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      At ease, MechWarriors!

      This year, I had the privilege to attend more gaming-industry conventions in an official capacity than in any previous year, and I want to take a moment to highlight how incredible and humbling it is to see firsthand the love and support you all have for everything BattleTech. This year I spoke to more fans in person than ever before, and it’s been an unforgettable, life-changing experience.

      I know not every faithful Shrapnel reader can attend conventions every year, but for those who’ve considered it in the past but never taken the plunge, let me assure you, the effort is well worth it. Whether you go to a bigger convention like Gen Con in Indianapolis or Origins Game Fair in Columbus, Ohio, or to a smaller show like Adepticon (currently in Milwaukee), you’ll be surrounded by likeminded BattleTech fans who love the game and everything that comes with it. You can also participate in legendary events, chat with your favorite BattleTech luminaries (who will gladly autograph just about anything you put in front of them), meet fellow players from all corners of the globe, score books and Force Packs that might not be on store shelves for a few more months, and do so much more.

      One of my favorite things about gaming conventions is that all of us who work on BattleTech products—be it fiction like Shrapnel, our line of original novels and novellas, and our Free Fiction Program on the Catalyst Game Labs Store (check the Free Downloads section for a brand-new BattleTech short story every month!), or on game products like rulebooks, sourcebooks, Force Packs, and so on—we get tons of wonderful in-person interactions with you, the fans. For example, at every convention I’ve attended since we started publishing this magazine over five years ago, several people have told me personally what Shrapnel means to them, sharing what their favorite story or feature has been so far. There have even been inspired fans I’ve met at shows who’ve later sent in submissions that were eventually published  in this magazine.

      One more quick note before we get down to business: At Gen Con this year, we saw the debut of the BattleTech: Gothic box set (which should be hitting retail stores sometime in October)—a darker, “What if?” take on the BattleTech setting, the first in a series of fun, one-off box sets known as the BattleTech Continuum. The two questions I’ve often been asked since this set was announced earlier this year at AdeptiCon are, “Will there be BattleTech: Gothic fiction?” and “Will any Gothic short stories ever appear in Shrapnel?” All I can say is, there may be a Gothic tale or two down the road, but it will not impact Shrapnel proper, so there’s no need to worry about any Gothic corruption in your regular Shrapnel experience each quarter.

      For fiction this issue, first, it is my esteemed privilege to announce the triumphant return of Jason M. Hardy! You might recognize him from the classic Dark Age novels The Scorpion Jar (one of my personal favorites of the era), Principles of Desolation, and The Last Charge, along with a number of short stories, including “A Dish Served Cold” (co-written with Chris Hartford) from The Proliferation Cycle anthology. Jason has spent the last handful-plus of years as the Line Developer of the Shadowrun game line, but he has always enjoyed writing in the BattleTech universe, and now returns to the fold with “The Hidden Game.”

      Among our other returning authors is Kelvin Casing, bringing us “Broken Bonds,” which follows a retired Free Worlds League officer in search of revenge during a branth safari; this story also inspired our wonderful cover art by Marco Mazzoni. Next is “Runner” by Eric Salzman (last seen on the short-fiction side with “The Great UrbanMech Uprising” in issue #8), which is set amid the Wars of Reaving in the Clan Homeworlds. In “Hold the Line,” Adam Neff, who made his debut in #13, puts us on the ground with a conventional infantry unit forced to face BattleMechs with little support. Russell Zimmerman’s “The Last of Many” takes us to the formation and trial-by-fire graduation of an unlikely Wolf-in-Exile sibko, one whose eccentric instructor is far more than he appears. Alayna M. Weathers brings her “History of the Clans” poetry series to a close with “To Be the ilClan,” and James Bixby draws us deeper into Ace Darwin’s travails on Solaris VII in the sophomore part of his serial novel Fortune and Glory. Also among all of these titans are two worthy new authors: Jack Trimble’s “Breakthrough” sees the all-Marauder mercenary unit Miller’s Marauders racing to avoid annihilation, and Scott R. Pyle’s “Empty Vessels” sends us to the Periphery, where a planetary marshal uncovers a deadly secret at a mining operation, one that could cripple the planet’s economy.

      For game content, we have not one, but two technical readout entries, which offer a glimpse of the same battle and the ’Mechs that fought it from both sides; a top-secret Lyran intelligence brief on agents going missing from the Skye region; a look at the value of “RetroTech” from the Clan Invasion in a modern ilClan-era setting; a report on what it means to be a combat journalist embedded with a unit in an active war zone; and the continuation of an article series about hyperpulse generators, this time focusing on mobile HPGs. After that, go directly into battle with a list of popular light machine guns for your A Time of War campaign; visit an oft-conquered world in “Planet Digest: Genoa”; get trained by frighteningly effective Capellan instructors in “Unit Digest: ‘The Kathil Lancers’”; head over to Toland for a MechWarrior: Destiny Mission where you’ll search for lost troves of pirate treasure; and then migrate to “Hot Spot: Windsor,” where you’ll choose a contract to either oppose or support a rather sketchy military-manufacturing outfit in the Hinterlands region.

