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        8 SEPTEMBER 3134

      

      

      Thick, viscous fog shrouded the Willamette Valley, creating the worst whiteout conditions Jasek Kelswa-Steiner had ever seen. It stretched the battlefield into a canvas of thin shadows and brief, pale flashes of fire and lightning. Lasers strobed in snatches of emerald green and angry red. Cerulean beams from particle projector cannon arced back and forth. Occasionally, a bolt of the man-made lightning of the PPC slashed into the shadows, grabbing one in a spectral aura like Saint Elmo’s fire, drawing a brief, cold outline around an armored vehicle or a BattleMech.

      Jasek could only guess if it had been the enemy, or one of his own.

      Violent eruptions of fire slashed a path through the knee-high sward of tall grasses and Scotch broom as a flight of missiles hammered down from the closed heavens. He ducked reflexively, as if he could drag the Griffin back by force of will.

      Blackened earth pattered against the screen. Smoke mixed into the fog, tainting the frosted blanket with a gray, dishwater color.

      Appearing at nearly point-blank range, two shadows raced forward. Jasek knew they were enemy tanks even before the vehicles opened fire. They probed through the thinning curtain, relying on instruments or instinct. Light autocannon fire spanged off the BattleMech’s arms. The dark forms solidified in an instant, showing themselves as Skanda light tanks. Angular lines and their dropped nose marked them certainly as belonging to Clan Jade Falcon.

      Bullet-shaped treads chewed up the sward like hungry mouths. They raced to either side of the camera, trading out autocannon for medium lasers and laying in a blistering crossfire. The camera view hitched and swung around, following the left-side Skanda. Return fire came late, scarlet-tinged lasers splashing armor from the tank’s rear quarter.

      At nearly 120 kilometers per hour the tanks raced off into the fog, disappearing quickly. The scene slowed, catching the Skandas as thin shadows once more, and froze just before they disappeared.

      “There!” Jasek threw the remote to his best friend and aide-de-camp, Niccolò GioAvanti. Jasek came out of his chair and prowled a tight box around a kidney-shaped desk. Lean and muscular, the thirty-one-year-old leader had the powerful grace of a stalking cat. “Look at that.”

      He gestured to the tri-vid viewer inset into one of the office’s dark, walnut-paneled walls. This compilation of gun-cam footage had been specially edited to give him an overview of an intelligence-gathering raid against the world of Ryde, where one of his Stormhammer units had run into intolerable weather conditions and stiff Jade Falcon resistance. It was showing him a lot more.

      “Hauptmann Falhearst’s Griffin has a Cyclops XII extended-range laser mounted on its right arm. What the hell is he doing not using it?”

      Niccolò rose from his own chair and set the slender remote on the edge of Jasek’s desk. His mouse brown hair was cut short and straight across the back and sides except for a family braid twisting down over his left temple. His eyes were an unsettling pale blue and never seemed to blink enough. Wearing dark slacks and a flowing white shirt under a dark vest, he created a stark contrast to Jasek’s dusky features and crisp dress-gray uniform. Which was likely the reason he dressed that way.

      Jasek watched as his friend squared the remote against a glass-topped holopic base that projected a clenched gauntlet into the air over his desk. Niccolò was obviously stalling, giving Jasek a moment in which to regain his composure. Thankfully, Jasek’s noble birth and inherited title did not stand between the two men. Niccolò himself came from a fairly influential merchant family, and twenty-two years of friendship had eroded any formality due a Landgrave and a ducal heir.

      “Perhaps if we issued tri-vid remotes to our pilots,” Niccolò finally offered, “letting them slow the action and review it a time or two before making their decisions.”

      Jasek glowered. Eighteen months on the world of Nusakan, sitting out a self-imposed exile, had not improved his mood. “Don’t twit me over being stuck here, Nicco.”

      His friend raised an eyebrow. “Who thought Nusakan would be the perfect base of operations?”

      “I did. And it was. Is!” He laughed dryly as his tongue tripped him up. “I just thought the key word would be operations, not base.”

      Still, the barb stuck. Jasek snagged his desk chair and dropped back into it, testing the springs, which creaked several loud protests. The warm smell of rich leather wrapped around him as he rocked back for a moment, studying the ceiling. The scent reminded him of his father’s office, and that memory unlocked the door to so many more.

      “Skye will never need your kind of leadership.”

      Shock. And a warm thrill of anger.

      “We’ll see what Skye needs, Father. If you think the Republic will stand on its own merits, you’re going to be greatly disappointed.”

      “Obviously not for the first time.”

      That last conversation with Duke Gregory Kelswa-Steiner, his father, and Lord Governor of Prefecture IX, continued to echo through his thoughts. It had angered Jasek in the DropShip, lifting off from Skye. Chased him all the way to Nusakan, where Niccolò offered him offices and support out of the GioAvanti mercantile assets in Cheops. Drawing like-minded warriors to his standard, the Stormhammers, Jasek had stripped Prefecture IX of what little defense it mustered. Then he waited for his father to call him home. To admit to being wrong.

      Duke Gregory did neither. And Skye very nearly fell.

      Jasek scrubbed one hand over his face. Opening his eyes, he found himself staring at the clenched-gauntlet hologram projected over its glass-eyed emitter—the symbol of House Steiner and the Lyran Commonwealth. The mailed fist was burnished copper with silver chasing. The background was dark blue, nearly indigo, the same color as his eyes.

      “A promise,” she’d said, giving it to him. He very nearly smiled. “A token of our shared resolve.”

      Which, as it turned out, was not all they had shared.

      But he couldn’t live inside memories, even pleasant ones, for long. Niccolò waited patiently, right elbow braced on the back of his other fist, right hand tapping a knuckle against his chin. Jasek knew his friend would wait as long as it took; he had never outlasted Nicco in any game of patience.

      “All right,” he finally admitted. “So it’s not fair to expect perfection out of the Stormhammers.”

      He had splashed two fingers of dark whiskey into a tumbler earlier. It sat on his desk, untouched and unwanted. Leaning forward, he reached past the glass and stabbed at the remote, continuing the gun-cam footage. He left the slender wand slightly canted toward the edge of the desk, knowing it would annoy his friend.

