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      Sound the alarm and get to your muster station, because there’s a European invasion incoming!

      As I was putting this issue together, it occurred to me that a few of the new authors in this issue are from Ireland and the United Kingdom. I already knew one of my repeat authors on the gaming side of things, Lorcan Nagle, hails from Ireland, but I started counting, and there’s a total of five authors from Ireland and the UK in this issue! In fact, by a stroke of kismet, I was informed that three of these five are close friends who’ve been playing BattleTech for more than twenty years, and it was only by some quirk of fate that their first Shrapnel publications all ended up in the same issue. There’s always been a strong legacy of BattleTech writers from this region of Europe, and I am happy to report that the tradition continues. Must be something in the water over there…

      For fiction, let’s get the big guns out of the way first: This issue marks the blistering conclusion of Russell Zimmerman’s four-part serial novel, Violent Inception, and as you can see in that gorgeous cover from Eldon Cowgur, things are about to get dangerous… From our returning authors, we kick off with “Ride a Black Horse,” by D. G. P. Rector, whose last turn in the cockpit was the much-lauded story “The Plowshare” from issue #11 (which was featured in the cover art, if you recall); this story sends a Goliath Scorpion Seeker to a Deep Periphery planet with a dangerous secret. Then we head off to the Free Worlds League planet of Paradise, where infamous mercenary commander Ace Darwin takes a much deserved break in James Bixby’s “Ace Darwin in Paradise.” In “Not Without Sacrifice,” Giles Gammage gives us a naval training exercise gone horribly wrong in orbit above the Draconis Combine’s temporary capital of New Samarkand. In “Second Exodus,” Alayna M. Weathers continues her poetry series with the rise of the Clans from the ashes of the Pentagon Civil War, and finally, Michael A. Stackpole himself brings us another entertaining misadventure of the Death Kangaroos in “A Night to Forget,” a gripping look at what it really means to be a mercenary. (This is a stand-alone story, but if you’d like to see what the Death Kangaroos are all about and catch up on their previous exploits before you dive into this story, be sure to check out the first two stories, “A Night at the Lake” and “A Night in the Woods,” available at your favorite ebook retailers.)

      Foremost among the stories for our first-time fiction authors this issue is “Deeper into the Machine,” by Lorcan Nagle. Lorcan has been writing Shrapnel articles for a while now—issue #12 featured his first—and this story marks his triumphant transition to short fiction. In it, a Republic of the Sphere team shows off a proof-of-concept program for remote-controlled ’Mechs, but the results are not quite what the operators expected… Other first-time authors this issue include Lukasz Furmaniak with “In the End,” which follows the pilot of the sole Rifleman III prototype during the Star League Defense Force’s liberation of Terra; O. J. S. Goodman, with “Hard Targets,” where a Hell’s Horses Elemental defies the stigma of her Mark of Hell; Bryan Carter, whose “Market Ready” sends us on a roller coaster of a prototype-development disaster involving a short timeline and impossible promises; and finally, Brian F. Kenny’s “The Promise,” in which a team from the Marik Protectors must follow through on their vow to find and rescue a compatriot lost to the clutches of the Marian Hegemony.

      For articles, we have a Voices of the Sphere discussion of how total warfare applies to the modern-day 3150s battlefield; a closer look at hyperpulse generators, the lifeblood of interstellar communications; an after-action report of the Federated Suns’ military efforts to mitigate the Palmyra Disaster of 3144; and an investigation of the “free zones” on some Lyran Commonwealth planets where laws are not strictly enforced. Game features include a planet digest for Hean, a world notorious for its poisonous flora and fauna; a unit digest for the Sharpe Redemption, the Special Operations company of the Capellan Confederation’s Fifth Sian Dragoons; a technical readout for the Royal Orion, the ON1-Kb often piloted by Commanding General Aleksandr Kerensky; an RPG adventure in the aftermath of the Rasalhague Dominion’s vote to join the Star League; and a Chaos Campaign scenario set in 3148, where the Wolves-in-Exile seek to exact revenge against the Jade Falcons for the fall of Arc-Royal.

      No matter which side of the pond you’re from, we’d love to hear from you. If you think you’ve got what it takes to join the corps of BattleTech authors, show us what you got! We’re always looking for fresh new voices to feature in the pages of Shrapnel!

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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        MOTE

        THE EYES IN THE DARK

        ANTI-SPINWARD DEEP PERIPHERY

        17 MAY 3110

      

      

      Beneath red suns in a black sky, the Seeker fought.

      It had taken most of a year to reach this place, months of trials before that to secure warriors and equipment for the journey. It had been a long, lonely flight through the half-forgotten stars of the Deep Periphery, hunting what the sacred necrosia had shown him.

      The vision was powerful. He had seen a great black horse, eyes blazing red, charging across the sky. Wherever its hooves struck, cities melted to nothingness, like fruit rotting upon the vine. Stony fractal patterns spread in its wake, and on its back was a figure robed in shadow.

