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      Front and center, MechWarriors! I see you all survived boot camp and have come back to serve a tour of duty, so it’s time to get down to business! If you thought our first issue was packed with explosive content, then just wait until you hear what we’ve loaded up for you in this issue.

      On the fiction side of things, we’ve got a few familiar names and some new faces. First and foremost is the much-awaited continuation of Michael A. Stackpole’s four-part Kell Hounds serial, and let me tell you, the action really heats up! In “Devil Take the Hindmost” by Michael J. Ciaravella, author of the recently released Northwind Highlanders novel Grey Watch Protocol, you’ll learn about the MechWarrior known as the Phantom of the Coliseum, but is he real, or just a ghost story? The novella Daybreak on Shining Mountain, penned by Travis Heermann, author of the Scribe Award–nominated short story “Swords of Light and Darkness” from the Legacy anthology, literally had me on the edge of my seat, and I’m sure it will put you there as well. Rounding out our veteran storytellers, longtime BattleCorps author Alan Brundage delves into the annals of Clan history in “Scavenger’s Blood,” and Jason Schmetzer brings us another tale from the Cracked Canopy in “Giving Up.” And last but most certainly not least, we’ve added James Simakas and John-David Karnitz to the battalion’s roster, with their excellent short stories “Flash’d His Sabre Bare” and “The Road Ahead,” respectively. (I especially want to give James a shoutout for his interminable patience while we got Shrapnel off the ground, so thank you, James!) I can’t speak for the rest of you, but I’m really looking forward to more stories from these two!

      This issue also features articles about a deadly assassin; an in-depth look at everyone’s favorite “golden BB,” the Gauss rifle (which features Dr. Kiran Suzuki, named by Clan Invasion Kickstarter backer Jonathan Lung); and a deep investigation on what really happened with the phenotype designed for piloting Clan ProtoMechs. We also have a technical readout for the CN-1B Centurion, the 50-ton Centurion’s heavier, 55-ton sibling (complete with record sheets available for download at https://bg.battletech.com/shrapnel); a planet digest for Minette, the gateway into the Davion Outback; a Chaos Campaign scenario for the Jade Falcon invasion of Skye, complete with Aleksandr Hazen’s Gyrfalcon 5 (with a record sheet also available at the URL above); and a three-part role-playing adventure that ties into the BattleTech Worldwide Event for 2020, the search for the 295th BattleMech Division.

      Activate that fusion engine and double-check your neurohelmet connection, because it’s time to go to war!

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee

        Managing Editor
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        DELTA GALAXY COMMAND BUNKER

        SMOKE JAGUAR ENCLAVE

        SHADES MILL, GATEKEEPER

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        24 JANUARY 2986

      

      

      Entering the bunker with a swagger, Ayelet Kotare embraced the sense of power and superiority being a warrior gave her. She growled low in her throat, causing the technicians no end of fright. Her coal-black gaze scrutinized them as they sought to cower, scurry, and hide. As well they should. She was a warrior and she had a mission.

      Sickly green light illuminated the claustrophobic cavern that served as Delta Galaxy’s command post. The green light left the embittered Star Captain on supervisory duty looking pallid and washed out. Izar had been considered a ristar before his upward path ran afoul of the Galaxy Commander’s coregn, Ran Weaver. Izar’s hatred of the Weavers put him firmly in both Ayelet’s camp and Cluster, which was why she could gain access to the Galaxy Commander this day.

      Izar gave her a firm nod, addressing her in a low voice as she passed. “They are in there together.”

      Brimming with confidence, she entered the Galaxy Commander’s office, a low-ceilinged ferrocrete affair, lacking windows or decoration of any kind, the sole exception being a framed schematic of a Mad Dog OmniMech, the model of ’Mech the Galaxy Commander preferred. A desk that was virtually an island dominated the room, and behind that island sat her commander and sometimes nemesis, Loretz Weaver.

      Though he was built solidly like all of the Weaver line, the resemblance ended there. Loretz was nearly as pale and blond as she, no doubt a quirk of the Dimitrov blood mixed into his sibko. He had been a formidable warrior in his day, but that day was long past. He simply did not realize it yet.

      Reclining beside him was Ran Weaver, Star Colonel of the Third Jaguar Cavaliers, ristar, and Ayelet’s chief rival in Delta Galaxy. Ran had the Weaver look, dark hair and skin, with pale, piercing eyes. He embodied the Weaver ideal of the warrior as well—traditional and unwilling to bend. A fool’s belief, for that way lay stagnation and death. That was why Ayelet had come up with her plan.