      On the tri-vid, the scene cut to another camera. This one, according to the information tag scrolling along the bottom of the screen, was mounted on a Hasek mechanized combat vehicle. More fog. A shadow grew and coalesced into the Griffin that had been under fire only a few seconds before. The 55-ton war avatar showed laser scoring along its left leg and right flank, and jagged armor where its left-shoulder plating had been ripped apart in an earlier engagement. A long-range-missile system sat on its right shoulder. Its lasers appeared intact, stubbing out of the centerline, and mounted on the outside of its right arm. The BattleMech’s “head” had one of the best range-of-views of any design, Jasek knew, with more than eight square meters of ferroglass curving around the cockpit.

      Standing nearly nine meters tall under most circumstances, the BattleMech crouched, twisting from side to side as if expecting another attack at any moment. Jasek tried to imagine what Falhearst’s HUD had to look like—a tangle of icons and data tags. What had the MechWarrior been thinking, trying to regroup in the face of a determined assault, cut off from the Stormhammers’ DropShip?

      Jasek watched as the Hasek disgorged two squads of Purifier infantry. The battle armor troops fanned out in front of the Griffin, mimetic armor blending into the sward with perfect camouflage. Only the bending grasses and scrub brush betrayed their passage as they moved forward to act as an early-warning picket.

      Slowly, too slowly, the combined-arms lance advanced. He said so aloud.

      “This isn’t five and six,” Niccolò reminded Jasek, referring to the Republic’s prefectures bordering the Capellan Confederation. “We haven’t seen real combat in more than forty years. That much, at least, Devlin Stone did accomplish.”

      “Yeah, well, where’s Stone now?” Jasek asked, not expecting an answer. Niccolò did not volunteer one.

      Of course, both men had been raised on Devlin Stone’s “accomplishments.” His status, perhaps deservedly, as the war hero who saved the Inner Sphere from Word of Blake’s Jihad. The campaign to form a new Republic and promote peace through a policy of economically enforced disarmament and the intermingling of cultures.

      Jasek had endured such lessons from his father as well as in his formal schooling. Duke Gregory was a true believer, one of Stone’s early supporters when the bulk of Prefecture IX had been known as the Isle of Skye. For generations, Skye had sought independent rule from House Steiner’s Lyran Commonwealth. Then Devlin Stone had dangled the carrot of the Republic in front of them, and Duke Gregory helped lead Skye into Stone’s camp. Soon the Republic of the Sphere had gobbled up nearly all worlds within 120 light-years of Terra, humanity’s birthplace.

      But to Jasek, they had merely traded one lord for another, and the grandeur of House Steiner for an upstart with dreams of utopia.

      His friend agreed. “For all his speeches of forging a new path,” Niccolò had said, “there are still two types of government: republics and principalities. We may style ourselves the Republic of the Sphere, but we are still Stone’s hereditary fiefdom. And without him, we founder.”

      Jasek clenched his jaw as the Griffin struggled forward through the fog, sniped at by Jade Falcon tormentors who materialized as half-visible ghosts or simply guessed well based on the Clans’ superior instrumentation. A stream of energy from a PPC blasted through the thick curtain and sloughed away a ton of armor in a wide swath across the ’Mech’s chest. A Stormhammer Panther made brief contact, the smaller ’Mech leading a pair of Scimitar hovertanks and a long line of Cavalier battle armor infantry. For a moment, it looked as if the full unit might reconstitute itself and make a stand.

      Then the Jade Falcons hammered into their flank.

      A Gyrfalcon led, arms thrust forward, alternating between large lasers and medium-weight autocannon. Two Skandas—maybe the same two from before—charged in at its side, challenging the Hasek MCV, with a Kite recon vehicle trailing and adding its SRMs to the hard-hitting assault.

      The Cavalier infantry managed to swarm one Skanda, jumping onto its top and ripping away large chunks of armor. They thrust arm-mounted lasers into the crew space and filled the cabin with lethal energy. The Purifiers, by design or just bad luck, ended up in the path of the Kite. Like a lawn mower, the hovercraft slammed through their formation, its nose crumpling. Bodies flew to either side, broken and lost.

      The Stormhammers shattered.

      Rather than stand their ground, pitting two ’Mechs against the one Gyrfalcon, the Panther broke left with its Scimitar support and the Griffin right. The fog claimed both, separating them as the ’Falcon MechWarrior hammered the Hasek’s nose into unrecognizable scrap. The Griffin sliced its lasers at the other 55-tonner, but it lit off jump jets and rocketed up, out of sight, before suffering much damage.

      Jasek stood, scooping up his drink and carrying it with him as he walked a slow perimeter around the outer wall of his office. “I’m tired of waiting, Nicco. I’m done watching. I’ve sat by while the Jade Falcons tear up our worlds these last two months, and I’m telling you it’s killing me. Skye very nearly fell! I feel like I’m the one lost in that damnable fog, and I don’t know where the next blow is coming from.”

      Niccolò leaned against the side of Jasek’s desk. “But look at how much more we know compared to twelve months ago. Even twelve weeks ago.”

      Jasek shrugged, looked down into his drink. Amber liquid sloshed back and forth. “We know nothing. We suspect. We suspect other prefectures are having just as much trouble with the loss of the HPG network, and we suspect the Falcon incursion is more than they claim—this ‘hunting expedition’ to destroy the Steel Wolves.”

      Folding his arms over his chest, Niccolò disagreed. “We know what worlds the Falcons hold, where they are strongest and weakest. We also know that your father has accepted that Skye cannot stand on its own.”

      “Granted,” Jasek said. A tight smile cracked his stern expression. “At least there is that.”

      When the Jade Falcon force hit Skye itself, the only reasons the world had not fallen were the presence of Tara Campbell’s Northwind Highlanders and the intervention of Anastasia Kerensky’s Steel Wolves. Three rival factions coming together in the face of a common threat: how Father must have hated that. Would he have rather had his son, and the Stormhammers, by him then?

      Or was he just that stubborn, to look the other way even in the face of overwhelming odds? Was it time to find out?

      On the tri-vid, the scene cut back once again to the Griffin’s gun-cam footage. The fog thinned as the ’Mech slogged its way up a gentle slope, rising above the disturbance. A final, upward jog of broken stone lifted it over a thick blanket of cotton, the camera swinging back and forth with the Griffin’s even gait.

