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        DETROIT

        GREAT LAKES ADMINISTRATIVE DISTRICT

        NORTH AMERICA

        TERRA

        THE KHAGANATE

        9 AUGUST 3151

      

      

      At exactly eight minutes past 2100 hours, the small train pulled out of Detroit and headed south into the darkness. As trains went, it was smaller than most: an engine up front, a combined passenger and kitchen car supporting ten security guards at the end, and fifteen flatbeds between them.

      The train departed at night for two reasons. The first was mundane, simply that its cargo required wider cars than normal. These wider cars would slow the train’s speed in the few sharp turns between Detroit and Seattle on the West Coast. While short lines—Detroit down to Cleveland, for example—were still aboveground, the transcontinental hyper-rail lines ran underground. Had the train left Detroit in daylight, it would have delayed other westbound traffic. Instead, it would head south for about five kilometers before descending into the earth, swinging west on a gentle right-hand turn onto the Great Lakes spine running from Buffalo to Chicago. It’d hold 300 kph on the spine, but once past the Windy City, it’d cross the Mississippi at Davenport and accelerate to near supersonic speed as it raced for the coast.

      The second reason was because the small train carried five Shootist BattleMechs out of the Mitchell plant and ten Galleon-300 light tanks from Maxwell-Pulaski Motors—enough materiel to fill a Clan Binary. Each BattleMech was in an aerodynamic shipping container, while the tanks were chained to their flatbeds with an aerodynamic shell then placed over them. The troop car was at the rear, its bored occupants fighting to stay awake. While the engines at the front could essentially run themselves, and were normally crewed by a sole operator, military shipments by law still required two engineers to ensure the cab was never left unattended. The two men, both with decades of rail experience, were discussing their futures under the ilKhan.

      Earlier in the year, Clan Wolf and Clan Jade Falcon had invaded Terra and fought their way across the globe, destroying the Republic of the Sphere’s armed forces as they went. The Exarch, Devlin Stone, had surrendered Terra to the Clans and disbanded the Republic. The two Clans then fought a massive brawl in Canada to decide who would rule Terra, with the Wolves eventually coming up on top. Canada, it was said, had more trees than the Milky Way had stars, and that summer, the Clans’ vicious battle across the Canadian wilderness had burned a significant number of them in a months-long wildfire. While the ilKhan was out at Unity City on the West Coast announcing the rebirth of Clan Smoke Jaguar, ash stretched from the Midwest to the East Coast, turning the sky orange and keeping those with breathing difficulties indoors. The two men were discussing the ilKhan and the ongoing guerrilla warfare conducted by Republic Armed Forces holdouts when the train hit the torpedoes.

      Maglev torpedoes—named for their shape, not their destructive power—were small charges placed on the maglev tracks meant to get the engineers’ attention and warn them something was wrong. In response to the torpedo, the lead engineer slowed the train while the secondary glanced at the rugged, nearly indestructible display. He confirmed there were no other trains nearby, then looked over the route.

      “We have a passing coming up in three kilometers,” said the secondary. “Display is showing the switch is thrown.” A passing siding was a long stretch of rail parallel to the main line, used to park a train so a higher-priority one could go by.

      “I see the switch warning,” said the engineer, further decreasing the speed of the train.

      The train’s windshield was a massive, curved piece of ferroglass—the same material used in some BattleMech cockpits—covered in holo displays. The tunnels had gentle, indirect lighting, and clearly visible several thousand meters away, a lit signal pole warned that the switch into the passing siding was active. The secondary engineer leaned close to the holo to study it, then pinched the area to expand it.

      “We have a flag on the main line,” he said. Then, with alarm in his voice, called out, “Blue flag, blue flag!”

      The lead cursed and engaged the emergency braking system to quickly lower the train’s speed to a crawl. The radio erupted from the troop car, and the engineer barked, “Tell them to shut up, please,” as the train eased into the siding.

      To their left, the flagbearer gave them a friendly wave as he kept swinging the blue, glowing flag. Each color had a different meaning, and for over 1,200 years, a blue flag meant a work crew was on the line. Blowing through a red—a simple stop command—often resulted in an accident, but running a blue almost guaranteed fatalities. Fewer things were taken more seriously in the industry than a blue flag: the legal penalties for ignoring one were severe, and no one wanted the death of a coworker on their conscience.

      Another flagbearer met them on the siding with a glowing red flag, using her flag to direct them where to stop.

      The lead engineer opened his side door and called out, “What’s going on?”

      But the small, slight woman just stared up at him and dropped the flag to the ground. From behind the two engineers came the roar of heavy machine-gun fire and the screams of their security troops dying. His assistant went for the alarm button but with a roar that left the engineer’s ears ringing; the secondary was cut down by machine-gun fire. The engineer turned and saw, leaning in through the other door, the bulky machine-gun arm of a Cavalier battle armor suit.

      He looked at the woman approaching the train.

      “You didn’t have to kill him,” the engineer said, waving a hand at his assistant. “We would have given you the ’Mechs.”

      She shrugged. “Orders are orders, nothing personal.”

      The Cavalier fired again, and continuing an industry tradition stretching back more than a millennium, the engineer died at his post.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART ONE

          

          
            FRIDAY

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        HILTON

        MID-ATLANTIC ADMINISTRATIVE DISTRICT

        NORTH AMERICA

        TERRA

        THE KHAGANATE

        10 AUGUST 3151

      

      

      The tires of the ten-year-old, four-door coupe kicked up rocks as the strawberry-blond driver followed the unpaved road south out to the Old Timber Bar & Grill. Most civilian cars on Terra were hovercraft, but there was still a non-zero percentage of wheeled vehicles because they could get to places hovers couldn’t go. Her headlights cut through the inky Appalachian mountain blackness, thick trees to either side of her until she turned the final corner and pulled into the near-empty parking lot.

