa began, then caught herself. “My CO believes there are profitable opportunities on the Combine border. We’ve identified the location of something valuable, but with all eyes on us, it would be…difficult for us to secure it ourselves. Which brings us to the job.”

      “I think I see where this is going,” Janis nodded slowly. “What are we going to steal? Original recordings? Concert jackets? Signed guitars?”

      Lisa tapped the map, where the scribble of a city nestled within a mountain valley. “Benedict Station. Home to some of humanity’s most famous artworks: Camuccini’s The Death of Julius Caesar, Sally Skinwalker’s Oleg and Mustafa, and Capellans Bearing Gifts by Metropolix, among others. No? Well, they are fabulously valuable classics, all of them. My unit will be one of several that will land on Alexandria as part of a Lyran Commonwealth assault. While the Combine is busy with us, you will slip through their lines, retrieve the artworks, and return them to my unit’s DropShip.”

      “Defenses?” Chuck asked.

      “There’s a garrison here, at Benedict Springs.” Lisa traced the thread of a road from Benedict Station down to a city straddling a narrow river. “It’s manned by the local militia with about a company of light armor. To avoid raising the alarm, you can bypass them entirely by jumping the gorge upriver.”

      “They’ll still detect us though,” Chuck objected.

      “Our techs have restored some of the ECM capabilities of Patti’s Spector.”

      “They got the original electronics in that thing to actually work?” Lemmy’s eyebrows shot up as he looked from Lisa to Patti.

      Patti shrugged. It was like watching a boulder hiccup. “What’s it to you?”

      “Just surprised is all,” he said, raising his hands in mock surrender.

      “If I may?” Lisa interrupted. “In any case, there’s no garrison in the city itself. If you do encounter any patrols, Janis should be able to liaise with the locals. Tanomu ne, Jani-chan.”

      “Ryokai.” Janis gave a thumbs-up. “Makesete.”

      “Okay, that doesn’t sound too bad.” Chuck grinned and leaned back against the wall with a contented puff.

      “Huh, now let the other shoe drop,” Lemmy said. “Why is a city that big deserted, and why’s nobody ever fixed to grab this loot before? What’s the catch?”

      Lisa hesitated a moment. “Benedict Station might be a little…how should I put this? Irradiated.”

      “Come again?” Janis asked, blinking rapidly.

      “The Benedict Station nuclear power plant was destroyed in 2819 during a Combine raid,” Lisa explained. “Probably a mix-up with a name, as there was nothing of military value in the city, but there was an ammunition factory in Benedict Springs. The Combine mistook a nuclear power plant for the ammunition factory, blew up the control center, and the resulting core explosion spread several tons of cesium and strontium around, so the zone is still a little…warm.”

      “Great,” muttered Chuck. “We’re gonna die, aren’t we?”

      “Well, if you’re not interested in two million C-bills…” Lisa shrugged.

      “Hey now,” Chuck protested. “Didn’t say I was bailing. Dying rich is as good a way to go as any.”

      “Stay in your ’Mechs and you won’t notice a thing,” Lisa assured him. “Even if you get out, you should be fine as long as you don’t lick the stonework.”

      “How’d a bunch of paintings survive a nuclear meltdown?” Lemmy wondered.

      “Thought you’d never ask.” Lisa reached for a corner of the map, and, with a magician’s stage, flourish flipped it over. There was a cross-section diagram, like a map to an excavated pyramid, showing a building squatting above a long chimney that burrowed into the ground.

      “At the beginning of the First Succession War, the paintings were moved from the gallery to a nearby underground vault, originally built during the Age of War.” Lisa tapped a chamber at the bottom of the chimney. “It’s about fifty meters down. There was a freight elevator, big enough for a BattleMech to ride down, but of course it will be inoperable. Still, the shaft and vault itself should be intact under all the rubble. The sensors in Janis’ Ostscout should allow you to find it easily.”

      Patti raised a bear-paw hand. “How are we going to get down there?”