      The Hasek was lost back in the gloom. Only a limping trio of Purifier infantry remained, scurrying around the Griffin’s feet like feeder fish sticking with their shark.

      But this shark was wounded, and hunted by predators stronger than itself. Jasek raised the tumbler to his lips, inhaling the whiskey’s strong scent, then set the glass back on his desk when he saw the first Jade Falcon ’Mech emerge from the fog bank, rising up on the same open ridge. A bird-legged Vulture, with Elemental infantry scurrying about its feet.

      Off to the right side, an Eyrie also swam up from the white depths, hauling a Kinnol main battle tank in its wake. The Griffin shifted left, the camera finding a trio of Skadi swift attack VTOLs jumping up on horizontal fans, their heavy-class autocannon swinging in search of targets.

      Like true sharks, the Jade Falcon forces circled the trapped Griffin. The screen washed into a gray haze of static. This, Jasek knew from the report, was when his MechWarrior had transmitted the video logs. They had only voice transmissions after that, captured by the DropShip Noble Son before liftoff. He didn’t have the heart to listen to them again.

      His warrior had gone down swinging, taking the Eyrie and two Skadis with him.

      His warrior was dead. That was what there was to know.

      “The Falcons are here to stay,” Niccolò said with certainty. Although he was no military mind, his political acumen and advice had never failed Jasek. “You know this.”

      He nodded. “I do. They came back to Ryde, even after the Steel Wolves beat them there. Which means they’ll be reinforcing Kimball. Glengarry, Zebebelgenubi, Summer—they have quite the foothold already, and they’ll be coming back for Skye. These Clanners don’t leave things half done. They’ll be coming back.”

      “So what will you do?”

      Jasek leaned over one corner of his desk. The polished wood felt cold to the touch. “All there is left to do. Decide the where and when of the final battle. The Archon’s Shield is ready, and most of the Lyran Rangers are back from the intelligence missions I sent them on, aren’t they?”

      Niccolò nodded. “Tamara Duke should make planetfall tomorrow.” The way he said it, it sounded almost like a warning. “With the kommandant’s arrival, I believe Colonel Petrucci’s report will put the Rangers at sixty percent force readiness.”

      “Orders will go out over my signature today, drawing up whatever we can of the Tharkan Strikers. If we’re moving, I want everyone with us. Including you, my friend.”

      “And where are we going?”

      Jasek stared down into his desk’s polished surface, at the darker version of himself that looked back out of the wood grain. Niccolò knew, of course. But he also knew armies did not march except on the express order of their commander.

      “Home,” Jasek said with a sharp breath. “We’re heading back to Skye.”
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      Hands tight on the control sticks, worried for every step, Kommandant Tamara Duke limped her beloved Eisenfaust, her “Iron Fist,” into Cheops. The Wolfhound BattleMech swayed precariously every time she put weight on its right leg. A grinding screech stabbed into her ears, and her atmospheric system labored to pull the acrid smell of stressed metal from the cockpit.

      A pair of VV1 Rangers raced ahead, holding up traffic at each intersection and allowing her to pass safely. Horns honked in a near-continuous salute. People gathered on walks, on building rooftops. They waved to the returning Stormhammers, to her, but she could not afford the distraction of waving a massive hand back at them.

      Sprawling full length into the middle of the street would be a very undignified way of returning to Jasek.

      Tamara gritted her teeth, leaned left in her seat, straining against the five-point safety harness. She tried not to look at the damage schematic displayed on one of her auxiliary screens. It drew a wire frame of the lean machine. Blackened frames outlined a ruined right hip, and a wide swath of destroyed armor slashed across her Eisenfaust’s back. Inside the frame a small icon flashed between black and red, warning her of damage to the massive gyroscopic stabilizer that nested behind and below the BattleMech’s fusion reactor, laboring to keep 35 tons of metal and myomer upright. If not for the gyro, her ’Mech would have been hauled into Cheops on the back of a flatbed recovery vehicle.

      Instead, her sideways list was translated through the bulky neurohelmet she wore, turning her own sense of equilibrium into a regenerative signal. This signal was used to calibrate the BattleMech’s stride and a natural swing in its arms. It adjusted by the smallest amount her weapons’ targeting system in combat. And it formed a continuous feedback loop between neurohelmet and gyro. Shuffle-step...shuffle-step...the gyro’s tortured screech and her ’Mech’s occasional grinding shudder added fuel to the rage she had held deep and quiet since the betrayal.

      Her mission had been fairly straightforward. An intelligence-gathering raid against the world of Towne, one of very few worlds left with a functioning HPG station in this second year of the blackout. Go in, download all intel, and leave Jasek’s propaganda message playing on a continuous loop over as many local stations as possible. It was one of several similar missions being conducted by the Stormhammers across several different prefectures, but hers had been handed to her personally by Landgrave Jasek Kelswa-Steiner.

      His salute had been textbook formal. His handshake lingered just for a moment. The memory of Jasek’s touch had kept her warm through the dull weeks of travel and the tense ninety-three minutes it had taken to accomplish their goal.

      Then she had lost it in the confused terror as her own soldiers had turned weapons against her, nearly destroying the Wolfhound.

      But she would see Jasek again, and she would have justice. The Stormhammers tank crew who had fired on her was dead, its vehicle left burning on the streets of Towne. The man she suspected of organizing the attempt on her life was right under her sights.

      Her targeting reticle actually floated over the outline of the VV1 Ranger, in fact, in which Hauptmann Vic Parkins, her exec, rode as a passenger. Parkins, who never stuck a foot out of line but always seemed to be there whenever anything went wrong. Off the field, he fraternized with many of the junior officers. On the field, his frequent repeating of her orders down the chain promoted the feeling he actually ran the Lyran Rangers’ Second Company, not her.

      It would have taken only an instant to bring weapons online and light up the VV1, but the driver might not be complicit. Also, she imagined Jasek would want to squeeze Parkins himself, rooting out any further treachery in the Stormhammers.

      The two of them together, Jasek and Tamara, would eventually form an unstoppable team. She knew this.