      Old Timber was a wooden, one-story building, with a screened-in porch containing ax throwing and several other games, and colored lights surrounded the place. Her RAF-issued boots crunched pea-gravel as she stepped out of the car; wearing a tight, vintage T-shirt and a kilt in her clan’s tartan, she looked around to see if anyone noticed the twin extendable batons she kept in underarm sheaths. Seeing no one, she looked for a particularly large pine off to her left and gave a tiny nod. The night air was still yet oppressively warm as she threw on her worn, brown-leather MechWarrior jacket. She locked the car and walked to the bar, the mountains surrounding her quiet, even the animals silent.

      The bar’s smell hit her as she opened the door: fried foods, smoked meats, cheap beer soaked into old wooden walls. The atmosphere inside the bar was subdued as she took it in. Music quietly played in the background, but people talked over it, focused on the West Coast baseball game on the trivid. It was a Thursday night—technically Friday, since it was just past midnight—and the place was mostly empty, the majority of the patrons on barstools or at the billiard tables. Booths ran along the side, the patrons serviced by a pair of waitresses in shorts so tiny they showed off several centimeters of tan-lined cheeks with every step.

      A petite woman—barely five centimeters over a meter and a half—she tugged her jacket into place to ensure it covered her weapons and headed to the bar. Like her, a few people wore a mix of clothes and uniform pieces. She could see about a half dozen wearing Republic-issued boots; some were also wearing uniform bits and bobs, and she spotted two armor-crew overcoats and another MechWarrior jacket.

      “Whatcha havin’, sugar?” the bartender asked as she slid onto a stool.

      Like many MechWarriors, she’d shaved the sides of her head. However, she’d stopped dyeing her hair the brilliant, almost yellow-blond that’d become her trademark, also losing her famous spiky hairdo. Instead, since the fall of Terra, the blue-eyed woman had let her hair return to its natural strawberry-blond—now with a thread of gray here and there—and also let it grow out, with it now flopped over her right ear in a lazy Mohawk.

      “Bar closes at one, last call’s in about thirty minutes,” the bartender prompted.

      The MechWarrior looked her over. Terrans lived to an average age of 150, and often didn’t start looking middle-aged until about ninety. Had she not known that, she would have guessed the bartender was about fifteen years older than her almost forty-seven. With the older woman carrying herself with a world weariness she herself could emphasize with, she wondered just how long the bartender had worked this mountain bar.

      “Double scotch, neat,” the MechWarrior replied, a hint of her Scottish underlining the words.

      The bartender raised an eyebrow. “Not from here, are yah?” she asked while pouring.

      “I was born on Terra, but raised in Prefecture Three.”

      The bartender passed over the glass, and the blond took a sip. “What’re you doing here?”

      “Came to fight the Clanners,” the blond replied, aware the volume had gone down on the trivid. “We lost. Now I’m just drifting—heading toward the coast, seeing if I can find work.”

      “Just drifting, Countess?” a loud, masculine voice called out behind her. “Do you honestly expect anyone to fall for that?” Anger underlined his every word.

      All talking stopped as she slowly rotated her stool to face him, sipping her scotch. “Not really, no,” she replied. “Hello, Juan.”

      About three meters away stood three men wearing a mishmash of clothes and uniform parts, like her. The men to the leader’s left and right wore cargo pants and Republic T-shirts, while the leader wore tanker boots and a long, leather duster.

      “Hello, Colonel Campbell,” Juan replied with a growl. “Or should I just call you Tara Jade Falcon, like the Clanners do?”

      Before she could answer, a young flame-haired woman wearing a kilt and a MechWarrior jacket came out of the refresher, on the back wall to Tara’s right. She had a moment of confusion on her face before she shrieked, “Aunt Tara?”

      “Evie?” Tara shouted, leaping off her stool to embrace her. She gave her a long hug, the younger woman about a head taller than her. “Lass, they told me you were dead!” Tara said when they parted.

      “No, still alive,” Evie said neutrally.

      “Your mum thinks you dead,” Tara said, her voice thick with both elation and anger. Evie was her twenty-one-year-old goddaughter, and Tara had read the reports herself. Evie was dead, they’d told her she was dead, and now she was not.

      “I know,” Evie said quietly.

      “Don’t mean to intrude on this sweet reunion…” Juan said from behind her, sarcasm dripping from his voice.

      “I will deal with you in a moment, Captain,” Tara said over her shoulder, her voice dripping with ice and anger. Staring at Evie, she said, “No, lass, I dinnae think you do know. I flew to Scotland and held her hand myself as I broke the news.”

      “Sorry, Aunt Tara,” the girl mumbled, green eyes on her boots.

      “And here you are, running with this lot of ne’er-do-wells a notch above banditry, and you without the common decency to even call your own mum and let her know you’re alive?”

      “Sorry, Aunt Tara,” Evie mumbled.

      “Countess,” said Juan.

      “What?” Tara shouted, spinning on her heel, hands on her hips.

      Juan was still standing there with his two associates. Someone had turned off all the electronics, so the room was dead silent and watching them.

      “Fine,” Tara growled, looking at them. “I will deal with you now.” Squaring her shoulders, she formally announced, “Captain Lynn, I am here to bring you all in, and I am asking you to come quietly.”

      “Are you now?” he asked casually. With that, people around the room started to slowly shuffle: The waitresses and older civilians wearing hats featuring fish and local universities shuffled toward the booths, while four more veterans drifted away from the tables, cue sticks still in hand. Most of the people outside came in, one dark-haired man brandishing a pair of throwing axes.

