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      Patrol missions were hours of boredom punctuated by moments of adrenaline and terror. So far, lance commander Jasper Roux had only experienced the former as he moved his Awesome through rolling plains while keeping a wary eye on the forest in front of his unit. Every so often he paused to scan for targets—both expecting and not expecting them. There’d been reports of renewed Draconis Combine intrusions into Federated Suns territory, and he was not going to be caught off guard.

      On his left stood a Shadow Hawk, piloted by Delany Menard. She was as steady as they came. On her left was Elias Lang in the Hollander. Elias had a temper and a just-as-itchy trigger finger, but he was good on the battlefield. Jasper glanced to his right, where the fourth ’Mech of his lance should’ve been but, of course, wasn’t.

      BattleMechs. A titanic marvel of technology and warfare that fill the heaviest, most crucial roles on the battlefield. Like the warhorses and armored knights of old, the BattleMech was both vehicle and protector for the modern knight, the MechWarrior. Most ’Mechs were bipedal, standing 10 to 20 meters high, and far more mobile than tanks or soldiers on foot. They tackled terrain that would be impossible for conventional warfare—even in the most hostile of environments, and were shielded with enough armor to shrug off damage from the heaviest of weapons.

      “Incoming,” Delany said over the comm. “Tree line. Two bogies. Heat signatures coming in hot.”

      Jasper frowned as the first ’Mech came into view. It was a Quasimodo. The 55-ton ’Mech was fast, nasty, and carried a particle-field dampener, which could severely limit the effectiveness of his extended-range particle projection cannons. A good choice to lure others into a trap. There had to be more than just the two out here. “Where are the others?”

      Lang’s answer was to throttle up and activate his ’Mech’s supercharger, sprinting ahead to get into position on the high ground and provide sniper cover. He fired a single shot at the Quasimodo, missing the enemy ’Mech before it disappeared back into the forest.

      Jasper grimaced, irritated, but let it go. Elias knew the 35-ton light ’Mech well enough to know what he was doing. He should’ve been a better shot. At least this time they’d already engaged the enemy before he leapt into the fray. Jasper shifted over to back up his lancemate.

      The enemy met Elias’s answer with a Hitotsume Kozo that stepped out of the forest to the left of the patrol route, heading to the small hill Elias was still sprinting toward.

      All the better to see you, my dear, Jasper thought as he focused on the medium ’Mech. The Quasimodo’s heat signature disappeared from his screen. That was something he was going to have to keep an eye on. “Lang, the Quasimodo has gone dark. Be careful. Could be a pincer trap.”

      “Roger.”

      Keeping his speed down but steady, Jasper moved to take out the Hitotsume on the hill. He fired two of his three ER PPCs at range, knowing the extended-range weapons gave him an edge over the Hitotsume’s heavy PPC. He pumped a fist as one of the blasts hit the enemy ’Mech dead center.

      If he could take out the Hitotsume, he’d break whatever maneuver the Draconis Combine forces had in mind. Inspiration struck. If he separated the medium ’Mech from the rest, it would result in the classic Earl maneuver. He shifted his forward momentum to a lateral move away from his lance, trying to sandwich the Combine ’Mech between him and his MechWarriors.

      The Hitotsume ignored his Awesome. It had a closer, softer target: the Hollander. It fired its own PPC and scored a devastating hit on the light ’Mech. The Hollander’s center torso armor was eradicated, leaving most of its internal structure exposed.

      It was a miracle the engine shielding held, or that the ’Mech was even still standing, but its very heart was vulnerable now.

      Elias struggled to keep his ’Mech upright, and backpedaled to disengage from the Hitotsume. He moved to the cover of a low hill, snapping off a round from his light Gauss rifle, but missed again. The earliest Hollander models were lightly armored at best, relying on their long-range Gauss rifle to keep them out of direct engagement and safe from the enemy’s heaviest brawlers. Elias’s Hollander had a lighter Gauss rifle and a supercharger for added speed and maneuverability, but this close to the enemy ’Mech, the chassis upgrades were negated to terrible effect, and its armor was no heavier than that of its predecessors.

      Dammit, Elias! Calm. Stay calm and aim. Ammo is finite. Jasper knew he would have to deal with his friend’s tendency to charge into a fight and then retreat just as quickly. Now was not the time. At least Elias was going for cover.

      A streak of movement from Jasper’s left revealed a second Hitotsume Kozo, a 1P variant, running down the forest line.

      Delany’s Shadow Hawk ran to meet it, autocannon blazing. The two ’Mechs strafed each other as they met and passed in the open. While the Hitotsume took the worst of the clash, it only staggered and didn’t fall. The damage inflicted on it was too widespread.

      “I’m hit,” Delany said, her voice ever calm. “Leg actuator damaged. Mobility impaired. Armor down to thirty-three percent.”

      “Acknowledged. Lang?”

      “Fine here.” Elias’s clipped tone said that he was very much not fine.

      It was still an even battle. Both Hitotsume ’Mechs were injured. Both his lancemates were also injured. Neither Jasper nor the Quasimodo were hit. It was anyone’s battle, and Jasper meant to make it his.

      He focused on the first Hitotsume, aiming as he continued to move. The Quasimodo reappeared, almost exactly where Delany’s sensors had last detected it. It was a trap. The enemy ’Mech had powered down in the heavy foliage, feigning a flanking maneuver. Now it sprinted out of the forest, unleashing a devastating strike on the Shadow Hawk’s left side. All of its lasers hit.

      Delany cried out as her ’Mech’s arm was blown off and she stumbled, then hit the dirt. “I’m down. I’m down!”

      Jasper watched the Shadow Hawk fall hard, then struggle to regain its feet. Delany used her ’Mech’s arm to lift itself up enough to fire her weapons while prone. She shot at the Quasimodo, striking it with all she had left, but was unable to regain her footing right away. Minus an arm and with one good leg, she struggled to get the Shadow Hawk upright and back into the fight.

      Everything seemed to happen at once.