      First Hill was coming up, and Tamara focused even harder on the task of maneuvering her crippled Eisenfaust. The semi-steep slope was not an easy climb, forcing her to lope up in a kind of sideways step, with her stronger left leg always lower on the hill.

      The city of Cheops was laid over three sides of a sculpted mountain. Each of the five Rises had been perfectly leveled and squared, each Hill graded exactly the same as every other. The effect was stunning: to anyone arriving at the DropPort to the south, the city looked like an ancient pyramid. Governor Paulo and Legate Lorenzo, the political and military leaders of Nusakan, had estates on Fifth Rise, at the very top. Jasek and the Stormhammer senior officers had been offered residences up there as well, but their leader had declined. The GioAvanti industrial facilities on First Rise had everything the Stormhammers required, from apartments and cafeterias to corporate offices—now in use as administrative and training facilities—to a large set of warehouses that had been converted into ’Mech bays and vehicle repair shops.

      She angled across an empty parking lot, now the Stormhammers’ parade grounds, and straight for one of those warehouses. Giant doors already stood rolled back, and she needed to duck forward only slightly to get inside the cavernous interior. The building still showed signs of its retrofitting, with the second-story floor ripped out of the middle and a series of catwalks and chain falls dropped down from the ceiling for elevated work, but it served.

      The VV1 Rangers both peeled away, finding parking slots along one wall. A technician in bright orange coveralls waving two glowing wands directed Tamara to an empty berth, helping her maneuver in the tight quarters with a series of semaphore-style signals. Finally, he crossed the wands overhead, indicating a good position.

      Tamara gratefully banked her fusion reactor and instituted shutdown and security procedures for Eisenfaust, unplugging from the control systems and peeling herself out of the cockpit command seat. Her cooling vest went into a locker built into the back of her seat. The neurohelmet on an overhead shelf.

      Grabbing a set of breakaway fatigues, she pulled them on over field boots, shorts, and a tube top, which was all she wore in the hot seat. She snapped the legs shut and fastened the cuffs around her ankles, then unlocked and cracked open the cockpit hatch.

      The mixed scent of welding and grease assailed her. The techs were slow in bringing her a gantry, so Tamara unrolled the chain ladder from the Wolfhound’s head. Scaling it to the ground, she dropped the last meter, landing in a crouch in front of Leutnant-colonel Alexia Wolf.

      “Wolf,” Tamara sighed, straightening up. Belatedly, she added, “Sir.”

      Alexia’s smile was pro forma. “Welcome home, Kommandant.”

      The two women eyed each other carefully. Alexia Wolf stood six centimeters shorter than Tamara, with a soft fall of brown hair and an athletic frame. She never wore makeup, which did not detract from her hard beauty and made the colonel even more intimidating. Tamara reflexively reached up to tousle her own black curls, repairing some of the damage caused by wearing her neurohelmet.

      “Landgrave Kelswa sent me,” the colonel announced, shortening Jasek’s name in the most common manner, but awarding him his formal title. “I am to take delivery of the data you brought back.”

      “Are you?” Tamara asked. She felt as if the data wafer, her copy of the intelligence recovered on Towne, was burning in her pocket. The request cut her to the quick and struck her as inappropriate for any number of reasons, not the least of which was that Alexia Wolf was not in her chain of command. “We heard about the assaults by the Jade Falcons. I would think our data would now be of secondary importance.”

      “Intel is never secondary. Information is ammunition, Kommandant.”

      Tamara nodded. She recognized the saying as an old Lyran Commonwealth military adage. “Even so, I would rather deliver it in person. I have an urgent matter to discuss with Jasek—the Landgrave.”

      “You can pass that through me as well,” Alexia offered. “If you want a direct meeting, request it through Colonel Petrucci.”

      Tamara visibly bristled at this. Alexia Wolf’s promotion to commanding officer of the Tharkan Strikers, the Stormhammers’ third and least-experienced combat group, had caused a great deal of talk. On the face of it, so far as Tamara Duke was concerned, Wolf had no business in command. She wasn’t a member of the former Republic military, as was Tamara and most of the Stormhammers, nor one of the supporters who had rallied to Jasek’s call from nearby worlds of the Lyran Commonwealth.

      Alexia was a freeborn descendant of Clan Wolf exiles, who had trained as a MechWarrior but failed her Trial of Position. In disgrace, she had left the Arc-Royal enclave and traveled through Lyran space to the Republic. Caught in the blackout, by fate or by fortune she had been on Skye when Jasek’s stand against Duke Gregory suddenly opened up a need for warriors.

      Watching Jasek elevate the Archon’s Shield battalion over the Rangers had been hard enough on Tamara. Seeing a woman who could not cut it in a regular-line military suddenly promoted over deserving warriors due only to her exotic flavor was nearly too much to bear.

      Also, Tamara didn’t like the looks Wolf sent Jasek when she thought no one was watching.

      “This is extremely sensitive and of the utmost importance. I’d like to see the Landgrave at once.” And let him see me.

      The colonel frowned. “The Landgrave is meeting with Legate Carson Lorenzo. I am not going to interrupt them on your word, Kommandant, no matter how good it has proved in the past. You will have to tell me what this is regarding.”

      Paid a respectful compliment by the woman she saw as a rival, Tamara might have relented, except Vic Parkins chose that moment to join them. “What what is regarding?” he asked, bluntly stepping into the conversation. His sandy blond hair was ruffled from the open-air drive in the VV1 Ranger. “Towne?” No doubt he thought he should be included in any debrief meeting.

      If Tamara accused him now, she turned over the entire situation to Alexia Wolf. This was hers. This was personal.

      “Kommandant?” Wolf asked.

      Tamara shook her head. “I can’t.”

      “Then you can pass along your request for an interview through Colonel Petrucci. Your debrief will happen tomorrow. I cannot spare the time at the moment.”

      Parkins dipped two fingers into his uniform’s breast pocket. “Then you might want this now,” he offered, producing a data wafer. “It’s a copy of the data we recovered. I thought the Landgrave might want to review it early.” He passed it into Alexia’s hand with a smart flourish.

      Biting down on the insides of her cheeks, Tamara tasted blood. She felt a warm flush building along the back of her neck, and she balled her hands into fists. “With our compliments,” she said through clenched teeth.