      “Aff,” she replied, using the Clan expression. During the Battle of Terra in 3151, Countess Campbell defeated then-Khan Alaric Ward in Scotland, but he’d had additional warriors waiting to move in and destroy her unit, the Northwind Highlanders. He’d offered her a deal: surrender herself to him and become his bondsman, and the Highlanders could go free.

      She’d accepted, aware of the bigger picture: Khan Malvina Hazen—Malvina the Mad, as many in the Republic’s military called her—and her Jade Falcon warriors were still rampaging through Europe. If Tara had killed Alaric right then on the battlefield, even if she survived the Wolves’ counterattack, her actions would have ultimately ensured a Jade Falcon victory against the RAF and the Wolves, and then would have unleashed Malvina on an unprepared Inner Sphere.

      Alaric eventually accepted the Republic of the Sphere’s surrender, then defeated the Falcons, whose horrific casualties throughout the campaign left only about 100 warriors under a new Khan. His victory made him ilKhan and Clan Wolf the ilClan, first among the Clans, and then he declared Clan Wolf would unite both the Clans and Inner Sphere Great Houses into a new, unified Star League.

      Alaric had asked Tara if she wished to join the remaining Jade Falcons, to leave his custody so she could help the Clan find a new, honorable path in a new era; once again, she’d accepted. For months she’d learned Clan ways while also teaching the Jade Falcons’ new Khan Stephanie Chistu about Republic honor and values. She’d trained alongside the Falcons and trained them in turn; she’d earned the rank of Star Commander, and was granted authority far above her station. Her position as both the Loremaster’s coregn—a Clan commander’s aide-de-camp—and the Khan’s troubleshooter was a distinctly unique one, and deliberately so: Khan Chistu intended to support the ilKhan and his new Star League, which meant her Clan had to better understand the ways of its Great House neighbors.

      In the meantime, Clans Wolf and Jade Falcon fought to eliminate the Terran resistance movement. With Khan Chistu handling politics and Star League business, the mission had been delegated to Tara. While most of the RAF survivors had been captured, pardoned, and then released, a significant number never surrendered. Most of those remaining veterans were hiding among the populace, some were actively conducting a guerrilla warfare campaign.

      Hilton was a small town tucked deep in the Appalachians, the mountain chain running up the North American continent’s eastern seaboard. Ancient mountains with tops sanded down by erosion, they were heavily forested, full of hidden valleys and deep draws, and numerous RAF survivors had gone to ground here, some more violent than others.

      Captain Lynn’s small band of BattleMechs and tanks were slowly winding their way south, following the mountains from where they’d been shattered by the Wolves outside Toronto. They’d been raiding small towns for supplies, occasionally dropping trees on nearby highways to stop trucks and pilfer their contents. His group represented a low-level threat compared to many other holdouts, so she’d assigned a scout team to keep an eye on them while they took down a small force outside Norfolk. Had she known her best friend’s daughter was running with them, however, she would have gone after Lynn first.

      “Juan,” she said, “so far, you and your force have inflicted a lot of property damage and committed grand larceny, but caused only a few injuries among law enforcement. We can wipe that slate clean, for all of you. All you have to do is just stand down and accept your paroles.”

      “Countess,” he replied, “have you ever known me to just stop? Did you really think if you just walked in and asked us to turn ourselves in, we would?”

      She shrugged. “People change, Juan.”

      “Like you?”

      Tara sighed deeply. “Neg, Juan, I have not changed. I just finally decided to face the universe as it is, not as I think it should be.” There was a beat of silence, and she shrugged out of her jacket. “Evie, dear, hold this,” she said, passing the jacket to Evie before picking up her drink again. She studied it for a moment before finishing it in one throw.

      “Juan, every attack by the resistance tightens Clan rule on Terra,” said Tara. “I have been arguing with Chance Vickers for months now—every attack, every strike, every assassination, and I have to all but beg the Wolves to not burn a town to the ground.”

      Juan looked around the bar, smiling. “See? It’s working. If we keep this up, the Wolves will do the work for us! We’re going to win, Countess!”

      Tara shook her head sadly, putting her empty glass on the bar upside down. “Do you know the Wolves’ policy when they invaded the League and Commonwealth, Juan? If a Wolf was killed by an insurgent, they would go door-to-door and kill every man, woman, and child they found, leaving them to rot where they fell, and then shoot anyone trying to bury them.” She let her words hang in the silent bar. “Is that what you want, Juan? Is that what any of you want?” she called out, looking at the faces of his supporters and the civilians.

      “No, Juan,” she sighed, taking out her batons, “all continued resistance will do is sign the death warrants of countless innocents, and that is what I am here to stop.

      “There are Jade Falcon troops in the woods,” she continued, “and we have already secured your equipment and support personnel. The easy way or the hard way, Captain Lynn, this ends tonight.”

      Juan cracked his neck. “If you’ve already captured our equipment, then we have nothing left to lose.” He charged forward, as did the men alongside him.

      Tara hit the release buttons, and internal springs popped the batons out to twice their initial length.

      She slid right, angling to put one of Juan’s partners in his way: the two took a half second to reorient, and in that moment, she struck. Feinting with her left at the man on the right, she whipped her right hand around while his attention was elsewhere. Her baton caught him flat against the side of his head, directly in front of his ear, and he tumbled to his right, falling into Juan and taking them both to the ground.

      The half-drunk man to Juan’s left planted his left heel and swung his right heel into a roundhouse kick roughly aimed at Tara’s jaw, and she internally sighed at his sloppiness. Though he was nearly a full half meter taller than her, she had learned at an early age that size meant little for a well-trained combatant: and she was well-trained indeed. As a cadet at the Northwind Military Academy, she’d finished first in the martial arts competition; in the twenty-something years since, she’d kept herself fit and trained—but training with the Falcons had brought her back to her peak and beyond.