      Irritation flashing across his broad face, Loretz barked, “What is the meaning of this intrusion?”

      Ayelet defiantly raised her chin. “I mean to bring battle to our enemies and strengthen our Clan.”

      There was little chance the Galaxy Commander could find fault with that, and he knew it. “We are always eager for battle. Speak.”

      Leaning against the desk, Ayelet glared across its vast expanse at Loretz. “The blood of the Jaguar favors boldness, quiaff?”

      “You know that it does, Star Colonel.”

      She rose and crossed her arms. “Then I know of a bold strike that will gain us bold blood, and further humble a rival.”

      “I am intrigued.”

      “As you should be. Last year, Liam Howell of the Snow Ravens engineered perhaps the most audacious strike in Clan history…by setting out to destroy a Clan totem. He nearly succeeded. As a result, Clan Sea Fox is no more, and Clan Diamond Shark rises in its place. For this success, his own Clan challenged, refused, and killed him. His genes lie fallow while calls to Reave his Bloodright and legacy resonate throughout Clan space.”

      “I do not need a history lesson, Star Colonel. Come to your point.”

      “In the ongoing feud between the Diamond Sharks and Snow Ravens, many other Howells have been specifically targeted. Eleven Bloodrights now lie vacant, but none of the unblooded have been permitted to compete for them. They languish unused but not Reaved.”

      Ran interjected himself into the conversation. “And you would have us claim this unwanted scavenger?”

      Zeal gave her face a glow. “Aff! We seize Liam Howell’s legacy and meld it to the strongest of our own. In a warrior’s generation we could usurp control of an entire Bloodhouse from the wretched carrion crows.”

      “And we would assume the burden of that legacy.” Ran turned on his superior, the man who had sponsored him for his own Bloodname. “You are considering this, quineg?”

      The Galaxy Commander was silent for a long time. Ayelet knew she had him now. A long-ago trial from his youth had instilled in Loretz an irrational hatred of the Snow Ravens. “Aff. I see the benefits to our Clan from this action. Go, Star Colonel Kotare, and remind the Snow Raven why they should fear the Smoke Jaguar.”
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      Crammed into an even darker and more claustrophobic corner of the control bunker was a secondary holotank. It was compact and therefore less efficient but afforded her the privacy Ayelet desired. Virtual screens orbited about each other, displaying data on recent Snow Raven activity, battlefield losses, and even the location of several prominent Howells and their units.

      A low rumble of satisfaction escaped Izar. “This one has potential.” He used a swipe of his hand to send a file over to her screen.

      Reading it over, she let a predatory grin stretch across her face. A high-ranking Howell had just transferred to Lum. By attacking there, she would drive a double stake into the Snow Ravens, both by striking at such an important world and stealing away the legacy of Liam Howell. Aff, she would make quite a name for herself. “It is perfect. Well done, Izar.”

      

      
        
        PLANETARY DEFENSE COMMAND

        SNOW RAVEN ENCLAVE

        RUMIKO CITY, LUM

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        20 FEBRUARY 2986

      

      

      The room thrummed with the activity and purpose of a well-oiled machine, just the way Sebastian Peleshenko liked it. The somewhat portly warrior had squeaked into the office of saKhan while the more prestigious Bloodhouses bickered among themselves. Now, having settled comfortably into his post, he was charged with the defense of Lum while Khan Sukhanov was away taking battle to the Ice Hellions on Priori.

      He continued his circuit of the command-and-control center, nodding to the techs whose names he had taken the time to memorize, unlike most of his warrior brethren. Everything was clear and orderly, again, just as he liked it.

      An alert suddenly flashed, drawing the attention of Technician Imogen. The young woman double checked her instruments before announcing the result. “Signal relay from the nadir jump point station. Smoke Jaguar force in bound.”

      “Transmission incoming,” called out Michael, another one of the techs.

      “Route it to the main table. I will take it there.” Peleshenko covered the distance to the holotable with long strides. The icy figure of Galaxy Commander Alicia Crow, nominally in charge of the Galaxy stationed on Lum, was already there waiting for him, her face impassive. They exchanged a brief nod before turning their attention back to the table.

      The holotable crackled to life, displaying the angular features of a woman. The left side of her head was shaved, leaving a blond wave cascading down the right. A livid scar pulled the left side of her mouth down into a permanent sneer. Her dark, predatory eyes stared forth contemptuously.

