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PROLOGUE

 

It is the year 3054. Mankind inhabits the stars, but has taken his warlike nature with him. The thousands of human-occupied worlds of the Inner Sphere were once bound together in a glorious, prosperous Star League. With the fall of the League in 2781, a Dark Age descended as each of the five surviving star empires warred for dominion.

For almost three centuries, the five Successor Lords fought among themselves in the endless conflict that became known as the Succession Wars. Millions died and a few worlds changed hands, but for all the fighting and dying, little changed until 3049, when the Inner Sphere met the Clan juggernaut.

With their superior war machines and superhuman infantry, these warrior descendants of the legendary Aleksandr Kerensky’s vanished Star League Army came to reclaim the Inner Sphere. For three years, the Clans were unstoppable, until the Com Guards battled and bested them on the world of Tukayyid. Their victory bought the Successor States a fifteen-year truce, paid for by countless lives.

The Truce of Tukayyid has held for two years, but simmering hatred on both sides threatens to tear it asunder. Rival Clans raid each other’s holdings, fanning the flames of civil war. Once more, the Inner Sphere trembles on the edge of apocalypse.

This time, no one may survive.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

Tara, Northwind 

23 April 3054

 

As the hatchway of the Bristol began to open outward, a cool breeze and a host of fresh scents rushed into the cramped interior of the DropShip. Shuffling from one foot to the other, the passenger nearest the door waited impatiently for the opening hatch to meet the rising gangway. The moment the two connected, the man bounded through the hatchway and down the steps. Elsewhere on the ship other hatches began to open as spaceport workers began bringing in the trucks and cranes they would use to unload the huge DropShip.

Jeremiah Rose stopped to draw in a deep breath. The dawn breezes on Northwind had a scent all their own, one he had never forgotten in all the years away from his homeworld. The real thing was far better than any memory, but he had no time to tarry. Moving quickly Rose headed toward the customs building where his gear must first pass inspection before he would be free to enter the streets of Tara, capital of the planet.

Muscling his twin bags with practiced ease, Rose stepped lightly between and around the port workers as they hurried to and fro with their burdens. He trotted across the slightly damp tarmac and shouldered his way through the main entry. Startled custom agents in their regulation Stewart tartans stared at Rose as he pushed the unexpectedly light door open with a crash. Across the room a small man with service bars up his entire left arm turned to stare at Rose, while all around him the junior custom agents tried, and failed, not to show their amusement.

The hawk-faced old man, obviously the senior member of the staff on duty, motioned Rose toward his table with an evil leer. Rose had seen and worked with this petty-minded type before. King of this one shrall room, he was going to make sure Rose knew it. Rose’s clumsy entrance had embarrassed him and now Rose would have to pay. All thoughts of a quick and easy entry into the city vanished as the man moved with deliberate slowness to examine Rose’s belongings. For what seemed an eternity, he poked and prodded through Rose’s cases, none of which contained anything unusual or even vaguely suspicious.

Rose was born and bred a warrior and his clothes reflected it. The warrior life was his heritage and, until recently, it had been his occupation. Returning to his homeworld, he believed it would be again. Like most soldiers, he traveled light. The three flight suits in the first case were identical to the one he wore. His single set of dress clothes was piled in a heap after the senior agent’s search, but the mistreatment did not bother Rose at all. The clothes had been stored during the entire trip from Terra and they would continue to be packed away, in their current disarray, after the agent was finished. Shaving kit, underwear, socks, belts, and boots received the same treatment, winding up in the same tangled pile. Thirty minutes later the man moved to the second case. Around him the room filled with the passengers Rose had earlier outdistanced.

“So much for the first one, son. Now, what’s in the second case?” The agent lifted the bag on end and attempted to work the double latches. Despite his best efforts, the case refused to open even though it was apparently unlocked. Rose smiled as the man looked up at him.

“Allow me.” Rose set the case on its bottom and pushed open the two latches with his thumbs. Spinning the case around, he stepped back slightly. “It’s keyed to open only on my thumbprints.” The agent shot Rose an evil look. “Sorry,” he added quickly.

Lifting the top of the custom case, the agent could not contain his surprise to see a single laser pistol with three energy clips. Without looking at Rose, the agent lifted the pistol out of the case.

“Fancy weapon you’ve got yourself, son. It’s a little over-balanced, though.”

Rose shrugged. The weapon was his remaining pride and joy. Custom-made for his large hands and long arms, it had more range and penetrating power than any laser pistol he had ever seen. It fired more like a rifle with a short grip.

“Why do you need a pistol like this?”

“I didn’t know pistols were forbidden on Northwind,” Rose said levelly.

“They’re not. Not unless you look like trouble or have a criminal record.”

“I assure you I am neither.” Rose held out his open palms, smiling slightly. The agent seemed unconvinced.

“This is a MechWarrior’s weapon, though I don’t recognize the brand. You fancy yourself a Mech Warrior?”

Yes, Rose was a Mech Warrior, but one without a ‘Mech, which put him among the ranks of the dispossessed. The agent’s remark hit too close to home and he glared back at the small man.

“So you’re a ‘Mech jock.” The man replaced the weapon in the case and closed the lid. “Let’s see some papers.”

Even in this modern age of computers and microprocessors, most people preferred to have the titles to their lands and valuable property on paper or on plastic. There was something solid about looking at the signatures and knowing the property was yours. In addition to the electronic back-up, many people liked to personally carry the legal titles to their property when relocating.

The customs agent was expecting Rose to show him the title to the ‘Mech he assumed was on the DropShip. Rose reached into the inner pocket of his leather jacket and tossed some papers onto the gun case. The agent picked them up and quickly read through them.

“No ‘Mech?”

Rose shook his head, unwilling to utter the words aloud.