      Well, MechWarriors, that wraps up another Shrapnel issue! We’ll see you again in December, and not a moment before! Until then, keep your autocannon loaded, your reactor on standby, and always, always hold the line against the darkness…

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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      Light slanted down through the thick jungle canopy as the five BattleMechs entered a small clearing filled with gently curling mist. High in the branches, a fat lizard basked in a patch of hot sun, watching agile dragonflies with unhurried hunger.

      “No one move,” said Ravi Rao over the comms. “I think we’re about to get a show.”

      As the other ’Mechs halted next to his Grasshopper, Rao fought down a surge of bloodlust. This wasn’t the same smoldering hate he’d lived with for over ten years—now it was white-hot fury. Not yet, he thought, as his finger caressed the trigger that would unleash a murderous alpha strike on the woman who had destroyed everything. Not yet. Stick to the plan. Slowly, he forced his hand to relax.

      The attack came in a flash of leathery wings, powerful jaws, and splintering wood. Knocked from its high perch to the jungle floor, the half-dead lizard tried to scurry away—then squealed as a taloned foot skewered it to the ground.

      Surrounded by falling leaves, the branth bent its long neck and ripped a bleeding strip of flesh from the still-wriggling prey. It chewed slowly, casting cold, reptilian eyes across the nearby BattleMechs. Then it raised its head and roared.

      Moments later, a second branth smashed down through the canopy to land in the clearing. Walking on folded wings and powerful hind legs, the new arrival came to survey the kill.

      “And that, Your Excellencies, is what we’re here to see,” said Rao.

      “Fabulous,” said Lu Cheng, in a hushed and respectful tone. “They truly are living dragons. But I thought you said they are solitary?”

      “That’s right, for the most part,” Rao agreed. “But this is a bonded pair. They’ll stay together long enough to start the next generation, then move on alone.”

      The new arrival hissed, scooped the carcass into its mouth, and struggled skyward. The first beast gave the ’Mechs one more glance, then followed its mate with an echoing cry.

      “A rare sight indeed, then,” Lu Cheng replied. “Thank you, Colonel Rao.”

      Despite everything, Rao had come to like Shonso Cheng, a title roughly equivalent to “count” in the Free Worlds League. The small, wizened man wasn’t at all what he’d expected from Capellan nobility. No, Lu Cheng was polite, eager to learn, and deferential to Rao’s experience as a branth keeper. The eighty-year-old man had a kindly way about him too, even using Rao’s old military rank as a courtesy.

      “Fascinating,” came the icy voice of Shanna—or Countess—Natalya, Lu Cheng’s wife, over the comms. “How far to camp?”

      The thick vines resting against Rao’s Grasshopper snapped as he twisted to look back at her Cataphract. God, but it’s ugly, he thought, surveying the squat machine. The Cataphract was brand new, with a distinct air of menace. Even on a normal VIP tour of the reserve, he would have been annoyed by its gaudy tiger-stripe camo, which bore more than a passing similarity to one of the local predators, and would put the branth on edge.

      “It’s near, just up the ridge,” Rao replied, running a hand across the graying beard that framed his weathered, olive-skinned face. Then, feeling the social tension even over the radio, he added, “Your Excellency.”

      Lu Cheng had rejected that formality immediately, just as his wife—a striking woman in her early forties, with dark hair, high cheekbones, and feline green eyes—had insisted on it. And like so many men with beautiful younger wives, Lu Cheng was zealous about keeping his other half happy.

      “I know the way, my dear, follow me!” said the elderly shonso as he guided his Vindicator forward.

      Rao paused to let the others pass by and was again struck by Lu Cheng’s skill as a pilot. The green-and-gold Vindicator moved nimbly through the thick jungle, skirting boulders and fallen trees, while the shanna and her two bodyguards left a blundering trail of destruction.

      While the shanna’s barely concealed impatience had been a running theme of the day, neither of the bodyguards—one in a Blackjack and the other piloting a Wolverine—had said a word. But at least they had heeded Rao’s advice to bring a medium-weight ’Mech. Branth-watching demanded the agility to navigate harsh terrain, but also robust protection from the creatures’ claws, teeth, and poisonous saliva.

      Unfortunately, the shanna had ignored Rao’s suggestion—her heavy ’Mech weighing the same 70 tons as his Grasshopper. His machine was far nimbler with its jump jets, of course, but, he worried, not as tough. His cockpit rattled as the shanna stomped past and his gold targeting reticule came to rest on her ’Mech’s backside once again. A harder kill for sure, he thought. But not yet.

      He really did like Lu Cheng, though. It would be a shame to kill him, even if his taste in women left much to be desired.
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        * * *

      

      Bird chitters echoed through the jungle, anticipating the fall of night. As the group neared camp, the dense foliage slowly gave way to a broad, muddy path wide enough for two ’Mechs to walk abreast. Rao fell in next to the Vindicator.

      “Thank you for being patient with my wife,” said Lu Cheng over a private channel.

      “It’s no great burden,” Rao lied.