      For Clan warriors, fighting was life. They started their forms at early ages, learning the basics, learning how to fall; by the time they moved from elementary crèches to their warrior sibkos, they practiced daily. Unarmed combat, wrestling, knife fighting, zero-gravity combat—fighting was an integral part of a Clan warrior’s daily life, and nearly no one born and raised in an Inner Sphere culture could equal it. Sparring daily with such warriors had honed Tara’s skills to a razor’s edge. Juan’s comrade was no slouch, but for Tara, he might as well have been moving in slow motion.

      She swung her left-hand baton under his ankle and pushed it up, throwing him off balance. Swinging under his leg, she smacked the inside of his elevated thigh with her right-hand baton. As he howled in pain, she backhanded the baton into the side of his neck, sending him whimpering to the floor.

      A woman rushed in from around the bar, slashing her cue stick down like a katana. Tara blocked it with her left-hand baton, pushed it off to the side, and snap kicked her just above the knee. The woman screamed, let go of the stick to grab her thigh, and Tara high-kicked the woman’s jaw with her booted toes. The woman crumpled to the floor, unconscious.

      Tara swung her batons around in her hands as she stared down the remaining people holding cue sticks, the three looking uncertainly between her and their friends on the floor. She saw movement from the corner of her eye: Juan rising to his feet, a pistol in his hand.

      She’d only taken one step when a flash of rotating steel flew past, and Juan screamed in shock and pain as a throwing ax embedded itself in his right pectoral. The pistol dropped from Juan’s grip as he fell backward, landing upright in a booth. His hands held the ax still as his breath came shallow and fast.

      “Not all of the infantry was outside the bar,” she said quietly to the three people in front of her.

      They slowly looked around as four men and women who’d been standing off to the side all stepped forward and assumed fighting stances. Her three opponents dropped their weapons, the cue sticks clattering onto the floor.

      “This isn’t over, Countess,” Juan gasped.

      Tara saw the front doors swing open, revealing a Jade Falcon warrior with a combat shotgun at the ready alongside a pair of local law enforcement officers.

      “Yes it is, Captain,” she replied. “Yes it is.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Tara leaned against the car she’d used for her cover as the ax-thrower came over to her. To her right were several police cars: The officers were sorting out the known resisters and sympathizers from the ordinary civilians caught up in the mess. Lynn had been patched up, and he glared at her from where he was shackled to a bench in the police transport.

      “I had him, Steven,” she started before the ax-thrower could speak.

      A fit thirty-year-old man with dark hair and light-tan skin, the Jade Falcon warrior shrugged. “Aff, this I know, Tara. While I would never interfere with an honorable fight,” he said, a slight smile on his face, “I felt no such barriers in preventing a fight from becoming dishonorable.”

      “The logic checks out,” she said with a chuckle, shaking her head. “Thank you for the save,” she added, her tone serious.

      Steven’s smile dropped, and he nodded solemnly in return. Her relationship with Steven—indeed, most Falcons—was polite comradeship at best, and cool, almost frostiness with the rest. She’d been fighting the Clans since the HPGs went down in 3132, leading her Highlanders against them time and again. She had no love for the invaders, and only continued to work with the Falcons because she’d sworn to help, and because, as she told Juan, she honestly wanted to end the resistance movement with as few deaths as possible. Helping was her best option out of a small number of worse ones.

      Tara glanced over Steven’s shoulder at the police officers that had just escorted a handcuffed Evie out of the bar, and she called for them to bring the prisoner over to her. When the officers paused, Evie shook her head and tried to continue toward the transport herself.

      Tara locked her jaw and brought herself fully upright. Both hands on her hips, she shouted in a deliberately thick brogue: “Evelyn Olivia Macnab, you get your narrow Northwind arse over here or so help me, I will tongue-lash you so bad Colonel Hanni Schmitt herself will look down from heaven to see what the fuss is about!”

      Eyes locked on her toes, Evie shuffled over as the pair of police officers tried very hard not to laugh.

      “May I have a minute with her?” Tara asked.

      The older policeman nodded, and with tap to his broad-brim hat, they rejoined the other officers.

      Tara looked over the younger MechWarrior. Skinny—a little too skinny, typical of a life on the run, she thought—and her stringy red hair and her outfit looked slightly unwashed, as if she’d last cleaned up in a creek instead of taking a proper shower. Quite possibly the truth.

      Gesturing a hand toward Evie, she said, “Star Commander Steven, this is MechWarrior Evie Macnab.”

      “A Highlander, quiaff?”

      “Neg. Though she is from Northwind, sometimes our people make their way into other units.”

      Tara paused for a second, Evie still looking down.

      “Her parents and I were inseparable at the academy,” she continued, quietly. “I introduced them to each other, I stood on the groom’s side at the wedding, and when he was away, I was there holding her mum’s hand the day she was born. I am her godmother, I have known Evie her entire life, and…” Tara paused, and turned to the girl. “You have no idea how happy I am to see you alive, Evelyn.”

      At that, the MechWarrior raised her eyes. “I’m glad to see you too, Aunt Tara.”

      “Your father is still on Northwind,” said Tara, “but what am I supposed to tell your ma? ‘So sorry, Chloe my love, Evie is alive but doing hard time’? What the bloody hell were you thinking, running with Lynn and his fools?”

      Evie shrugged helplessly. “We were trying to link up with other units, Aunt Tara.”

      Tara threw her hands up in exasperation. “You were robbing chicken coops, Evie! My Binary was hunting down assassins in Brazil while you lot were stealing goats and breaking into hen houses!”

      “We got hungry.”