      Missiles and lasers struck the Quasimodo’s leg, but the enemy ’Mech shrugged off the damage, turned its array of lasers toward the Awesome, and activated its Blue Shield Particle Field Damper. The shield’s mild haze of dust and rocks haloed out around the ’Mech, a ludicrous counterpoint to the intense energy signature lighting up Jasper’s sensors.

      The sprinting Hitotsume Kozo left the Shadow Hawk in the dirt and passed the Hollander on its way to link up with its twin, firing its Ultra-class autocannon at the damaged light ’Mech while pounding directly toward Jasper. Both fusillades struck true, blowing off one of the Hollander’s arms and stripping armor from its back.

      The Hitotsume Kozo fired on the Hollander as well, thankfully missing. Elias would not have survived another hit from the heavy PPC.

      Off-balance and heavily damaged, Elias somehow managed to keep his ’Mech upright. He fired wild shots at the Quasimodo as it stomped by, but missed as it swerved to avoid the weapons fire. This close, he couldn’t line up an accurate shot with the long-range weapon.

      Jasper retreated, realizing he’d succeeded in doing everything he’d been trying to do, though not in the way he’d expected. While he had sandwiched the enemy between him and his lance, he didn’t have the close support he needed. Despite its size, the Awesome was a hammer, not an anvil. He had to take out at least one of them.

      The Hitotsume on the hill was that target. He fired all his PPCs and short-range missiles at it. Every shot hit, blowing tons of armor off, but not doing enough damage to take the enemy ’Mech off the field.

      Heat alarms shrilled after the massive strike. Wiping sweat from his brow, Jasper knew his ’Mech was running too hot. The Awesome would shut down if he didn’t do something quick. He backpedaled as all three enemy ’Mechs closed in on him with deliberate strides, allowing their heat sinks to do their job like his couldn’t.

      Jasper switched to his close-range weapons to avoid critically overheating his ’Mech. Short-range missiles and a pulse laser struck the targeted Hitotsume. Still, its armor held.

      Delany got back into the fight, finally getting her Shadow Hawk on its feet and firing at the Quasimodo. She almost hit Elias’s Hollander as he charged behind the enemy ’Mech, widening the distance between them to line up a perfect shot. He fired squarely at the Quasimodo’s torso, and the Gauss slug obliterated armor, shoving the ’Mech hard.

      Jasper’s triumphant whoop morphed into a groan as the Quasimodo danced off-balance, then held its ground. Most of his weapons fire dissipated against the enemy ’Mech’s shield, not doing enough damage to matter. The attack just made the Awesome’s heat alarms scream even louder.

      In retaliation, the Quasimodo whirled and unleashed its lasers on the Hollander to devastating effect, stripping away the ’Mech’s engine shielding. It wasn’t as impressive an explosion as Jasper had expected, more light than sound, despite its ruinous nature. The collapse of the engine and discharge as its fusion core was breached lit up the battlefield as bright as Emporia’s sun. Elias’s comms went dark.

      As the Hollander imploded behind them, both Hitotsume Kozos hit their jump jets and accelerated toward the Awesome with their hatchets at the ready. The whole maneuver, from the synchronized launch to the graceful midair pirouette, was executed with the smoothness of a coordinated, practiced attack that Jasper had no chance to counter.

      Each of the smaller ’Mechs landed just behind his flanks, the momentum of their twisting in flight slamming into the rear of his assault ’Mech. The first hatchet strike drove the heavier ’Mech forward, and the immediate second strike overbalanced it. The Awesome toppled forward, hitting the ground hard.

      As his ’Mech fell, everything inside Jasper’s head screamed and protested. It felt like he tumbled a thousand meters through shattered glass. Jasper was thrown hard against the cockpit restraints, and the feedback from his neurohelmet was the bone-scraping shriek of metal on metal. As alarms wailed all around him, he struggled to get up, to fire his weapons, to do something.

      In the end, there was nothing he could do except watch the enemy close in on Delany’s hobbled Shadow Hawk, pummeling her with a quick laser burst from the Quasimodo and the Hitotsume Kozo that had traded fire with her only moments ago.

      Even surrounded and outgunned, Delany still fired on the enemy as she tried to disengage, limping on one good leg. One of the Hitotsumes attacked the Shadow Hawk with its hatchet, ending her resistance with a decisive blow.

      With the rest of Jasper’s lance dispatched, the damaged Hitotsume turned its attention to its final prize. Raising its hatchet well above its cockpit, and with a brief thrust of its jump jets, the Draconis BattleMech brought its blade down on the Awesome’s torso, driving the weapon cleanly through the core of Jasper’s fusion engine.
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      Jasper yanked the neurohelmet off and slumped in the ’Mech simulator. He could already feel the bruises forming. Sweaty and sick to his stomach, he glanced at the screen to the outside world. Dame Emma Meier waited in the training bay, her mouth twisted in a frown. Short, round, and normally smiling, the tactics professor looked like she was ready to chew nails.

      It should’ve worked. He unbuckled his harness and pulled himself from the chair. Putting everything back in its place was more a matter of muscle memory and training than procrastination. Jasper was the last one out of the cockpit.

      Elias and Delany waited off to one side, not looking at him. Ethan, Claire, and Mia stood to the other side. It was clear which side had won. The trio grinned at Jasper as he took his place next to his truncated lance. Elias side-eyed Jasper with a scowl, then turned his full attention to Dame Emma. Delany stood with her hands behind her back in a loose interpretation of parade rest.

      “Cadets…” At the tactics professor’s first word, all six of them snapped to attention. “This was not one of your better missions. Goodryke, wipe that smile off your face. Roux all but handed you the win on a silver platter.”

      Ethan wilted a little, his eyes narrowing.

      Dame Emma crossed her arms. “Analysis: the combined tactics and layered fire support from the Draconis Combine ’Mechs promoted a strong, unified firing line. The Federated Suns units were in too tight of a formation at first. Then they allowed themselves to become divided, enabling the enemy to consolidate their fire and eliminate the numerically equal but much heavier Federation force using a divide-and-conquer approach. Stealth and misdirection were employed in an admirable fashion.”