      “Lemmy’s Firestarter will melt or blast away the elevator car, exposing the shaft below. Chuck’s Javelin and Janis will then use their jump jets to maneuver down the shaft and reach the vault.” Lisa traced a line down the chimney. “They will extract the content of the vault, rig up a sling, and use their jets to carry it back up to the surface. Lemmy and Patti will remain on guard above. You will then rendezvous back at our DropShip, and we all return to the Commonwealth for a well-earned reward.”

      Janis and Patti nodded, if grudgingly, while Lemmy seemed to think it over before shrugging to himself. “It’s a lot of money,” he admitted, then added softly: “For a merc.”

      All three turned expectantly to Chuck, who sat frowning down at the map.

      “I don’t know,” he muttered. “There’s a lot that can go wrong here.”

      “Always is,” Janis agreed. She rolled up the map, slung it like a rifle over one shoulder, and sauntered to the door. The light beyond was bright, sheathing her in a silver glow. She paused and turned, and there was mischief in her smile. “You can always say ‘No.’ But I can think of two million reasons not to.”

      
      
        
        BENEDICT SPRINGS

        ALEXANDRIA

        DRACONIS COMBINE

        17 SEPTEMBER 3020

      

      

      Tai-i Mithras Li eased into the seat behind his desk and blew gently on his tea before taking a sip. He owed his unusual name to his parents’ religion. They had been followers of Mithra, the ancient sun god, and as he basked in the sun, Li was half-tempted to believe in the god himself. Birds sang outside the window, the Jafar River shimmered and shushed to itself, distant ground cars murmured across the bridge.

      War has come to my home again, but you wouldn’t know it here, Li mused. This was a beautiful planet, once. Before the Commonwealth and Combine ground it into dust between them.

      Bah, let them grind each other.

      Under the desk, he kicked off his boots and wiggled his toes in relief. There were reports to read, paperwork to fill out, but they could wait. His eyelids grew heavy. Perhaps a short nap, why not, he had time. There was no hurry—

      The door blasted open with a cannon roar.

      Li’s eyes flew open. His knee jerked up, smacking into the underside of his desk and sending a curling arabesque of hot tea flying into the air, where it hung for a moment before descending on him with scalding vengeance.

      He yelped, leaped to his feet, stubbing a toe on one of the desk legs, transforming the yelp into a howl of pain. He hopped on one foot, simultaneously dabbing desperately at his uniform to dry the tea. “What the—”

      An officer stood before his desk, looking at Li the way an astech might a faulty actuator. Li registered the frown, the frigid glare aimed at his socks, the green insignia at the other man’s collar.

      “Sho-sa!” Tam tried to straighten, still balanced on one foot, and saluted. He wobbled.

      “Tai-i Li. I trust I am not interrupting anything? Your calisthenics, perhaps.” Sho-sa Tomas Troth was a steel whip of a man, slim, his bearing stiff, elbows clenched to his sides, his hair brushed back and shellacked in place by a gleaming layer of gel.

      “No, sir. Yes, sir, that’s it, sir. Er, to what do I owe the honor, sir?”

      “This sector has been quiet, hasn’t it?”

      “Yes, sir. Not a peep, sir.”

      Sho-sa Troth strode past Li to gaze out the window. He stood there for a long moment. “It is peaceful, isn’t it?” he agreed, then whipped about fast enough to make Li jump. “That is all about to change. We have a report from a source placed with the Lyran mercenaries that the enemy is planning a raid on Benedict Station.”

      “Benedict Station?” Li laughed, then stopped when he saw Troth’s expression. “You’re serious? But there’s nothing there, except five different ways to get cancer.”

      “Nevertheless. I want your men on alert, patrols out, watching the roads.”

      “Sir, my company isn’t going to stop anything tougher than a light breeze.”

      “That’s fine.” Troth gave a piano-wire smile and cuffed Li on the shoulder. Both were meant to be reassuring, and both failed spectacularly. “Your job is to spot the enemy, not engage them. High command is sending a lance of BattleMechs for support.”