      “It is petty theft, and your parents would be ashamed.” Tara let the statement hang for a moment, then added, “Look, even though Lynn attacked me, you did not, so I think⁠—”

      Her personal communicator buzzed before she could finish. She pulled it out, and quirked an eyebrow upon seeing the name.

      “Good morning, Paladin,” she said in greeting, and Evie’s eyebrows rose in shock. Of the eighteen Paladins of the Sphere, Janella Lakewood was one of the few who had survived the collapse of the Republic. Captured by the Wolves, like most of the RAF, she’d given her parole, and thus was free to go wherever she wanted on Terra, as long as she stayed out of trouble.

      Staying out of trouble, of course, was the hard part for far too many RAF veterans on Terra. They’d lost their fight to hold the planet—which wasn’t something that endeared them to the locals, either—and they had nothing but anger in their hearts and time on their hands.

      On the other hand, the Falcons and Wolves had both suffered tremendous losses during the Battle of Terra, and were slowly reconstituting their forces. Both Clans appreciated the RAF holdouts unwittingly providing them opportunities to keep their skills sharp, which kept the Clan warriors occupied and from dwelling on their losses, Tara had realized late one evening with a flash of terrible insight.

      Janella Lakewood was, by all accounts, living on her own personal island off the coast of South America. Every few days, Lakewood would shoot her a message, often accompanied by a picture of her long, tanned legs pointed at bright blue water, or of her sipping an icy drink through a straw.

      The messages were about more than cocktail recipes, however. Both sides still saw Janella as a potential leader of the resistance, so she was desperately trying to walk a fine line of persuading RAF holdouts to come in quietly, convincing the Clans to go easy on them when they could, and assuring both sides she hadn’t betrayed their confidence to the other.

      “Countess,” Lakewood said. Neither of them had retained their titles—indeed, Tara had even lost her surname, and was now called “Tara Jade Falcon” in the traditional Clan way for adopted warriors—and yet, they still used their Republic titles as a sign of mutual respect. “I hope you are complete up there?”

      “Aff, Janella, just a few loose ends,” Tara replied, her eyes on Evie.

      The younger MechWarrior shifted uncomfortably and glanced off to the side.

      “Let the locals handle them,” Janella said. “I assume from your tone you haven’t heard from your Khan or the Loremaster yet?”

      Tara sucked in her breath. The Loremaster was a Clan elected position with great political duties and influence. Responsible for ensuring the Khan and Clan Council obeyed Clan laws and traditions, they also commanded their Clan’s intelligence service, commonly called the Watch. Tara had worked with Star Colonel Marv Roshak extensively for the past several months, almost more than she’d seen Khan Chistu at this point.

      “Neg,” Tara replied. Using her free hand, she gave the silent rally combat sign to Steven, who immediately turned on a heel and started speaking orders into a small radio.

      “Recommend you get your team up to Chicago,” Janella said. “There was an incident in Gary tonight.”

      “An incident?” Tara repeated. “What type?”

      “Train robbery, but on a bigger scale than anything in North America so far. Multiple fatalities, multiple BattleMechs stolen. Tara—” Janella paused. “Tara, I have nothing for you on whoever’s behind this. But this took planning and patience. It’ll get worse before it gets better.”

      “It always does,” Tara replied.

      “Good luck,” Janella said before disconnecting.

      Behind Steven, she could see the infantry assigned to her emerging from the tree line, their green fatigues festooned here and there with leaves and brush for camouflage. Since at least the Clan Invasion, Clan Jade Falcon used older warriors to fill staff positions at the Cluster and Galaxy level, providing commanders with experienced guidance and a “ready-reserve” of sorts, the staff able to fill holes in the unit should the need arise. Most of the Falcon staffers had been thrown into the fight for Terra, but of those that survived, many were tapped to lead what Khan Chistu dubbed “Transition Points.”

      Based on a suggestion from Tara, the former staffers led and trained Points of volunteer Trueborns that had been dismissed from the warrior caste for one reason or another. These lower caste volunteers conducted physical training, infantry missions, and—for former MechWarriors and AeroSpace pilots—spent hours in the simulators. The Point commanders evaluated and ranked the volunteers as they regained their fighting edge, so when positions opened in the slowly-rebuilding Falcon Touman, the best could fill them.

      Of the Falcons she’d worked with, Tara liked the Transition Points the best. As former lower caste members, the troopers tended towards pragmatism, and served without the bombastic attitudes of Jade Falcon warriors she’d fought in the past. To be fair toward the Binary and other Falcons she’d met, however, none had the openly condescending arrogance of Malvina’s Falcons—she suspected losing both the Battle for Terra and over ninety-percent of their touman had something to do with their downturn in cockiness.

      Besides training the volunteers, there was also an understanding between the Khan and the Point Commanders: anyone still clinging to the Mongol doctrine need not apply. Khan Chistu was desperate to rehabilitate her Clan’s image, and she needed it to be unified around her goals, not those of a dead Khan. Any Malvina adherent that couldn’t or wouldn’t commit themselves to Khan Chistu’s new path would be thanked for their time and quietly returned to their caste.

      “Janella spoke of an incident?” asked Steven, turning back to Tara.

      “Train robbery in Gary, wherever that is,” replied Tara.

      “Industrial town a bit outside Chicago,” said Evie. But she gulped and looked down again when Tara’s gaze speared her.

      “Evie, look at me,” Tara said. “Between the Khan and the Loremaster, I am at wit’s end keeping up with administrative tasks. I need an aide-de-camp, and this is a one-time offer.”

      The redhead closed her eyes and shook her head. “I won’t work for the Clans, Aunt Tara.”

      “You will not be working for them, you will be working for me.” Tara’s voice softened. “Or, if you want, you can consider this working for Janella, instead. She gave her parole, and is not a part of any Clan.”