      Feverish research into the captured archives of the Eridani Light Horse illuminated his vision. Before their conquest by the Goliath Scorpions, they had been revered as one of the greatest fighting forces to descend from the Star League. Their symbol was a black horse, their blood flowed in him, and the Seeker knew that made them the key.

      Centuries ago, at the height of the Amaris Civil War, the Eridani had received a secret order to depart for the Deep Periphery. Whatever was here had been something Star League Intelligence trusted only to them; yet, in the chaos of civil war, they had rejected their duty. Now the Seeker would find it, and fulfill the task the Eridani had failed.

      He was Suero of the Goliath Scorpions, his BattleMech the mighty Warhawk. Together with his Yeomen—Malia in her Mist Lynx, Zane in his Phantom, and a group of Elementals under Star Commander Norizuchi—they had touched down on this unrecorded world. The Eyes in the Dark, a binary system never thoroughly scouted, had no recorded exoplanets. The presence of this near-miraculous world had been the first vindication of Suero’s visions. They named it “Mote” at Norizuchi’s sarcastic suggestion.

      The second vindication had come from sighting the strange complex they now fought within. The rest of the world was desolate and lifeless, covered in a constant storm of black ash. Only this cluster of brutalist ziggurats showed signs of human artifice. Megalithic spikes protruded from the roofs and walls, recalling a great thicket of stony thorns. The architecture itself seemed hostile, provoking a sense of unease in Suero as he and his column descended into the complex.

      The final vindication came when they were fired on. Infantry in ash-stained cloaks and enviro-suits had ambushed Norizuchi’s Elementals as they cleared the rooftops, while the ’Mechs took up positions in the central plaza. Malia moved her Mist Lynx to support the Elementals, shredding the ambushers with her machine guns and sending the survivors fleeing for cover. It was then that the enemy ’Mechs emerged, and the true battle began.

      They were of a make he had seen only in intelligence reports. A trio—medium, heavy, and assault class—flitting ghost-like in and out of the darkness. All sharp edges and bristling weapons, there was something terribly beautiful in these machines. Like metallic birds of prey, they moved with a grace that made Suero’s Warhawk seem clumsy and brutish.

      There was only one force in the galaxy that used these ’Mechs, dubbed the Celestial class: the Word of Blake.

      Those techno-animist fanatics had plunged the Inner Sphere into an orgy of bloodshed. The Scorpion Watch’s reports said they had been destroyed decades ago, around the time of the Clan’s own exile. How fitting, Suero thought, to find them alive on this world of ghosts.

      “Engage the Preta,” he said, locking the medium ’Mech in his sights and firing a salvo of PPC shots.

      Blue bolts streaked through the darkness, joined by a full volley from Zane’s Phantom. A hail of missiles was shot down by the defensive systems on the nimble Preta, but its pilot was neither swift nor skilled enough to avoid Suero’s fire. A bolt took it in the shoulder, another in the lower torso, blasting away hunks of armor.

      More shots came from the Blakist ’Mechs, this time a barrage of plasma fire that coruscated up and down Suero’s Warhawk. Warning lights flared to life, informing him armor was critically low in a dozen places. The Warhawk was a formidable machine, but it was old, and the Celestial ’Mechs had been manufactured with the highest technology the Inner Sphere could produce.

      Suero took cover behind one of the buildings, letting his quad PPCs recharge. Zane followed suit, harassing and distracting the Blakists with his missiles. The fanatics fell for the bait, moving to flank the two of them on either side. Wordlessly, Suero and Zane engaged the Preta as it darted around their right. It loosed a burst of laser blasts, battering Zane’s Phantom before retreating under their combined fire.

      They had left themselves exposed in the rear, and now Suero felt the full fury of the lone assault ’Mech, the Archangel. It fired a fusillade of plasma and PPC bolts, ripping into the back of his Warhawk and sending his targeting computer into a cascading failure.

      “Pull back,” he snarled. “Norizuchi, prep for reembark.”

      Suero and Zane sprinted their ’Mechs across the plaza, away from the Blakist’s raking fire. As they approached the rooftop firefight between the Blakist infantry and Norizuchi’s Elementals, Suero targeted the center of the roof and charged his PPCs.

      “Norizuchi! Embark on my mark! Three…two…one! MARK!”

      In perfect synchronicity, the Elementals leaped through the air just as Suero fired his weapons. They soared above his salvo, landing with practiced precision on the back of his Warhawk and securing themselves to the handholds. Blue energy enveloped the Blakist infantry, and for a brief moment every ’Mech and Elemental under Suero’s command fired on them. Robed figures pitched and fell, roasting and liquefying under the unrelenting salvo. In seconds, the black robed Blakists were all dead, dying, or fleeing, using grapnels to scramble down the sides of the building.

      “Malia, form up on me. Everyone, prepare for close assault. Target the Preta,” Suero said.