      “Cowardly carrion eaters of Lum, tremble in your roosts. I am Star Colonel Ayelet Kotare of Clan Smoke Jaguar, commander of the Nineteenth Striker Cluster, the Razor’s Edge. I come to lay claim to the spawn and legacy of Liam Howell. With what paltry forces do you offer defense?” Her image turned to the side. “My force composition is being transmitted now. As I have no aerospace assets, I request that you grant me safcon.”

      Thoughts racing, Peleshenko took a moment to review the attached document with the Smoke Jaguar bid. Frowning slightly, he straightened his blue duty jacket and puffed out his chest. Still considering his options, he leaned in toward the video pickup.

      “Star Colonel Kotare, this is saKhan Sebastian Peleshenko. You are as bold as you are foolish. The legacy of Liam Howell is considered dezgra, but we of the Unkindness are loath to part with it. We will defend it with no more than a full Cluster. Once my unit commanders have bid among themselves, I will transmit their composition to you.”

      Peleshenko gave a magnanimous wave of his hand. “Your request for safcon is granted.” His mind raced, searching for a suitable site for the Trial of Possession. “We will meet you on the beaches of Nivkh Island, where you will know defeat.”

      Peleshenko’s thumb hammered down to end the transmission, then he turned to Alicia Crow.

      “Summon your Star Colonels for the bidding. Let us teach this Jaguar what it means to face the Unkindness.”
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      A storm howled across the city, the wind and rain lashing against Zillah Howell as she approached the command center. The tall woman was swathed in a heavy trench coat to shield her from the elements. Nodding to the Elemental guards, she entered quickly and sealed the hatch behind her. She stripped off the coat and tossed it aside, revealing a lean frame, topped by an unruly tangle of black curls. She brushed a stray lock out of her dark-blue eyes and marched into the base proper.

      She moved through the well-worn corridors of the base with long-legged strides, staying to the right to avoid the streaming mass of technicians that kept the base functional. The bustle of purposeful military activity was more satisfying to be around than the halls of Strana Mechty, her last posting, where politics ruled the day.

      Arriving at the briefing theater in record time, she was just congratulating herself when she spied an aerospace Star Colonel, distinguishable by both his uniform patches and build. Casually filing his nails, he spared her a glance, openly assessing her for a moment before returning to his grooming. A snort escaped her. Aerojocks were all the same, constantly striving to exude just the right amount of aloofness.

      Other warriors were beginning to arrive; another Star Colonel and his attendant Star Captains entering and easily finding seats in the spacious theater. Of the lot she recognized only two: Juris, the Star Captain who commanded her Cluster’s Overlord-C DropShip, the Bloody Feather, and the base commander, the “Stone Crow” herself, Galaxy Commander Alicia Crow. The last person to enter was an older man, stout of build, who walked with an almost imperceptible limp. His uniform bore the patch of both a MechWarrior and the single star of a Khan. This then was Sebastian Peleshenko, saKhan of the Clan, and behind his back something of a joke. His rise was considered a fluke that would be corrected after the fallout from the diamond shark incident finally settled.

      Once everyone had settled into their seats, the saKhan stepped up to the podium and leaned casually against it. “With the gracious permission of Galaxy Commander Crow, I will be directing this briefing,” he began in a cultured voice.

      “An hour ago we received a batchall from a Smoke Jaguar force. The fools have come to battle us for the legacy of Liam Howell.” All eyes shifted ever so slightly towards Zillah. “Though tainted, we will not surrender any legacy without a fight. I have granted the Smoke Jaguars safcon, as their bid did not include any aerospace forces. As the on-planet commanders, I open the bidding to you to oppose them.

      “Let the record show that the bidding is between Star Colonel Khorda Dabir of the Ninth Raven Wing Cluster, Star Colonel Loric Siegel of the Eleventh Battle Cluster, and Star Colonel Zillah Howell of the Sixth Raven Stoop Cluster.”

      The aerospace Star Colonel blew out an exasperated sigh.

      The saKhan turned to him. “You have something you wish to say, Star Colonel Dabir?”

      Dabir inclined his head. “Indeed I do. As you have already granted safcon to the Smoke Jaguars, there is nothing I or my Cluster can accomplish in this trial.” He gave the saKhan a hard stare. “I therefore withdraw the Ninth Raven Wing Cluster from the bidding. I wish my fellow Star Colonels better luck than I.” The diminutive man settled back into his chair, clearly annoyed.

      Light gleamed off Siegel’s stark-white hair, a genetic quirk of the Siegel line, as he leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees. “What was the Jaguar bid?”

      “Two trinaries of ’Mechs, a command Star, and a Binary of Elementals, amounting to roughly two-thirds of their Cluster.”