      “As my father would say, she has not yet learned to wear her position lightly,” he continued. The two ’Mechs walked on in awkward silence for a moment. “You know, without my father, I wouldn’t be here.”

      Rao laughed. “No doubt.”

      “Ha, no, I mean it was he who first told me about the branth when I was a boy. Even then, I knew I had to see them for myself.”

      “Mission accomplished,” said Rao, smiling.

      “Indeed, yes. A fabulous sight. I used to beg my father to import one for us, but that’s impossible, as you know. Still, he would read us accounts of them from our own family history on Lopez.” As Lu Cheng spoke, his voice seemed to become younger and more childlike. “‘Family is everything,’ he would say. ‘To know your family is to know yourself.’ Do you have family, Colonel?”

      “No. Not anymore,” Rao replied, torn between his fear of giving something away and a genuine desire to speak with the old man. “Sorry, I’m not much of a talker in a ’Mech,” he said. “Old habits.”

      “Don’t apologize, Colonel. There’s a saying: ‘Noisy outside, empty inside.’ May I ask what happened?”

      “Parents are long dead. I was married once. She was military too, and…well, it didn’t work out.” Rao could see the camp up ahead now. He knew he should say no more, but somehow he blurted, “She died. A sabotage raid on Shiro in ’17”.

      “Ah, I’m so sorry, Colonel,” Lu Cheng said with a heavy sigh. “We’ve all lost too much to war. I hope that with the Concord of Kapteyn, we can finally know peace in our time. We don’t need a new generation of old enemies.”

      Far off, a branth roared.
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        * * *

      

      The camp recalled a traditional hunting lodge, although far larger and more luxurious. Supported on tall, wooden stilts, it was built at treetop height to give an unsurpassed view of the jungle from anywhere on its wide deck.

      Light rain began to fall as the five ’Mechs paused outside the compound’s high fence.

      “Okay, Your Excellencies, shut down over there at the end of the track,” said Rao. “I’ll take a last look around the perimeter, and then show you your accommodations.” He tried to sound nonchalant, as if this was just normal routine—but his heart was beating so hard it made his ears ring.

      “Should we worry about the branth, Colonel?” Lu Cheng asked.

      “There’s an ultrasonic emitter in the lodge that’ll keep ’em away from the immediate area. But don’t forget your filter masks.”

      Humans couldn’t breathe Lopez’s carbon dioxide-rich atmosphere, which formed a gaseous sea across much of the planet’s surface. Even in these high mountains, soaring far above the thick clouds like a floating island, the air could be toxic in just a few minutes.

      As the others continued, Rao urged his ’Mech toward an overgrown path at the back of the compound. He’d taken this route 50 times in his Grasshopper and 5,000 times in his mind.

      The winding track was short but steep, leading to a small peak overlooking the compound from 200 meters above. It was the perfect place for an ambush. Rao knew—he’d spent weeks choosing it.

      The peak afforded a complete view of the area, leaving nowhere to run. Conversely, the huge boulders also gave ideal cover in case anyone tried to return fire. Not that they’ll have the chance.

      Like all the best plans, his strategy was simple. Wait for their ’Mechs to shut down. Then, when it would take minutes for any of the machines to even move again, he would be free to put an end to the shanna in her cockpit. He’d have preferred to crush her with his ’Mech’s fist, but long-range incineration would do.

      With one large and four medium lasers, the Grasshopper could do pinpoint damage, especially with the advantages of an elevated position and a motionless target. The head-mounted missile rack was just a bonus, though Rao only had two salvos loaded. A fitting coup de grâce.

      Rao had decided the bodyguards were fair game if they got in the way. If Lu Cheng became a problem, Rao would try to just disable his ’Mech. As long as Shanna Natalya was dead, he didn’t much care what they did to him. He’d already disabled the Grasshopper’s ejection system; better a quick end than rotting in some dungeon.

      He took up his practiced position on the peak. Below, branches stirred in the freshening breeze. The ruddy light of Lopez’s twin suns glistened on the wet jungle.

      The ’Mechs were gathering in a rough circle now. Rao watched as Lu Cheng brought his machine to a halt.

      “Shutting down,” the old man said over the comms. “I’ll meet you by the gates, my dear.”

      “See you soon, my love,” Natalya replied.

      That’s what you think, Maskirovka bitch. Rao dropped his crosshairs over her cockpit and gritted his teeth. Death had finally come for the woman who had caught his wife, tortured his wife, murdered his wife.

      The arms and legs of Lu Cheng’s ’Mech went limp as it powered down. Rao waited for the Cataphract to follow suit. Instead, it twisted to look straight at the Vindicator and just stood there.

      “Come on,” Rao muttered, “you’ve been dying to get here all day.” Then the Wolverine moved past, blocking his shot.

      Rao licked dry lips. The evening was warm, but the sweat was cold inside his cooling vest. After what seemed like an eternity, the Wolverine stepped clear.

      Rao’s finger tightened on the trigger.