      Evie still looked dubious, so Tara played her last card. “Evelyn Macnab, please dinnae make me tell yer ma you’re headin’ ta prison for stealin’ chickens.” she said, both stretching the truth a bit and deliberately thickening her brogue. “She’ll drop everythin’ to fly ’cross the Atlantic t’be here with you, you know how she is. A week from now, ye’ll be standin’ ’fore a judge not in your family’s tartan, but a prison gown, receivin’ your sentence, yer beloved mother weepin’ in the chairs behind you. Or, ye can skip all that and come wi’ me now.”

      Evie looked away, and then back. “…Okay. For me ma’s sake, not for the Falcons, or that ilKhan, or whatever,” she said, resignation in her voice. “I’ll go with you, Aunt Tara.”
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      “Aleska! It’s 0705, you’re going to be late!”

      Aleska Ingersoll swore as she threw her long, dark hair into a ponytail, then looked in the mirror. Like many MechWarriors, she’d kept the sides of her head shaved as a stylistic choice. She’d let the sides grow out since the fight for Terra ended, but, unfortunately, because she’d always let the hair on the top of her scalp run long, the sides were at an awkward length that didn’t really match the rest. She’d debated getting a pixie cut to try evening it out, but she just hadn’t had the time.

      “Aleska!” her mom shouted again, and she rolled her dark eyes. She was exactly a meter and a half tall and with the light-tan skin of her Japanese heritage, but her face, arms, and legs were darker than the rest of her body, due to the long runs she took nearly every morning.

      “I’m coming!” she shouted back. After tugging on her purple Northwestern University T-shirt and a pair of khaki shorts, she snatched her knapsack and ran out of her room. The more things change… she thought, heading down the stairs.

      Her mother was at the bottom, holding a small, insulated lunch bag.

      “Where’s my coat?” Aleska said, grabbing the lunch bag and shoving it into her knapsack.

      “It’s going to be thirty-seven today,” her mom insisted. “You don’t need a coat.”

      “Need, no. But I like it.” Aleska opened the coat closet and grabbed her leather MechWarrior jacket.

      Her mom simply crossed her arms behind her. “You should put that somewhere safe,” she quietly said.

      Aleska turned to reply it’s just my jacket, but noticed her mom was looking at her throat. Reaching up, she found the thin chain holding her RAF ident chip—and the golden academy ring she’d strung on the chain—was in front of her shirt instead of behind it. Aleska tucked it in, then leaned over to hug her mom. “It’s the other way around,” she replied. “It keeps me safe.”

      Throwing on her knapsack, she opened the heavy wooden front door, almost running smack into her brother. “Adam!”

      Her brother said nothing, just regarded her with eyes as hard as flint. Seven years older than her twenty-two, he was also much taller, his head brushing the doorframe. Like her, he was a former RAF MechWarrior; also like her, he’d ended up back in their parent’s vintage brownstone in the upscale Lincoln Park district of Chicago once the Battle of Terra ended.

      Adam looked her over, then brushed past. “Have fun at school.”

      Her irritation grew, and she started to turn back toward him, but her mom gave her a look that said run for the bus, so, turning on her heel, Aleska followed her mother’s unspoken instructions.

      Their house had a wide lawn, across the street from a grassy park featuring a deep koi pond. She sprinted across the park, waving at neighbors walking their dogs and making a face at a pair of kids who laughed at her antics.

      She arrived at the bus stop seconds before the eight-wheeled, fusion-powered vehicle glided to a halt, and boarded along with the other commuters. While the streets contained electrical deicers for the winter months powered by the city’s fusion powerplants, the city of Chicago still preferred wheeled vehicles over hovercraft for cutting through the winter slush and snow. For the past 1,200 years, city leaders had invested heavily in the public transportation network, even during the massive population exoduses of the 22nd and 23rd centuries. Three-quarters of Terra’s population had departed for worlds across the Inner Sphere, leaving humanity’s cradle a changed world. Small towns disappeared, cities shrank, and global shipping slowed to a crawl, with hundreds of maritime vessels eventually sunk to build artificial reefs.

      The population slowly climbed back up to twelve billion by 2750, the long-lived Terrans content to learn as much as they could, travel around their homeworld—and often off-planet as well—before having children late in life. Of those that survived the reign of Stefin Amaris, many fled once the SLDF liberated the world. The population decreased to six billion, where it leveled off and remained for centuries.

      While many ancient cities like Barcelona, London, and Rome took their changes in stride, cities “merely” hundreds of years old saw massive reinventions. Some spread out, some contracted, and some, like Chicago, did a bit of both. Suburbs were razed and consolidated, the remaining populations placed in walking-friendly townships, and excess land was converted to parks or left to grow wild.

      In the city itself, magnificent new megastructures were built, allowing millions to live downtown and use the expanded and abundant public transportation networks to escape the city and enjoy the outdoors. Chicago remained both the road and rail hub for everything moving north of St. Louis, and an inland port of call for goods needing to transit either the Mississippi River or the Great Lakes. Its importance ensured there would always be millions of people calling it home. Her family had lived there for generations, and it was where she’d returned once the Wolves claimed Terra.

      I hate that Adam works nights now, Aleska thought as she watched the city go by, housing and small businesses lining the streets as they headed south, toward the near-north side. He seems…colder now than when he first got home.

      Like Adam, she’d grown up listening to her father and grandparents talk about their service in the RAF, often citing their family crest as their inspiration. From as early as they could walk, Adam, Aleska, and their older brother Alexander learned “Non sibi sed patriae,” which meant “Not for self but for country,” and all three ended up in the RAF’s service.