      “Appreciated,” the leutnant-colonel replied, her mind obviously already looking forward. “Well-done, Kommandant. Hauptmann.” She turned on her heel and headed for the line of vehicles parked against the wall.

      Parkins watched her walk away with obvious male appreciation. “What did the she-wolf want? Prospecting for the Strikers?”

      Wouldn’t Parkins love that? Shift over to the green-rated unit, pick up another stripe? The man has no loyalty at all. Not to the Rangers. Not to me. Not to Jasek.

      She waved over two infantrymen, spotting their insignia as the Archon’s Shield. Not her unit, and not Wolf’s. Safe as could be asked. “On my authority,” she addressed them formally, “you will arrest Hauptmann Parkins on charges of treason.”

      She wasn’t certain which was more satisfying, the expression of pure shock that washed over Parkins’ face, or his stutter-step stride as the infantrymen dragged him off between them. No backbone whatsoever.

      Glancing around, she saw the stares sent her way and after Parkins. She nodded, satisfied. News of the arrest would travel quickly.

      And that would get Jasek’s attention.
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        SUTTON ROAD MEMORIAL PARK

        SKYE

        PREFECTURE IX

        THE REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        12 SEPTEMBER 3134

      

      

      Rain fell in sheets from a swollen, black sky. Pounding against the temporary roof that spanned the monument’s reception area, it sounded to Tara Campbell like premature applause.

      She stood at the back of a small wooden stage next to Prefect Della Brown, Skye’s senior military officer.

      A clammy wind swirled beneath the covered area, carrying the fecund smells of churned mud and waterlogged wood. The breeze pulled at a few strands of her platinum hair, which Tara ignored, remaining at a respectful parade rest with hands clasped behind her, shoulders back, and body stretching up to her full 152 centimeters.

      The monument remained covered, waiting for the Lord Governor to finish his remarks and hand the podium over to her. The assembled trio represented three of the four groups who had stood up for Skye against the recent Jade Falcon assault. She stood for her Highlanders. Brown commanded what was left of the prefecture’s standing army. And Gregory Kelswa-Steiner spoke for the civilians who had taken to the field in the defense of their world.

      Missing was a representative of the Steel Wolves, who had gone back into hiding after the battle. Tara still wasn’t certain if that was a good thing or not.

      The memorial park sat on a sharp-edged bluff overlooking Sutton Road, the rain-swollen Thames River, and beyond both, the battlefield where Skye had mounted its desperate defense against Clan Jade Falcon. Reconstruction efforts had not proceeded very far; the land still bore its dark scars. Craters.

      Blackened earth. A few twisted metal skeletons of ’Mechs and vehicles so badly damaged there was nothing left to salvage. The area would be cleaned up eventually, but right now Tara spent local resources in preparations for the next assault. In fact, if not for the interminable rainfall of a New London winter interrupting one of her more important defensive projects, she might have pushed back this event as well. But she also recognized people needed closure.

      So did she. Someday.

      Today, though, was about Skye. Front and center a small contingent of reluctant media representatives recorded the address for later rebroadcast. In the audience wings waited the families of the dead. It was a solemn event, and the polite applause was always—always!—for those who had given up so much. She had been firm about how this would run, and doing it her way had also been required as a means of guaranteeing her presence.

      Duke Gregory was nearly finished, she felt. He extolled the virtue and dedication of those brave people who had come forward to help defend their homeland in the face of the Jade Falcon assault.

      “Citizens all,” he promised, reminding the newsmen and families present that he had awarded Republic citizenship to the family of any resident who had unselfishly joined Tara Campbell’s ad hoc “Forlorn Hope” detachment. His bearded visage stared down the media cameras. “Hard times call for great sacrifices by great people. These sons and daughters of Skye will be forever remembered for how they stood by our world. Never shirking or turning away from the call of duty. Our children.”

      He paused in a respectful silence, and the monument’s veil was pulled away.

      There were no BattleMechs immortalized in the bronze piece. No regular army vehicles or battlesuit troops. A screaming raptor hovered in midflight, one wing dragging at the air and the other folded back, as if it had been brought up short while stooping down. Below, citizens of Skye lifted spears, warding off the raptor, while others carried the wounded and dying away from the grasp of the sharp talons.

      Understated, but respectful. Tara approved.

      “Now,” Duke Gregory said, “I’d like to bring up the woman who helped lead our valiant defense and has helped ready our world against further attack. Tara Campbell, Countess of Northwind.”

      Only the driving rain applauded, for which Tara was thankful. She also could have done without the honoraries and titles, but she accepted them, moving forward with a brisk military step, and waiting a moment while a few reporters flashed stills of her. Part and parcel of her role as the Republic’s media darling, she knew.

      “I will be brief,” she promised, swallowing against the cotton taste of nerves, “because today should be a day of reflection. When I came to Skye, I nearly despaired. Faced with an impossible choice, I asked for volunteers to fill out the ranks of the Himmelsfahrt kommando. These I received.”

      These she had watched charge a military line in cars and old jeeps and battered trucks, mounting the smallest of weapons, or packing along shoulder-weight short-range missile launchers. The slaughter had been horrendous, but their action bought the military defenders the time they needed.

      “Your Exarch can ask nothing more of you, and neither can I. I hope to say Skye will ask nothing more from you as well.”

      She scanned the collection of faces. Doubtful journalists and sorrowful relatives stared back. And one that did not belong: hard eyes in an aged, weathered face. “While this remains to be seen,” she continued, “we can thank the sacrifice of your fellow citizens for the freedoms you still enjoy today.”

      He stood several ranks back, in the break between families and media. Elderly, but with squared shoulders and a gaze that could score ferrosteel. Tara guessed his age at eighty. Perhaps older. He stood just behind a still-camera journalist, whom she saw tear the wrapper off a new disk for his camera. The journalist tossed the wrapper to the ground.

      “It was my honor,” she said in closing, cutting her remarks short, “to serve with these brave men and women.”

      She took no questions, and the media did not seem interested in asking any. They would take their video and their stills and sound bites back to the office and decide what to make of the news today. Better than average, she was willing to bet. The Republic was still getting a fair shake in light of Skye’s defense. The calm, temporary eye inside a hurricane.