“Dispossessed.” The man’s voice rose above the noise of the crowd. Heads turned, all eyes on Rose, who stood frozen. Had he been facing the crowd, he would have seen the mixture of pity, amusement, and scorn that rippled through the crowd. A Mech Warrior was a member of the elite fighting force that controlled the balance of power in the Inner Sphere. He enjoyed an elevated position in society, just as the knights of the Middle Ages were elevated above the people they protected. To lose one’s BattleMech was the height of shame for a member of this warrior elite.

Behind him Rose heard the crowd murmur and knew that people were pointing. He regarded the customs agent with silent intensity. Though publicly shamed, the insult did not register on his face. The agent smiled and tossed the papers back to him.

“Welcome to Northwind and Tara, son. Enjoy your stay.” Keeping his eyes on Rose, the man pushed the two cases down the short ramp and out of his way. “Next.”

Rose sidestepped to the end of the ramp and rearranged his belongings into a loose order, then closed the case. Without looking back he walked down the short corridor and into the main terminal of the spaceport. Crowds of people milled near the doors, waiting for loved ones to finish with the customs procedures.

Pushing through the crowd Rose crossed to the far side of the huge room. Having been away for so long, he was not used to the clash of colors that was the cornerstone of Highlander apparel. Tartans of every shade swirled about him, some traditional and easily recognizable, others unfamiliar. As always, however, he also felt the unmistakable undercurrent of Northwind: the joy of living.

Of all the people and places Rose had seen, none could match the vigor of the Highlanders when it came to enjoying life. They seemed to relish everything it had to offer, the good with the bad. Ever since the Highlanders’ return to Northwind when Rose was just a small boy, they had discovered new enthusiasm for old work. Twenty-five years had gone by and it was still the same.

Rose paused near the main doors of the terminal and drank in the mood of the spaceport. “Opening the soul,” his mentor would have called it. Rose looked around once more at the scene, then went out through the heavy doors.

A long line of cars stood waiting in the circle drive just outside the terminal building. Approaching the first in line, Rose opened the rear door. The driver hopped off the hood and slid into the driver’s seat just as Rose was closing the door behind him.

“The Fort, please.”

The driver glanced over his shoulder and gave Rose a look of obvious confusion. When the man made no move to put the vehicle in motion, Rose returned the look.

“The Fort,” he repeated. “I’m not some stupid tourist or dumb mercenary. Take me to the Fort, now.”

Cowed by Rose’s forcefulness, the driver faced front again and eased the car into traffic. Rose was grateful to be left alone with his thoughts during the brief trip to the Highlanders’ Assembly Hall of Clan Elders, the chief government building on Tara. Set exactly in the center of the city, it was flanked by attendant buildings that supported the work that went on in the central building’s hallowed halls. It had been called The Fort ever since the Highlanders had come back to Northwind in 3028. In that year the Highlander Clan elders had reached an agreement with the Federated Commonwealth in which the Northwind Highlanders renounced their allegiance to House Liao in return for being allowed to garrison their homeworld as part of the armed forces of the Federated Commonwealth.

The returning elders had declared that they would defend Northwind from the fortress of these walls against any and all who threatened. From the little Rose could remember, the speech had been a passionate one, but politics had mostly gone over his seven-year-old head.

Rose knew that the Highlander elders were meeting in full session today. The yearly event was a gathering of the elders of Tara and all the chiefs from the outlying provinces. When in session the High Assembly served as the main Highlander governing body.

The Assembly decided matters of planetary importance and considered proposals that would affect all the Highlanders and Northwind. Although powerful, the High Assembly was actually in session for only two to three weeks each year because most governmental matters could be handled and decided by the sub-assemblies that met year-round. Each sub-assembly was responsible for one aspect of Highlander life. The arts, science, medicine, education, and warfare, as well as dozens of other issues, were all directed by an individual governing assembly. The largest, and most prestigious, was the Assembly of Warriors, which controlled all aspects of the Highlanders’ military. Composed of exactly one hundred proven Highlander soldiers, the Assembly of Warriors was the first to meet at High Assembly and the last to leave. In all ways the group was the cornerstone of Northwind.

The cab pulled up next to the curb, and Rose stepped out. He slid a fifty G-bill note through the driver’s window and started up the stairs without waiting for the change.

Taking the steps two at a time, he only slowed his pace upon reaching the courtyard. The court marked the entry way into The Fort and protocol must be observed. Undue haste was definitely not seemly.

Silently sliding doors parted as Rose neared the entrance. He proceeded through into the foyer, heading straight for the main desk. Flanking the wooden desk were ceremonial guards, silent and steely-eyed. Ignoring them Rose spoke to the small woman behind the desk. Everyone who entered The Fort was required to register with the desk, but traffic was unusually light this early in the morning. Normally Rose would have had a long wait, but it looked as though he’d beaten the rush.

“Rose, Jeremiah. I’m here to speak before the Assembly of Warriors.” Rose looked at a point above the woman’s head, careful to keep his back straight and his eyes forward. Out the corner of his eye he could see the eyes of one of the guards reacting to his unexpected statement, but like Rose he kept his body perfectly still and his head straight.

“You are expected. The Assembly has already begun. You will wait until summoned,” she said sternly.

“I have just arrived on Northwind and could not deposit my belongings.” Rose stopped, knowing the simple statement would be enough. Within seconds a boy appeared with a plastic token. Rose handed him the bags, took the token in return, then went to the row of elevators lining the wall. Pressing the third button, he waited until one set of doors opened.

Once in the car he was again forced to wait until the car’s automatic sensors decided that he was clear of the door and that no other passengers were entering. Then the doors closed with a soft whoosh and the car began to rise.

Rose glanced at his chronometer, recently adjusted for Northwind’s current time, and waited. Seconds later the car stopped smoothly at the third floor, the doors sliding open with the same soft whoosh.

The corridor before him was bare and silent. Twin guards flanked the doors to his left, the only ones on the floor. Behind the massive oak frames he could just hear the sounds of the Assembly. Though the guards did not turn to look at him, Rose knew they could see him perfectly.

