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      Front and center, MechWarriors!

      I’m not entirely sure what happened between this issue and the previous one, but some of you folks are claiming there was something called a “Shrapnel Gothic” issue that showed up back in October. This is just plain false intel, people. Unless someone’s trying to pull a sick prank on us here aboard the DropShip, I’m going to chalk it up to some kind of communications disruption, or maybe just a bad case of transit disorientation syndrome from the last jump, because—say it with me, folks—there is no such thing as Shrapnel Gothic! No fanciful universe populated by freakish, gene-spliced monsters, no crazy-looking ’Mechs covered in spikes and wearing capes. Y’all been watching too many Solaris bouts or holodocs about Periphery pirate bands before you hit the rack. Regardless, I won’t tolerate any more such shenanigans on this DropShip! Save the pranks for the enemy. Got it? Good. Now, let’s get down to brass tacks.

      This particular prank-free issue is dedicated to the concept of legacies, particularly those that pass down from parent to child over the generations, often in the form of a BattleMech that has served in conflicts across a century or more. For example, in “Constant Companion,” by Jeff Kautz, an author some of you may recognize from the BattleCorps days, a mercenary who just punched out of his ’Mech is in search of a replacement on a forlorn battlefield, but ghosts can often haunt battlefield salvage. In “And a Health to the Widow” by Shrapnel veteran D. G. P. Rector, the aging Colonel Alonzo Barrett of Barrett’s Fusiliers wants to ensure his son is up to the task of commanding the unit if he were to retire or be killed in combat. In “Riders on the Holiday Road” by Wunji Lau—who has penned several past Shrapnel articles and BattleTech sourcebooks, along with a short story in the recently released Tales of the Bounty Hunter anthology—one of the Mongol Cavaliers who fought the Clans on Terra is worried that the ilClan will destroy irreplaceable relics from Mongolian history that have survived for more than a millennium. In “Heirloom” by first-time Shrapnel author Jonathan Hicks, a lost soul recognizes that he has deprived a family of a ’Mech that should rightfully be returned to them. “The Five Furies” by fellow newcomer Jacob W. Brooks explores the dynamics of a group of five friends choosing to share a centuries-old abandoned ’Mech they discovered. Finally, “New Beginnings” by Harvey Roberts (author of “Bad and Worse” from issue #10) focuses on a Zeus owner at risk of losing his family’s ’Mech in the worst possible way—bureaucratic red tape—which forces him to consider drastic measures to hold on to his family’s legacy. These descriptions barely scratch the surface of what these stories are about, but it gives you an idea of this common refrain that connects them, this issue of family—whether biological or found—and what we seek to pass on to them, what lengths a family might go to to reclaim something they’d lost. The fact that this many stories in this volume speak to this idea—and I’d like to point out that this was wholly organic: I couldn’t have planned this if I tried—tells me how important this is to not only the BattleTech universe, but to humankind as a whole.

      But that’s not even all the stories in this issue! In “On a Wing and a Prayer” by new author Chris G. Lane, an aerospace pilot is given a straightforward strike mission, but when the chips are down, the choice between success and survival becomes ever narrower. And in Part Three of James Bixby’s serial novel Fortune and Glory, Ace Darwin, the WhipIts, and the Co-Champions of Solaris must use every resource at their disposal to stay one step ahead of kidnappers, assassins, and worse. Also, this issue’s poem, “The Thunderer’s Vow: Suns and Serpents Ascendant” comes from Bien S. Canonizado, our first author from the Philippines. I know we’ve got a lot of loyal BattleTech fans there, so I’d like to give them a shout-out: Thank you for helping make BattleTech a truly global phenomenon!

      For articles, we have a Voices of the Sphere piece with insight into some of the pivotal splinter factions that arose in the chaos after Gray Monday; a look into the Rasalhague Dominion’s penchant for ’Mechs equipped with melee weapons; examples of some disastrous, expensive, and/or ludicrous boondoggles of BattleMech engineering; a guide to influential chivalric MechWarrior orders in Federated Suns; and a deep dive into the Corporatist Coalition and its very real effects on the Lyran Commonwealth’s politics. Then plan your next battle with game features that include a Technical Readout entry for the Hermes III; a MechWarrior: Destiny Mission to steal a new Trebuchet prototype straight from the factory on Irian; a Planet Digest for Dreadlord, an Outworlds Alliance planet once ruled by an eccentric individual; a Unit Digest for the IX Legion, a former Capellan company that turned mercenary; and Hot Spot: Northwind, a playable campaign that will demonstrate exactly why the IX Legion decided to permanently skip out on the Capellan Confederation.

      This holiday season, as you strap into a seat on the DropShip to nurse your eggnog-filled zero-G drink bulb, take a moment to stop and think about what legacy and family means to you. What’s worth passing on to them, be it a physical item or something less tangible, like a tradition or even a treasured memory or a story? What lengths would you go to pass on a piece of history to a loved one or a close friend?

      As the year draws to a close, I wish you all a great and safe holiday season, and in the meantime, remember to keep the pranks on this DropShip to a minimum. That’s an order!