      The family motto was almost never brought up anymore. Almost twenty years after the hyperpulse generators connecting the Inner Sphere together went down on “Gray Monday,” the universe was a far more dangerous place than it was during her family’s time in service. Her grandparents fought the Capellans, and her father’s service was mostly during the calm before the collapse. Even then, he served out his final years commanding a desk in Prefecture X before retiring and returning home. That all three children would follow the family tradition was almost a given: The Republic was at war, so the Ingersoll family would once again step forward.

      That one of their children might die in combat was never really a consideration for their parents until it happened. As the youngest, Aleska was still in school when Alex deployed, and she’d heard her mother tell her friends or the rest of the family that she knew something might happen to Alex—or later, to Adam, when he left home. But she said it with the confidence of a woman who’d looked at her fears, accepted them, and moved on.

      When an RAF captain and a chaplain in full dress uniforms showed up at their door to tell her mother and father that Alexander had died fighting the Capellans, Aleska saw something break in her parents. They fretted, they worried, they anxiously tracked reports of Adam’s unit, the Fifteenth Hastati Sentinels, praying on bended knee at Mass for his safety.

      When his unit was reassigned to Terra, they rejoiced; when her application to West Point was accepted, they begged her not to go. As far as her parents were concerned, the family motto was tucked in the same small footlocker they’d received full of Alexander’s belongings: placed in an untouched shrine of a bedroom, closed and forgotten.

      The bus stopped to pick up more passengers, and her thoughts were interrupted by someone sitting next to her. An older, dark-skinned woman leaning heavily on a cane let out a deep sigh as she settled in and then looked at her Northwestern T-shirt. “Heading to class?”

      “Yes ma’am, grad school.”

      They talked as the bus wended deeper into Chicago until finally Aleska had to say good-bye. Stepping lightly onto the curb, she took a deep breath of the humid Chicago air, then jogged up the stone steps and into her building.
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      Star Commander Tara strode through the VIP wing of Chicago’s Orchard DropPort, Steven to her left and Evie directly behind them. While the city tried for a few years to bring in DropShips, airships, and wide-bodied airplanes at the same large airport on the west side of Chicago, they eventually built a massive facility on the lower southwest side to handle just the DropShips, with huge cargo yards and multiple rail lines running between the two, the port, and the Chicago River for cargo movement. The city named the DropPort Orchard Interstellar, which allowed them to use the same administrative codes for both terminals. It was an obscure trivia detail she’d had the time to learn because it’d taken her almost eight hours to get from the Appalachians to Chicago.

      In the past, she would have just grabbed her team, commandeered whatever aircraft she needed from a local airport, and been in Chicago within hours, leaving local law enforcement to secure the recovered RAF equipment and personnel. However, guerrillas would often recapture the equipment within hours of the Clan forces leaving—usually with help from local sympathizers—and the Clans would have to re-recover it. Less than a week earlier, new guidance came down that the teams would secure the equipment until it was transported to a secure location, and the support castes were still working the kinks out.

      While the police were still processing Lynn and his force, Tara had requested DropShip support; unfortunately, the only available BattleMech-capable DropShip was busy in Europe, and they’d had to wait several hours for it to arrive. The delay had allowed her attached technicians to hack Lynn’s BattleMechs, though. On top of Evie’s 55-ton Griffin -3N, the small band had three more BattleMechs, four wheeled tanks, and a trio of cargo trucks. The delay had also allowed Tara to deal with one other loose end: taking advantage of the time-zone difference between Scotland and the East Coast of North America, she parked Evie in the back of her coupe and called Evie’s mother. After telling Chloe to sit down, Tara broke the good news about Evie’s survival. She’d then passed the perscomm to Evie and given her some space. When she’d returned a half hour later, Evie’s expression said there’d been a lot of crying, but some of the weight the young woman seemed to carry had been lifted.

      Evie started saying her goodbyes, promising to call soon with a waver in her voice that betrayed how close she was to crying again. She then held out the perscomm to Tara. “She wants to talk to you, Aunt Tara.”

      Tara flinched.

      “She cried and screamed at me for ten minutes,” Evie said with a laugh. “Now it’s your turn.”

      Tara accepted the perscomm, steadied herself, and said, “Hello, Chloe, it is Tara,” and for the next several minutes, tried—and failed—to apologize to the furious retired Highlander for the RAF accidently declaring her only child dead. Once Chloe calmed down, though, she quietly thanked Tara for putting Evie under her wing and told her they’d talk soon.

      When the call disconnected, Tara turned to find Evie curled up and asleep in the back seat. Welcome to Clan Jade Falcon, lass, she thought. She turned and headed toward Steven to receive a status update. May your journey be easier than mine.

      Tara had only managed to grab a catnap on the DropShip, finally falling asleep once the Union-C-class vessel had left the atmosphere for the emptiness of orbit. She’d awoken once they reentered the atmosphere, and felt more tired than before she’d closed her eyes. Evie had drawn some soap and shampoo from the ship’s stores to take a shower, and was now sipping a paper cup of caf she’d grabbed from the DropShip’s galley as they walked.

      “Steven,” Tara said, pointing at the VIP lounge, “that is where we were asked to wait until the VTOL is prepped. Please do me a favor: grab a corner suite and order me the largest espresso they make along with something with eggs, meat, and carbs.” Since the rest of her force was still looking over their captured equipment and readying the prisoner transfers, she knew they’d grab breakfast from the galley.

      A curt nod. “Of course.”

      “Me too, please?” asked Evie plaintively, and Steven gave her the same nod before heading for the lounge.

      Tara turned to Evie, reaching into one of her cargo pockets. “A work-credit chip.” She then pointed at a strip of stores across the corridor. “Go grab some clothes and a bag for them, and meet us in the lounge.”