      The blast of autocannon fire shattered the still evening. Birds exploded from the treetops, shrieking high into the air. Dozens of branth raced up toward the blood-red clouds, circling and roaring in alarm.

      For a moment, Rao thought he’d fired too soon, that he’d missed his chance. Then he remembered his ’Mech didn’t even have an autocannon. No—the Cataphract was unleashing hell into the Vindicator at point-blank range.

      Any thought of an accident was snuffed out as the Blackjack and Wolverine added their own firepower, slamming more autocannon volleys into Lu Cheng’s ’Mech.

      The Vindicator, incapable of moving, shook violently under the withering fire. Rao saw one of its arms hanging by a shred of myomer muscle, before another barrage severed it entirely.

      Two medium lasers lanced from the Cataphract to slice deep into the Vindicator’s chest, sending molten metal running down its legs and black smoke billowing past the cockpit.

      Then the Wolverine fired its short-range missiles. With no armor in their way, the warheads exploded in a rapid series of muffled blasts that rose in volume until an earsplitting detonation tore the Vindicator in half.

      Even from his high perch, Rao felt the shock wave. Fist-sized fragments of metal hammered across the compound. He grimaced and tried to blink away the bright afterimage of the explosion.

      The noise of the jungle slowly returned as the Cataphract surveyed the carnage. Then the Blackjack moved back to the tree line, hiding itself in the foliage, and the Wolverine split off to follow the path Rao had taken moments before.

      “Colonel, Colonel!” came the shanna’s desperate voice. “There’s been an accident. A misfire. It’s my husband! Please help us!”

      Rao was already twenty meters back down the track, looking for a way out. “I’m on my way, sit tight!” he said confidently over the comms, hoping to buy himself a little more time before all three ’Mechs were in pursuit.

      The Grasshopper skidded to a halt. The Wolverine was just around the curve of the mountain—still out of sight, but not for long. There was only one way to go.

      Rao peered over the edge of the cliff path and swallowed hard.
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        * * *

      

      Shanna Natalya Smirnova—who had taken her husband’s life, but not his name—smiled as she finished her call for help. Then she calmly activated the Cataphract’s electronic warfare suite to stop Rao from doing the same.

      She knew he was ex-military. In fact, she was aware he’d had quite an impressive career with the Marik Guard until ten years ago. Then Lieutenant Colonel Rao had decided he preferred the bottle to battle and, as far as she knew, had never crawled out of it.

      Even so, it wasn’t in Natalya’s nature to take chances. No one who lacked caution or cunning survived long in the Capellan hierarchy, let alone in the Maskirovka. She’d made sure to bring a cutting-edge heavy ’Mech, despite Rao’s request for nothing over 55 tons. Then, before leaving French Bluff, Lopez’s second city, she’d sabotaged the Vindicator’s weapons. She’d even waited for her husband to shut down to eliminate any risk of melee combat.

      She’d enlisted her two best pilots, too—reliable men from the Zang shu zhe, the Maskirovka’s counterinsurgency arm. Natalya had spent most of her career there, defending the Capellan state from all those who wished it harm, before hungering for nobler rewards.

      Luck had been with her so far. The old colonel had wandered off at just the right moment. Probably to quench his thirst, she thought. It had given her the perfect chance to kill Lu and keep surprise on her side.

      Now it’s three against one with a 100-ton advantage, she thought. More than enough for an old drunk.
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        * * *

      

      Ravi Rao hadn’t touched a drink in eighteen months, not since the plan had formed in his head. But by god, he wanted one now.

      The Grasshopper was on a ledge so narrow the ’Mech’s left foot was only half resting on stone. The other half hovered above nothing except the dense clouds far below, shaded dull red by the setting suns.

      Night was falling fast and the wind, which had seemed brisk in his sheltered sniper’s nest, was now a howling onslaught. The Grasshopper juddered as it was buffeted on the rocky perch, something made worse by its limp, unmovable legs. Rao had shut down as soon as he’d landed. It was the only way to prevent them from tracking him.

      He glanced out of the cockpit again and instantly regretted it. Between the churning clouds below and the drifting ones above, Rao felt like he was trapped in an endless sky. He forced his eyes back to the console as a wave of vertigo swept over him.

      Okay, time’s up, he thought and began the restart procedure. There was a rush of heat as the fusion engine ignited, then he felt reassuring power pulse back into the ’Mech’s limbs.

      Let’s just hope they don’t spot me straight away, he thought, although he reckoned chances were good he’d have at least some time. Their IFF systems would still mark him as friendly, so they wouldn’t get an audible alert.

      Taking a deep breath, Rao fired the Grasshopper’s four leg-mounted jump jets. Instantly, he was slammed down into the command couch and the cockpit became uncomfortably hot. The ’Mech shot thirty meters up the cliff face. The path came into view just as the last of the superheated gas was spent and Rao landed heavily. He saw the Wolverine just ahead, where he’d been standing only a few minutes before. It was looking over the edge of the bluff, arms raised with palms up as if to say, I don't know where he went.

      “Colonel, where are you? I don’t know what to do!” sobbed the shanna over the comms.