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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        NECROMO
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        24 OCTOBER 3020

      

      

      
        
        DAY ONE

      

      

      Jakub “Fitz” Fitzallen felt heavy.

      The sudden thrust of ejection pushed up from below as the seat rocketed into the dust-choked sky. The weight on his chest pressed down, ever harder, until it threatened to squeeze the last of the breath from his lungs.

      And then it was over. Fitz choked down the urge to vomit as he became briefly weightless, the chair having reached the apex of its rise, then he felt the straps dig into his shoulders, heard the rush of air filling his ears, and became oddly aware of the hairs on his arms dancing and waving in the cool wind.

      There was a jolt when the chute deployed. Fitz eased down into the chair and grabbed the risers that would help control his descent. He twisted left and right, trying to get his bearings, to see where the friendly lines were, but could barely make out anything in the confused, brown swath below, cratered and churned by the engines of war.

      Black smoke drifted across the landscape, occasionally illuminated by tracer or missile telltales, or the flashes of their impacts. Fitz tried to pinpoint his Shadow Hawk, or rather, what was left of it, but he couldn’t find it. Nothing looked familiar.

      He realized too late that he was falling too fast. Must be a hole in the chute. He looked up, but couldn’t see anything past the lip of his neurohelmet visor, and felt stupid for trying. He yanked hard on the risers, but they did little to arrest his descent. He dropped rapidly through the smoke and haze, the ground rushing up to meet him. The chair slammed into the ground with enough force to knock the wind out of him, stifling an anguished cry as pain shot up his spine.

      Moments—or was it minutes?—later, he found himself lying on his side, still strapped to the chair, half buried in the furrow it had plowed as it crashed. Maybe he had blacked out. He couldn’t be sure. He glanced around to check the seat’s emergency beacon, and the breath caught in his lungs as a sharp pain, brought about by the hard landing, shot up his spine all the way to his neck. At least the rescue beacon was strobing, so there was a little good news.

      He popped the quick-release on his seat harness and yanked the leads free from his body. He ripped the heavy neurohelmet from his head and flung it away, suddenly contemptuous of the contraption that was smothering him. He inhaled deeply. The air filled his lungs and he felt relief, at first. Then he tasted the acrid tang of smoke on his tongue, and felt the dry dust clogging his nose.

      He coughed, wheezed, tumbled from the chair and fumbled for his water bottle, spilling much of it in desperation. He gulped the tepid liquid and poured some into his hands to rub the smoke and dirt from his eyes and face. It was only when the air screamed with the noise of war and the ground began to shake that Fitz remembered where he was: somewhere on an active battlefield.

      He scrambled to his feet, stooping low more out of habit than any belief such precautions could save him from the mechanized death machines stalking the barren plain. He glanced around, trying to locate cover, somewhere, anywhere that offered some protection. That was when he saw it. A massive, humanoid monster emerged from the smoke and gloom, like a frost giant from some ancient myth, its skull face fixed in a demonic grin. An Atlas!

      The ground trembled with every footfall. Fitz knew it was hopeless to run. The metal beast could cover five meters with each ponderous step, but he ran anyway. Lungs bursting, he flung himself forward. The ground dipped, causing him to trip and roll end-over-end until he pitched over the berm of a shell crater and splashed into the muddy water at the bottom. Out of breath and heavy with mud, he expected to be crushed at any moment. He looked up, amazed, as the giant’s gait slowed, its groaning steps ever more laborious, until it stopped at the lip of the crater.

      Fitz gazed up at the ’Mech. It did not move. It simply stood like a stone monument to war, its grinning skull face staring down in the dying light. Its armored surface was scarred and pockmarked. Steam spewed from vents, superheated metal popped and pinged as it cooled, and molten scorch marks glowed like angry, red weals. As he studied the ’Mech, he noticed the cracked and blackened plating around the skull mask’s left eye. Autocannon impact. Had he done it? He’d fired several salvos into the onrushing enemy before his Shadow Hawk had been shot out from under him. Perhaps… It didn’t matter. The beast appeared dead, and the battle had moved on without either of them.
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      Fitz trekked back and found his command chair crushed in the crater left behind by one of the Atlas’ massive feet. He held onto the slim hope that someone had noticed the beacon and marked its position before it was destroyed. At least the thermal sleeping bag was salvageable, along with some flattened, but still edible, energy bars, so he wouldn’t starve—at least, not right away.

      The rest of the battlefield yielded little of use. Some scraps of blasted armor plating might make a decent shelter if he could drag them to the crater. He searched the wreckage of a few ’Mechs and tanks, their pilots and crews either dead or long gone, but found only a few bits of food, a jacket he pulled on over his cooling vest, and no working transponders to call for help. He looked for his Shadow Hawk, but was unable to locate it, and he dared not venture too far away from the beacon, especially in the growing darkness.

      Night fell cold and silent as Fitz headed back to the crater at the Atlas’ feet. A heavy coat of smoke and dust made it impossible to discern the monster’s original color. Except for the grinning skull. Its bleached bone visage glowed demonic orange in the light of the fires burning on the horizon. Its empty, black eyes stared downward, unblinking. Mocking. I am death, it said. And you will never be rid of me.