      Siegel nodded thoughtfully, steepling his fingers. He cast a speculative glance in Zillah’s direction, a smile slowly spreading across his face. “Though I have no doubt that my Eleventh Battle Cluster could easily defeat these Jaguars, I too withdraw from bidding. It seems to me a perfect confluence of events that we have a Howell present to defend a Howell legacy. How could I rob her of such an opportunity?” He bowed mockingly to her.

      Zillah blanched. He has me trapped now, she thought. She stood, facing them all, letting none of her fear and uncertainty show on her face.

      “I graciously accept my colleagues’ faith in my abilities. I will take two Binaries of ’Mechs, one Binary of Elementals, and one Star of fighters. Let us give this presumptuous Jaguar a fighting chance.”

      Peleshenko clapped his hands together. “Then the bidding is concluded. Congratulations, Star Colonel Howell. Please meet me in my office. I have another matter I would discuss with you.”

      “As you wish, my Khan.”
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      As the meeting broke up, Zillah ran to catch up with Juris. “Sounds like a straightforward enough mission, quiaff?” he said by way of greeting. Unusually for a Raven, Juris rarely wasted time on pleasantries.

      Zillah cast a contemplative look toward the departed Peleshenko. “I am not so sure. When has anything good ever come from the Khan’s direct involvement?”

      “You worry too much, Zillah,” Juris chuckled.

      “And you do not worry enough,” she said, her traditional refrain to their long-standing disagreement.

      “Someday you will see things my way. But enough, let us prepare ourselves. Anything resembling combat is better than sitting around here, even if all I do is ferry you to Nivkh.”

      “Seyla,” she said with a grin.
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      Leaving Juris to his own preparations, Zillah made her way to the saKhan’s office. In a surprising move he had not ousted Galaxy Commander Crow from her own office, instead making do with a simple room tucked into an unobtrusive corner. Not for him, the trappings of power.

      A single unarmored Elemental stood guard, arms akimbo. Zillah nodded by way of greeting and rapped on the door. When she heard a barked “Enter!” she pushed the door open and made her way in.

      The saKhan rose from behind a simple metal desk, gesturing to the only other chair in the room. “Please sit, Star Colonel Howell. We have much to discuss.”

      “So I gathered.” Zillah sat and stared at Peleshenko as he resumed his own seat. She let the silence draw out to just short of uncomfortable before confronting him. “What was the point of that farcical bidding? You orchestrated my victory from the beginning, quiaff?”

      “Aff.” He at least had the good grace to admit it.

      “Why?”

      “Because your presence presents the Clan with a unique opportunity.”

      “And what opportunity is that?” she asked, intrigued despite herself.

      “To place sources within the Smoke Jaguars. They are certainly the most aggressive and violent of our siblings, but at times that outlook pushes them into startling degrees of innovation. Sharing blood with them places us in a position to learn of and profit from these innovations before others such as the Diamond Sharks can.”

      Zillah rolled the idea around, considering. “An interesting plan, though one that would take generations to prove its worth.”

      “Granted, but we take the long view, quiaff?”

      “Aff. And your reasoning for using the Howells for this?” She already suspected the answer but wanted to hear it directly from him.

      “Opportunity and means. I know you yourself have argued for the Reaving of Liam Howell’s legacy. A justified fate to be sure. But would it not be better to use this as a way to benefit the Clan, and redeem a member of your own Bloodhouse? To wash from your Family the stench of disgrace and failure?”

      She nodded slowly. “There is truth in what you say. And with a Howell defending this legacy, none of the Jaguars will expect duplicity. A tidy package. Bargained well and done. I agree to this.”

      Peleshenko smiled benevolently. “As I knew you would.”

      “Hmph. If there is nothing further, I must prepare my warriors for battle.”

      “Good hunting, Star Colonel.”

      

      
        
        TRIAL ZONE

        NIVKH ISLAND, LUM

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        25 FEBRUARY 2986

      

      

      Scans revealed the island was well suited to the Trial of Possession. There were no settlements aside from a small science outpost that was currently vacant.

      Izar stood before the holotank, already dressed for battle. “The Ravens have taken up position here,” he said, gesturing to a beach on the northeast part of the island. “The position is shielded by a small forest on approach. Despite the foul weather, these trees burn easily and could pose a risk if we go through them. I suggest taking up position on the opposite side of these woods. The terrain is barren sand and stone, better suited to combat. We should be able to entice the Ravens into combat on ground of our choosing.”