Quietly, he stepped off the elevator and went to sit on the single bench across from the Assembly Hall door. What had started six months ago with a request to speak before the Assembly of Warriors was finally coming to fruition. His numerous requests had initially received a poor response, but with persistence he had finally managed to win a place on the agenda. After almost three months aboard ship, he finally arrived by JumpShip at the nadir jump point for Northwind. The trip insystem had been aboard the DropShip Bristol.

Since that time Rose had been in daily communication with the office of the Assembly secretary. He had always known protocol was important, but he’d never realized how little he knew about it until the secretary uplinked a two-hundred-page document on the subject. If he was to speak successfully, Rose was expected to know, by heart, the procedures described on those pages and to behave accordingly. He’d studied them long and hard, enough that his confidence was high. Sitting on the solitary bench outside the Assembly of Warriors, he waited with high hopes.

Nine hours later he was still waiting, his confidence a shadow of its former self. The doors had opened several times during the day and the guards had been replaced twice, but Rose’s name was not called. Soon the session would end for the day. Forcing himself to remain calm, he looked up slowly as the doors opened once more. Voices spilled into the hallway as a special guard stepped into the hall.

“Jeremiah Rose, the Assembly of Warriors would hear you speak.” Rose stood and followed the man into the room. If his speech was successful, this would be the first step in a long road to come. With a slight sinking feeling, Rose noted that his stomach had decided not to accompany him into the room.
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As Rose followed the man through the door it was almost like walking into another time. Unlike the rest of The Fort, the U-shaped Hall of Warriors was constructed of wood. The door guard stepped to the right to let Rose descend the shallow stone steps to the wooden speaker’s platform. The lighting built into the walls and ceiling provided dim, but adequate illumination.

To his left and right, warriors sat on wooden benches behind solid oak tables equipped with computer terminals and sophisticated communication arrays. Many of the gathered soldiers wore traditional kilts and the heavy boots favored by MechWarriors and aerospace pilots. Dress uniforms were considered inappropriate for the Assembly of Warriors, whether for members or for speakers. All manner of knives were, on the other hand, openly displayed by many, and Rose knew that on more than one occasion the weapons had been used to resolve differences of opinion between speaker and audience.

Reaching the foot of the stairs he crossed the sod floor, with each step feeling the press of stares against his back. His every move was under constant scrutiny, the warriors searching for the slightest hint of weakness or indecision. Either one would heavily influence their voting on Rose’s proposition.

He climbed the five wooden steps to the speaker’s platform and looked at the three people seated there. In the center chair was Colonel Edward Senn. As the commander of the First Kearny Highlanders, the senior regiment of the Northwind Highlanders, Senn presided over the Assembly of Warriors when not on active duty. Rose acknowledged the man’s presence with a quick meeting of the eyes, but did not allow his gaze to linger. Confidence, but not pride, was required, as many speakers discovered too late. To his right was Colonel James Cochraine, leader of the Sepond Kearny. Rose tried to acknowledge the giant, but Cochraine’s attention was completely devoted to a cormnunications link built into his chair. Rose doubted the man even knew he was on the platform.

To Senn’s left were two chairs, but only the far chair was occupied. The empty seat was normally occupied by the commander of MacCleod’s Highlanders, but that unit had recently been redeployed. Although it was unusual for the chair to remain vacant during a High Assembly, MacCleod had refused to stay behind when his unit shipped out. It was typical for the man and the wild bunch he commanded to fly in the face of convention.

Sitting in the final chair was Andrea Stirling, commander of Stirling’s Fusiliers. With one leg draped over the arm of her chair and her head resting firmly in her opposite hand, she was the image of boredom. She idly played with a strand of long dark hair and regarded Rose through heavy lashes. No wonder they called her Cat, thought Rose. Of the three Highlanders on the platform she had been a commander the shortest amount of time, but Rose judged her the most deadly. Her green eyes gave away her secret even in the dim light of the room.

At the top of the steps, Rose crossed the platform and stood directly in front of Colonel Senn. Before speaking he waited patiently for Senn to acknowledge him with a nod of the head.

“Greetings, Colonel Senn. Thank you for the opportunity to speak before this, assembly.” Rose bowed slightly from the waist, careful to keep his eyes firmly on Senn.

Again Senn nodded. “It is our pleasure, Adept Rose, but I am told you no longer go by that title. Perhaps I should call you Jeremiah.” Heads turned at the mention of Rose’s former ComStar title, but he pressed ahead.

“As you wish, Colonel. My title matters little. Your consideration, however, means a great deal to me.” Senn watched Rose calmly as he went through the traditional greeting. Ritual courtesy was expected and Rose was determined to live up to Highlander expectations.

“I bring a token of appreciation to thank you for your hospitality.” Carefully, Rose reached into the left leg pocket of his jumpsuit, from which he removed a leather-wrapped bundle. With his left hand he presented it to Senn, who immediately began loosening the thongs that held the leather in place.

“I acquired this during a battle against the Smoke Jaguars. It is a simple item, but crafted with precision as befits a warrior.” Senn unfolded the last leather flap and withdrew a boot knife. Patterned after the legendary skaen doo, the grip of the silver weapon was constructed of a dark cherry-colored wood Rose had not been able to identify despite repeated attempts. He suspected that the wood had not been seen in the Inner Sphere previous to the Clan invasion, making the weapon as unique as it was valuable, as beautiful as it was practical.

“Thank you, Jeremiah Rose. I accept your gift in the spirit it was given.” Senn removed his own knife from the top of his heavy right boot and replaced it with the Clan version.

“Now, Mister Rose, I believe you wished to address this assembly.”

“Indeed I do, Colonel.” With a sudden turn, Rose faced the gathering. For the first time he noted the glass-enclosed gallery where sat the spectators of the Assembly. Hidden behind the darkened glass, hundreds watched the proceedings in silence. Rose felt the weight of their attention as he looked down at the assembled warriors.