      Far away, autocannons flashed, their booms rolling across the blasted terrain. Sleep would not come easily, if it came at all, but Fitz was used to that. It felt like he hadn’t slept in years.

      

      
        
        DAY TWO

      

      

      By morning’s light, the battlefield provided little more than it had by the fires at night. The few food scraps that hadn’t already been claimed by scavenging birds and rodents wouldn’t stretch long. Worse, there was no sign anyone was coming to locate the beacon. There were no other survivors, and the likelihood of encountering any civilians this far out in the Wastes was basically zero. Even hermits and scavengers never ventured out this far. Fitz was alone, except for the Atlas, and the constant companion that rode with every warrior in every battle since time began, always whispering in his ear, icy fingers tearing at his chest.

      Overhead, the vultures circled.

      The sounds of battle had subsided. Either it was over, or the combat had just drifted too far away to be heard. Every so often a vaporous contrail cut across the sky, probably aerospace fighters, but always too high to take notice of a single man on the ground far below.

      “Stop looking at me,” he said to the Atlas, but its black, hollow eyes held him fixed. Wherever he moved, it seemed the empty-eyed gaze followed, its grinning rictus bleeding contempt.

      “I said stop!” Fitz hurled his water bottle at the monster, but it bounced impotently off the beast’s armored foot. Frantically, he grabbed anything he could find. Scraps of metal, rolls of wire, an empty shell casing, and finally balls of dirt he dug from the side of the crater and flung them at his silent tormentor. All pinged and careened harmlessly off the armored giant, whose sightless gaze never wavered. I told you so, it said.

      He fell to his knees and pounded the dirt. “All right!” he said. “I know what you want.”

      There was a wrecked tank chassis not far away. It took Fitz an hour to free one of its tow cables and drag it over to the Atlas. After many attempts, he was finally able to hurl the heavy cable high and far enough to wedge it into the massive ’Mech’s left knee joint.

      His strength was sapped by then, but he knew if he stopped to take a break, he would likely never get up the nerve. He began pulling himself up, the corroded cable leaving his hands raw and red with rust and blood until he was able to reach the knee. From there, he used the small footholds built into the ’Mech’s leg armor to climb to the waist.

      Lying on his back, Fitz labored to catch his breath. The sun waned, and black birds circled in the sky above, screeching. “FALL!” they called again and again. “FALL! FALL!”

      Slowly, carefully, he rolled onto his stomach and thought about his next move. The chain ladder would have been within easy reach, but it was not deployed. The Atlas’ barrel chest jutted out above, and the narrow pelvic ridge he balanced on was slick with lubricant and spilled coolant. On all fours, Fitz slowly pulled himself along the ridge, centimeter by wretched centimeter, until the barrel of the ’Mech’s massive autocannon loomed, just out of reach.

      Slowly, shaking from equal measures of fear and exhaustion, he pulled himself into a crouch and reached out to touch the barrel. He dared not look down. A fall from this height would either kill him or leave him broken and helpless, food for the carrion creatures that stalked the battlefield. “FALL!” they cawed.

      The barrel was just a bit too high for him to grab onto and pull himself up. Breathing deeply, he leaped, wrapping his arms around the huge autocannon. Fitz groped for a handhold as his body began to slip. Desperate, he swung his left leg up and into the yawning muzzle and wedged his right arm into the narrow slit that served as the massive weapon’s recoil compensator. He gripped a fluted rail, fingers slick with oil, but sure enough to keep him from falling as his right hand finally grabbed a seam in the metal. Straining, he levered himself up onto the top of the weapon, where he collapsed as the rush of adrenaline left his body limp.

      Fitz lay on the cannon barrel for a while, relishing the feeling of the cool metal against his skin. He turned his head to the right and met the Atlas’ leering gaze. You know you can’t beat me, it taunted. It would be so much easier to just give up. A black bird swooped and perched on the broken, protruding stud that had once held the ’Mech’s exterior comm dish. Its shrill caw seemed to echo the giant’s jeer. “FALL! FALL!”

      “No!” Fitz tried to yell, but managed only a breathy whisper. “You can’t have me. Not today.” With a grunt, he rose on unsteady legs and made his way across the ’Mech’s chest and toward the cockpit, grasping whatever maintenance handholds hadn’t been shot away and wedging his feet into gouges in the armor plating. The bird flew off with a screech, black wings beating the air.

      The ferroglass plate that covered the Atlas’ left eye had been shattered, and the armored socket was cratered and broken. There was no sound from within, and with night quickly approaching, it was too dark to see inside. This was the moment Fitz dreaded most. For a MechWarrior, death was always a breath away, just as it was for any tanker, fighter pilot, or infantry grunt. From the relative safety of a multi-ton, walking avatar of death, it was easy to imagine the enemy only as nameless, faceless machines, but every ’Mech had a human pilot with family, friends, aspirations, and dreams, all of which could be erased with the boom of an autocannon or the flash of an energy beam. Soldiers of all nations and ideologies shared a common bond. They also shared the knowledge, sometimes buried deep beneath a veneer of bravado but present nonetheless, that they were, in the end, fragile creatures of flesh, bone, and blood. MechWarriors rarely had to confront that reality face to face. But sometimes…

      Dread roiled from within, so thick it was almost palpable. Fitz grasped the edge of the eye with his right hand, wincing as the shattered ferroglass cut his fingers, and pulled himself through the opening.