      
      
        
        BENEDICT STATION

        ALEXANDRIA

        DRACONIS COMBINE

        19 SEPTEMBER 3020

      

      

      The BattleMechs lumbered through the wooded hillsides, the treetops swaying aside or snapping like twigs as the ’Mechs brushed past. Lemmy’s Firestarter took the lead, a cartoon bulldog painted on one shoulder under the name “Brutus.” Janis’ Ostscout followed close behind, a rotund, vaguely egg-shaped ’Mech with a single laser jutting from its midsection, and a great length of canvas looped over one shoulder. It was followed by Patti’s Spector, whose right arm ended in the menacing barrel of a Nightwind laser. Chuck’s spindly Javelin brought up the rear, with twin short-range missile launchers embedded in its oddly out-thrust chest. It, too, shouldered a loop of canvas.

      In his cockpit, Lemmy glanced at the display of the local area map and slowed to a stop. He called up a zoomed-in camera view of the hazy rooftops of a city.

      “Coming up on Benedict Springs,” Lemmy radioed. “Time to see if the Irregulars really got that bit of lostech on your ride to work, Patti.”

      “How come a bunch of vagrants like the Irregulars know how to work with lostech?” Chuck wondered.

      “They used to be part of Wolf’s Dragoons, haven’t you heard?” Lemmy replied. “The Dragoons drop extinct Star League models as often as the Liaos lose star systems.”

      “Activating Guardian ECM,” interrupted Patti.

      The map immediately dissolved into static. Switching to thermal sensors produced a wobbling, oozing psychedelic spray of color that reminded him of an especially vile hangover. “Uh, Patti, I can’t see a damn thing.”

      “Me neither,” protested Chuck. “Every sensor just went haywire.”

      “Then it is working.”

      “Working?” Chuck yelped. “I thought the Guardian ECM only messed with the bad guys’ signals?”

      “The system in my ’Mech is four centuries old; it is a wonder the Irregulars could get it working at all. It is blocking the enemy’s sensors, what more do you want?”

      “Uh, to see where I’m going?”

      “Try looking out the ferroglass.” Patti clicked off.

      Lemmy pursed his lips, then shook his head slightly, feeling the neurohelmet connectors batting against the back of his neck. He slid the throttle forward, cautiously, keeping his eyes on the forest floor ahead.

      The gorge was wide but not impossibly so, composed of two sheer walls of multicolored rock, between thirty to forty meters high, above the white, frothing torrent of the Jafar River. The forest grew almost up to the edge, leaving just a small strip of bare rock on either side.

      Lemmy pinged the far side to measure the distance, ignoring the rest of the display skittering across his HUD like an overexcited flamenco dancer listening to double-speed mariachi music. “I reckon it’s about one seventy-five meters here,” he sent. “Chuck and I should be able to make it, if only just. Janis, why don’t you go first?”

      “Why me?”

      “Your walking egg has the biggest jets,” Lemmy pointed out. “If you can’t make it, not much point in the rest of us trying.”

      “Let Patti go first then.”

      “I should go last, to maximize our chances of evading detection,” Patti said.

      “Okay, then Lemmy or Chuck can go.”

      “There something wrong, Janis?” Lemmy asked.

      Janis mumbled something in reply.

      “Sorry, but I coulda sworn I heard you just say your ’Mech has a faulty gyro,” Lemmy said sharply.

      “Well excuse me for not having a factory-fresh ride like some freaking Wolf’s Dragoons MechJock or a Star League museum piece like Patti here, so not everything’s gonna be perfect. Okay?”

      “Can you make the jump?”

      “Of course I can make it!”

      “Look, Janis, the sensors on your Ostscout are our only chance of finding the vault, and much as I would love to see your faulty death trap smear itself across the rock face, I would love even more to see two million C-bills, so lemme ask you again: Can you make the jump?”

      “I told you, I can make it.”