      She pointed a finger at Jasper. “Congratulations, Cadet. You just cost your company three ’Mechs and three MechWarriors.” She shook her head at his team. “A lance is a lance for a reason. You work together as a team. There is no place for heroics.” Her steely gaze fell on Elias. “You don’t run out ahead unless you have an actual plan.” Her gunmetal-gray eyes bored into Jasper next. “You don’t let your people run ahead without a plan of attack. MechWarrior heroes are usually dead MechWarriors.”

      She turned back to Elias. “You don’t run out ahead in a Crazy Ivan position unless you’re scouting and haven’t been detected. You don’t split off from your support. Your ’Mech is a sniper, not a brawler. Also, your aim was abysmal. I expect you to add five hours a week of target practice under duress for the next four weeks.”

      Dame Emma leveled her gaze at Jasper again. “When your lance breaks up like that, you don’t let it continue to break up and go running off on your own. You support them. You stay in formation. You back up your lancemates, just as they are supposed to back you up. I don’t care what your mission goal is. Lances are a team. If you don’t want to be a team player, you might as well become a desk jockey.”

      Jasper kept his expression neutral. It should’ve worked. His face grew hot with embarrassment and anger. If we had actual four-on-four lances to work with, we could put what we’ve been studying into practice! It was the classic Earl maneuver. Should’ve had a partner at my side.

      That was the crux of it; he’d tried to use a maneuver without the right formation. What good was going to the only military academy on the planet if that planet was at the ass end of nowhere and didn’t have the proper equipment to train its cadets?

      Yeah? Where would you be if not for this academy at the ass end of nowhere? The voice that was ever-grateful he even had a chance to be a MechWarrior at all reasserted itself. You’d be nothing. A civilian. A junk trader. Dead maybe. Who knows? And what about Nadine? The voice sounded like what he imagined his father would sound like if he were still alive. It was no coincidence that it also sounded a lot like his sponsor, Baron Zachary Vogel.

      The short woman nodded at Ethan’s lance. “Dencourt, you’re still focusing on your right. Your world has three dimensions. Vasseur, your aim is getting better, but you’re still firing high. Practice, practice, practice. I also expect to see you logging target practice time after hours.”

      “Yes, Lady.” Claire Vasseur kept her eyes forward.

      Dame Emma shook her head again, as if she couldn’t believe what she was about to say. “Winners, dismissed.” After the three of them left with as much decorum as they could muster, she turned to Jasper, Elias, and Delany. “You three…ten laps in twenty-five minutes, or you get another two.”

      Five kilometers in under twenty-five minutes? Jasper grimaced as Elias stiffened. The heaviest and most muscular of the bunch, Elias tended to put on a ’Mech rather than get into it. Running was the bane of his existence. The fastest kilometer he’d ever run clocked in at just over four minutes, and that wasn’t after a grueling ’Mech simulator session. Jasper knew he was in trouble, so he waited for them to be dismissed. He wanted to apologize. To explain.

      No such luck.

      “And you, Cadet Roux. Since you seem unable to control your lance and don’t mind separating from them against all sound tactics…you get to return all of the equipment and clean up the gym. Maybe that will remind you that you and your lancemates need to support each other.” Dame Emma gave him a bland look that dared him to say anything in protest.

      Jasper knew better. He answered with his face neutral, eyes forward, voice modulated. “Yes, Lady.”

      She gave them one last look. “Ten laps. Twenty-five minutes. Dismissed.”

      They waited until the professor walked away to move.

      Delany glared at him “Thanks a lot, Roux. You killed us both.” She stalked outside, toward the half-kilometer track with Elias at her side. “It’s not like we don’t have anything else to do tonight. You have a family dinner, and I have my stuff.”

      Jasper kept up with her and Elias. “Look, I had a plan—”

      The other boy shook his head. “Yeah. We all did. You didn’t follow it. You never learn. You were supposed to back me up, remember?” Elias quickened his step until he pulled ahead.

      Delany watched him go. “We all talked about this.” She gestured to Elias with her chin. “If he took off into battle, either you’d call him back as lance commander or you’d back his play. But you didn’t do either. No point in having a plan if you don’t follow what we agreed on. No point in having a lance commander who can’t—or won’t—command. You’re better than this.” She shook her head, then jogged after Elias.

      Jasper sighed and watched them go, following at a slower pace. “Would’ve worked if we’d had proper lances in the first place.”

      But his words rang hollow—even to himself.
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      Jasper ran the entire five kilometers behind Elias and Delany, even though he was a faster runner. If Elias had to run an extra kilometer, so would he. It was the only thing he could think of as an apology.

      Delany took off at the end of the second kilometer. “Sorry. I’ve got to get ready for tonight.” She averaged four-minute klicks on a bad day and ran eight kilometers every morning. For her, Elias’s pace had been a jog.

      Jasper wished he was as fast as Delany. She ran like a gazelle with great ground-eating sprints. He had no doubt she was going to push herself and lap them at least once. Probably twice. Just to grind it in their faces.

      Elias glanced over his shoulder. “Go on. I can do this.”

      “I know. I’m going to do it with you.”

      “Asshole.”

      Jasper sped up until he ran right behind the larger teen. “I know. I’m sorry. I should’ve backed your play.”

      “Yeah. Should’ve.” Elias’s words came out in pants as he sped up to get away.

      The two of them ran like that until the end. They both made it, squeaking in under the wire with twenty-three seconds remaining.

      After Elias caught his breath, he walked off without a word. Jasper let him go. They didn’t have to run an extra kilometer, and that was enough for now. Maybe tomorrow Elias would be willing to listen to why Jasper had attempted the maneuver that had cost them the win.

      In truth, Elias shouldn’t have made the opening move. He should’ve waited for Jasper to move or issue a command. Maybe by tomorrow, he’d realize that too. The hours of tedium had gotten to them both. Simulator missions used to be so much more fun before they became “realistic.” You’d strap in. The fight would start within minutes and would be done just as quick.