      The Atlas’ pilot was dead. The air inside the cockpit, thick with the stench of blood and spilled bowels, spoke to that fact as surely as any visual confirmation ever could. In the dim light it would have been hard to be sure the silent figure wasn’t merely sleeping. He sat with hands still on the controls, head just slightly tilted to the left. The control stick nearly hid the half-meter-long shard of ferroglass protruding from the pilot’s abdomen through a tear in his cooling vest. The cockpit floor was sticky with blood.

      Fitz covered his mouth and nose to block the choking stench and popped a glow stick, illuminating the cramped space with arcane, green-tinged light. He leaned in close so he could make out the surname sewn into the pilot’s cooling vest: baab. Bob. Sorry, Bob.

      Fitz ripped a unit patch from the front of Bob’s cooling vest and tucked it into his own to examine later, when he had more time and better light to see by. It took a few strong tugs to remove Bob’s neurohelmet. He felt his stomach drop, and his skin tingle. Gray and ashen, the face that stared back at him was otherwise unremarkable. Brown hair shaved at the temples, just like his own. Colorless eyes that had once, possibly, been blue. He could have been anyone. And the expression he wore was not one of pain, but rather of surprise, as if he had just awakened from a vivid dream. Why did this happen to me?

      “I said I was sorry,” he said without thinking. Why am I talking to a corpse? Oh well, nobody around to hear.

      He removed the lanyard from around Bob’s neck and snapped the dead man’s dog tag in half, tucking both pieces into his top pocket. He couldn’t help wondering if it had been his shots that killed Bob. It didn’t matter, really. Bob was dead, beyond caring who was responsible. Still, the thought overwhelmed him. He felt a sudden chill. Cold sweat beaded his forehead, and his hands began to shake.

      “I’m sorry this happened,” he said. “I’ll do what I can for you.”

      Bob stared back at him, unblinking.

      Fitz shined the glow stick around the Atlas’ cockpit, playing the green light across the control panel. The ’Mech was centuries old. Some of the controls appeared to be original. Warning signs and operator’s placards were so badly worn that their messages were no longer legible. The controls appeared undamaged, but everything was dead. Just like Bob. How many pilots had this giant had outlived? How many had died, right here?

      He toggled the power switches, and pounded the emergency start, but got no response. Comms were out, so there was zero prospect of calling for help. Nothing worked, not even the emergency lighting. Pure momentum must have carried the ’Mech its last few steps.

      The glow stick was beginning to dim. He glanced over at Bob. “I have to go, but I’ll be back. I’ll come back and…”

      The whine of distant engines snapped his head around. He crouched in the giant’s ruined eye and peered out. The engines were much louder now, closer, and accompanied by a reverberating sound like a hundred black vultures beating their wings against the night sky. VTOLs. A pair of them, coursing low and slow across the battlefield, searchlights probing the scattered wreckage.

      He couldn’t tell whose they were, or make out a model, but it hardly mattered. Had they seen the light from his glow stick? If he could get their attention…

      Fitz leaned his upper body out of the shattered eye and started shouting and waving his arms frantically. A searchlight passed over the Atlas, its blinding beam leaving him with spots before his eyes and causing him to flinch and withdraw back into the darkened cockpit.

      Suddenly, the Atlas shook violently, rocked by several booming impacts. With no power, and no pilot to provide balance, the giant began to tip.

      Fitz was thrown against the roof of the cockpit, then slammed down as the ’Mech crashed to the ground on its back. He blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      He awoke after…how long? It couldn’t have been too long. The engines and thrumming rotors were loud, close. There was a heavy weight on his chest, forcing the air from his lungs. He gasped, clawing and pushing at the thing on his chest, desperate for breath. He finally managed to wedge an arm in and roll the heavy object to the side. His fingers pressed into something soft, like cloth, and he knew what it was.

      One of the VTOLs passed overhead. Its searchlight lit the cockpit with a brief flash of daylight, and he saw Bob’s empty eyes. Staring. Accusing.

      “Okay, Bob,” he gasped. “I get it.” Just yesterday, he’d tried to kill Bob. Maybe succeeded. It made sense that Bob would try to kill him too. It was only fair.

      The VTOLs circled a few times and then were gone. Their whining engines and beating rotors faded into the night, until there was only silence.

      Fitz laughed, though he wasn’t sure why, exacerbating the pain in his aching joints and pounding head. He’d been dreading the thought of climbing to the ground in the dark. Now he wouldn’t have to worry about that. And he knew what he had to do for Bob.

      

      
        
        DAY THREE

      

      

      The same wrecked tank that had provided the tow cable also yielded an entrenching tool. Still, digging a grave, even a shallow one, in the hard ground had been a chore.

      Fitz shoveled the last scoop of dirt over the dead man, then jabbed the shovel into the dirt so it stood upright. He placed Bob’s neurohelmet on top, a fitting marker, and threaded the dead man’s dog tag lanyard through the handle. If his own people found him first, at least they would know who he was, and that someone had cared enough to give him a decent burial.