      Ayelet cracked her knuckles. “Excellent. What of their aerospace assets?”

      He pulled up another screen with sensor telemetry. “Two Points continue to shadow us, the rest are outside our sensor range at present, but are so far honoring safcon.”

      Ayelet stroked her chin. “That will change, probably as soon as we exit the DropShip. The Ravens are an underhanded foe, so we must be prepared for anything. Are there any questions, quineg?” Her Star Commanders all responded in the negative as expected. “Very well. Our goal is to defeat and humiliate the Snow Ravens. Let us do so. To your ’Mechs.”

      The MechWarriors of the Razor’s Edge, eager for battle, ran for their ’Mechs. Ayelet proceeded in a more leisurely fashion. The battle would be joined soon enough, and with it her place in Clan history secured.
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      The rocky beaches of Nivkh Island were barren of everything but Ravens. The island was set aside for such purposes, containing nothing of value but space. Right now the remnants of a storm were sweeping the island, pelting it with heavy sheets of rain. The steady drone was a white noise threatening to lull Zillah to sleep.

      Her comms crackled to life. “I have a gift for you, Star Colonel,” came Juris’s voice.

      She snapped out of her fugue. “I have no patience for games, Juris. Spit it out.”

      “Your opponents have arrived. The Smoke Jaguars landed on the far side of the island. They appear to be forming a very convenient line of advance and coming for you.”

      “That is the first good news of the day. Well done, Juris.”

      “I live but to serve.”

      A quick flick of her wrist opened the channel to her fighters. “Star Commander Lawrence, the Smoke Jaguars have landed. They are yours to play with until my ground forces make contact. Good hunting.” She changed channels, not bothering to wait for Lawrence’s reply. “Sixth Stoop, our opponents have arrived. Let us show them our mettle.”

      Throttling her Stormcrow into a leisurely walk, Zillah led her Cluster from the fore. Her ’Mech Binaries were strung out in two lines abreast, heavily laden with Elementals. She knew the Smoke Jaguar force had a slight tonnage advantage, but that was the purpose of her fighters’ strafing runs. And if her opponents wanted to embark on a long march that left them subject to repeated airstrikes, who was she to complain?

      The rain began to clear just as her Cluster left the woods they had traversed, the Sixth Stoop emerging within sight of the Smoke Jaguar position.

      The Smoke Jaguar Cluster had weathered the aerial attacks well, the mottled gray-on-gray hulls of their ’Mechs showing scarcely any damage at all. That would soon change.

      “Lawrence, one more pass, then break clear. Lash Stars, choose your targets wisely. Whip Stars, forward. Elementals, drop once you are in range of the enemy. Engage!”

      Missile, PPC, and laser fire speared out from the Woodsman, Kingfisher, and Summoners comprising her two Lash Stars. Most of the targeted Smoke Jaguar ’Mechs suffered damage, one Hellbringer succumbing to catastrophic leg damage and tumbling to the ground, where it lay smoking and inert.

      The Smoke Jaguars, roused by the arrival of the main force of their opponents in this trial, responded in typical Smoke Jaguar fashion—by attacking. The return fire was intense but disciplined, honoring the rules of zellbrigen. Many Snow Raven machines suffered hits, but luckily none were felled.

      Zillah raced in and pummeled an unengaged Viper, likely isorla from the Fire Mandrills, with her extended-range medium lasers. The lighter ’Mech absorbed the hits and returned fire, its small and medium lasers melting furrows in her armor. Twisting her torso and slowing her speed, Zillah ripped a burst from her Ultra-class autocannon at the Smoke Jaguar ’Mech, the high-explosive shells cratering and blasting open the Viper’s armor. She quickly followed up with her medium lasers and was rewarded with a burst of green coolant and a dark stream of smoke. That meant heat sink and internal damage.

      The Smoke Jaguar warrior refused to back down, reversing throttle and hitting Zillah with a full weapon spread. The damage failed to penetrate her armor, and she quickly finished the Viper off with several well-placed shots into its inner workings. The Viper’s reactor spiked and shut down, removing it from the trial.

      Returning her focus to the rest of the trial, she saw that things could be going better. Her Elementals had managed to down a Summoner before being drawn off into their own separate battle with the Smoke Jaguar Elementals. She spied one of her Kingfishers locked in a deadly duel with a newer Gargoyle.