      His troops responded with a chorus of affs, but there was no enthusiasm among them, only grim determination.

      It was a crude tactic. Once, it would even have been called un-Clanlike. But Suero had been born after the Scorpions’ fall from grace, after the devastation of the Wars of Reaving. Batchalls and honorable trials, the elegant skills of MechWarriors of old: those were things of the past. Now they were only to be done among the Scorpions themselves. The rules of war created by Kerensky were tradition, no more. To survive, they had to ensure victory first.

      As one, the trio of ’Mechs charged toward the loose line of Celestials. They fired their weapons, punishing the badly damaged Preta even further. At the last moment, Norizuchi and the Elementals riding on Zane’s Phantom triggered their jump packs, swarming the Celestial ’Mech like mad hornets. Now their battle claws did their work, wreaking havoc on the Preta’s remaining armor.

      As Suero strafed to the right, drawing the Archangel’s fire, he saw Norizuchi leap onto the Preta’s cockpit and begin hammering its canopy with laser fire. It was the glory of the Elementals to remind MechWarriors that they, too, were mortal. Once that canopy was peeled open, he would rip the pilot out and cast them to the ground below.

      Suddenly, a torrent of missiles streaked toward him from the third ’Mech, a Grigori, its boxy right arm letting loose with unerring aim. Missiles tore into the Warhawk’s carapace, penetrating deep within and damaging one of his actuators. Limping now, Suero returned fire, blasting the Grigori’s left arm apart.

      He saw on his scanner a burst of comm chatter from their foes, encrypted and indecipherable. The Archangel turned, swiping its blade arm at the Preta as it passed, clearly trying to pick off the Elementals. The Preta also began to reverse, feebly swinging its arms back and forth, trying to pry the Elementals from its armored body like parasites from a great beast.

      “Disengage, Norizuchi! Disengage now!” Suero commanded.

      “Neg, Seeker, we almost have them⁠—”

      “By the blood of Kerensky, DISENGAGE OR YOU WILL DIE!”

      “Aff, Seeker,” Norizuchi said sullenly.

      The Elementals vaulted away from the Preta, and it broke into a run after a cursory shot in their direction. The Blakists disappeared into the darkness in full retreat.

      Suero scanned his cockpit displays, taking stock of his troops. The Elementals had suffered a few casualties, and Zane’s Phantom was badly mauled. His own Warhawk was in dire need of repairs, but its weapon systems were still functioning. Only Malia’s Mist Lynx, small and swift, had avoided the worst of the beating.

      “Malia,” Suero said. “Take Second Elemental and pursue at distance, keep us apprised of their movements, but do not engage. I will summon support personnel from our DropShip. We make camp here and begin repairs. Norizuchi, resupply. Your warriors and I are going to find out just what the Blakists were guarding…”
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        * * *

      

      The interior of the complex had the stale air of a tomb. Suero walked down one of its dusty corridors, flanked by a pair of Elementals. They had found and disarmed a few traps the Blakists left behind: crude things, swiftly improvised once they caught sight of Suero’s DropShip descending.

      Sage Pilara walked behind him, careful to shelter in the massive shadow of the Elementals.

      “There are two points of interest, Seeker,” she said, flicking through her noteputer. “First, we’ve found what we think is the central mainframe. There’s a reactor buried hundreds of meters below us, but most of its power is going directly to a massive computer system. It’s some of the most sophisticated Star League technology I’ve ever seen.”

      Suero grimaced beneath his litham. She was of Castilian extraction, a freeborn, and as a consequence her mastery of Star League English was informal. Still, as a member of the scientist caste, she was both wise and indispensable.

      “Good,” he said. “I wish to examine this mainframe personally. It may be connected to my vision.”

      “There is a second point of interest as well, Seeker. We discovered the Blakists’ dormitory, abandoned, of course, but of particular interest was a…‘greenhouse’ nearby.”

      “A greenhouse?”

      “More a hydroponic garden. It’s quite sophisticated.”

      “That is how the Blakists were feeding themselves on this barren planet, quiaff?”

      “Aff, Seeker. But there is something strange. It also seems to have been used as a burial chamber. We found evidence of several fresh graves, and a body in an adjoining room looks like it was being prepared for burial.”

      “They used the corpses as fertilizer. Efficient. Admirable.”

      “Indeed. But what troubles me, Seeker, is that the body appears to have died of starvation.”

      Suero turned to her, arching an eyebrow.

      “The greenhouse is full of vegetation that looks edible: meat trees for protein, every kind of nutrient you might need grows here,” she explained. “So how did that Blakist starve?”

      “Curious,” Suero said. “The entire complex is built around the computer system you spoke of. Let us see if it can reveal the truth to us.”
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        * * *

      

      The mainframe was a black obelisk, surrounded on all sides by snaking cables that ran into the surrounding walls. Lights winked on and off across its surface, and a solitary screen and keypad stared out at him like a glowing eye above dozens of tiny white teeth.