      This new stuff, to show the cadets that hours of hyperawareness could wear on you, sucked. Then again, if this was what being a MechWarrior actually meant, maybe the desk jockey idea wasn’t so bad.

      He wrinkled his nose at the thought. Now you’re just being petulant. The mental voice was that of his sister. Nadine was older by ten months and had practically raised him until they got to Emporia. “I know,” he muttered. “I’ll do better next time.”

      All thoughts of the disastrous mission disappeared when he entered the gym. It was like a cyclone had hit it. Word had gotten around that Jasper was on punishment duty and no one did even their normal half-assed attempt at cleaning up. There were tumble pads strewn about under the ropes, balls—basketballs, weighted balls, soccer balls, and dodge balls—in every part of the gym and someone had helpfully knocked over two piles of drill cones. Even the chalk powder had been left out.

      Jasper rubbed his face and sighed. This was going to take forever. There was nothing to do but get to work.
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      An hour later, Jasper was sweaty, crabby, and almost done. He threw the last of the errant balls into the equipment cage and kicked the door shut. It rebounded against the doorjamb and swung open. He kicked it again. Again it rebounded. Clenching his fists, he stalked to the door and closed it with a deliberate click. This time, the door stayed shut.

      “I thought you might beat up on the thing even more. Guess you can learn. Even from inanimate objects.”

      He didn’t turn to see who spoke. He knew Nadine’s voice. Instead, he ignored her and hauled the last of the mats toward the closet.

      “I’d offer to help, but I’d get all mussed. Besides, I heard you earned this.”

      Glancing at her, he saw she wore her dress uniform. The navy blue fabric looked good against her lean form. She wore her long red hair in braids above her collar. “No gown?”

      “Wore it to the last one of these. People notice.”

      “You should get another one.” He threw a mat into the closet.

      “Nah. Not really my thing. Plus, I’ve got better stuff to spend my allowance on.”

      As the two of them lapsed into silence, he knew she referred to growing and maintaining a spy network made up of workers within many of the noble houses. He teased her about this from time to time, but he understood why she did it. Information was survival; it was a hard-earned lesson from their conquered home planet of Hoff.

      Jasper grabbed another mat and tossed it into the closet. He steadied it, then tossed another one on top. As he picked up the next mat, he said, “I didn’t earn this, you know.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      “So you didn’t abandon your lance to go running off like a hero?”

      He threw the mat into the closet harder than he intended. It rebounded against the wall and slid off the pile. Sulking, he picked it up and placed it properly. “No. I didn’t. We’d learned about a new move in class. It sandwiches the end ’Mech of an invading force and….” He shrugged.

      Nadine headed to the bleachers and sat. “The Earl maneuver. I’ve heard of it. A bit simple, but can be effective. What went wrong?”

      Jasper scowled and hefted the last of the mats into the closet. “I basically got myself sandwiched. It should’ve worked.”

      She tilted her head.

      “We don’t have full lances. We only have six simulators. Three-on-three instead of four-on-four like it’s supposed to be. It won’t work without a fourth ’Mech to back up the play.”

      “Right. So that’s why Ethan is crowing all over the academy about your dumbass move and falling into his trap.”

      He rolled his eyes and closed the closet. Looking around the empty gym, he saw it could use a sweep. He debated skipping that step, then glanced at his sister, saw her shake her head, and sighed. She was right. Dame Emma would know, and then there’d be hell to pay. One go-over with the push broom wouldn’t kill him. He grabbed the broom and started shoving dust and dirt to one side of the gym. “What are you doing here anyway?”

      “I’ve got a favor to ask. Also, I brought your dress uniform for tonight.”

      Relief flooded him. He wouldn’t have to trudge back to his dorm to get changed with everyone laughing at him. A mortifying thought jumped into his head, but he waited until he was back in not-shouting range to ask. “All of it? Including my…my…”

      “Yes. Your underwear, too.” She rolled her eyes. “But don’t blame me if the socks don’t match. Your roommate wouldn’t let me into your dresser drawers. He’s the one who put your skivvies in the bottom of the bag.”

      Good man, Noah, Jasper thought. Relief still warred with concern. “What about this favor?”

      Nadine was quiet longer than he expected. She was always up to something. She was the smartest person he knew, and it wasn’t just because she was his sister. That meant this was really big or really stupid.

      “Well?”

      “There’s something going on in New Exeter, and it’s got a lot of the houses up in arms, but no one seems to know why. They’re keeping it hush-hush. Not the normal royal posturing. I need you to watch and listen tonight. Pay attention to what they say and don’t say.”

      He gave her a slow smile. “You mean listen to a bunch of adults yammer on? Just like we do every single time we have a ‘family’ dinner? How’s that any different than normal?”

      She scoffed. “No. Not like that. Watch for them to put their heads together, to make sure no one else is listening. Then you eavesdrop.”

      “Is this coming from your little spy ring in the city?” He hurried his broom to avoid her half-hearted swipe. Bribing servants for information and buying shortwave radio equipment to communicate with them—that’s what Nadine spent her allowance on. The hobby was as amusing as it was annoying, but she did seem to know just about everything going on that would affect the academy. “What do they know?”

      “A lot more than you think.” She stood. “And if you don’t want to find out how quickly I can get information to and from people, you’ll help me.”

      “Or what?”

      Nadine tilted her head. “Baroness Charlotte Estbury will be there, and I’ve heard she’s looking to make alliances with House Vogel. I bet she corners you and asks your thoughts on her Sponsored. If you don’t want a little birdie or three whispering in her ear that you have a crush on, oh, I don’t know…Mia…you’ll help me.”

      He shrugged. “Mia’s cool and all, but I don’t like her like that.”

      Nadine smiled wide. “Doesn’t matter. All it takes is the right person to whisper it to her, and she’ll be all over you.”

      Jasper grimaced. His sister was right. The baroness was always trying to play matchmaker. “Fine. I’ll do it. But it’s not like you actually know who I like.”