      Rao targeted the Wolverine’s back and fired. The four medium lasers started to bite, but the enemy pilot was good. He immediately twisted to spread the damage across fresh armor, then ducked aside and launched a volley of short-range missiles.

      Rao dodged right, shrapnel rattling off his cockpit as the missiles blew apart rocks behind him. This has to end fast, he thought, and raced forward.

      The Wolverine’s medium laser etched a jagged red line down the Grasshopper’s chest as Rao closed the gap. Then he kicked the smaller ’Mech hard in the center torso, sending it backward off the cliff.

      Panicking, the enemy pilot hit his jump jets, but only succeeded in slamming the Wolverine into the cliffside, unleashing a slew of boulders. The ’Mech careened hopelessly down, cartwheeling end over end until it smashed into the rocks below.

      The Cataphract, just a silhouette in the dim twilight, took a few steps back and looked up.

      “Now I suppose we’ll have to waste time hunting you,” came Natalya’s cool voice.

      “You must be confused, Your Excellency. It’s me who’s hunting you. I know this jungle. And I’m going to put you in the ground, you murdering bitch.”

      She fired her particle projector cannon, but Rao stepped easily back into the shadow of a boulder. The PPC’s artificial lightning fizzed and snapped across the damp rock, bathing the peak in dancing blue light. Rao was already gone.
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        * * *

      

      Natalya stared at the broken Wolverine in the dying light, smoke curling from its shattered frame. Two against one, she thought.

      Had her intel been wrong? The old colonel’s sudden ferocity worried her. He’d adapted too fast, almost as if he’d expected it. Still, no matter. Every operation faced challenges. She always overcame them. And they still had advantage enough.

      She turned her ’Mech and thudded for the tree line. She scanned the horizon, already forming a new strategy.

      “Zhou,” she said, keeping her voice calm and controlled. “On me, fifty meters.”

      He was hunting her. So she would set a trap.
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        * * *

      

      Stars glittered in the moonless night. Rain drummed on the Grasshopper’s dark cockpit, almost drowning out the noise of the forest.

      Rao had been playing cat and mouse with the Blackjack for almost an hour—moving swiftly to draw the ’Mech deeper into the jungle, then shutting down.

      He hadn’t seen the Cataphract at all, on sensors or otherwise. She must be shut down, too. Then he squinted as white light blazed through the ferroglass canopy.

      The Blackjack moved through the jungle nearby, scanning the undergrowth warily with its running lights, but his Grasshopper was well hidden, and the enemy pilot noticed nothing.

      Rao waited for the Blackjack to move out of sight, then raced through the startup sequence and took off in pursuit. He was used to sprinting through this environment and, even when a rotten log or shifting boulder sent him off balance, he could keep his footing.

      He saw the Blackjack’s vivid thermal image up ahead and fired into the rear torso. The ’Mech spun around and Rao saw its image flare even brighter as the pilot tracked and fired.

      Twin 40-millimeter autocannons shredded the trees around the running Grasshopper, sending showers of splinters spinning into the undergrowth and animals running for their lives.

      Out of nowhere, autocannon shells slammed into the Grasshopper from a new direction, tearing chunks of armor from the right arm.

      As Rao fought to keep upright, he saw the Cataphract inch out from behind the ancient, moss-covered tree that had hidden its heat signature. Its PPC fired, and the blast sheared off the Grasshopper’s arm entirely, leaving a smoldering stump.

      Too busy for alarms and warning lights, Rao slammed on the jump jets and arced over the Blackjack’s head to fire into its weakened rear armor. A moment later, the ’Mech’s autocannon ammunition exploded, shredding the machine from the inside and sending one stubby arm flying into the night.

      As the Blackjack collapsed forward, Rao fired a parting shot at the Cataphract and sprinted away. He took the Grasshopper at an oblique angle, desperately trying to put as many trees as possible between him and the shanna.

      It almost worked. Her final shot very nearly missed. But the dying remnants of a shell found the Grasshopper’s heavily damaged right torso—which exploded, sending shrapnel ripping up through the cockpit floor.

      Rao screamed, but he kept running.
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        * * *

      

      “Svoloch!” Natalya spat, glancing down at the Cataphract’s bulky forearm. Again she tried to fire the PPC, and again it sizzled uselessly in the pouring rain, the muzzle fused from a lucky hit.

      She cursed, her mind racing. One on one now. The colonel had whittled away her advantage to almost nothing. How had she underestimated him so badly?

      At least his ’Mech was crippled. The Grasshopper had lost two medium lasers, plus its long-range missiles—which had cooked off spectacularly when the right torso was hit. What armor he had left would be paper thin. He only has one option now, she thought. He’ll retreat. But if he escaped, her whole plan would come to nothing. She had to stop him.

      Snarling, she pulled back into the jungle to wait.
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        * * *

      

      That went well, Rao thought as he plunged the syringe into his thigh and did his best to bandage the remains of the three severed toes on his left foot. All in all though, he’d come off better than his ’Mech.