      Duke Gregory thanked the families for attending while Tara stepped down from the stage and approached the man she had spotted in the crowd. A few mourners pressed forward to offer her their hands and take her condolences.

      The photojournalist took her proximity as his chance to slip in one cheap shot. “Countess. Do you find it appropriate to politicize such events as this memorial service?”

      Staring over the journalist’s shoulder, she met the gaze of the older man. He had dark eyes and snow-white hair cut very close to his skull. Something familiar nagged at her memory, but she felt certain she had never met him. He wore a simple, fleece-lined poncho. Warm, and totally appropriate for the wet, winter weather.

      “Countess?”

      More cameras swung her way, anticipating a reply. Tara had dealt with Skye’s media divisions often enough to know that little good could come from answering. But the man’s crude manners begged a response.

      “That is an interesting question,” she said, dragging her gaze back to the journalist, “coming from the man who just littered on the graves of so many citizens of Skye.”

      The journalist paled as cameras now turned on him, as well as the basilisk stares of nearby parents, brothers and sisters, husbands and wives—all of whom had lost someone in the battle. Tara leaned forward ever so slightly. The muscles in her shoulders tightened with new tension.

      “Pick it up,” she ordered him softly.

      He set his chin, and stared blankly ahead. For a moment she thought the man might actually defy her for the sake of his brethren of the press. And he might have, except that the hard-eyed man moved to stand behind him and placed a hand on his shoulder. Avuncular. Supportive. Then he leaned in to whisper something Tara did not catch; his mouth hidden behind the journalist’s neck.

      The journalist winced, nodded once. When the stranger removed his hand, the reporter bent down to pick up his discarded wrapper, tucked it into his pocket, and quickly walked away, rubbing his shoulder.

      No confrontation, no story. The media drifted back to the main event, and Tara’s ally tipped her a slow wink. “That was well done,” he said. His voice wasn’t exactly warm, but there was energy to it that most men his age had already lost. “I see where you get your reputation.”

      “Media,” she said, dismissing the recent event and her own sensational reputation all at once. “Once you’ve dealt with Herrmanns, you’ve had your fill.”

      “Herrmanns AG is the media conglomerate that controls a decent portion of Skye’s press, and has been giving Duke Gregory, and you, a hard time until late. Very pro-Lyran. I’m surprised you’ve managed a cease fire with them at all, quite frankly.”

      Something told her this man was not a local, but he clearly was well versed in local politics and the corporate media even so. “Have we met?” she asked, still feeling a sense of familiarity.

      “No.” He offered her a withered hand full of surprising strength. “David McKinnon. At your service, Countess.”

      McKinnon! Tara recognized at once the name of one of the Republic’s oldest active-duty Paladins, and now saw his rank in his time-weathered face as well. Only four years younger than Sir Victor Steiner-Davion, this man was almost as large a living legend.

      She froze in mid-clasp. “Sir McKinnon.” Her throat felt tight, and she swallowed dryly. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

      Keeping her hand, McKinnon tucked it into the crook of his elbow and pulled her farther away from the news junkies and crowds. “None of that if we’re going to be working together,” he admonished her.

      “Working together? You’re staying on Skye?” Coming back to her senses, she had assumed McKinnon had new orders for her from Exarch Damien Redburn.

      The Paladin stayed one jump ahead of her, though. “Let’s just say that you’re still getting heavy press coverage back on Terra.”

      Tara blew out an exasperated sigh. “Exarch Redburn doesn’t trust me.”

      “You turned down a paladinship,” McKinnon reminded her, speaking more freely as they approached the edge of the small, covered park. The smell of rain-churned mud was stronger here. “Exarch Redburn understood, but you have to realize there are forces in the Republic who aren’t too happy with your popularity and status as a ‘freewheeling faction leader.’” He said this last as if quoting from some source. “Despite,” he added, “any claim of yours to support the Republic. Your Highlanders—”

      “My Highlanders,” she interrupted, pulling her hand free, “have bled for Terra. And for Skye and for a dozen other worlds around the Republic these last several months. Impugning their honor is a slap in the face of many good men and women.”

      “But will they be enough?” McKinnon asked.

      Tara frowned. “Enough? Enough for what?”

      “Skye. Exarch Redburn asked me to evaluate the chances that Skye can hold. I wanted your word, unvarnished or undistorted by any lines of communication it would have passed through on the way to Terra. Which is why he allowed me to come here and ask you directly.” So he did. “Can we save Skye?”

      Tara sighed, her anger spent. Could Skye hold? That was the question.

      “At what cost?” she asked. “The Jade Falcons have taken a half-dozen worlds already, and it’s only a matter of when, not if, they will return. And we’re not ready.” She let that thought rest with McKinnon for a moment. “My Highlanders continue to trickle in, called from action spots all across Prefectures III, IV, X...but they’re bloodied and they’re tired. And we both know what kind of force readiness the local military was at even before the lord governor split with his son.”

      McKinnon’s face was impassive, not about to comment on the wisdom of an understrength garrison force. Still, he knew. “If you can brace up your people, I might be able to help with materiel readiness. Get some supplies—maybe even a few new vehicles—flowing this way. And Skye has good resources as well.”

      “Aerospace, mostly. DropShip yards and fighter craft.” She ran fingers through her hair. Despite her initial reaction of irritation and anger, she was warming to the venerable warrior. “With half a year, eight months, we might—”

      “Twelve weeks,” McKinnon interrupted. He did not cite his source, and Tara did not ask. “You’ll get no more than twelve weeks.”

      People were leaving now, ducking under umbrellas or dashing for their vehicles. Tara waited while a few of them strolled by, including the photojournalist from the encounter earlier. He stopped and snapped another holopic of her standing off to one side with McKinnon, then hurried off. The two Republic warriors watched him retreat to a news van.

      “If three months is the best we have,” she said, “we had better make the most of them. I don’t suppose you brought a BattleMech company with you?” He shook his head. “Well, we’ll get by, I guess. Tell me, what did you say to him?”

      For once she left him behind. “Pardon?”

      “The journalist.” She nodded toward the van. “You seem to have a knack for getting people to go along with you fairly quickly.” Or Tara was simply developing a knack for being handled. “You certainly convinced him to cooperate. What was it you said?”