      And there, above that screen, was a pair of icons. Chess pieces, knights, facing each other. One a white horse’s head with green eyes, the other…a black horse, lidless eyes glowing red.

      For more than an hour, Suero worked alongside Pilara, probing the depths of the computer system. The interface was simplistic, designed for efficiency and security. Everything was displayed as plain green text with the occasional low-resolution image or graph. Alongside the program files themselves, there were patch notes and the personal logs of the system’s prior operators.

      “It’s an adversarial AI network,” Pilara said finally. “Connected to something called Project Cornucopia. This facility was a Star League black site.”

      “An intelligent machine? You mean it thinks?” Suero asked incredulously.

      “In a manner of speaking,” Pilara continued. “The mainframe hosts a pair of highly complex algorithms. One is called White Horse, the other is Black Horse. Just as warriors test one another in combat trials, the two systems constantly probe each other for weaknesses, and by doing so, improve their performance.”

      “Fascinating,” Suero whispered. “A forebear to the wisdom of Kerensky himself. But what do these machines do, precisely?”

      “They…” Pilara hesitated before continuing. “Well, the White Horse program was intended to assist in agricultural production. It’s connected to a massive catalog of seed strains, forms of edible vegetation that can be cross-bred to produce virtually any kind of foodstuff imaginable. I’m seeing data on crops that could be grown under almost any conditions. It would be a blessing to the Scorpion Empire’s agricultural centers.”

      “And the Black Horse?”

      “It…it designs blights. It contains a similar catalog of viruses, parasites, things any basic bio-chemical lab could produce. Everything the White Horse can make, the Black Horse can kill. One could use this program to induce famine on every world in the Inner Sphere.

      “From what I understand of the original facility’s logs, the two systems were supposed to work in tandem, but over the years, the Black Horse became vastly superior. During the Amaris Civil War, the scientists abandoned this place. I believe, Seeker, the Eridani’s mission was to force them back to work, or recover this system for use against Amaris.”

      “I have Eridani blood,” Suero said quietly, staring hard at the machine before him. “Perhaps…that is the reason this vision was granted to me. To fulfill the task they failed.”

      “I could not say, Seeker. The visions of necrosia are beyond my understanding. But there is more.”

      She tapped in a command, calling up another series of logs. These were from centuries later, the 3080s.

      “The Word of Blake fled here after the Jihad,” Pilara explained. “Their JumpShip was crippled, their DropShip almost destroyed on landing. It seems they were led by someone called Nakir…”

      Pilara selected a log and read aloud.

      “August 7, 3081. Bertolli, Programmer First Class. Buried in Blake’s name. November 3, 3081. Ada. Three thousand grams. Buried in Blake’s name. November 17, 3081…

      “It goes on, Seeker. He records dozens of deaths. Adults he marks with rank and duty. Children he marks with…with weight at time of death. He also has a record of caloric rationing over decades. These people were starving themselves.”

      “Why? He had the White Horse. He could have used that hydroponic garden to produce a surplus⁠—”

      “He is a Blakist, Seeker. The garden is part of this facility’s automated experiments, and most of it is turned over to the Black Horse’s productions. Half the food produced here would be inedible, or poisonous. But as a weapon of vengeance, the Black Horse is indispensable. Nakir had a choice between turning this place into a true home for his people, or holding on to the hope that someday they might have a chance to release the Black Horse’s creations on the Inner Sphere. He chose the latter.”

      “So this Nakir let his people starve...”

      “He did,” Pilara said. “And, from what I can tell, loathed himself for it.”

      There was a moment of silence as they stared at the computer screen. The last log entry was from this morning, recording the sighting of Suero’s JumpShip, and the Blakists’ preparations for defense. Nakir had refused a suggestion that the reactor be prepared for overload. The Black Horse was now his reason for being; he could not condone its destruction.

      Their forces were meager, their ’Mechs patchwork. Yet still they intended to fight.

      The last line of the entry read simply: Hope is a poison.

      “The mainframe can be disconnected for transport,” Pilara said. “Our portable memory cores could retain ninety percent of the archive here. In conjunction with the mainframe, we can effectively transport the entire project to the Empire. If…if that is the Seeker’s will.”

      Suero looked down. His visions had led him here, seeking weapons and technology of the past. The Black Horse was undeniably a weapon. Indeed, one so powerful it might prove decisive in the Empire’s coming campaigns. He was a warrior; why should any weapon fill him with such revulsion?

      He thought of his vision, of cities rotting away. A rampaging stallion. Had he seen himself upon its back? And he had seen graves. Very small graves.

      “Seeker.” Norizuchi’s voice cut in over his personal comms. “MechWarrior Malia reports sighting the Blakist force. They are active; speculated route is directly for our DropShip.”

      “Is Second Elemental still with her?”

      “Aff, Seeker.”