      There’s no way she could’ve restarted and opened fire that quickly, Rao thought. No, she can jam my sensors somehow. What was less obvious was how he could fight her without them. The jungle was vast and hard enough to navigate with sensors. It seemed hopeless.

      Suddenly exhausted, Rao set down the medkit and collapsed back onto the command couch. His mind relaxed as the morphine kicked in. He listened to the deafening chorus of the dark jungle and found himself thinking of Lu Cheng. The old man had loved the branth, just as his own wife had. What had he said? Noisy outside, empty inside…

      She was cooking eggs in a cast-iron skillet as he came downstairs. Bright morning light slanted through the windows. Waves crashed outside.

      “Morning,” she said, turning to him and smiling.

      “Morning,” Rao replied, catching her from behind and kissing her long neck.

      She picked up the Bloody Mary on the counter and sipped it. “Want some?” she asked playfully, offering him the glass.

      “Gah, get it away from me,” he laughed, backing off. “I don’t know how you drink that stuff, Beth.”

      “Some of us are just cultured, ’Mechjock,” she answered, and began dishing the eggs onto plates. “Can you wake our bedslug?”

      “Roger that, SpecOps, I’ll get her,” Rao replied and headed back upstairs.

      The dread he felt as he approached her room was old and familiar, but out of place here. This wasn’t where it happened, he thought.

      “Abby?” he said, as the door creaked open. “Time to get up.” He already knew what he’d see. She was stretched out on the bed, vomit on the sheets, pills nearby.

      Suddenly Beth was next to him on the landing, her once-svelte body a mass of bruises, burns, and bloody cuts.

      “Tsk, tsk,” she said, absentmindedly twirling her filthy chestnut hair as she stared at their teenage daughter’s lifeless body. “That’s not good, a girl needs her mother.” She poked him with a teasing finger. “Whatcha gonna do?”

      “I don’t know,” he answered numbly, looking from revenant to corpse.

      “Well, you’d better think of something,” she laughed. “You’re running out of arms.”

      He looked down to see his right arm was gone, just a bloody stump dripping onto the cream carpet. The patter of blood turned into the hammering of rain. Flashes of light came from the landing window.

      “Look, fireworks!” shouted Beth, grabbing his remaining arm and pointing excitedly.

      Rao looked out of the window, down onto the beach. The green-and-gold Vindicator shook under the withering fire.

      Beth came up behind him. “Great minds,” she said quietly. “She did the same thing as you. Waited for him to shut down.”

      The Vindicator shattered and exploded…

      A deep rumble of thunder reverberated across the mountains as Rao awoke, covered in sweat.

      He blinked and wiped a hand across his face. It was still dark outside. He wondered how long he’d been asleep and looked around cautiously. Nothing. He lay back again, wincing from the pain in his foot.

      Natalya used the same tactic as me, he mused. Maybe after all these years of hunting her, I’ve started to think like her. Rao cocked his head. So how would I think if I were her? Slowly, he nodded. I’d think I’d make a run for it. She doesn’t know I have a score to settle.

      He sat up and rubbed his eyes. All at once it came to him. He didn't need to find her. She would find him. He just had to make sure she found him in the right place.
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        * * *

      

      When Rao had taken his ancestral Grasshopper to war, it had been a ruin. Lovingly restored over a score of months, eventually it had looked resplendent bearing the red-and-yellow banner of the Marik Guard.

      He’d been annoyed when his position at Miyama Reserve forced him to repaint the ’Mech in jungle colors so as not to anger the branth, but he needed the pay for booze. In fact, the Grasshopper was the only possession he hadn’t melted down into alcohol over the years.

      And now look at her. Covered in shit. Rao laughed.

      A few minutes earlier, he’d waded into an enormous pile of branth dung, spreading a thick coating all over the ’Mech with its remaining arm. He’d smelled branth dung before, and right now he was extraordinarily thankful for the cockpit’s sealed air supply.

      Rao had done exactly what Natalya would expect. He’d followed the same path out of the jungle that they’d taken in. That had brought him back to the nesting site. Now, he just needed to wait.
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        * * *

      

      He didn’t have to wait long. One moment there was no sound but the relentless rain, no sight but dripping foliage. Then autocannon fire exploded all around the Grasshopper, kicking up fountains of mud.

      Armor shards flew from the ’Mech’s legs as Rao desperately maneuvered out of the line of fire. He replied with his large laser, then galloped to the left to draw Natalya toward the nest.

      She made a beeline straight for him, clearly confident that he was already crippled. Let her get close, Rao thought, keeping just enough trees between them to prevent a clear shot into his rear.

      As lightning tore up the sky, he slammed his ’Mech to a halt and jumped backward. He landed beside the Cataphract, which spun around instantly—medium lasers carving molten streaks up the Grasshopper’s right leg.

      Rao replied with a fist. He’d hoped to crush Natalya’s cockpit, but she moved back just in time, and the powerful blow only managed to tear a jagged hole in the ferroglass canopy. The Cataphract’s autocannon came up to fire again, but Rao was already leaping away.