With the formalities finished, they stared up at him expectantly. Private conversations began to fade away as Rose walked across the platform. He had hoped for a podium, yet such a prop would have been out of place here. The open stage left him no place to hide, which was just the way the Highlanders wanted it.

“I would speak to you of the Clans—the Ghost Bears, the Nova Cats, and the Smoke Jaguars. The Jade Falcons, the Steel Vipers, and the Wolves. Like many of you, I have fought against them and their high technology. I have stood against their OmniMechs and survived. I have seen the Clan invaders crushed on the battlefield, and watched their retreating DropShips light the night sky above our campfires.” Murmurs broke out among the warriors as Rose spoke. He was asking them to believe quite a story. The Clans had rarely been beaten, and only twice had they ever retreated as Rose described.

“I speak, of course, of the battle of Tukayyid and ComStar’s victory over the combined forces of the Clans.” The murmurs grew louder. ComStar was still not held in high regard, despite the success of their military forces on Tukayyid and the resulting treaty with the Clans.

“Today, however, I speak of the future, not the past. Too long the Inner Sphere has allowed the Clans to dictate the ways of the war. We react to their attacks and are forced to play the defender. To that I say, no more. It is time to take the battle to the Clans. It is time to fight them on our own terms.” A few warriors nodded, while others leaned forward as though to listen more closely. One warrior thumped on his wooden table, encouraging Rose to continue.

“I was at Tukayyid when the Com Guards defeated the Clans. It was a great victory for the Inner Sphere, but it was paid for at great price. Because of that battle the Clans have agreed not to press their attacks below the line of the planet Tukayyid. Yes, the invasion downward has been halted, but what about the planets to the right and left of the Clan advance? What of those planets that lie above Tukayyid, those worlds not covered by the treaty? Will the ravenous Clans allow the inhabitants of those planets to live in peace? You know they will not!”

More nods, a few more thumps on the wooden desks by other Highlanders. Rose began to pace the platform like a caged beast, his confidence growing, his voice pitched slightly louder. In his heart, however, Rose knew the warriors were not responding only to him. Like most warriors of the Inner Sphere, the Highlanders wanted to stop the Clans, political boundaries be damned. Mercenary units were especially vocal, and the Northwind Highlanders, despite their recent return to Davion space, were among the most outspoken.

“So, what do we do? While the politicians scramble for cover and the Great House leaders try to protect their dwindling empires, the Clans prepare to strike to their right and left into Commonwealth and Combine space.

“I know the Highlanders have a just and legal contract with House Davion. I also know the Highlanders will fight without equal while they fulfill the remainder of the contract. Highlander honor will not allow them to break that contract and do what their hearts cry out for them to do. The Highlanders must abide by the contract and coordinate the use of their battalions with the forces of the Federated Commonwealth.” Rose paused and looked at the empty chair of Colonel MacCleod. The move was not lost on the Assembly.

“It doesn’t have to be that way.” Rose waited for his words to fully sink in. He walked back to the center of the platform in silence as his audience waited.

“My plan, like all good military plans, is a simple one. The Highlanders have contracted to provide four regiments for the defense of the Federated Commonwealth. There is no contract, however, that prevents the Highlanders from forming an independent unit that might further hire itself out to take the fight back to the Clans.” A few shouts of agreement rang out, mostly from the younger warriors.

“The purpose of my address to you is a simple one. I ask simply that the Northwind Highlanders allow me to recruit warriors and technicians to be hired out solely to fight the Clans.

“Further, I ask that the Northwind Highlanders allow me to purchase any ‘Mechs not necessary to fulfill the Davion contract in order to equip warriors capable of fighting the Clans but who lack the ‘Mechs to do so.

“Finally, I ask that the Northwind Highlanders allow me to use their name for this new unit, which I would call the Northwind Black Watch.” One warrior jumped to his feet and raised a fist in the air. More thumps and shouts of agreement rose up here and there. Rose turned toward the Northwind commanders and saw that his plea had also touched them. Colonel Stirling was sitting upright in her chair. Senn and Cochraine gazed at him with bright eyes, although their bodies did not show the tension of their junior counterpart. Rose nodded once to Senn and moved to the right side of the platform.

Senn waited for complete silence before speaking. He held out a hand to Rose and gazed around at the assembly.

“Jeremiah Rose has spoken eloquently on a subject near to the hearts of all warriors assembled in this hall. Before we cast judgment on his petition, I call upon any who would speak against him.”

Rose had known this was a required part of the procedure, but he did not expect any serious opposition to his speech. Senn was right, the Highlanders had become very vocal about taking the fight back to the Clans in recent months and Rose was offering the chance to do just that. He was surprised when a strong voice called out from the back of the room.

“Colonel Senn, I too would address the Assembly of Warriors.” Heads turned to face the old man walking down the center aisle with the aid of a brass-tipped cane. In the dim light Rose could not make out who he was, but warriors near the aisle bowed their heads in silent respect as the man passed. Whoever he was, the man was obviously well-regarded by these warriors, despite his advanced years.

When the newcomer reached the sod floor, Rose could tell by his garb that he was not a warrior. He wore an old but clean tech’s uniform without rank or insignia. Looking down on the man, Rose could still not see his face. He was suddenly nervous as the man reached the bottom of the platform stairs, then he stared aghast as Colonel Senn introduced him.

“Master Technician Cornelius Rose will address the Assembly.” Jeremiah had tagged another name to the man: Father.

“Thank you, Colonel. The hour is late and I am an old man, so I will make my statement brief.” The elder Rose turned back to the suddenly silent gathering and leaned heavily on his cane.

“Fire and brimstone, Highlanders. Fire and brimstone. You’re born to both when you take the seat of that grand invention called the BattleMech and stride off in search of glory and honor.

“Honor can be a heavy burden to bear in such a world. Don’t think for a moment that I don’t know what it’s like to face the fire, the shells falling around you and the heat of your ‘Mech spiking higher by the second. I understand all too well what that’s like.