      “Take your Point and mount the Phantom with Zane. You and Foot Point One are to take all transport vehicles and return to the DropShip immediately. Take up defensive positions, and make no effort at stealth, am I understood?”

      “I will do as you ask, Seeker. What of Third Elemental?”

      “They will remain here with me and the scientists,” Suero explained. “You are to hold the DropShip against all assault. You have permission to evacuate if the situation becomes critical, but do not disengage under any other circumstances. Call on the opponents to surrender on first contact.”

      “Understood, Seeker, though I doubt the Blakists will agree to terms.”

      “You have your orders, carry them out.”

      “Aff,” Norizuchi grunted, then the line went silent.

      Suero turned away from the console and headed briskly for the external airlock.

      “What am I to do with all this, Seeker?” Pilara called after him. “Should it be…destro⁠—”

      “No,” Suero said firmly. “Secure it. That is our duty.”

      And, he thought, our shame.
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        * * *

      

      Suero’s Warhawk had no hope of keeping speed with the Phantom and the various transport vehicles he’d sent to protect the DropShip. It did not matter. His technicians had done excellent field repairs, and though it was nowhere near pristine, the inside of the cockpit hummed with life.

      In the central plaza, Suero waited. Black wind whipped around him; endless, boiling columns of ash. He kept an eye on the long range readout, and on reports coming from the DropShip. Not long after Zane and Malia reported contact with the Blakists, he saw the heat signature of a single BattleMech approaching his position. Just as he’d expected.

      On the edge of the complex, invisible to the naked eye but burning bright on his heat scanners, the other ’Mech halted. Archangel. Assault class. Damaged, but still formidable.

      Like the warriors of old, Suero turned on a wide comm-band and spoke. “I am Seeker Suero, of the Goliath Scorpions. I claim this place for my Clan, and for the Scorpion Empire. Who challenges me for this right?”

      “Demi-Precentor Nakir,” a voice with a metallic quality replied. “Of the Word of Blake. Somehow I knew you’d stay behind, Seeker. You’ve discovered the Black Horse, and now you can’t wait to loot it, can you?”

      “It belonged to the Star League,” Suero replied. “It is the duty of every Scorpion to recover that which was lost. The necrosia visions brought me to this place, to take the Black Horse and keep it safe⁠—”

      “To use it for your own conquests,” Nakir spat. “Clanners! Degenerates stealing symbols you cannot comprehend. May Terra be ever kept safe from your kind.”

      “The day will come when Terra is under the protection of the Clans,” Suero said. “The ilClan will rise, and they will unite humankind under one will, as it was in the days of the Star League.”

      Nakir laughed mirthlessly.

      “Look at us,” he said. “Both sworn to hold Terra, and now a thousand light years from it. Crusaders, lost on our way to Jerusalem.”

      “I am not lost. I have come here with purpose, the visions⁠—”

      “You’re a hallucinating savage,” Nakir spat. “You think our forebears wanted something like you to come of their great work? The Star League was meant to protect humanity, not deface it.”

      “The great Kerensky molded us to be the perfect warriors! We will be the saviors of the Inner Sphere, its protectors⁠—”

      “You are plunderers,” Nakir said. “You raid and pillage, and call it your sacred quest.”

      “And you burn entire worlds,” Suero said. “We know of the Jihad, Nakir. We know what the Word of Blake inflicted on the Inner Sphere.”

      Nakir was silent for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was less certain.

      “There is always a cost. Always. It was our holy duty, and we tried, may Blake forgive us, we tried so hard to fulfill it. If only those fools had listened, if only the House Lords had put aside their petty bickering for once. We could have had it! The Star League reborn! Humanity united as one, an age of peace and prosperity…but the flesh is weak, and men’s souls are frail.”

      “Surrender, Nakir. No blood stains your hands that cannot be washed away. Come with me, see the Empire. See what my kin and I are building together.”

      “I would rather die than bow to a savage.”

      “We call you barbarians, too,” Suero said. “But I see now that you are a man, like me. I know your dreams, Nakir. I know your sacrifice. You are right, we are both crusaders. But our Jerusalem is a long way from here. Come with me. Please. Or the people you have shepherded these years will all die.”

      “You think your warriors will keep the DropShip from mine?”

      “I know it,” Suero said. “Desperation cannot make up for a lack of ammunition and training. I have seen your troops, Nakir. They are brave, but they are sick. How long have they starved here? You cannot ask them to fight any more. All you are doing is sending them to their deaths.”

      “They are already dead!” Nakir snarled. “They have been dead for decades! We died with the Jihad. All we sacrificed for…it came to nothing. Nothing. But if I take this weapon, if we find a way to unleash what the Black Horse has created on the Inner Sphere, then we will have a measure of vindication!”

      “Starving a thousand worlds will give you no peace. The Black Horse should never have been made, and it shall not be used while I breathe.”

      “You truly are a hypocrite,” Nakir replied. “You say it’s your mission to recover the relics of the Star League, yet you revile the sacred technology of our ancestors.”