      “Don’t make it a challenge.” Her small smile begged him to do just that.

      “Right. So, listen to the adults about what they don’t want us to know. Anything specific? I mean, I can watch for them being weird, but…” He shrugged.

      “I think it has something to do with commerce. They’ve been talking a lot about JumpShips and DropShips.”

      “At least that’s something I know about.”

      She glanced at the large clock. “You’ve got about ten minutes to get ready.”

      “Crap! Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Just did.”

      Jasper ran the push broom up and down the rest of the gym, then shoved the debris into a single large pile next to the trashcans. He didn’t know where the dustpan was, and he’d accept punishment if Dame Emma got mad. Overall, the gym was pretty clean, and the night crew would finish the rest.

      He grabbed the garment bag from the doorknob as he headed into the locker room. He had just enough time to get ready.

      Seven minutes later, he was in uniform. The undershirt was too tight, but the socks were both black and matched. He wouldn’t be dinged on that. He’d put his dress jacket on after they got there. While there wouldn’t be an inspection, he—and all of the other cadets there, Sponsored or not—would be in a spotlight. “Family” dinners were like that.

      As he toweled off his hair and realized he had no comb or brush, he shouted, “How are we getting there anyway?”

      Nadine popped her head around the door. “What was that?”

      “Hey! This is the guys’ locker room.”

      She looked unimpressed. “And? It’s not like I haven’t seen anything you have before. Besides, it’s just you, and I’m not going to shout. What did you yell at me?”

      He ran his fingers through his mop of wet, red hair. There was no hope for it. “How are we getting there?” The Vogels’ country estate was on the outskirts of the capital city. It was a good ninety-minute drive on the best of days.

      “Now you wonder that.”

      “You’re always the one with the plan.”

      “That should change. You need to start pulling your weight around here.”

      Despite her teasing tone, that hurt. Jasper frowned at his reflection. His face flushed with embarrassment.

      Their eyes met in the mirror as she came forward.

      Nadine looked away first. She dug into one of her pockets and came up with a small comb. “Here.” It was an apology for her harsh words.

      He took it without comment and combed his hair into some semblance of order.

      “As for how we’re getting there, I’m taking Lyric as my plus-one.”

      “She’s Sponsored by Vogel, too.”

      “And?”

      Jasper’s eyes widened. He opened and closed his mouth. Then he shrugged at himself in the mirror. “Keeping it in the family.”

      “It’s my sign that I don’t want to be fixed up with anyone.”

      “It’s a red flag. When you bring a plus-one to a ‘family’ dinner, that means you’re serious.” He paused. “You’re not serious with her, are you?”

      Nadine smiled, shrugged, and looked away.

      “You are…?” Jasper grinned. “Wow. My never-gonna-catch-me sis has been caught.”

      “We’re just dating, thankyouverymuch.”

      “Oh…oh, hell. That means the Death Pixie is driving.”

      Nadine took her comb back. “I’m going to tell her you said that.”

      “Please don’t.” Jasper could already feel the bruises. Lyric Hayton, sponsored by House Vogel, was a five-foot-tall whirling death machine. She looked like someone’s pampered pet, but was one of the Ritza Academy’s best infantry cadets. Stronger than she appeared, she was an expert at hand-to-hand and leveraging an opponent’s weight against them. More than one much taller and heavier classmate had fallen victim to her unassuming stature. Now she taught some of the self-defense classes, and reveled in teaching people that skill and precise strikes made up for lack of height.

      “C’mon then. We don’t want to keep her waiting.”

      Jasper followed his sister. Tonight was definitely going to be worse than normal.
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      I hate it when Nadine’s right, Jasper thought as he ate as properly as he could. The monthly “family” dinners were as much about teaching social niceties as they were about maneuvering within a political arena. All of the adults gave each other furtive, worried looks. Sometimes they put their heads together for a whispered word. Tension hung thick enough in the air that some of the other cadets had noticed. Hell, I might have noticed it even without Nadine poking me.

      As usual, there were five tables of fourteen. Each table had a sponsoring house with the family heads and their guests, along with six sponsored cadets and their dates—if they brought one. Only upperclassmen came to the monthly dinners. The noble houses changed, based on who sponsored the dinner that month, but House Vogel, second only to House Ritza, was always invited. Vogel always attended; Ritza rarely did. This dinner had Houses Vogel, Frosig, Menard, Estbury, and Blanc.

      Thirty-eight adults and thirty-two cadets all having dinner made for a loud meal despite the dining hall’s rich furnishings, deep carpet, and plush curtains. In truth, the entire Vogel estate made Jasper uncomfortable. He barely remembered his home on Hoff, and it hadn’t been as nice as the academy, much less the noble family estate. Once war had come and they’d been evacuated, then orphaned, then sponsored, the academy had become home.

      Fynn Pohl, another cadet, poked him in the leg. Jasper looked at him. He nodded at the head of the table, where a handsome man with salt-and-pepper hair sat.

      “Jasper, your studies…?” Baron Zachary Vogel asked.

      Startled, Jasper realized everyone at the table was staring. Even Darrell Winter and Fynn, who were sitting on either side of him. “My apologies, Baron Vogel, I was thinking about this afternoon.”

      The baron stroked his gray-flecked beard. “A rough afternoon, or a triumph?”

      Jasper knew better than to say something like “I don’t want to talk about it.” He shook his head. “Not a triumph, but…”

      Baron Vogel let the silence grow.

      “I attempted a maneuver during a mission, and it didn’t go as planned.”

      “Sounds dire.” The man’s mild voice belied his interest.

      “It caused the failure of the mission, my lord.” Jasper shifted in his seat, uncomfortable with both the memory and the attention.

      Baron Vogel considered this as he sipped his wine. “What went wrong?”

      Jasper shot Nadine a look. She gave him the tiniest shrug. There was no saving himself. “We didn’t have the correct number of ’Mechs for the maneuver. I didn’t think of this at the time. If I’d had a full lance, it might have gone differently.”