      Here lies Bob. He was…

      “I’m not much for words,” Fitz said as he stood over the grave. “But I’ll get this to somebody who will know what to do with it.” He slipped Bob’s dog tag into his chest pocket. Even through the fabric, the metal felt cold against his skin.

      

      
        
        DAY SIX

      

      

      The path proved easy to follow. Cratered landscape, littered with burned-out tanks, ’Mech footprints and festering, unclaimed bodies. Fitz walked for three days and half of the next before the McCarron’s Armored Cavalry camp came into view. He’d seen the lights and heard the sounds drifting across the open plains the night before, but he dared not approach in the darkness. He had walked too far on too little food and water to have his homecoming cut short by some perimeter guard with an itchy trigger finger.

      As he walked through the camp, Fitz saw a few familiar faces. Many of them looked shocked to see him. There were no warm greetings. A few waved, others simply stared, their expressions sullen as they went about their tasks with mechanical deliberation. Zombies.

      He found the captain in the command hut with a junior lieutenant, hovering over a noteputer screen. He waited until the junior officer departed before approaching.

      The captain looked up from his screen with a start. “Fitz! We all thought you were dead!”

      “I thought so, too.”

      Maybe I was. Maybe I am.

      “You look like shit,” the captain remarked. “When’s the last time you slept?”

      “I… I don’t…”

      Sleep? We don’t sleep. We haven’t in years…

      “Well, it’s good to see you, anyway.” The captain’s expression turned from surprise to melancholy. “We lost some people.” He glanced back at his noteputer. “Your ’Mech?”

      “Lost it, sir.”

      The captain scowled. “Damn. We really needed that firepower.” He ran his finger across the screen, flipping through charts and menus. “Draw a fresh set of togs from supply. They’re out back,” he said without looking up. “Then report to the infantry section commander. He’s even more desperate than we are.”

      “I have a claim, sir.”

      The captain looked up from his screen, his interest suddenly renewed. “Oh? Well, in that case, go see the salvage boss. They’re in the next hut over.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “And get back here quick. We need you.”

      You don’t need me, you need my ’Mech.

      It didn’t matter. Meat was cheap and replaceable. ’Mechs were rare and expensive. It was no secret, just part of the life. He tossed a quick salute to the captain and started for the salvage hut. He thought about the ancient Atlas, about how many pilots had steered it into battle over the centuries since its construction.

      The salvage boss was prototypical of rear-echelon types. Burly, bearded, and overweight, he wore a dirty vest adorned with the unit colors, along with patches from other outfits he may or may not have served with, and all the various combat medals that came with them, even though he probably hadn’t earned a single one. He stood behind a stack of crates that served as a desk. His old-fashioned spectacles reflected the lines of glowing numbers on the screen he stared at.

      “Name?” he asked without sparing so much as a glance.

      “Fitzallen, Jakub Hugh. Ninth Company.”

      The salvage boss touched some buttons on the screen. “Don’t see you on the rolls.”

      “I’m supposed to be dead.” I AM dead.

      The large man scrolled through a few more tabs. “Ah, here you are. You’re dead all right. How’s it feel?” He smirked.

      Numb.

      “I have a claim,” said Fitz.

      “Go on,” said the salvage boss.

      “Atlas. Here’s the coords.” He slid a crumpled piece of paper across the improvised desk.

      The salvage boss squinted as he studied the note. “That’s a long way off.”

      “Three and a half days on foot.”

      “You walked here? Okay.” He went back to the noteputer and tapped some keys. “You kill it?”

      “Can’t say for sure. Maybe my autocannon. The pilot was dead. I verified the kill. Name was Baab. Here’s his chip.”

      “Put it in the box with the rest of ’em.” The fat man gestured to a ration box with the lid torn off that held at least a dozen dog tags.

      “I’d like to use the reader, if that’s okay.”

      The salvage boss looked annoyed. “What, he an old friend of yours or something?”

      “No, I just want to know his name. His whole name.”

      “Not sure why it matters so much to you but whatever.” The salvage boss stooped and snatched a chip reader from under the desk, grunting from exertion as he did so. He plunked the reader on the desk and went back to the noteputer.

      The reader chirped as Bob’s dog tag was inserted, and whirred as it read and displayed the data.

      baab, dieter frischman, 32. Born on Demeter. Family on Wyatt. Wife. Two kids. You’re a long way from home, Dieter.

      “Uh-oh,” said the salvage boss. “There’s already a claim in on that Atlas.” His smug expression betrayed his morbid satisfaction at delivering the news. “Somebody named Degarma.”

      The name was familiar. There was a Degarma in Third Company.

      “Wait a minute…” The boss flipped through a couple of on-screen menus. “Yeah, thought so. Degarma bought it day before yesterday.” He smirked. “Guess this must be your lucky day. Not so much for Degarma, huh?”

      Degarma wasn’t a friend. Not even an acquaintance, really. Fitz couldn’t remember ever having a conversation with the man that encompassed more than a few words in passing, but he was still a warrior. A real warrior. One of the family. Not just a piece of metal rattling around in a cardboard box. He deserved better. So did those dead tankers. So did Dieter Baab.