      “I seek the wisdom of the Star League. We must learn from their triumphs…and from their mistakes. Look around you. This place was never meant to be found. The Star League knew it could only bring misery. The Eridani refused to retake it. We are no wiser than them.”

      There was a long silence. Suero thought he saw the Archangel turn its cockpit slightly, as if Nakir was looking around the cursed ruins.

      “How old are you?” Nakir asked.

      “Twenty-six.”

      “You sound older,” Nakir said. “Blessed Blake, what your people must have done to you… How old were you when you took a life for the first time?”

      “Sixteen,” Suero said. “A training accident. I struck my sparring partner too hard. She fell and broke her neck.”

      He could see her: Amina. Alive, laughing. Always driving him harder, to be the best of their peers. Always mocking him for his self-serious attitude, his bookishness. His sibkin. His friend.

      Amina, dead on the training ground, surprise in her glassy eyes.

      His instructors had been so proud of him that day.

      “Nineteen,” Nakir said. “Mine was on purpose. Lyran boy, recon, about my age. Cut his throat. Blood all over that stupid blue uniform. I remember seeing that blue cloth go red, and all I could think was: what a damned waste.”

      There was another long silence, the only sound the wind whipping ash between their two ’Mechs. They had both been out in the elements so long they were coated in it. Everything on Mote turned black eventually.

      “Who did this to us?” Nakir asked.

      “Kerensky teaches that…war is a natural part of humankind. Like breathing.”

      “You think he was right?”

      “I…have to. Otherwise…”

      “Otherwise you’re a monster. Just like me. Come, Clanner. We’ve no more time for philosophy. Let’s finish this.”

      Suero breathed out. He primed his weapons.

      “Aff,” he said, and the battle began.
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        * * *

      

      For an eternity, they dueled. Nakir was as skilled as any warrior Suero had faced. He could make his Archangel dodge and weave in ways that should have been impossible, taking Suero’s fire and returning in kind. Warning lights blazed, armor melted, circuits fused. Yet on they fought.
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      Suero found himself in the battle trance, his mind fading into his body, his body fading into the ’Mech. Left arm, fire, recharge. Right arm, fire, recharge. Left. Right. Left. Right.

      Sweat drenched him even beneath his cooling suit—circling and firing, circling and firing, blue bolts illuminating the dark as they exchanged blow after blow. Twice his Warhawk surged past the critical heat threshold, and twice Suero overrode his ’Mech’s safety systems. It was becoming sluggish, its backup targeting systems erratic, but he had given wounds to Nakir’s Archangel just as savage as those he received.

      Suero lurched his ’Mech backward, pulling it deeper and deeper into the narrow streets of the complex. He targeted the Archangel’s damaged right arm, and fired a last volley. The mangled heavy PPC was finally sheared clean off the enemy ’Mech. Now Nakir was at a disadvantage. He had only two choices: retreat, or charge.

      There was no more talk between them, no threats or calls for quarter. Their ’Mechs spoke a language of their own, and the thunder of the Archangel’s clawed feet as it rushed toward Suero’s Warhawk was more furious than any battle cry uttered by a man.

      It sprinted forward, deadly blade in its left arm raised high, the plasma rifle beneath the cockpit burning like the maw of a dragon. A plasma blast took Suero’s Warhawk full in the torso, melting the last shred of armor to slag. Warning lights screamed that he had suffered a minor reactor breach. Rad counters crackled, their dirge deafening.

      “Third Elemental! Now!”

      On gouts of blue flame, the Elementals soared out of the darkness. Just as he had planned, they had kept still and silent as the battle raged, and now the trap was sprung. They fired a salvo as they shrieked through the air, missiles erupting on the Archangel’s damaged surface. Then they struck the side of the ’Mech, clinging with their metal claws, ripping, tearing, and shooting into every exposed gap.

      They were gnats felling a giant. The Archangel teetered and whirled, clawing at the Elementals as they crawled about its surface, wreaking havoc. Suero fired a volley from his Warhawk, blasting apart one of the Archangel’s legs. With what sounded terribly like a human moan, the Archangel pitched backward onto the ground.

      Its arms spasmed, and a last bright bolt streaked up from its plasma rifle, the last breath of a dying dragon. Then one of the Elementals crawled to the cockpit and ripped out the weapon’s moorings. In moments, the Archangel was still.

      In the days of old, it would have been shameful to win a duel this way. But Suero’s fight with Nakir was not a duel, and those days were long gone. The Elementals swarmed about the fallen ’Mech’s cockpit.

      “Let us finish him,” Point Commander Rath of the Elementals hissed, the bloodlust clear in his voice.

      “Neg,” Suero said.

      “Seeker, we⁠—”

      “Negative. It is done,” Suero said.

      He gazed down at the Archangel, cold and still.