      “Ah…the lack of the last pair of simulators at the academy vexes you once more.” The baron leaned to his wife, Lady Shannon, a MechWarrior in her own right. “What did I tell you? Jasper points out that he cannot learn the proper lance tactics without a full lance.”

      Jasper put his fork down. “I didn’t say that, sir. I…should have remembered the lack of the fourth ’Mech.”

      The baroness ignored Jasper. “Yes, perhaps. But what happens when they are in the field without a full lance because that’s what happened?”

      “I—” Jasper began, then stopped as Nadine cut him off with a small jerk of her hand. She mouthed, “Planned.” at him.

      Now the baron and baroness were smiling playful smiles at each other.

      The baron gestured toward the middle of the table. “Ah, but the cadets need to know the foundation of strategy and tactics before they can adapt to such changes as a lost man.”

      “Or woman.”

      “Or woman,” Baron Vogel allowed. “Therefore, I believe it is high time for the fourth set of simulators to be delivered to the Ritza Academy. Don’t you agree, Jasper?”

      Jasper’s mind worked fast. If the baron had already known about the disastrous mission and wanted to use his ward as a jumping-off point to make such an announcement, he’d want Jasper to play the part of a dutiful ward. “I do, my lord, a good foundation of knowledge, tactics, and strategy is key. But I also agree with Lady Shannon. You have to know how to adapt to situations on the field.”

      Baron Vogel laughed. He nodded to the other end of the table, where Sir Robert Corbin, one of the academy’s history and manners professors, sat. “You’ve taught this batch of Sponsored well, Robert.”

      The middle-aged man with a sandy complexion smiled, revealing white teeth set against smooth, tawny skin. “I must admit, I’m surprised. His words are more of what I expect from his sister.”

      Nadine lifted her glass to Sir Robert. “Thank you, sir.”

      Jasper didn’t know if he should feel complimented or insulted. “But, we are getting another pair of simulators?”

      Baron Vogel nodded. “Yes. We all thought it was high time.”

      “That’s wonderful!” Jasper grinned, his bad mood lifted. The fourth pair of simulators would let them work with actual lance tactics against live opponents. Of course, they’d practiced full lances against simulated opponents, but it wasn’t the same. Live opponents did the unexpected. “When will they arrive?”

      “They’re on the ground now, and will be at the academy tomorrow or the next day. I—”

      “Yeah. And what else is being delivered, huh? I wanna know.” A loud male voice from the next table cut through Baron Vogel’s reply. The man’s words had the slight slur of someone who had drunk too much.

      Jasper glanced over Nadine’s shoulder but didn’t recognize the much older, unkempt man. He glanced to Nadine. She shook her head. She didn’t recognize him either.

      “My Lord Frosig, it is so good to see you out of your home and enjoying our wine,” Baroness Vogel said. “We had wondered what you have been up to. How are the crops this year?”

      Jasper and Nadine exchanged a glance. The nobles didn’t usually have conversations between tables. It just wasn’t done.

      “Don’t give me that, Lady Shannon.” Frosig scowled at her. “Don’t try to change the subject. We all know why we’re here. I wanna know what else’s up there. Simulators are important, yes, but small potatoes. What else is on the radar?”

      Lyric leaned toward the center of their table so the rest of the cadets could hear her. “Baron Gregory Frosig. Lost his wife recently.”

      Jasper blinked at Lyric, surprised she knew who the man was.

      She shrugged. “I hear things, too. It’s not just your sister.”

      The Vogels glanced at each other, and Baron Vogel nodded to his wife. She stood and began walking toward the outspoken baron. Jasper, Fynn, and Darrell half jerked to their feet before the baroness gestured for them to sit.

      The room quieted as the small disruption gained the notice of more of the diners. To have the hostess leave her seat during the dinner signaled something important was happening.

      Baron Frosig watched her approach and shook his head. “I’m not wrong. I know what I’ve heard. Something’s going on. I want to know more. Otherwise I wouldn’t have come to this thing in the first place. Not with my Lillian in the grave. Not with my grandson coming of age to fight.”

      Baroness Vogel leaned down to the old man. “My lord, let me take you to a room where you can rest.”

      Baron Frosig glared up at her. “I’m not wrong, Shannon. Am I?”

      Jasper leaned toward them, eavesdropping for all he was worth. Nadine was right. Something major was going on. This didn’t sound like the words of a belligerent drunk, but of a worried old man a little too deep into his cups.

      Baroness Vogel flashed him a small, polite smile and lowered her voice. “Gregory, please, let me take you to a room where you can rest. It’s been a trying time for you.”

      “Tell me, am I wrong?”

      Nadine’s voice cut through anything else the two nobles might have said and startled Jasper’s attention back to his table and the people around him.

      “’Mechs are one thing, but give me a Fox Armored Car any day of the week. What I’ve fixed up is twenty tons of fast, tough machine that’ll take down a ’Mech every time.” Nadine glanced up and down the table, then settled her eyes on her brother. “’Mechs aren’t the end-all be-all of war. It’s the tankers who get stuff done. My bola catapult will tangle up even a heavy ’Mech. Two Vedettes to harpoon a ’Mech from behind will pull it down and keep it down.”

      Jasper frowned, confused at the sudden change of topic.

      Darrell picked up the gauntlet Nadine had thrown. “No way that bola of yours is going to take down a heavy ’Mech.”

      “If warriors on horses with ropes can do it, my modified Fox can do it, too.” Nadine looked over to Sir Robert. “Isn’t that right, sir? Didn’t you tell us about that last cycle?”

      The history and manners professor nodded. “I did. I don’t remember the specifics. Several horses with long ropes tangled up ’Mechs and brought them down. Then one of the warriors would climb the ’Mech and dispatch the MechWarrior.”

      As Sir Robert spoke, Baron Frosig struggled to his feet and allowed Baroness Vogel to lead him from the suddenly loud room as conversation broke out across the dinner tables like weapons fire. There was no hope of hearing the rest of what the pair said as they headed to the side door and left.