      A wave of anger washed over Fitz, but he bit back the urge to choke the salvage boss where he stood. The man was no warrior, but this was his kingdom. Here, he had the power to giveth and taketh away, and he knew it. Relished it. There was nothing to be gained by pissing the man off. Fitz turned and stalked away toward the salvage yard.

      It took a little asking, but he finally found a tech who agreed to drive him out to the site. The young, blond-haired man loaded a large lockpick kit and tool bag into a battered hoverjeep, and the pair started off.

      Fitz couldn’t stop thinking about Dieter Baab. Does your family know how far you were from home? Will they ever know how you died?

      As they passed the salvage shed, he asked the young tech to pull over. “Keep the engine running. I’ll only be a minute.”

      The salvage boss looked up, smirking as he approached. “Back alrea—UGH!”

      Fitz’s punch cut short the husky man’s snarky remark, and dropped him to his knees.

      The big man looked up, incredulous, rubbing his jaw. “What the hell was that for?”

      “That was for Degarma.” A second punch shattered the salvage boss’s glasses and left him sprawled on the dusty floor.

      “And that was for Dieter Baab.”

      Fitz stalked from the tech shed and hopped into the hoverjeep, not sparing so much as a backward glance toward the dumbstruck salvage boss.

      The driver gunned the engine, and the jeep sped across the dusty wastes. A half day’s ride away, the Atlas waited, along with the ghosts of Dieter Baab and all the others who had ridden her into battle.

      He closed his eyes, and the Atlas’ grinning face materialized out of the darkness.

      I am death, she whispered. I am your constant companion, and you will never be rid of me.
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        “The news coming in gets crazier by the day. Great House puppets, prophets, corporate raiders, Clanners, and cults rampaging on dozens of worlds, all claiming they will ‘restore greatness.’ This apparently requires them to rob banks, massacre enclaves, and shoot the hell out of the Republic Standing Guard.”

      

      

      
        
        —From the journals of Sergeant Evan Kaiple,

        Republic Armed Forces, 20 January 3135

      

      

      

      The Republic’s façade of strength and unity concealed innumerable internal stress fractures, as ambitious leaders sought to advance their personal agendas at the head of private armies. It worked out better for some than for others. INN caught up with former members of the insurgent bands to discuss their motivations and whether, looking back from 3152, the outcomes had been what they’d hoped for.

      

      “Mad” Matthius Cutter, Bannson’s Raiders (Former), Tybalt: Heh! Those were the days! I was small time back in ’32, runnin’ the Wheels of Fire gang. Jacob Bannson, all high ’n mighty up in his arcology tower, sent recruiters down to the streets, told us we were gonna stick it to the Republic. The contracts sounded too good ta be true (half m’boys couldn’t read anyway), but then they brought out that primo gear, and we was in. Ran wild with Bannson’s Raiders as th’ Killer Clowns, bringin’ down Stone’s police state. But then ol’ Bannie sold us out. Married a Liao an’ gave ’em our rightful salvage, so me an’ the boys threw in with thems who said Jakie hadda go. We laid low when the FedRats took over, but now that Duke Hansen’s makin’ the place a merc paradise, “free enterprise” is callin’ again.

      

      Wiremu Telosa, The Chosen, Sheratan: I took my vision of a shining star hanging over Terra as a sign the Clans would topple the Republic and install their ilKhan as a god-king. My Chosen followed me to be the messengers of the ilKhan’s word and enforcers of his holy will. But the Wolf enclave on Sheratan rejected my prophecies, and locked us away as “synth-necrosia basket cases.” Only when the mighty warriors of the Capellan Confederation claimed this world was my error made clear to me by the Zang shu sheng. My vision was a warning against the coming of Alaric Ward. I see now that the Celestial Wisdom is the one and only god-king. My remaining Chosen have recanted their heresy and stand ready to serve the will of our lords Liao, both temporal and ascended.

      

      Shi Qiang Guo, Clutch of the Confederacy (Former), Genoa: I founded the Clutch of the Confederacy to restore Capellan rule. With the aid of brave Zang shu jian agents, we undermined the corrupt Republic government and weakened planetary defenses. When Genoa was liberated in 3136, following Operation Great Flood, I humbly accepted my new position as planetary diem. The Clutch’s success has served as a model on other Republic worlds, and I am proud to have played my part in securing justice for the long-oppressed Capellan people.

      

      Avi Cherneshevsky, Combine Now!, Proserpina: “Combine Now!” started as a lobbying effort for more Combine-Republic trade, but then the Kittery Renaissance maniacs labeled us “Kurita secessionists” and provoked riots and arrests. A Draconis Elite Strike Team killed a Republic Knight and blasted us out of prison. In return, we covertly funded Katana Tormark, achieving our trade goals once she brought our prefectures into the Dieron Military District. Katana could have the glory while we focused on the Pillar of Jade. We got exactly what we wanted out of the deal.