      “Then after you.” The Firestarter bent awkwardly at the waist and waved one handless arm toward the gorge.

      Janis’ Ostscout strode to the cliff, its feet toeing the edge, sending a small avalanche of loose stones down into the white-capped torrent below. She backed up two steps, paused, then hurled the ’Mech forward, igniting quad streams of superheated air on either side of its back, sending it lumbering into the air in a long, gently curving arc.

      At first, all seemed well. Then at the zenith of its jump, the BattleMech wobbled. It tilted drunkenly to the left, then overcompensated and veered suddenly right, rapidly losing altitude, hurtling toward the sheet rock wall.

      At the last moment, the Ostscout righted. The jump jets screamed, firing on full burn, angling the ’Mech forward, bringing up its feet so they only just clipped the far edge of the gorge. The Ostscout plunged head-first into the forest beyond, plowing a wide swathe of splintering destruction before coming to rest face-down on the forest floor with a thunderous crash.

      “Janis?” Lemmy signaled. “You still with us?”

      “Yeah, fine, fine,” she replied after a moment. “Told you I could make it.”

      “That was some fancy flying.” Lemmy sat back and sighed. “Let’s try not to do that again, okay?”
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        * * *

      

      Tai-i Li perched on top of the tank commander’s seat, with the hatch thrown open, exposed to the air from the waist up. The inside of the Scorpion was stuffy and stank of unwashed privates. Li made a show of scanning the forests to either side of the road with his binoculars, but his vision was filled instead with a hundred ways to wreak his revenge on Sho-sa Troth, even now relaxing in what had once been Li’s office.

      “Sir?” Lance Corporal Faith Tam called from the musty depths below his feet. She sounded worried.

      “Hm?” There was something at the edge of perception, a distant sound, like thunder, a slight tremor felt through his boots, or was it his imagination?

      “Sir, there’s something wrong with our sensors.”

      “You know what Quikscell quality is like, Tam. Be more of a surprise if anything in this deathtrap works the way it’s supposed to.”

      “But sir, every sensor just went on the fritz at the same time. The enemy could walk right by us, and we’d never know.”

      “Oh no,” Li said flatly.

      “Sir?”

      “Lance Corporal, the Commonwealth and Combine have mashed our home into mud over the last two centuries and the militia always, always gets caught in the middle. If we don’t spot a single enemy for as long as I live, I will count it a blessing.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Anyway, the whole thing is probably a false a—aaaaah!”

      A stand of trees to his left exploded in a rippling series of bangs, showering him in a rain of splinters and flying bark, obscuring the road in a sawdust haze. Through the smoke came a giant, impossibly tall, incredibly powerful. Unstoppable.

      It stopped. One arm swung toward the tank and Li knew enough to recognize the murderous maw of a ’Mech scale flamer, a weapon that excelled in turning people like him into flaming lumps of coal that were not very much like him at all. He closed his eyes and whispered a heartfelt, if somewhat dishonest, prayer to Mithra detailing everything he would do if he escaped being roasted alive in the next five seconds.

      He was interrupted by a voice in his ears. “Sensha ichi-ichi, kochira wa eeto, eeh, ano…Pyrite Pirates no Chu-i Janis.”

      Li risked opening his eyes a crack. A second, slightly battered BattleMech had appeared, and seemed to be placing a restraining hand on the arm of the other. A third and fourth ’Mech stood at the edge of the forest. He swallowed. Hard.

      The voice sounded in his headphones again: “Sensha ichi-ichi, kikoemasu ka?”

      Li hesitated, wet his lips with his tongue, then clicked his mic on. “Uh, sorry, I don’t speak Japanese. Say again?”

      The first ’Mech twisted to give the other what appeared to be a long look of disgust, then lowered its weapon arms.

      “Lieutenant Janis, Pyrite Pirates. We, ah—that is—”

      “You’re our reinforcements?” Li asked quickly.

      “Say again?”

      “I heard we were getting BattleMech reinforcements. You must be it.”