      Darrell shook his head. “That gambit would work once. Maybe. If it worked at all and your tanks didn’t become flails on the end of chain whips.”

      “Sometimes, once is all you need.” Nadine continued to watch Jasper.

      Lyric tapped her lip. “Personally, I like the Vedette. It’s slow, but heavy enough to not be thrown around. I still think we should’ve used it for the catapult.” She turned to her right. “What do you think, Gemma? Which is your favorite?”

      The small cadet tilted her head and adjusted her glasses. “If I drove a tank or armored car…which I’d prefer not to…I’d go with the Fox. Otherwise, I’d go with my favorite ’Mech, the Watchman. I prefer its ability to withstand heat, and it’s a common enough chassis that every armory or military group should have at least one. Also, I agree with Winter.” She nodded at Darrell, who flushed and looked away. “The bola and harpoon gambit would work only once. If—and that’s a big if—it worked at all. It’s never been live tested, has it?”

      Nadine picked up the gauntlet again. “Not live, no. But many times in simulation with a ninety-two percent success rate. Like I said, sometimes all you need is for it to work once on the right target. But we don’t have any ’Mechs to spare for a live test, much as I’d like. They’re too valuable to damage like that in a test.”

      As Baroness Vogel returned to the table, Baron Vogel reentered the conversation, taking control of the table’s attention. “I believe such innovation is worth exploring. We are on the border of Federated Suns territory. We don’t have the same resources as other worlds. We’ll figure out a way to test your tactic and your tools. I’ll speak to Dame Emma and Lady Ruth about it.”

      Silence descended across the table as Baron Vogel stopped speaking. The woman to the baron’s right, Lady Jane, gestured to the baroness. “Lady Shannon, this Wellington is divine. I must have our cooks confer and see where our recipes differ.”

      The baroness nodded. “Of course. I’ll see that it happens.”

      Just like that, the adults at the table split off into their own conversations again, leaving the cadets to stare at each other and finish their meals.

      Jasper frowned at Nadine and mouthed, “Why?” Why had she kept him from doing the exact thing she’d told him to do?

      “Later,” she mouthed back, then leaned over to murmur to Lyric.

      Jasper cleared his plate. Despite the uncomfortableness of the evening and the strange dance of politics and verbal jousting around him, the food was good. Really good. Better than what he got at the academy.

      Though it’d been years, he still remembered those lean and hungry months between the evacuation and the testing. There’d been many days where neither he nor Nadine had eaten. He didn’t think he would ever forget them.
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      With the ringing of a bell, dinner came to an end. As a group, the diners left the tables and entered the grand room, where they would stay for the rest of the evening to enjoy music, conversation, and dancing.

      Jasper and Nadine walked to one of the more discreet niches in the room, about halfway between the entrance and a balcony. The musicians played something light and airy from their spot across the way from the fireplace against the half-wall, which split the room into two zones: dancing on this side and mingling on the other.

      For many cadets, this part of the evening was torture. Nothing more than small talk and awkward dancing with each other and the adults. For others who excelled at the political game and fitting in, they actually enjoyed the lesson. Jasper fell into the former category, while Nadine was in the latter.

      Ensconced in place, watching the usual wrangling of cadets and nobles breaking into smaller groups, Jasper kept his voice low but not in a whisper, like Nadine had taught him. Whispers, paradoxically, carried while lowered voices didn’t. “Why’d you keep me from listening in?”

      Nadine, her voice matching his, watched the room and kept her face in a polite and neutral pose. “We’d gotten all the information we needed. Also, you were staring. It was obvious to everybody. Vogel gave me a nod. You know the one. When your lord gives you the nod, you obey. I got your attention in the only way I knew how…by challenging the might of the ’Mech on the battlefield.”

      He looked up at her. “One, a ’Mech would stomp your armored cars into paste. Two, how did we get all the information we needed?”

      She looked at him as if she wondered if he could be that stupid. “Right. Sometimes I forget I’m better at this than you. Baron Frosig, recently widowed, was reacting in grief. That means either he was just drunk and howling his pain to the world, or he was just drunk enough to forget that not everyone at the dinner knew something was wrong. It was probably a little of Column A and a lot of Column B, which means I was right. There is something going on with the JumpShips. More than we know.”

      Jasper shook his head. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Of course it does. When Lady Shannon got up and escorted the baron out, she was signaling to everyone in the know to keep a lid on it. Otherwise, she would’ve had a servant escort him someplace where he wouldn’t continue to embarrass himself.”

      “How do you know these things? Is there a playbook, or is it a girl thing?”

      “Maybe you’re just too focused on ’Mech stuff.” She looked down her nose at him. “It’s all in the history and manners of our training. I know you’re a year behind me, but you should be catching on faster than this.”

      “Give me a ’Mech and I can tell you everything about it. Put me in a room like this—” he waved at the milling, mingling cadets and nobles, “—and I haven’t a clue. You’ve always been better at this.”

      “You need to learn some of this sooner or later. You’re going to have to play the game even as a MechWarrior. Every single one of these nobles was a soldier. They all served, too.”

      Jasper looked around the posh room filled with bejeweled women and suited men mixing with uniformed men and women. Most of the cadets had broken out into their own groups. That wouldn’t last long. The adults seemed to take great pleasure in forcing the cadets to dance and to chit-chat with them. It was a genteel kind of torture that they all seemed to enjoy.

      “All right. I’ll do my best. What do we do now?”

      Nadine looked around the room until she caught Lyric’s eye. “Now we get more information on what’s making everyone all touchy. But first…”

      Lyric came over to where Jasper and Nadine stood. Then one by one, the rest of the House Vogel cadets wandered over until all six of them stood in a tight knot.

      “We’ve got to make this quick,” Lyric muttered, her intense blue-eyed gaze darting around the group. “The nobles are all kinds of cranky and looking for someone to take it out on.”

      Nadine looked around the circle. “Okay. Is everyone up to speed?”

      Jasper wanted to shout, “No, I’m not up to speed!” He didn’t understand what was going on, but kept his mouth shut.