      A Mist Lynx jetted into range, soaring over her to land firing in her rear arc. The mix of short-range missiles and medium lasers savaged her armor and managed a lucky breach that gave her reactor a glancing blow. Despite the surge in waste heat, she spun and loosed a stream from her autocannon and half her lasers. The lighter Smoke Jaguar machine crumpled beneath her assault, both legs blown clear of its body.
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      Battle was a living thing and it was Ayelet’s chosen environment. She waded her Timber Wolf into battle at half throttle, twisting her torso from side to side in search of targets. A lightweight Kit Fox caught her eye. It too was unengaged and in search of a foe. She obliged by ripping into it with her PPCs. The high-energy beams struck true, blasting great gobbets of melted armor to the ground where they lay smoking. The Snow Raven warrior was good, as they kept their machine upright and managed a return shot with their Gauss rifle, missing low. It plodded forward and scoured away at her with its medium lasers before firing a second Gauss round to greater effect than the first. The round smashed into her left leg, fracturing armor plate and stalling her forward movement. She wrenched on her controls, keeping her wounded Timber Wolf on its feet. She targeted her PPCs again, and the beams sliced into her opponent, liquefying armor and knocking the Kit Fox to the ground. It struggled to rise, but Ayelet would not allow that. She closed in and launched her SRM rack. The missiles destroyed what armor remained on the torso before wreaking havoc on the ’Mech’s delicate inner structure. The Kit Fox slumped powerless to the ground. Satisfied, Ayelet moved on.

      She passed by several duels before spying a Woodsman OmniMech. The machine was outdated, her own Timber Wolf its intended replacement, yet it remained a worthy foe. Judging by its blackened armor, the Woodsman had already faced one of her Jaguars, which was good, as it placed them on equal footing. The Woodsman pilot noticed her attention and locked on. Luckily her Timber Wolf was still nimble enough to dodge the twinned PPCs, returning fire in kind. They danced around each other, sniping back and forth at each other. The Woodsman pilot finally managed to land a shot with their large laser, burning a glowing gash into her torso armor.

      Squeezing her joysticks, Ayelet brought her Timber Wolf into close range, bringing the rest of her weapons into play. She unleashed her SRMs and medium pulse lasers, cratering and wounding the Snow Raven machine. The Woodsman staggered, and Ayelet advanced, hitting with her PPCs again, eager to finish it off.
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      Scanning the battlefield, Zillah knew her forces could win. It would be costly, but they could do it. Unfortunately that was not the plan. The key was to wait for the right moment and then to lose in a believable fashion. That moment emerged with the destruction of MechWarrior Sebile’s Woodsman. The aging ’Mech exploded violently as its reactor went critical, damaging several other nearby ’Mechs, mostly Snow Raven machines. The ’Mech responsible for that destruction was a Timber Wolf, surely with Star Colonel Kotare at its controls.

      Opening a comm channel, Zillah addressed her opposite number. “Enough of this waste. Star Colonel Kotare, I challenge you to single combat. Let the victor of our duel settle this matter for all time.”

      Across the field, weapons fell silent as the warriors of both Clans awaited a response.

      “Bargained well and done. Let none interfere.”

      “Seyla.”

      The remaining ’Mechs of both Clusters fell back, forming a rough Circle of Equals around the combatants. Zillah entered the circle, still confident despite her damage. All she had to do was put on a good show.

      Kotare’s Timber Wolf entered from the opposite side of the circle. The two bird-legged ’Mechs stood facing each other. Zillah offered a passable bow then kicked her Stormcrow up to full throttle. She skirted the edge of the circle and angled her torso to keep Kotare in her forward arc. Twin PPCs lashed out from the Timber Wolf, but only one connected. Still, that was enough to virtually strip the armor from Zillah’s left arm. She would have to be cautious or lose her autocannon.

      Closing the distance, she countered with a volley from her laser array. All six medium lasers struck the Smoke Jaguar, slicing deep wounds into the Timber Wolf’s armor. She was lining up her autocannon when an SRM salvo battered her. The missiles severed her left arm and took the autocannon with it. She wobbled while adjusting to the weight loss, keeping her ’Mech on its feet. She dodged and jettisoned her unused ammunition, hoping to give her heat levels a chance to lower before firing again.

      A flurry of darts from the Timber Wolf’s medium pulse lasers robbed her of that option. She brought her right arm up and triggered a full volley at the Timber Wolf’s cockpit. A last minute move by Kotare saw the shots miss and instead hit the SRM rack. A violent sequence of explosions threw the Timber Wolf to the ground, but Kotare quickly levered it back to its feet, and Zillah let her.

      The mangled Timber Wolf hunched forward, and Zillah sensed the other warrior’s fury. It would be over soon.