      “Yes, Aunt Tara,” she said, smiling.

      “The VTOL arrives in thirty minutes,” Tara said, switching her tone from family to command. “I need you changed and ready in twenty, understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Evie said, all business.

      Tara frowned, then sighed. “Also, you need to put the coat in the bag, too.” She held her hand up to forestall the coming argument. “You cannot wear your RAF jacket around the Binary, Evelyn.”

      Evie’s face fell. “We really did lose, didn’t we?” she asked quietly.

      “Aff,” Tara replied at the same volume. “It does not get easier, but you learn to deal with it. Now, get moving, the chrono is counting down.”

      Evie turned and jogged for the stores as Tara headed for the lounge.

      I am starving, I hope the food is almost ready, she thought. Her stomach growled, and she realized she not only had no idea the last time she’d eaten, but no clue when Evie had either. Might be a good idea to take some fruit along with us in case she’s still hungry.

      About fifteen minutes later, she spied Evie entering the lounge, and looked her over. Pulling a small, black roller-bag, she’d purchased black denim jeans, a purple T-shirt with the Chicago skyline on it, and a brown leather jacket almost identical to her MechWarrior one. The young woman slid next to her in the booth, slid the credit chip across the table, and grabbed her breakfast sandwich.

      “I’m sorry, Aunt Tara,” she said between bites as she wolfed down her food. “I spent more than you probably wanted me too. Those stores were expensive!”

      “Do not worry about the price. It was worth it to get you out of those dirty clothes. But what is this, though?” Tara quirked an eyebrow and tugged on the jacket sleeve. On the jacket’s left breast was the Cameron Star, representing the Star League Defense Force star, and a corps patch she didn’t recognize adorning a shoulder.

      “A replica Star League jacket,” Evie said. “The store was full of them.” She turned around as best she could in the booth to show off the massive, embroidered flag on the back. Stretching almost from shoulder to shoulder, it was near identical to the Chicago flag Tara had seen in the terminal when they touched down. However, the five red stars of the normal flag had been changed to SLDF stars instead. “It came with a pamphlet,” she added, pulling it out.

      “It is ‘an accurate replica of the MechWarrior jackets worn by the Star League’s 138th Mechanized Infantry Division, the Chicago Division,’” Tara read aloud.

      Evie’d already finished her sandwich and was crunching her way through an apple when Tara glanced at her. Something on her collar caught the light, and Tara noticed she had switched her brevet-corporal RAF rank pips from her old coat to the new one.

      “Is it okay?” Evie asked an uncertain smile when she saw Tara notice the pins.

      Tara nodded. “It is, lass. The coat looks good on you.”

      Her perscomm buzzed, and she gently prodded Evie in the shoulder. “Grab your bag and a few snacks for the road. It is time to get moving again.”
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        * * *

      

      The trip out to the Rock Island Arsenal would take just over an hour by VTOL; the small, white civilian jet awaited on the tarmac with its engines rotated upward. Both Evie and Steven looked around the craft as they’d gotten on board: It was a luxury charter, with décor somewhere between “plush” and “opulent.” The three of them were the only passengers. The pilots sat just meters away in the front, conducting checks, and there were not one but two stewards onboard.

      “Is this the kind of thing you flew around in all the time, Aunt Tara?” asked Evie.

      “Not…all of the time,” Tara allowed, and both Evie and Steven laughed. “Yes, I know, I was a countess, so, yes, I rode in things like this here and there. Generally not on Northwind, though. It was usually when visiting other worlds and they were trying to make a good impression on visitors.”

      “It is as expensive as it looks, quiaff?” confirmed Steven.

      “Aff.”

      “Then who’s paying for this?” wondered Evie.

      That is a very good question, thought Tara.

      A few minutes of preflight safety announcements later, and they were off, the jet quickly rotating its wing-mounted engines to send them screaming out of the city and over rolling cornfields.

      “What’ll happen to Captain Lynn?” Evie asked quietly a few minutes later. They’d all seen the DropShip with the Clan Jade Falcon markings as they’d departed, Evie looking at it with a pained expression.

      “They will see a local magistrate here in Chicago, where they will give their parole,” said Tara. “They will receive two months of severance pay and a ticket to anywhere on Terra they choose to live. If they are caught resisting again, however, they will be executed.”

      “Executed?” asked Evie.

      Tara nodded. “At its heart, parole is a promise between a prisoner of war and their captor. The Clans have no tolerance for those that break the law, but they despise those that break their word.”

      Evie frowned, looked out the window for a moment, then turned back. “Am I paroled?”

      Tara glanced at Steven, who caught the hint and walked back to the galley. “Neg, Evie. Though I have not yet placed a cord on your wrist, you are officially listed as my bondswoman, assigned to the transition Point, and seconded as my aide.”

      “What?!” Evie shot up, knocking her head into the wood-inlaid overhead-luggage bins.

      “Sit down and listen, you daft child,” Tara said.

      “Aunt Tara, I said⁠—”

      “I said sit down,” Tara interrupted, a hint of her Highlander anger coming through her tone.

      Evie sat.

      “Look around you. How many citizens live on Northwind? How few will ever see an aircraft like this? How few will even leave our homeworld at all?”

      Evie opened her mouth to answer, but Tara pressed on. “We are MechWarriors, lass,” she said, her voice dropping. “We do terrible things on the field of battle to protect the ones we love, and those very same citizens gave us incredible, unfathomably wide amounts of latitude to operate as we see fit. The Clans are very different in a lot of ways, but concerning warriors, they are surprisingly similar to the Republic. As my bondswoman, I can protect you, and I can even keep you in the Griffin. If you give your parole, you can leave and whatever happens, happens.
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