      “He is done.”
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        * * *

      

      The battle for the DropShip ended as Suero had expected. The Blakists were fearsome, but against the combined firepower of the DropShip and its defenders, they had no hope of victory. Fewer than a dozen survived the assault, looking more like ghosts than people when they were finally captured.

      The Word’s ’Mechs were both badly mangled in the fighting, their pilots choosing death over capture. Dutiful as ever, Suero’s technicians salvaged what they could of their chassis. The Archangel, though crippled, was a great prize as well. Yet standing in the ’Mech bay, watching as his technicians did what they could to repair it before the DropShip took off, Suero felt a terrible sense of grief.

      He remembered what the Elementals had pulled from its cockpit. What was left of Nakir’s flesh was an ashy, wrinkled gray, most of his body replaced by cybernetics to better interface with the ’Mech. Outside of it, he was little more than a head, a torso, and a single shriveled arm. Suero had looked upon the dead old man after their battle, and felt nothing but pity.

      Suero returned to the bridge, and gave the signal for takeoff. The Elementals and the MechWarriors were loudly toasting their victory, shouts of celebration echoing through the ship’s decks. Suero glanced over at Pilara, strapped in not far from him. She smiled at him, and nodded.

      An hour after takeoff, the complex’s reactor went critical, as he had ordered. A single spike of radiation registered on their scanners, then nothing. Mote was a dead and empty world again.

      In the end, Suero took a third path. He had the central mainframe brought aboard the DropShip, but ordered its archives and data wiped. The central AI network remained, but it no longer had access to the centuries of information it had built up. The Black Horse was hobbled.

      In time, the program could be restarted. Suero had already decided he would advise the Clan Council against it.

      As the DropShip burned away from Mote, and his people prepared for the long journey home, Suero allowed himself a brief smile. There were many things he had done that brought him no joy, and many more he was sure to do in the future.

      Perhaps someday, one of his kin would be both wise enough and strong enough to use what he had found here today.

      But not him.

      Suero would never ride the Black Horse.
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          STEPHEN TOROPOV

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      To those keeping a close eye on the goings on around Terra, the ilClan trial and its aftermath can seem a cataclysmic turning point, appearing to usher in a new world of war between the reborn Star League and those who oppose it. Yet the Inner Sphere is vast, and the ongoing Blackout has already fostered decades of war and instability. We asked sources with military knowledge from across the Inner Sphere to gauge how much has changed and how much has remained the same in the shape of warfare after the proclamation of the ilClan.

      —INN Report, 4 August 3152

      

      Dobroslav Chinedu, IrTech Supply Sales Officer, Irian: Funny thing about reunification. You see a lot of planetary bigwigs praising the Captain-General for bringing about an age of peace and security. Thing is, I’ve got the sales numbers to prove we’re fighting as much as we ever have, maybe more. But to the average League citizen, well, you aren’t worried that freebooters or the neighboring duchy will be burning in from orbit any day now to kick down the city gates. That counts for a lot, and it means a lot more locals are willing to support their sons and daughters donning a uniform and keeping the fighting happening over there.

      

      Colonel Jason Anthony, Commanding Officer, Fifth McCarron’s Armored Cavalry, in Transit through Draconis Combine Space: Say what you will about the Combine. There’s a lot to say. But we’ve been transiting their space for nearly two months now, moving from one border at war to another border at war. And yet every planet we pass, life is going on as it was. Might be a few more ashigaru recruiting broadcasts than normal, but even the old Republic worlds are shouldering their burdens and going on with normal business. After two decades of Mask propaganda exhorting every citizen to full war footing for the survival of Greater Humanity, seeing wars limited to the soldiers and the leaders is a bit of a trip.

      

      Leftenant Tomasin la Verte, Third Davion Irregulars, Le Blanc: We’re fighting for our homes. In a fight like that, everything is on the table. The yoke of occupation was damn heavy, and there is no person on this planet the war didn’t reach. The Dragon wanted Le Blanc for our mineral riches, but they forgot our other export has always been hired guns. We did a lot of ugly things to get our homes back, and I don’t regret any of them. Now that our home is secure, we’re gonna have to send out a lot of mercs to go do a lot more ugly things to get our neighbors their homes back too.

      

      Star Captain Nando Chand, Fifth Raven Stoop Cluster, Epsilon Eridani: When we heard about the New Earth Atrocity, the whole Cluster went into a silent, seething shock. Fort Noruff was where final plans to destroy the vile Usurper were laid. The last act when our ancestors and theirs stood on the same side. A history all humanity should have cherished. And the Capellans scoured that sacred space to glass, rendering it toxic for generations. It went beyond defiance; it was sacrilege against the very dream and heritage of the Star League. The first measure of justice has been meted out by our fleet, but I doubt they will be cowed so easily given the depths to which they have already sunk. For the First Lord to rule over all humanity as is his right, we will likely need to endure many more horrors like this.