      “Ah. Well. Each circumstance requires its own approach, of course.” The Paladin’s mouth twitched up into a lopsided smile, but his dark eyes remained granite hard. “I explained he would look very silly being fed that camera on the evening news.”

      “That would help my relations with the local media,” she said.

      McKinnon chuckled dryly, reached out, and patted Tara on the arm in a very reassuring manner. “Ah, my dear, dear Tara,” he said, shaking his head. “I never said you’d get the privilege of doing it at all.”
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        SEVENTH DISTRICT

        NUSAKAN

        14 SEPTEMBER 3134

      

      

      Jasek Kelswa-Steiner sat in the highest chair of the three-man tribunal, presiding over the court-martial, along with Colonels Joss Vandel and Antonio Petrucci. A slight blush warmed the back of his neck every time he glanced at Tamara Duke, who rarely took her eyes off him, but fortunately the dusky skin he’d inherited from his mother hid it well. It was the only relief he expected today. His freshly starched uniform chafed at the neck and wrists. The weight of so many stares pressed against him with credible force, shoving him into the padded backrest.

      Dozens of military uniforms packed the tiny auditorium, which usually served as a presentation room in the GioAvanti, Inc., administrative building. Officers had reserved themselves a chair in the short rows of flip-down seating, while enlisted personnel and some civilian contractors crowded along the walls. The heavy press of bodies raised the room’s temperature several uncomfortable degrees. Some men and women fanned themselves with their military caps. Others silently sweated it out as Hauptmann Vic Parkins entered the room without counsel or military escort and came to attention in front of the three-man court.

      Jasek nodded his own salute. “Stand easy,” he ordered Parkins, who tucked himself into a stiff parade rest. The entire room held its breath. Jasek let them stew a moment.

      By toting up unit insignia, the Landgrave saw Colonel Petrucci’s Lyran Rangers counted for more than half of the assembled audience. That was expected, since the Rangers were as large as the Stormhammers’ other two combat groups combined. Most of the militia and standing-army soldiers who had followed Jasek into exile filled out Ranger billets, in fact. Hastati Sentinels and Principes Guards. Triarii Protectors. He had kept them together as much as possible. They were a tight-knit group.

      They would also be the hardest affected by today’s judgment, and he meant to save as many of them as he could.

      Alexia Wolf’s Tharkan Strikers were the next most prevalent unit. Green troops, mostly, drawn from volunteers and militia castoffs, or recruited directly by Alexia from a few scattered academies, making up in enthusiasm what they lacked in experience.

      Very few of Joss Vandel’s elite Archon’s Shield battalion had bothered to attend. Those who did, Jasek recognized as men and women who had also come with him from Skye or from other “heritage worlds” of the old Isle. The Lyran Commonwealth recruits and the Lohengrin agents “loaned” Jasek by his distant cousin, the Commonwealth’s Archon, had better things to do than sit through more Republic squabbling.

      As did Jasek himself.

      “The charge of treason is a delicate and dangerous matter,” the Landgrave began in his best stage voice. “It should never be brought lightly, or with personal animosity, and the investigation never colored by politics, by personal ambition, or by emotion. This tribunal has acted in the best interests of all true citizens of Skye, the Stormhammers, and Hauptmann Vic Emanual Parkins to ensure a fair and impartial judgment.”

      He spoke slowly and with deliberate enunciation. Jasek’s father had taught him the value of ceremonial speaking, among other things. Weighted words carry farther than the ears. They settle into the minds and the hearts of all who hear them.

      Which was why Jasek had named “all true citizens of Skye” first and foremost, referring to the grand Isle of Skye rather than Skye as a lone world lost among a census. It was one of his rallying cries, after all, to point out how Devlin Stone had in effect disenfranchised so many citizens of the Isle during the Republic’s creation, and it would be good to see something useful come from this delay. Sitting court was not how he had hoped to spend his final days on Nusakan. The necessity of listening to depositions and reviewing evidence had interrupted preparations to fully mobilize, costing the Stormhammers precious time. He’d had to be certain, though, that one act of treachery was not an indication of a deeper conspiracy within his most steadfast troops. And he had owed Tamara a chance to prove her case.

      Now he owed Hauptmann Parkins an apology.

      Jasek stood, leaning forward on the rail that separated the tribunal from the accused man. Parkins pulled himself up to strict attention.

      “It is the finding of this tribunal that no evidence of conspiracy exists to place Hauptmann Vic Parkins in collusion with the personnel who did, with malicious intent, fire on their commander in the recent mission on Towne.”

      Parkins had already been informed of the judgment in private. Even so, his shoulders slumped with relief to hear it announced.

      Several officers surged to their feet, applauding the tribunal’s findings. Along the wall, many Lyran Rangers cheered. Not exactly for Parkins, they cheered with him. Their relief was obvious. No soldier wanted to suspect treachery within his or her own ranks.

      Jasek waved down the excitement. He saw Kommandant Duke rise to her feet as well, holding a stiff military bearing. She also had comrades along the wall, brooding, fearing another shot in the back. The Landgrave had to repair the potential damage if he hoped to salvage both officers.

      “At worst,” he continued, “Hauptmann Parkins’ actions might be considered overzealous and could have encouraged such a rogue action.” The implied rebuke was just enough to silence the cheers and offer Tamara Duke a salve that she had not brought charges without cause. “But the hauptmann’s interrogation by machine testing and voluntary administration of truth serum has more than convinced this panel of his lack of guilt. All charges are dropped with the court’s apology. Hauptmann Parkins is returned to full, active duty immediately.”

      More applause, though less strident than before. Parkins stepped forward and traded hand clasps with Colonel Petrucci and Colonel Vandel. He caught Jasek’s hand as the Stormhammers’ leader came down from the high chair.

      “Thank you, Landgrave.”

      The armor commander had a crushing grip, which at another time might have been a test of strength. Now there was no mistaking the flush of goodwill that colored his cheeks.

      “No thanks necessary, Hauptmann. I will, of course, consider any request for a transfer if you feel it is truly needed.” He said this as Tamara Duke approached, letting her pick up on the offer.