      Ignoring her computer’s warning, Zillah fired her lasers again. Her heat spiked, but she managed a glancing blow to the cockpit with one laser while several others exploited the already-damaged right torso. Smoke spewed from the damaged innards, and yet the Timber Wolf remained upright and functional. Kotare was proving her reputation as a skilled pilot.

      A glow at the tip of each arm prefaced the firing of her twin PPCs. The paired blast ripped into Zillah’s lighter ’Mech, melting myomer bundles and destroying internal structures. Her Stormcrow sagged, but she kept it upright with a supreme effort until Kotare finished her off with another hail of pulse laser shots.

      System panels exploded around Zillah as her Stormcrow lost power and slammed dead to the ground. Her command couch broke free of its mounting and pitched forward, crushing her legs.

      Reaching up, she pulled her neurohelmet from her head. Sweat-soaked hair spilled into her eyes, but she did not care. Sparks showered down around her, but she had one last duty. Her comm system was still on backup power, so she signaled acknowledgment of her loss before allowing the pain in her legs to drag her under.
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      Ayelet’s screens sparked and flickered, doing little to disguise the damage Zillah Howell had managed to inflict on her. She looked down at the shattered remains of her opponent’s Stormcrow, impressed by her warrior spirit. Yes, the Howell line would be a fine addition to the Smoke Jaguar gene pool.

      A light on her comm panel signaled the Raven’s capitulation. Ayelet opened her own channel. “This trial is over. Star Colonel Zillah Howell has lost. As is my right as victor, I claim her as a bondsman. We will also claim as isorla any ’Mech that cannot leave the field of combat. You have all fought valiantly for a Bloodheritage not your own, and we honor you as foes.”

      She switched channels. “Star Captain Izar, do you live?”

      “Aff, Star Colonel.”

      “Detail a Star to supervise our technicians. I will return to the DropShip with my bondsman.”

      “As you command.”
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      Now that the DropShip was underway, Ayelet finally had a chance to visit the medbay. Her own surviving warriors had sustained only minor injuries and been quickly discharged. Not so her bondswoman. Securely strapped into a hospital bed, Zillah Howell lay unconscious and swathed in bandages. Her legs were encased in devices to promote their rapid healing.

      Ayelet turned to the medtech. “How is she?”

      The young man quickly glanced at his terminal. “She will make a perfect recovery, Star Colonel. And she will suffer no complications from the fractures in her legs.”

      “Very good. Wake her.”

      The technician’s eyes widened. “I…very well, Star Colonel.” He bent over a tray, prepared an injection, and inserted it into her IV drip. He then fussed with the casings on her legs.

      The device monitoring Zillah’s vitals began beeping more rapidly, and her eyes fluttered before shooting open, though she appeared dazed and unfocused.

      The former Snow Raven looked confused. “Why are we under thrust?”

      Ayelet indulged in a smug smile as she leaned closer and tugged her uniform taut, making sure her Clan patches were readily visible. “Because we are departing Lum.”

      A degree of clarity entered Zillah’s eyes as she stared at Ayelet. “Ah. You are taller than your holoimage led me to believe.”

      Ayelet’s smile faltered but quickly returned. “I am glad to see you still possess a sense of humor, bondswoman.” The confusion on the other woman’s face was most satisfying. “Aff, I have claimed you as isorla, Zillah Howell. You fought well, though you were defeated, far more directly than I expected for one of your former Clan. It impressed me, as has the audacity of your Bloodhouse. It is why I embarked on this trial, after all.”

      Zillah’s eyes darted back and forth. “I…see.”

      “I hope that you do. Adapt quickly, bondswoman, and I will see you restored to warrior status. For now, rest and heal. We will speak again on Gatekeeper.” Ayelet felt the exchange had gone well, but as Zillah slumped back, she had the tiniest of smiles on her face.
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      Zillah lay back, knowing there was a smile on her face. She could not believe her luck. Though she was now a Smoke Jaguar, this outcome actually advanced saKhan Peleshenko’s plan by several decades at least. The Unkindness would benefit from this as much as the Smoke Jaguars. Still, would she be able to endure life in a new Clan? Could she keep her honor intact in such a situation? Only time would tell. For now her only focus would be on healing.
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      Despite having been Blooded nearly eight years ago, this was only Zillah’s second time inside the Blood Chapel. The lighting was almost nonexistent. Small pockets of light illuminated highly detailed murals depicting heroic exploits of various Howell warriors, or passages from The Remembrance pertaining to the Family. Leading the procession was a scarred and age-ravaged man. He was entirely bald and held one arm stiffly against his chest. He wore the Snow Raven ceremonial uniform of white trousers and jacket, covered by an intricate cape of white raven feathers. This was Joseph McKenna, the octogenarian Loremaster of Clan Snow Raven. He strode easily through the darkness, which some would say was his natural environment.