      He landed on a low, vine-covered bluff that stretched around the nesting site. It was only fifteen meters high, but it might as well have been fifty; the Cataphract had no jump jets.

      Time for a little help. Rao kicked on the Grasshopper’s external speakers and a baleful cacophony of roars, hisses, and snarls echoed through the night.

      All branth keepers had a library of pre-recorded sounds to attract the solitary creatures in case of a no-show. Branth were quite peaceable for apex predators, but playing the sounds here would make them incandescent with rage.

      Rao just hoped his ’Mech smelled bad enough that it wouldn’t be on the menu.
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        * * *

      

      Natalya scowled as she pulled on the filter mask below her bulky neurohelmet. She stared at the rain pouring through the jagged rent in her cockpit. She hadn’t expected melee combat tactics, but her Cataphract’s thick armor was still only lightly damaged.

      “You can’t stay up there forever, Colonel,” she said over the comms. “In the end, I always get what I want.”

      “This time you’ll get what you deserve,” Rao replied harshly.

      Natalya laughed. “I can wait, Colonel. I waited two years to kill the old fool. Two years of his grunting and slobbering all over me. Imagine my joy when you proposed this little trip.”

      Her sensors showed Rao only a few meters above her, so she backed off, keeping her weapons trained on the top of the vine-covered bluff.

      “You were going to blame me,” said Rao, more as a statement than a question.

      “I still will. An old soldier with a grudge against Sian—who could fail to believe me?”

      “You made one mistake, though,” Rao replied.

      “Oh yes? Do tell.”

      “That tiger-stripe camo. It’ll send ’em right up the flue.”

      “Wha—”

      The branth charged out of the darkness before Natalya could finish, launching itself onto the Cataphract’s back, talons tearing into armor, jaws biting into the ’Mech’s shoulder.

      As Natalya tried to shake the beast off, a second branth swooped down and jammed its snout into the jagged hole in her cockpit. Ripping further into the cabin with every lunge, its long red tongue uncoiled around rows of deadly teeth, still stained with the rancid, stinking remnants of its last kill.

      The remaining ferroglass gave way as Natalya grabbed her sidearm and fired. The branth screamed and pulled back, blood pouring from its jaw. Natalya emptied the magazine into its chest, and it tumbled away.

      Grabbing the other branth by its neck, Natalya hurled it into the jungle. Hissing, the creature regained its feet and rushed forward, but she fired a medium laser at its head. It fell into the night with a howl and a gout of steaming blood.

      Natalya turned back and watched the remaining creature dispassionately as it struggled to breathe, blowing bloody bubbles from the ragged holes in its chest. Then she stepped on its massive head, grinding her ’Mech’s foot down to the sound of snapping bones, and smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Damn, thought Rao, who had seen the fight below. Damn. Damn. He urged the Grasshopper forward, thinking to take up position ahead, but Natalya was already tracking him. She saw earth shaking loose from the edge of the bluff as he ran, and fired.
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      The autocannon blasted huge chunks from the overhanging cliff, and Rao felt the Grasshopper’s right leg buckle underneath him. He slid sideways in a torrent of earth, rolling over before skidding to a stop against a tree.

      Dizzy and disoriented, he spat out blood and realized he’d bitten through his tongue. Slowly, painfully, he tried to lever the Grasshopper upright on its one remaining arm. But twin lasers shot out of the darkness, burrowing deep into the limb before another burst of autocannon fire blew it to pieces. The elbow joint flew up to strike the cockpit, leaving a spiderweb of cracks in the ferroglass.

      The Grasshopper collapsed onto its back.

      The Cataphract closed in, feet sinking into the deep mud. “Still think you’ll put me in the ground?” asked Natalya.

      Rao coughed from the acrid smoke filling the cockpit and spat out more blood. “You know, there’s an old saying,” he replied. “‘Noisy outside, empty inside.’ Now get on with it, I don’t have all day.”

      Natalya laughed and raised her autocannon for the final time. Or, at least, she tried to raise it—then looked down in disbelief at the powerful jaws that had seized her ’Mech’s arm. For a moment they were eye-to-eye; one side of the branth’s scaly face was burned, bloody and oozing.

      The huge beast wrenched on the ’Mech, dragging the Cataphract round in a semicircle and landing heavy blows with its long, muscular tail. Natalya brought up the ’Mech’s other arm and fired a medium laser, but the brilliant green beam went wide as she was pulled around.

      Rao could see Natalya losing balance and kicked out with the Grasshopper’s foot, striking the Cataphract hard in the knee.

      Natalya shrieked along with her toppling ’Mech as the lumbering machine collapsed backward into the dense undergrowth, snapping thick branches like kindling.

      The branth clambered onto the prone Cataphract with an enraged, bestial growl that spoke of a million generations of blood and pain and death. Its long neck bent to the cockpit.

      Natalya screamed—but not for long.
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        * * *

      

      Rao was headed home when dawn broke.

      He stopped the limping, armless Grasshopper and stared at the twin suns rising behind the mountains. He closed his dark eyes and let the sunlight bathe his bloodstained face.