“Before you stands a man who would take you into the heart of that firestorm. The Clans. We’ve faced them before and it looks like we’ll continue to face them for some time to come. I don’t need to tell you that they’re tough opponents. My son Daniel died facing the Clans.”

Jeremiah’s head came quickly around to regard his father. He had not known his younger brother was dead; the news came as a shock. He wanted to know why and how, but trapped here on the platform, he was forced to stand with growing numbness as his father wiped his eyes quickly, then went on.

“Now my long-lost son Jeremiah returns. Yes, he is my eldest son.

“He returns after better than twenty years and asks you to follow him against the Clans. After twenty years away from his home, he returns and asks us to place our trust in him. To entrust him with our lives and our honor while he goes to fight the Clans.”

The old man dropped his head and shook it slowly. The assembly remained quiet, waiting for the man’s next words as Jeremiah saw his dreams slipping away. After long moments, the head came back up.

“This once-Highlander returns with visions of glory and dares talk of honor? After leaving like a coward and staying away for twenty years while his father grew old and his own brother died, he talks of leadership? After returning without a BattleMech, he asks for warriors?

“I know the Clans are a serious threat to us all. They must be stopped, once and for all. Taking the fight to the Clans is a fine idea. You have discussed the same idea before in these very halls and know well the merits of such a plan.” Standing straight for the first time since entering the room, Cornelius Rose held the assembly with his gaze as he lifted his cane toward his son. The effort cost him considerably, but the cane did not waver as he spoke.

“I say to you simply: Right plan, wrong leader.” The cane crashed down onto the platform to punctuate the remark. “To defeat the Clans you must have able leadership from a man you can trust. Jeremiah Rose is not that man. If you must strip away the reserve strength of the Highlanders, then entrust those ‘Mechs to a proven leader.”

Without waiting for a response, Cornelius Rose left the stage and walked toward the long flight of stairs to the exit. Warriors who moments before had seconded Rose now sat in silence as the old man passed. Senn also remained silent until the doors had closed behind Cornelius Rose, then he began to address the Assembly.

“I call the vote. Jeremiah Rose proposes to use our name for a fighting unit that will oppose the Clans. What say you?” Throughout the hall the warriors used the comm units built into their desks to register their decisions. In moments the anonymous votes were compiled and displayed on the screen built into the arm of Colonel Cochraine’s chair. After a pause, he shook his head and announced the result. “The proposal fails.

“I call the vote. Jeremiah Rose proposes to purchase such ‘Mechs that may become available to equip warriors to fight the Clans. What say you?” Another instantaneous tally of the votes. Another shake of the head from Cochraine.

“The proposal fails.

“I call the final vote. Jeremiah Rose proposes to recruit MechWarriors from the Highlanders to fight against the Clans under his leadership. What say you?” Rose fought the urge to hang his head and somehow escape the stares of the crowd. If he was to be defeated, he would do it with his head high.

“The proposal fails.

“Jeremiah Rose, the Assembly of Warriors rejects your proposal and denies you the right to recruit, train, or lead the warriors of the Northwind Highlanders.

“However, as you remain a Highlander by birth if not action, you shall be allowed to remain on Northwind as long as you desire or until such time as you violate the edicts of this Assembly. Further, by virtue of your birth and Highlander tradition, you shall be allowed to recruit such warriors among your family who choose to follow you, provided these warriors are not already under existing contract or in any way obligated to Northwind. Any warriors so recruited shall understand they are not fighting for Northwind, but only for you personally.”

“Are these points clear, Jeremiah Rose?”

Stunned by the sudden turn of events and the speedy decisions of the Assembly, Rose could only nod. Senn stood abruptly, followed closely by the other commanders and the warriors of the hall.

“The decision of this assembly is final. Warriors, we stand adjourned until tomorrow.”
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“Hey, Rose, wait up.”

Rose turned at the sound of the female voice calling him as he walked down Delancy Street away from The Fort. He was surprised at being hailed in the poor light, but he recognized the caller as someone who had known Rose in even dimmer surroundings.

“Good evening, Captain McCloud.” Rose kept his hands in his pockets as Rachel McCloud slipped her small hand into the crook of his elbow.

“So, now it’s Captain McCloud. Isn’t that a bit formal, considering our past few months together? Or have you forgotten it was me and my DropShip that personally brought you home to Northwind?” She looked up at Rose, but he refused to return her gaze as they walked on.

His mind drifted back to the trip from Terra to Northwind. He and Rachel had hit it off almost immediately, becoming almost inseparable for the entire trip. He smiled unconsciously at the memories that suddenly seemed so far away and long ago. After leaving Terra and ComStar, he had foolishly believed anything was possible. Now he was convinced otherwise.

“I take it matters didn’t go well at the Assembly.”

Rose stopped suddenly and looked down at her. Rachel McCloud was tall for a woman, but Rose easily towered above her. He rarely used his height to an advantage, but now he made an exception.

“You were obviously waiting for me and the Assembly has been over for two hours, so you tell me.” He turned to walk away, pulling McCloud’s hand off his arm. He had walked three paces when something solid stung his ear. The sharpness of the pain stopped him, but even as he raised his hand to cover his ear, the pain began to recede. He looked back at Rachel, who was conspicuously out of arm’s reach.

“What the hell was that for?” His ear still stung, but whatever she’d done hadn’t broken the skin. It was the perfect attention-getter.

“Reality check, Adept.”

“Don’t call me that. You know I don’t like it.” Rose squared his shoulders and faced McCloud, who had stopped in the middle of the sidewalk.

“Don’t behave so stupidly and I won’t have to.”

“I’m not acting stupid.” But even as the words came from his mouth, Rose knew she was right. He was acting stupid, or at least defeated, which was just as bad. He relaxed and held out a hand to her.

“All right, I’m acting stupid. I’ll try to stop.”