      “Shaking up your lines right before battle is never a good idea, sir.” Parkins turned to face Tamara as she joined them. “I believe I can still work within Kommandant Duke’s company, if she’ll have me. No hard feelings. In her place, I might have done the same.”

      “And in your place, I’d hope to be as gracious,” Tamara said, shaking his hand once, formally. Apology accepted and given. But it strained the borders of camaraderie.

      More work to be done here, Jasek noted, but left it alone for now. “Hauptmann, please see to your unit while I borrow your commander for a time.”

      Parkins nodded, traded salutes, and moved for the rear of the auditorium. Several officers and enlisted waited there and accepted him warmly into their company. They moved out in a large group.

      Alexia Wolf replaced Parkins, nodding curtly to Tamara as an apology for the intrusion. “They are ready for us.” If she said it slightly possessively, Jasek couldn’t really blame her. Or Tamara, for the way the junior officer bristled at the implied dismissal.

      Gathered by Niccolò, Petrucci and Vandel were already stealing out a side door of the small auditorium, the only door guarded by a sentry with a sidearm. “I’ll be along in a moment, Alex.” The familiar address didn’t help the escalating level of tension.

      With a warm smile, the leutnant-colonel preceded them out the side door. It led to a short, wide hallway that ran through a network of executive offices. The faint aroma of gourmet coffee seemed to ooze from the paneled walls and thick carpet. Empty secretarial desks competed in size for prestige. The doors behind them ran contests for the longest, most boldfaced title.

      Senior Executive Vice President for Managing Operations was Jasek’s favorite.

      “I would rather this had been handled quietly, Tamara,” he said once the two of them had a moment alone in the hall. It was as close as he wanted to come to a formal rebuke. No press had been allowed into the closed deliberations or for the judgment today, but the story would leak soon enough. Niccolò had promised it would not break before the Stormhammers left Nusakan. That was something. Still, “A public arrest does not help us show cohesiveness.”

      “Landgrave...Jasek...” She put some strength in her spine, coming to near attention. “I would never do anything to jeopardize the Stormhammers.”

      “No,” he agreed, “you wouldn’t.”

      Tamara’s loyalty could never be questioned—she wore it on her sleeve right where he could see it, which was why she had earned the Towne operation. But someone within her own unit had tried to assassinate her. Had the attempt been personal or political? There was no way to answer that question now.

      “I’m not saying you didn’t have cause. But in situations like this, please leave the public orchestration of events to myself or Nicco.”

      “I don’t report to GioAvanti,” she said with a frown.

      “No, but you did not report to Colonel Petrucci either,” he reminded her with a touch of steel in his voice. A show of personal displeasure would touch her more deeply than any formal reprimand, he knew. “And the question remains, what do we do with Hauptmann Parkins?”

      “I still don’t trust him,” she said.

      “Neither do I,” Jasek agreed, smiling thinly at her expression of total surprise. “I said we found no evidence of guilt. There is some gray shading between guilt and actual innocence, though. Like how much Vic Parkins suspected he might be influencing your subordinates.” “Then why—”

      “We need warriors, Tamara. I can’t afford to throw one away—a good one—on what he might have suspected. Or for being ambitious, so long as those ambitions stop short of treachery.”

      Tamara nodded slowly. “But even if you’d transferred him, it would have undermined his authority. That could turn him toward treachery. Unless you promoted him as well.” Her lip curled in distaste at the thought.

      “Or,” Jasek pointed out, “unless I now transfer you.”

      “And which of the other colonels would give me a fair shake?” she asked, not believing it.

      He shrugged, stopped outside a conference room. Joss Vandel’s deep baritone rumbled on the other side of a partially open door. No sentry here. If an agent of the Republic or Jasek’s father made it this far into the building, past the best security GioAvanti money could buy, one more man wasn’t going to make a difference.

      Then, reconsidering, Jasek nodded at the door where Leutnant-Colonel Wolf had entered ahead of them. “Alexia has asked about you,” he admitted. “She needs experienced people in the Tharkan Strikers.”

      He figured the chance of Tamara accepting such a post would be the same as his father suddenly supporting the Archon of the Lyran Commonwealth, or the Exarch of the Republic voluntarily restoring the Isle of Skye. But long shots were known to come in now and then.

      Not this time.

      “No.” Tamara shook her head. “I know what I have with Petrucci. And with Parkins too, for that matter. I can make this work.” She paused, then, “You were going to ask me to keep him from the start, weren’t you?”

      Her open incredulity made him laugh, which was good. Recent days had not offered much fuel for laughter. He leaned in close enough to smell the scented soap she used. Her eyes widened at his nearness, and he smiled for her benefit. “Yes, Tamara. I was. But I wanted you to work it through for yourself first.”

      “Why, Jasek?” She almost sounded as if she were purring, basking in his warmth.

      Careful... “Because I wanted things right between us before I invited you in on this command-level meeting.”

      “Invite me in? Now?”

      “We’re moving toward Skye right away,” he told her. “After a quick stop on Zebebelgenubi.” “What? Why?”

      “Some Highlanders got themselves trapped there,” he said, intentionally answering her question in the most literal way possible, even though he knew what she meant. “We’re hoping to pull them out from under the Falcons’ claws.”

      “I meant, why pull me in? Why now?”

      He saw it play over her face, no matter how guarded she thought she held her expression. Tamara Duke had nothing on Niccolò GioAvanti for a poker face. Jasek read her easily. The afterglow of his nearness. The sudden shock at being included in a command-level meeting, and then the surge of pride.

      And the devotion—the worship—that invariably followed.

      After tearing her down, just a little, it was time to raise her back up again and cement the bonds of loyalty that bound her to him. Niccolò called it “personal time.” Jasek’s father would simply call it leadership.

      He knew what it really was, and felt only slightly the heel for taking advantage of her feelings and expectations as he picked up her hand and held it tightly.

      “For the same reason I sent you to Towne,” he told her. “Because right now, this is where I need you.”

      With her star-filled eyes and open body posture, if she heard anything other than “I need you” out of that, Jasek would be shocked. He dropped her hand as he opened the door, with no desire to rub Alexia’s face in the necessities of command.

      From her hard expression, staring at them from the far side of the conference room table, he knew she considered it obvious enough.
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