      There was a long silence. “Yes, that’s it. We are your reinforcements.”

      “Oh good. Lyrans are expected any day now.” Li waved up the road toward Benedict Station. “City is that way, if you want to scout it out.”

      “Uh, copy that. Will do. Over and out.”

      The lead BattleMech regarded the Scorpion. Li gave it a cheerful wave and realized that was probably overdoing it. The ’Mech turned away and began to stride up the road in earth-shaking footfalls that made Li’s teeth rattle and the Scorpion see-saw against its suspension. He kept waving until the last machine was dust and shadows.

      “Uh, sir?”

      “Yes, Lance Corporal Tam?”

      “Sir, I don’t think they were the reinforcements, sir.”

      “You don’t.”

      “No, sir. Our reinforcements are supposed to be the Rasalhague Regulars sir, not some merc unit.”

      “What extraordinary insight, Lance Corporal Tam. Well, our orders were quite clear: Observe the enemy without engaging.”

      “Shouldn’t we at least signal Sho-sa Troth? He’d probably change those orders if he knew the Lyrans were already here.”

      “Yes, yes he probably would,” Li agreed. “Tell you what, Tam, can you do something for me?”

      “Yes sir?”

      “Shut up.”
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        * * *

      

      They strode through the verdigris ruins of Benedict Station. Vines besieged the crumbled walls, trees had invaded the streets, and everywhere masonry had surrendered to time and gravity, retreating back into nature. A few relics proclaimed the city’s faded glory. The bottom half of a sign boldly announced the mercenaries could “GET IT HERE!” though it was unclear what “IT” was, unless it was weeds and rubble.

      “Amazing,” Chuck breathed.

      “Amazingly garbage,” Janis sniffed.

      “Then your ’Mech fits right in,” he countered.

      The Geiger counter crackled in dry amusement.

      Little of the Benedict Station Center for the Visual Arts remained standing above ground, save for a few wedges of concrete where the corners had once been, sort of a sketchy wireframe of the building’s foundations.

      “All right, time to earn your pay,” Lemmy said to Janis. “Patti, if you could give the nice lady some bandwidth to work with?”

      “Guardian ECM deactivated,” Patti sent. “Work quickly, we are exposed. I will reactivate it once we have located the elevator shaft.”

      The screens in Lemmy’s Firestarter snapped back to normalcy. He clicked through a few of the overlays and grunted in satisfaction. The Scorpion they had encountered was still there, at the limit of sensor range, but hadn’t moved.

      The Ostscout extended its arms straight out, palms down, and began to shuffle across the rubble like a zombie, twisting this way and that in a rhythmic pattern.

      Lemmy chuckled. “You fixing to find it by witchcraft?”

      “Sensors in the arms,” Janis snapped. “Now hush. Some of us are working.”
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        * * *

      

      Lance Corporal Tam jerked up in her seat as sudden light stabbed from the sensor screens, bathing the interior of the tank in their glare. She blinked, squinted, tried rubbing her eyes to force them to adjust. She noted the position of the rest of the company, then the four red icons of unidentified signatures.

      She studied them for a moment, chewed her lip and glanced up. Tai-i Li had not moved for a long while. Indolent, cowardly ass is probably sleeping.

      She reached toward the comm station and slowly, carefully switched it on, wincing at the sudden sharp click of the button. Li did not move or react.

      “Temple Base, Temple Base, this is Delilah One,” she whispered hoarsely. “Contact, say again contact…”
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        * * *

      

      The elevator shaft was blocked solid with debris; great slabs of concrete sprouting medusa tendrils of rebar, stone boulders, and two centuries of accumulated dirt. While Patti’s Spector kept watch, the Javelin and Ostscout scooped away the rubble with titanic shovel hands and the Firestarter’s twin lasers blazed through metal spars and boulders too large to move.

      The elevator car was wedged at an angle about a quarter of the way down the shaft, preventing the rubble from filling it completely, but also blocking access. It, too, was removed by the simple
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