McCloud crossed the brief distance to Rose and slipped her hand in his. There were few things she liked as much as winning a fight, even a brief one.

“What do you already know?” Rose resumed walking in his original direction. Although he had no destination in mind, it felt good to be under the open sky again after traveling so long through space. He doubted that McCloud shared that sentiment, but she was here just the same. Rose felt a tug at his heart, but ignored the feeling, as he had in the past.

“I only know that the Assembly voted down your proposal, mainly because of your father’s speech. You’re still welcome on Northwind, but your dream of starting a ‘Mech unit was dealt a pretty harsh blow.”

“I’d say a death blow,” Rose sighed. “If not, then the meeting afterward was the killer.”

“You had another meeting? I wondered where you went.” McCloud snuggled closer to him as they walked, making the footing dangerous. Despite the warm air, she was not used to the cool breeze—or draft, as she insisted on calling it—blowing down from the mountains. She was a born spacer.

“Damn, I forgot my two cases.” Rose glanced at his chronometer and slammed his fist into his open hand. “The Fort is closed by now.”

“Don’t worry. We can get them in the morning. It’s not like they’re going anywhere.” Rose looked back along the route they’d just taken, considering the option of returning.

“You were saying?”

Rose shook his head and continued walking.

“Two boys stopped me on the way out,” he told her. “Dear old dad called a family meeting on the spot to hear my proposal and was telling anybody who’d listen not to follow me.”

“He sounds thorough.”

“Vindictive is more like it. I was still reeling from the Assembly of Warriors when I was escorted to an adjacent room and propped up between my two keepers.

“The room was full of family I hadn’t seen since leaving Northwind, but did I get the chance to speak to them or greet them? Hell, no. Dad announced me to the family and then proceeded to tell them what a rat I was. He explained my proposal to them as I listened, then called the vote. It was all over in less than ten minutes.” Rose kicked a stray rock into the street and watched it skip to a stop in the middle of the lane.

“Could you have stopped him?”

“Yes, but not really. As a tech, he doesn’t really have any clout in the Assembly of Warriors, but as the oldest male in the Rose family he’s got a hell of a strong pull. I could have stopped him in front of the Assembly or the family session, but in either case it would have been considered very rude. Not even the prodigal son can go against his father—especially when he’s the patriarch— and get away with it. Speaking at all would have been proof of my father’s claims.

“Seventeen family members present and all seventeen rejected my offer.”

McCloud let Rose walk on in silence. Despite the short time she’d known him, she knew he had not really given up on his dream, despite his current mood. He’d figure something out if he took the time. She began to shiver as the temperature continued to drop.

She looked up at Rose, trying to come to terms with how strongly she felt about him. She’d always prided herself on being independent. Being a DropShip captain was hard work, and McCloud considered herself as good as any in the business. Then along came this Mech Warrior who made her question her lonely way of life. Not that it was anything he ever said. His company was enough.

“So what now?” McCloud spoke the words more to keep her lips moving than because she expected an answer. She shivered again, thinking that one day scientists would look back and declare climate control as the invention that separated men from monkeys.

“Now I try to see my sister, Rianna, and take it from there. She wasn’t at the Assembly today, so she missed the vote.”

“I thought she was a warrior.”

“She is, but so far she’s unproven. The public records indicate that she’s a good ‘Mech pilot and an excellent planner, but she’s still a year away from her first contract. She could have come to the Assembly as a member of the gallery, but that’s about as exciting as watching ‘Mechs rust, especially without the frame of reference you get in combat. I doubt anybody thought the meeting would be as explosive as it turned out to be.”

The pair continued in silence until McCloud remembered.

“Hey, you said the meeting with your family took only ten minutes. Where have you been for the last two hours?”

“Talking with Colonel Stirling.”

“Cat Stirling?”

“One and the same. How do you know the colonel?” Rose looked over at McCloud, who only shrugged.

“Just one of the people you hear about in my line of work. I believe the term is ‘larger than life.’ “

“That sure sounds like her. There were times in the conversation when I swore I could hear her purr.” Rose laughed at the thought and McCloud relaxed a little. Rose was already putting the past behind him and concentrating on the future.

“Did you talk about anything important?” McCloud tried to taint the question with a hint of jealousy, but Rose either missed the inference or else chose to ignore it. The idea was silly anyway.

“She more or less agreed with my father.”

“Really?”

“Well, not really, but she told me she’d predicted the results of the vote yesterday after learning that my father was going to speak.”

“Did you find out anything interesting?”

Rose nodded. “She was the commander of Danny’s battalion when he died on—”

“Your brother is dead?”

Rose nodded. He’d forgotten that McCloud didn’t know. Though he’d only learned it himself a few hours ago, Rose was surprisingly at ease with the news. He and his brother had never been really close. The death of lancemates had hit him harder. McCloud, however, seemed to take the news as a great shock. He was greatly surprised when she stopped to give him a hug.

“Jeremiah, I’m so sorry.” He struggled with what to say, afraid of diminishing her compassion and suddenly ashamed of his own lack of feelings. After a moment’s hesitation, he hugged her in return.

“You’re shaking.” Rose loosened his grip and pulled back enough to see her face.

“It’s freezing out here,” she said. Rose squeezed her close and she returned the grip with fervor. Looking over the top of her head for suitable refuge, he noted a small restaurant across the street.

He pulled free and pointed across the street. “How about some food, on me?”

“Anyplace warm is fine with me.”

Rose gripped her hand and led her across the street and into the restaurant, where they were greeted by the smell of freshly baked bread and by a rotund woman in green tartan. Behind the woman, in the restaurant’s even smaller bar, men and woman mingled with loud humor.

“Two for dinner, please.”

“Am I blind? Of course two for dinner.” The woman slapped Rose good-naturedly on the arm with a pair of menus. “You wait a second in there while I get the table ready.” Rose knew there were plenty of tables available, but the bar was where the restaurant made its highest profits and nobody was going to eat without first relaxing. Rose raised an eyebrow toward McCloud. He’d known her for two months, but this was their first social situation outside her DropShip. Did she even like bars?