      Fortunately, Fynn gestured and shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” Nadine said. “Here’s the skinny. Two days ago, some of my friends here in New Exeter noticed the nobles getting all twitchy. Apparently, someone noticed that one of the arriving JumpShips didn’t match its transponder code. Or maybe they didn’t recognize the ship attached to the code. Problem is, the person who reported it is suspect. I don’t know why. So as far as I can tell, we’ve got a JumpShip above us that someone says isn’t what it says it is, but that someone’s a known liar. That’s it.”

      “What do you want us to do?” Fynn looked uncertain. “I mean, they’re investigating it, right?”

      Nadine nodded. “Supposedly, but everyone’s acting like this is something worse than a mislabeled IFF transponder.”

      “What, invasion?” Jasper shook his head. “Maybe we ought to let the people in charge do their jobs rather than jump to conclusions.” His stomach roiled at the thought of another invasion.

      Nadine frowned. “We need to know what’s going on.”

      “Why? What can we do?” Jasper gestured to Lyric and Fynn. “We’re cadets, remember? We’re supposed to be learning to be soldiers.”

      “We need to prepare,” Nadine insisted.

      Lyric cut in. “If you want out, Jasper, no problem. Leave. Let us do what we think needs doing. Okay?”

      Jasper shut his mouth, shook his head, and gestured for Nadine to continue.

      “Right, if we’re all in, everyone needs to mingle with people they don’t usually mingle with. Listen to what they have to say. Ask quiet questions about what Baron Frosig said. See who reacts and who doesn’t. We need to know who knows what. Make sense?” Nadine looked at each of them in turn.

      Gemma readjusted her glasses. “Once we find out something, then what?” The others in the circle nodded, agreeing with the question.

      “Save it until we get back to the dorms. If you see people splitting off to go talk alone, eavesdrop if you can.” Nadine smiled. “You all know how to do this. Pretend we’re all in a locker room and someone is whispering juicy gossip. We all want to know what’s what.” Her smile disappeared. “Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe it is. Better to know than not.”

      “Honestly, I don’t like the idea of an unknown JumpShip parked above us,” Lyric said. “Even if its DropShips take days to reach us.”

      Fynn rubbed his temples then turned blue eyes on Nadine. “What do we know for sure?”

      She shook her head. “Not much. Baron Frosig’s outburst proves that something’s going on. ‘What else is being delivered?’ is what he said. Maybe it’s not an invasion. Maybe we’re about to go on the offensive, and New Avalon has sent troops. Maybe Emporia is going to be a staging point. All we know is that there’s a lot of uncertainty among the people who are supposed to be leading us. If that doesn’t call for action, I don’t know what will.”

      The group fell silent. Jasper considered his sister. She was the one who made sure they had survived the evacuation when their parents didn’t. Even if this was nothing, her spying “hobby” was how she coped with what had happened. He owed it to her to help soothe her fears.

      He nodded. “All right. You want us all to talk to people we don’t usually talk to and see what we can learn. Easy enough, and it doesn’t hurt anything.” He rubbed his hands together. “Maybe Sir Robert will even compliment me on my grace.”

      Nadine smiled at him. “Maybe. Baroness Estbury should be your target.”

      Jasper wrinkled his nose. “Yeah. But fifteen is too young to be married off.”

      Lyric chuckled. “I’ll head over to Menard.”

      “Blanc for me,” Fynn said.

      Darrell glanced at Gemma. “Frosig for me, but I might need help.”

      Gemma smiled. “All right.”

      “I’m gonna go for the big guns—” Nadine began.

      Baron Vogel’s voice cut through their knot of conversation. “What’s this? The Sponsored of House Vogel ignoring the other attendees of a party hosted by House Vogel?”

      All six cadets turned toward their host, who stood with his arms crossed and his brown eyes searing into each of them. “Is this how well our training has penetrated? I am disappointed.”

      Lyric and Nadine glanced at each other before Lyric took a half step forward. “As a matter of fact, my lord, Nadine was reminding us of our proper education and manners. After Jasper…did what he did…she thought it best for us to remember what we are here for and to ensure all of us are going to properly mingle.”

      Baron Vogel considered the group as they all nodded in agreement. “Is that so? What did she tell you to do?”

      Darrell spoke up. “We are to split up and speak to each of the visiting houses. To entertain with witty conversation.”

      The baron’s eyebrows raised. “Split up, you say? Who has been assigned to which house?”

      “We volunteered,” Jasper said. “I will begin with Lady Charlotte…” He noticed a whole lot of people were pretending to not stare at their group. Most of them were not within earshot, but he knew some of them could read lips. This sort of thing was their bread and butter.

      “I see.” This time, Baron Vogel had a twinkle in his eye. “Then I apologize for my assumption.” He nodded to them.

      “It is I who should apologize,” Nadine said as she took the lead once more. “I was the one who rounded them all up, then took too long in my instruction. Please forgive me.”

      “Only if you allow me the honor of opening the dance floor for the evening.” The baron glanced at Lyric. “With your permission, of course, Cadet Hayton. The first dance is usually granted to those who arrive together.”

      Lyric tilted her head. “Of course, sir. In this case, I am happy to make an exception. It’s always an honor to be the first on the dance floor.”

      Again, Baron Vogel gave the group of cadets a nod, then escorted Nadine toward the empty floor.

      “Bloody hell,” Fynn muttered. “That was close. Good thinking, Hayton.”

      Lyric nodded, still watching Nadine and the baron. “He didn’t fall for it. Not one bit. That’s why he’s dragging Nadine out there, to have a private conversation without making it seem like he’s doing so. I wonder if she’s in trouble.”

      Jasper scanned the ballroom. “Where is Lady Shannon?”

      The rest of the cadets glanced around the grand ballroom, but the hostess was not in sight.

      “Well,” Lyric said, “it seems that the dance is more than an interrogation. It’s also a distraction. Okay, everyone, we’ve got our marching orders. Let’s get to it.”
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