      Walking beside him was the fair-haired Loremaster of the Smoke Jaguars, George Ismiril. He was younger than McKenna by several decades and had only recently ousted his predecessor from the post. Ismiril took in everything about the Blood Chapel with a warrior’s eyes, shortsighted eyes. Ismiril was one of those who failed to realize a Loremaster must be more than a warrior. Like McKenna, he was clad in the ceremonial garb of his Clan, in his case overlapping shades of dark gray shrouded in the mottled pelt of his totem. They advanced together, and Zillah found herself reminded of the ancient yin-yang symbol.

      Ayelet Kotare, as victor of the trial, accompanied the Loremaster as both escort and guard. It was she who had decided to bring Zillah along as a calculated insult to the members of her former Clan. Ayelet was dressed for ceremony as well, but Zillah was forced to wear a simple laborer’s jumpsuit as a sign of her status, the bondcord her only decoration.

      A door slid open and blinding light spilled out into the passageway. Both Zillah and McKenna had been prepared for it, but Kotare and Ismiril had been caught off guard and blinked rapidly to adjust their vision.

      Tottering out from the light was a decrepit old woman who made McKenna seem young. She was clad in white robes, the cut of which displayed faint hints of feathers. Her voice grated out, raspy and difficult to hear. “Who comes to this sacred place?”

      McKenna bowed his head and spread his arms wide, speaking to the crone’s feet. “Honored Keeper, I am Joseph McKenna, Loremaster of our Clan. I bring several not of the Unkindness with me. They are George Ismiril, the Loremaster of the Smoke Jaguars, Star Colonel Ayelet Kotare, and Bondswoman Zillah Howell of your own Family.”

      Despite knowing exactly what was happening, the old woman, a scientist by training, widened her eyes in surprise. “What is the purpose of this intrusion?”

      McKenna continued reciting the script he had been given. “We come for the legacy of Liam Howell, he who was once a Khan of our Clan. Warriors of the Smoke Jaguars have successfully fought for possession of his legacy. As laid down in the laws of the Founder, George Ismiril comes on the behalf of his Clan to lay claim to it.”

      The crone nodded and produced from within her robes an intricately carved box of banded Circean stone and held it out toward Ismiril, who examined it with hungry eyes.

      “Do you bear the legacy of Liam Howell?” Ismiril barked the question at her.

      She nodded and gave the ritual response. “This box contains the legacy of Liam Howell.”

      Ismiril stepped closer to her, eyes on the box. “I am empowered by my Clan to accept the legacy of Liam Howell, conscious of the honor it confers upon me.” He reached out and took the stone box and, in a breach of protocol, lifted the lid for all to clearly see the small genetic sample and the machinery maintaining it. Ismiril closed it with more reverence than he had opened it.

      The old woman snorted contemptuously. “The legacy you seek is contained within. Take it with our blessings, and leave this place.”

      Gesturing back the way they had come, McKenna said “You are satisfied, quiaff? Shall we depart?”

      “Aff, I am uncomfortable here.”

      For Zillah, the walk back seemed shorter than the walk in. Emerging into the midmorning light of Strana Mechty’s primary, she cast a longing look back the way she had come. McKenna caught her eye and gave her a sympathetic shrug. There was nothing to be done about her status.

      “Make wise use of that legacy,” McKenna said by way of farewell.

      Ismiril turned back. “We shall. His line shall be merged with the very best in our Clan. In the days to come, the Howell line will do momentous things in the name of the Jaguar.”

      An honor guard of Elementals formed up around the trio of Smoke Jaguars. As fit her bondsman status, Zillah shuffled along behind Ayelet. Her bondholder was in deep conversation with the Loremaster, ignoring her charge.

      As they approached the grand pyramid of the Smoke Jaguar genetics facility, Ayelet turned to her. “Only scientists and warriors of the Clan may enter the premises. You will await my return here.”

      “As you wish,” Zillah said with head bowed.

      She watched the procession depart, making their way through the massive doors and disappearing from sight. The triple loop of the bondcord chafed at her wrist, but she knew it would not be for long. While she was unlikely to attain her former rank, she would do whatever it took to regain her warrior status. Once she accomplished that, she would be free to funnel information to other members of the Family. The Family would benefit.

      And the Family was all.
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