      

      Kaul Perone, Dragon’s Fury (Former), Matar: [Glances nervously off camera.] Yes, I was a member of Dragon’s Fury, inspired by Katana Tormark’s vision of a bold new age for the Dragon. The restoration of Dieron to the Combine was a great triumph. But [clears throat] the Nova Cats’ mystic ravings led us astray, supporting the usurper Emi against our true Coordinator, Lady Yori. I am grateful to the Halls of Swift Justice for sparing my wretched life and to the Bureau of Confined Persuasion for granting me accommodations in the House of the Absent Sun to atone for my crimes against the Dragon.

      

      Vanja Matas, Free Eagles, Talitha: Nobody else will give me the credit, so I’ll tell you how it really went down. My Free Eagles fought to reunify the Free Worlds League. Oh, sure, they give Jessica and Nikol Marik all the credit, but did the Mariks convince the Augustine Alliance to join the League? My doing! Are they even real Mariks?! Test my DNA against theirs! They’ve refused, because they know I’m the real deal. One day, sooner than you think, those blind fools in Parliament will see I’ve got a better claim to the Captain-Generalcy, and then there’ll be a reckoning. You’ll see!

      

      Wade Devolt, Highlanders, Northwind: Somehow, in twenty years of serving in the Highlanders, I’m not dead yet. Dracs or Caps or Wolves’ll probably fall out of the sky tomorrow and punch my ticket, so I’ll tell you my story now. Countess Tara Campbell called us together to preserve the Republic. Well, you saw how that worked out. [sigh] Thought I’d buy it on some far-flung battlefield—fighting Falcons on Skye or that business with the Steel Wolves in Siberia. I went back to Terra with Tara to face both. We fought and died there. We lost Tara and our pride there. But Northwind still stands. And when I die, my bones will join my kin in its soil.

      

      Lucas Halley, Kittery Renaissance, Rochegelée: We started the Kittery Renaissance in the spirit of Devlin Stone’s guerrilla war against the Blakists. We hunted the foe on their own ground, and were ready to use any means necessary to preserve the Republic. But Exarch Redburn didn’t condone our methods—sent Paladin Heather GioAvanti to end us. She…was a surprise. Found us, said she agreed with our goals, but argued the time wasn’t yet right. Helped us go underground, get training from Redburn’s Ghost Knights. Well, the Republic’s gone now, and we’re moving out of our bolt-hole. Stone’s Republic-in-Exile plan never launched, so we’re taking the fight to the Clans and Capellans that have despoiled our Republic. Sleep lightly, “First Lord” Ward. You’ll be seeing us soon.

      

      Lenell Nova Cat, Spirit Cats, Marik: The Spirit Cats were a movement based on a vision. Kev Rosse’s prophetic warning that disaster was coming, and that a new refuge was needed, lest the Nova Cats be wiped from existence. Through trial and hardship, we sought our new home, coming finally to Marik and establishing the Clan Protectorate. We few are the last of the Nova Cats, but without Rosse’s visions, our people would be gone forever, our deeds fading into time’s eternal oblivion.
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      Kendrick Fetladral, Steel Wolves (Former), Terra: The Steel Wolves were a path for those of us born into the Republic to reclaim our heritage and restore our glorious destiny. Kal Radick was our founder, but our true leader was Anastasia Kerensky, who purged the weak from our ranks and led the worthy back into Clan Wolf, and to glory against Malvina Hazen’s Jade Falcons. Following Anastasia as part of the new Star League Defense Force, we have achieved what every Wolf has dreamed of since the Second Exodus. Glory to the ilClan! Glory to Anastasia!

      

      Chey, Stone’s Cutters (Former), Lipton: You think we didn’t see what was happening? All the outsiders moving in, claiming our lands, corrupting our children, trying to replace us! Republic laws were a paper shield, useless against the spreading corruption. So Stone’s Cutters took action, with support from our allies in the Senate. We purged dozens of foreigner enclaves—burned ’em right out! Then our backers in the Senate fled after their uprising against the Exarch failed. The Wall trapped us inside, and the Exarch’s troops disarmed us. When the Wolves came, we couldn’t fight back. Now I’m a Wolf Empire laborer, spending my days pushing a plow and looking at the southbound end of a raxx.

      

      Viktor Hannan, Stormhammers (Former), Skye: My ancestors were Free Skye, so when Jasek Kelswa-Steiner promised to liberate Skye from the crumbling Republic, I dug out my family Zeus and answered the call to join his Stormhammers. But Jasek’s campaigns seemed random and feckless, stripping Skye’s defenses. When the planet fell to Malvina’s bloody talons, Jasek ran away to join the Lyran Commonwealth Armed Forces and fight for House Steiner. Frak that! I left for Galatea, and when Paladin GioAvanti blew into town, talking about a new Isle of Skye, I signed up fast. Jasek can rot on Coventry, for all I care.

      

      Fetanet Eryaman, Swordsworn (Former), Robinson: House Sandoval gave me a chance to prove my worth fighting for something that mattered, defending the weak and innocent as the Republic fell apart. When we rejoined the Federated Suns under Erik Sandoval, they showed us respect for our deeds. While Prince Julian was gallivanting around with his Lyran friends, we fought under the Prince’s Champion. Erik is the only reason Julian had a realm to return to, for all the credit he gets.
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        OVERLORD-CLASS DROPSHIP WOLFGANG

        INBOUND

        HARVEST

        DRACONIS COMBINE

        30 AUGUST 3028

      

      

      “Hey, Tex! Wait up!”