McCloud looked into the small room and nodded quickly. Rose smiled back at their disappearing hostess and followed McCloud into the noisy room. The single waitress was already leaving the table McCloud had acquired by the time Rose maneuvered his way through the press of occupants.

“Loud bunch.” Rose leaned closer as if to whisper, but in the noise he was almost shouting. Still, McCloud barely heard. She nodded in agreement. The pair waited for several minutes, but their drinks still did not arrive. Rose looked over to the bar for the waitress, but she was nowhere in sight.

“What are you lookin’ at?” It was one of the Highlanders propped up at the end of the bar. Rose hadn’t even noticed the man until he spoke. As he turned away, the man pushed away from the bar and headed toward

Rose’s table. “Hey, aren’t you the guy from the Assembly this afternoon?”

“Trouble at six o’clock.” McCloud stiffened, but did not turn around. Rose watched as two more Highlanders followed their friend over to the table.

“Hey, I was talkin’ to you.” Rose looked up at the lead Highlander. Red-rimmed eyes stared back with malice. Rose could feel the atmosphere of the room change as people vacated a nearby table.

“I was just looking for the waitress, friend.” Rose considered standing, but the challenge of the gesture would be too much to miss. The drunk leaned into the back of Rose’s chair, throwing the balance forward. Rose was forced to lean onto the table or rest his head on the man’s stomach.

“Friend, of a coward like you? Not on the longest day you ever lived.” Rose stiffened at the words, but managed to remain in his seat. His smile was plastered in place for the three drunks, but a knot was growing in his stomach.

“He doesn’t like us much, does he, Ian?” Rose looked up at the second bully, who moved behind Rachel’s chair. He leered at Rose above McCloud’s head, his yellow teeth poking through a tangle of black beard. The third man laughed in false mirth as he ran a hand through his blond hair. Rose felt the knot harden and start to burn.

“Can you imagine,” asked the first, “this man leading Highlanders into battle?”

“Then coming home to a woman as beautiful as this?” finished the second. He dropped his hands on McCloud’s shoulders for emphasis. Despite the attempt to remain calm, Rose stiffened as he waited for McCloud’s reaction. He knew she was ready to react, but she continued to stare straight ahead.

“I’ll give you some credit,” continued the first. “Coming back to Northwind took some guts. I mean, I didn’t think anybody was stupid enough to try to return to the Highlanders after running out on them.”

“How about it, Angel? Is this guy really that brave, or is he just stupid?” Rose and the three Highlanders all looked toward McCloud, who continued to stare straight ahead. The second bully had begun to rub her shoulders, evidently encouraged by her lack of response. Rose tried to relax and let the tension flow out of his muscles, but the fire that had started in his stomach was spreading quickly. He was shocked when McCloud actually answered the question.

“I can’t say much about his courage.” She turned her head toward Rose and slowly reached across her body to pat the top of the hand massaging her right shoulder. “ And as for brains, hell, this table top has a higher I. Q.” She stopped patting the Highlander’s hand and threw a look of disgust at Rose. The three standing men began to laugh, mirthlessly at first, but with genuine feeling once they saw the crushed look on Rose’s face.

Rachel reached up with her right hand and slightly rotated the laughing Highlander’s right hand off her shoulder, twisting the palm out. He looked down at her, but his alcohol-wrapped brain did not register what was going on until McCloud gripped his ring finger with the other hand and swiftly yanked it back.

The bone let go with a pop, but McCloud kept up the pressure, bending the digit all the way back to the top of the man’s hand. He tried to yell, but nothing came out. He tried to back away, but McCloud came out of the chair and followed him.

Rose took McCloud’s lead, reacting immediately with the pop of the Highlander’s broken finger. Leaning forward on his chair, he shot his right foot into the shin of the leader. The mule kick slipped off the bone, however, merely cracking it instead of breaking it cleanly in two. The man came down heavily on the chair, pushing Rose into the table. With a quick spin off his left foot, Rose was free of the chair and facing his attacker.

The man had recovered quickly and was already picking up Rose’s discarded chair. The few customers remaining in the immediate area scattered as the man charged Rose, the chair over his head.

With a roar he brought the chair crashing down in a two-handed blow intended to drive Rose through the floor. Rose, however, was no longer in the chair’s path.

Stepping inside the chair’s arc, he seized the man’s left wrist as the chair continued to fall, simultaneously driving his right hand into the man’s stomach. Pivoting to the left, Rose continued the motion started by the punch and spun in a half-circle, crouching slightly as he turned. The attacker’s momentum carried him forward, but the punch had broken his balance. He slammed into Rose’s back, his extended left arm over the top of Rose’s shoulder. With a quick upward thrust, Rose catapulted the man through the air, pulling in the left wrist as the man cartwheeled over his head.

The Highlander slammed into the ground, his legs forming a clapboard that smashed his testicles and expelled what little air remained in his lungs. Finishing the move, Rose stepped on the man’s ribs just under the armpit and jerked up on the wrist. The shoulder popped out of the socket with a hollow sound and the fingers went limp. Rose dropped the wrist and looked for McCloud.

The first attacker had lost all interest in the fight, but McCloud would not release his hand. Instead of fighting back, he was trying to keep the hand as still as possible to save the finger from further punishment. His friend, however, was not thinking of defense. As Rose looked up, he hit McCloud behind the ear with a bottle. The glass splintered just above the neck as McCloud went down to one knee. The Highlander with the broken hand finally managed to pull free as his friend continued the attack. With his free hand he grabbed the back of McCloud’s hair, forcing her head back. Rose looked for something to throw at the attacker, but nothing was in reach. In desperation, he yelled.

It was not the yell of a frightened or angry man. The single note was more like the release of an avenging spirit into the room. For an instant everyone in the bar stood motionless.