      

      Yì-sì-bān-bīng Konyashev Yelisey Leonidovich, First Kurnath Liao Memorial Naval Base Service Battalion, Liao: Our world is no stranger to the scars of war. For over a hundred years, we’ve been hit by the Davions, the Blakists, Stone and his so-called Republic, and even our own people, over and over. Yet even Blake’s fanatics didn’t match this. Chang-An is gone, burned to cinders. I personally broadcast maps of the city in the clear to the ships in orbit, hoping they’d avoid civilians. They showed no mercy. We’ve been digging innocents out of the rubble for weeks. In a hundred years, only the Clanners have been such barbarians. And over what? A pile of moldering ferrocrete. The future their supposed Star League stands for is soaked in blood.

      

      Lieutenant Aiko Hatakeyama, Henshin Tigers, Almotacen: There’s a perception that the Hinterlands is chaos and violence everywhere you look. And sure, there’s no shortage of contracts for us mercenaries. But a lot of contracts doesn’t have to mean a lot of destruction. Mercs play fair around here—you have to if you want to keep working out of Almotacen. That means no marauding, no kicking ’em when they’re down, and ransoming back salvage for a fair price. You break those rules around here, and all you’re gonna do is get some other merc a payday hunting you down. Ain’t like the employers want to rule over rubble, either, so a reputation for working clean can work in your favor.

      

      Captain Salvatore Kogan, First Unity Dragoons, Graham IV: Sure, I’m marching under a new flag. I marched for the Republic when the Republic meant Terra. Now I’m marching for the Star League, because the Star League means Terra. The fight itself hasn’t changed. I’ve fought Capellans for a decade. My parents before me fought Capellans in the Crusade. I’m fighting Capellans now. It’s always been a brutal fight. Folks talk about some seismic shift, but from where I’m standing, I’m fighting the same war the same way—only we’re winning now.

      

      Planetary Councilwoman Eloise Hayden, Lackland: Chaos around New Avalon or Terra always means trouble for us out here on the frontier, no matter how we wish it didn’t. Somehow or other, the Filtvelt Coalition will get drawn in, and even if we don’t, all it means is the pirates out here get bolder. With Firebeard out at Tortuga running wild and the Concordat and Protectorate getting their acts together, we’re gonna have our hands full, even if we’re on good terms with the Marsins. And they say life on a Periphery backwater world is dull…
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          LUKASZ FURMANIAK
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        GERMANY ADMINISTRATIVE DISTRICT

        TERRA

        1 JANUARY 2777

      

      

      Clad in her dress uniform, Maria Escarra battled the urge to sneer at the cheering drunks surrounding her. While such behavior was hardly frowned on per se, what with her being a lauded MechWarrior and the civilians around her being little better than parasites, it would not do to aggravate them in their inebriated state while on her own. The utilitarian gray of her clothing was a stark contrast to the lavish colors displayed on both the men and women celebrating having made it to another year. It made her seem like a shark among shoals of tropical fish.

      Fitting.

      Her lips quirked into a momentary smirk before dying a swift death as she spied the only other individual at this little shindig not wearing some ridiculous outfit. Hannah Priwitzer was one of those necessary evils when it came to BattleMechs—Krupp’s very own test pilot, charged with making sure any design that emerged from their foundries was worth time and investment before it was shipped off to true MechWarriors. She had chosen to come dressed in the simple dress uniform granted to all MechWarrior graduates, bereft of any accolades and accomplishments. Still, she was by far the most tolerable company Maria had met in her two weeks at the company campus.

      “Cadet,” Maria greeted as she approached, just barely tilting her head.

      “Captain,” Priwitzer replied, her jaw tensing.

      It warmed Maria’s heart to see such unabashed jealousy—after all, while being a test pilot came with several benefits (the pay being the least of them), it did leave one forever shackled to their benefactors. Hannah Priwitzer would never truly be a MechWarrior. Not in any way that counted. Still, Maria supposed going the corporate route was the only viable path left for anyone wishing to sit behind the controls of a BattleMech that had not come to Terra from the Periphery.

      “Happy New Year,” Maria said, raising the small flute of champagne, as if in salute.

      The lesser MechWarrior bit back what was surely a grimace and offered a tight-lipped smile as she raised her glass. “Happy New Year,” she echoed, her eyes drifting to the emblem on Maria’s uniform before snapping back to her face. Her naked envy had done much to improve Maria’s mood whilst she oversaw the final preparations.

      There was a polite pause. “Any plans?” Maria asked, sipping her drink. Sweet and bubbly, nothing like the wine she preferred.

      Priwitzer’s polite facade slipped for a moment, revealing utter disgust before it reasserted itself. “No,” she replied tersely, taking a sip of her own.

      Maria laughed at that. A wonderfully honest reaction to an insipid question that had been posed to her by the various businessmen and women gathered in the hall, desperately acting like everything was fine and the world beyond, with an incensed Russian upstart bearing down on them, did not exist at all. “What, no more wonderful toys to test out?” she
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