      Turning around, Hauptmann Steve “Tex” Jӓger watched his young, smiling, and beanpole-like wingman, Leutnant Jeffrey “Joker” Jones, jog down the corridor. Tex had been paired with Joker for two years now, and they were inseparable on or off duty.

      “Yo, Joker, whadda you hear?”

      “I hear there is a forecast of partly to mostly missile bombardments with a seventy-five percent chance of sudden and violent death, Hauptmann, sir!”

      “Well then, you better grab your gun and batten down the hatches,” Tex said with a slight chuckle at their running inside joke. He greeted Joker with a fist bump as he joined him walking toward the briefing room in response to the alert-one squadron call out. “Running a bit late today, Leutnant?” he continued with a smirk.

      “I received a last minute vidcall recording from Beth and the kiddies.”

      “Oh, how’s the family?”

      “Kiddies are good. Beth should be due any day now,” replied Joker.

      “What’ll that make now, three? Are you trying to repopulate the Commonwealth?”

      “No, just my little corner of it,” Joker replied as they both ducked their heads to step through the hatch into the Operations Briefing Room.

      As Tex entered the small cube-shaped briefing room, he paused to take in the scene and immediately noticed a definite air of tension in the ongoing conversation between the three other pilots of the squadron. Even the air in the room had a slight stale sweat smell mingling with the usual machine and metal odors found aboard ship.

      The Lyran wing commander, Kommandant Fritz Becker, stood at the front of the room, watching his squadron’s aerospace pilots enter. Upon noticing Tex, he nodded briefly. Tex waved to the three pilots already present, then grabbed an aisle seat and motioned to Joker to join him.

      “The old man looks like he ate some bad fish or something,” Joker muttered as he took his seat.

      “Yep, I have a bad feeling about this,” Tex replied.

      “Okay, listen up, people!” Becker shouted to quiet the crosstalk and begin the briefing. He had one of those military voices that simply could not be ignored, which paired nicely with his razor-short haircut. “I’m not going to sugarcoat this. At 1700 hours, we are launching a major offensive that will be part of a larger operation across several star systems. You’ve all trained for this. I have complete confidence that you will each do your duty. This mission will be a success that we will all drink to tonight in the wardroom. So, listen closely and take good notes, because this is the big one.

      “We are about to spearhead the opening moves of Operation Götterdämmerung with an attack on the planet Harvest. For those of you who are unaware, Harvest is an agricultural border world currently held by our friendly neighbors, House Kurita of the Draconis Combine.” Becker paused as a slight ripple of laughter passed around the room at that assessment of current Commonwealth-Combine relations. “We are undertaking this operation not only to take back Harvest, but also in support of our new ally, the Federated Suns. By keeping the Snakes busy, we can aid Prince Davion’s current preoccupation with his invasion of the Capellan Confederation, which left his border with the Draconis Combine vulnerable. Our attack will aid their efforts by tying up Combine forces that otherwise could be utilized to attack Davion territory.”

      “Hey, you know us, Boss. Always willing to help a friend!” came the lighthearted reply from Leutnant Harriet “Hacker” Bauer, with accompanying laughter from the other pilots.

      Becker pointed to a holographic map of Harvest, showing its surface features and orbital defenses. “This is our target. It is currently garrisoned by assorted armor and infantry units, along with two mercenary ’Mech regiments, so we are expecting light aerospace resistance. However, please do not assume this means there will be no aerospace resistance. So keep alert upon approach!” he emphasized after some pilots snorted with derision.

      Continuing, Becker zoomed in on a specific area of the map, highlighting a large land mass labeled as the continent of Ohio. “This is our objective. The Kuritans have placed several supply depots throughout this area that must be destroyed if our landing ’Mech forces are going to quickly overrun those positions. We need to take out as many of these supply depots as possible, or else our ground troops won’t stand a chance of meeting their timeline. That’s where you come in.”

      Becker switched to another map, showing the flight plan and the attack strategy. “We’re going to vector in with a steep and fast entry profile directly from low orbit, to give their air defenses as little time as possible to respond. Fight your way through any resistance you encounter, drop your ordnance on your assigned target depots as quickly as possible, and then loiter to the west to be on call for any needed air support for our ground forces. When your fuel is low, you will land at the temporary airfield that will be secured here to the south behind our landing ’Mech forces. Any questions?”

      At the sight of Joker’s hand going up, Tex winced in anticipation of what was coming.

      “Yes, Joker?” Becker asked.

      “Ah, sir, I was just wondering…is cereal soup?”

      The burst of laughter from the other pilots helped dispel some of the tension that had filled the room since the mission had been explained, and the kommandant even managed a slight upturn of one corner of his mouth before replying, “All right pilots, time to kick the tires and light the fires, let’s get busy bringing some freedom to the people of Harvest!”

      Tex rose from his chair, along with the rest of the squadron pilots, nodded to the kommandant, saluted, and then filed out of the room on their way to the fighter bays.
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