Rose used the moment to dive across the table that separated him from McCloud and her attacker. He landed on his hands and tumbled over his landing spot to rise in a crouch. McCloud’s attacker had regained his wits and resumed his strike with the broken bottle. As his hand went down, Rose shot forward. Their hands met centimeters above McCloud’s face. The force of Rose’s blow diverted the bottle attack, but the glass ripped through McCloud’s shirt and drew three thin lines of blood along her shoulder.

The attacker dropped McCloud to the floor and slashed wildly at Rose. The Highlander knew he was outmatched, but was beyond caring. He slashed again each time Rose feinted. Although his moves were crude, the man had a solid defense and was beginning to build an offense. By constant movement and use of the slashing bottle, he held his ground against Rose until McCloud reentered the fight.

The constant movement had forced the Highlander toward the bar and McCloud’s coiled legs. With his attention focused on Rose, he never noticed McCloud’s kick until his ankle broke. He fell to the ground, face to face with McCloud, a look of amazement on his face. McCloud kicked him several times as she hastily stood, but the man was no longer interested in fighting.

Rose placed his hand lightly on her good shoulder. “Are you all right?”

McCloud looked at him as if he were crazy until she noticed the object of his gaze. Her entire arm was red with blood. She glanced at the man on the floor, her head cocked in question. Rose simply nodded.

With stunning speed, McCloud kicked the man squarely in the stomach. The man groaned and heaved his mostly liquid dinner onto the bar’s floor. McCloud was ready to kick him again as Rose placed a restraining hand on her shoulder.

“We’d best be going,” he said. McCloud looked up at him in amazement. “Come on, Rachel.”

“Listen to the man, lady.”

Rose and McCloud turned to the final attacker. He stood across the room, one hand cradled to his chest, the other holding a needier. The few customers who had not fled into the restaurant seemed to side with the locals. Although none seemed to be armed, they all looked ready to let the remaining Highlander finish the fight as he saw fit.

McCloud was stunned. “You provoke a fight, then threaten to kill us when we beat the snot out of you?”

The gunman did not answer, but his eyes told her the truth.

“So much for that Highlander honor you’ve been telling me about, Rose.” Backing away from the man she’d been kicking, McCloud allowed Rose to lead her out of the restaurant.

The cool air was bracing against their sweat-soaked skin. Rose grabbed McCloud’s arm and began to walk her away from the bar as quickly as possible. Although the hour was early, the streets were temporarily deserted. Heading back to The Fort, they glanced about for a cab. “You know, Rose, I think you saved my life in there.”

“The hell you say. I damn near cost you your eye, not to mention your life.” He spotted a cab and waved frantically. McCloud was leaning heavily on him as the adrenaline wore away.

“No. You saved my life. Now I owe you.” The cab started forward and Rose quit waving. He used both hands to hold McCloud up. “Hey, where did you learn all those fancy moves?” she mumbled.

“I was stationed on Luthien for years, remember? I guess I learned the basics here on Northwind, though, from my mom.” McCloud slumped against Rose, barely conscious. As she started to fall, he scooped her up in his arms and waited for the cab.

“What about that shout?” she said groggily. “Where’d you learn that?” Rose looked down at her, surprised to see she was still conscious. The cab pulled up and the driver got out to open the door, concern etched on his face.

“My spirit shout, if you believe such nonsense. My sensei said that if you were ever in great need, you could release part of your spirit to stun your opponents. That’s the first time I’ve ever tried it in combat, though.”

Blood dripped from Rose’s fingers onto the pavement as the driver opened the door and tried to help Rose with Rachel, who by now was definitely unconscious. The door closed behind him and the driver trotted around to the driver’s seat.

Rose looked down at McCloud and held her close. “That’s also the first time I’ve ever heard anything that sounded like that.”
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For the next two days Rose stayed at the hospital with Rachel McCloud. The jagged wound on her shoulder had sliced through the skin and muscle, but there was no permanent damage. It had been impossible to stitch the wound, however, so McCloud was forced to keep the arm perfectly still until the injury could begin to heal itself.

Rose hovered around her bed during visiting hours and in the waiting room during the night. Twenty-four hours after being admitted, Rachel had seen enough of Rose. In no uncertain terms, she demanded that he leave her alone for the rest of the day. The duty nurses were equally glad to see him go. They had rarely been criticized as harshly for their care, or what Rose perceived as a lack thereof.

Leaving the hospital, Rose walked without purpose for a few hours, his head and stomach churning over the past days’ events. Eventually he stopped for lunch at a small restaurant within the shadow of The Fort, but the meal did little to improve his darkening mood. Picking over the remains of his meal, he finally decided to go home. I’m already in a bad mood, he thought. I might as well make it really bad.

Two hours later Rose was standing in the street in front of his former family home. The cab fare had cost a small fortune, but he hadn’t felt like taking the monorail to the Warrior’s Quarter.

Rose wondered at the location of his father’s home. Cornelius Rose was considered one of the best techs in the Highlanders, but the home the elder Rose now owned had come to him as a legacy from his wife. Although Marie Rose had died when Rose was still a child, he knew she’d been an excellent warrior and leader. He tried to recall her face, but as always, could only envision her standing in front of her Thunderbolt in a cooling vest, shorts, and neurohelmet. A Mech Warrior and her ‘Mech just seemed to go together.

Rose studied the house his mother’s skill had purchased even though she had never lived there. Like many others, Marie Rose had died fighting in the ill-fated War of 3039. Yes, she’d been a warrior, but Rose had never reconciled himself to the waste that was her death. Any child mourned the loss of a parent, of course, but his loss went even deeper than that. Rose believed that Prince Hanse Davion of the Federated Commonwealth, and others like him, had killed his mother with their greed and megalomania. Fighting an invader like the Clans was one thing, but going to war over the ownership of a few depleted planets was another matter entirely.
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