      She was dead. And he finally felt alive again.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            VOICES OF THE SPHERE: TOUGH CROWD

          

          ED STEPHENS

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The trivid feed crackles as it cuts to a low-budget commercial. Cartoonish ’Mech-scale weapons inexplicably launch fireworks in the background of a large crowd of people, all doubled over laughing. Many appear to be faking laughter. The words “LAFF DISK XVIII” abruptly appear on screen as an announcer’s voice begins, followed by a series of poorly cut comedy sketch clips:

      

      “AVAILABLE NOW, LAUGH DISK SEVENTEEN! We’ve collected the most rib-busting comedy performances in the entire universe, featuring:”

      

      Jorge Sanchez, Terra, Star League: IlClan? Like, who came up with this name? Does it mean “ill” as in “sick,” or “ill” as in “badass?” What’s up with that? I know I'm not il’in like a villain! [Audience laughs. A glowering man in a gray jumpsuit with a Clan Wolf logo edges onscreen. The comic gestures at him.] Heh. Check out this guy. Looks hangry, must have missed his ilClam chowder… [The rage of the man in the jumpsuit becomes palpable.] Uh oh, I seem to have upset him. I don’t want to end up on a list, I guess I’d better WATCH it!

      

      Ian McDunnough, Helm, Wolf Empire: …You guys all have one, somewhere in your house, you know what I mean. When you were a kid, and your dad would groan and get up to open the closet, and the box would spill flags all over the floor, and he’s shouting, “Marcie, which is it again? Free Worlds League? Stewart? Stewart Commonality? Marik-Stewart? Wolf? Wolf Stewart League Empire Commonal—What? What was that, Marcie?”

      

      Shaun Cambell, Liao, Capellan Confederation: I stepped in cat barf a couple months ago, back in Chang-An. Before the bombardment, of course. This was really upsetting. It was so gross to step in. I’d managed to walk around it for a solid week. [One or two in the audience chuckle.] Guess I don’t have to worry about it now, I’ll just wear a mask. Don’t want to breathe in any subatomic barf particles that might be floating around… [Audience gasps. A chair clatters to the floor.]

      

      Alexander White, Ottumwa, Federated Suns: Yeah, “Dragon’s Tongue.” Hmm. Guess the military marketing guy was off on vacation when they named that one. Because it’s definitely not…easily confused with a sex thing. [Audience laughs.] Nope. You don’t want the Dragon’s Tongue to get you where you least expect it. So I looked it up on Urbanchatter the other day, and it involves…

      

      Ishi, De Berry, Draconis Combine: Hot sauce. [Audience laughs.] Not kidding, hot sauce! That’s what they’re saying! Can you even imagine what that would be like? [Audience crescendos.] Like, I’m calling my boss… [Comedian mimics comm.] “Sorry, can’t come in today. I can’t sit down… That’s right. Yeah, Boss. Dragon’s Tongue. Yep, maybe Thursday.” [Comedian mimics hanging up a comm, audience roars.] Next on the menu, one steaming Prince’s Champion…

      

      Brett Kline, Windsor, Lyran Commonwealth: These new IndustrialMechs, they’re ridiculous. All kinds of annoying lights and bells and whistles, very confusing. [A few audience members giggle.] I take my new brick-sized dongle and fire mine up the other day, and it just starts beeping at me like crazy. This screen shows this video of a guy getting just squashed, and I’m like, “Weird. That guy in the video looked just like Carl.” [Audience laughs.] So I lift up the foot, and there seems to be something stuck to it, leaking red goo. It took me four tries to shake it off… I wouldn’t want to slip on it, of course.

      

      Kayleigh, Quatre Belle, Raven Alliance: They have these things there called “Kodamas.” Have you heard of this? It is basically a small cat-monkey-rabbit thing. But, if you piss it off, it will go get its friends and they will all come and literally murder your entire village! [Audience laughs.] I am not making this up. They literally wiped out a whole village of innocent people because someone stepped on it. Now, I like to think humans are smart. We have arsenals of planet-killing weapons. But, we decided not to use it on that?! [Audience cackles.] If I see one of these things, one orbital bombardment is good, but three is better, quiaff?

      

      Byron Hickson, Melbourne, Terra, Star League: This game is thousands of years old. Thousands. Same board, hasn’t changed since. I swear, there’s always four battered copies at the reuse area. You’ve played it, right? [A few cheers of acknowledgment from the audience.] So we’re watching the news, and where do you think they’re landing? [Audience laughs.] Me and my mates are like, “OOH!” [Comic angrily points, as if at a trivid.] “Those bastards in Indonesia and New Guinea better watch out!”

      

      Oliver Jones, New Home, Star League: So my wife is at the window watching this, all these Wolf and Smoke Jaguar DropShips burning across the sky, and she doesn’t even look at me. She just stares out the window and says, “Well, looks like we’d better stay inside today. It’s raining cats and dogs out there…”

      

      Also included now, last year’s finalist scenes from Whose Clan Is It Anyway?

      [A series of clips begins, showing comics standing on stage together, motioning awkwardly around a couch and potted plant.]
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