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        LOW ORBIT, EMPORIA

        FEDERATED SUNS

        17 APRIL 3150

        1800 HOURS

      

      

      Nadine worked hard to keep her voice even. “I need you to—”

      Major Anthea Hanover interrupted, glaring at her from a computer screen. “Cadet Roux, I am not one of your peers that you can order around. I’m only listening to you because Captain Morse requested it.” She gestured to the man next to Nadine. “Now, if you will, start from the top.”

      Nadine clenched her teeth, lifted her chin, and willed herself not to get overly upset in a way that would make her skin flush—blushing was the bane of every redhead. Why could no adult ever just shut up and listen? “There isn’t time, Major.” She wished she could make herself understood, but the major wasn’t even in the room with her. She was on the JumpShip Golden Sail while they were on the DropShip Endeavor’s Run. So much of the urgency of the situation was lost in the digital communication.

      “There is time, and you will take the time to explain yourself so I fully understand the situation before I make any decision—especially as to whether there is time.”

      Nadine took a breath, gazed at the screen before her, noted dark circles under the older woman’s determined blue eyes, and began again. “The situation is this, ma’am. About two weeks ago, we were attacked by House Kurita troops, the Seventh Ghost Regiment of the Draconis Combine. They captured all of our MechWarriors and half the BattleMechs on the planet without a shot fired. Me, my brother, and several other cadets rescued the ’Mechs and the pilots with a nighttime attack on the New Exeter spaceport—”

      Major Hanover lifted a hand and shook her head. “You expect me to believe that—”

      It was Nadine’s turn to interrupt. “Yes, ma’am, I do. I was born on Hoff. At nine, I lived through the invasion where the Draconis Combine executed thousands of people. I kept my brother alive while we competed to get into the Emporia military program, and we both fought to get into the Ritza Academy. For six years, we’ve trained to become the best soldiers we could be. Me in infantry, Jasper as a MechWarrior. Most of us at the academy are children of war, and we were not about to let our adopted home fall to the enemy—again—without a fight. I’m not some kid with delusions of grandeur. So, yes. I do expect you to listen and believe what I say.” Nadine straightened up and modulated her voice. “With all due respect, ma’am.”

      The major crossed her arms. She stared out of the screen for a long moment before asking, “Captain, have you verified anything Cadet Roux has told you?”

      Captain Morse stroked his trim goatee before he answered. “Yes, ma’am. It’s why I asked you to listen to her. We’ve been monitoring the situation since we got here. The cadets managed to stow away in an escaping civilian DropShip in an effort to get off-planet and let someone within the Federated Suns know what was happening. That was the DropShip accident they escaped. Afterward, the Draconis Combine bombed the planet a second time. A member of the planet’s nobility contacted us on a shortwave radio frequency Cadet Roux had set up.” He waved his hand at the obvious question on his superior’s face. “It’s complicated. I’ll explain it in more detail later. The short version is that I believe her, and I heard the call for help from the Dowager Countess Ritza myself. She spoke to Nadine as if she knew her.”

      Major Hanover took a visible breath and nodded, but did not uncross her arms. “All right Cadet Roux. You may start over. This time with as many specific facts and figures as you can manage.” She gestured offscreen to her left. “My assistant will be taking notes.”

      Nadine relaxed and threw a grateful glance at Captain Morse. “Yes, ma’am. Thank you.” She gathered herself to start again, trying to put herself into the mindset of a verbal after-action report. There was a moment of panic when she wasn’t certain what today’s date was. Her eyes darted around the screen until she found it: 17 April. It hadn’t even been a full two weeks, yet it felt like forever.

      “On the evening of the fifth or early morning of the sixth of April, the Seventh Ghost Regiment captured the New Exeter spaceport. They sent out an alarm that brought all MechWarriors to the spaceport, who were then captured. By the morning of the seventh, Lord Zachary and Lady Shannon Vogel, who were pretending to be in charge of Emporia to protect Count Ritza and his family, gave a statement over the worldwide emergency broadcast system. On the surface, they appeared to be surrendering the planet to the Draconis Combine and Tai-sa Yoshizawa, but the Blooded cadets—the academy’s noble-born cadets—understood there was more to the message, and pointed out the secret hand language the Vogels used, telling everyone to fight…”

      Nadine bent her head, looking at her hands as she searched for the facts. She couldn’t come up with dates. That didn’t matter. “Within a couple of days, using the information from the intelligence network I created—Lord Zachary encouraged my, ah, hobby—we formed a plan to rescue the nobles and recover the ’Mechs at the spaceport. The plan succeeded, but we lost four cadets, one ’Mech—a Griffin—a Vedette, and one professor in the fight…and Baroness Shannon Vogel succumbed to her injuries on the way back to the academy.”

      She paused for thought, trying to remain as stoic as possible. “But we rescued more than thirty nobles and eight ’Mechs. At the same time, Sergeant Major Vale Auger retook the communications building and sent out a message to the planet over that same emergency broadcast system—to tell the people of Emporia what the cadets were doing and encouraging them to do the same: to rebel, fight, resist. To do what needed to be done. At the same time, one of my informants had a contact, a merchant DropShip captain, get off-planet to get word to the Federated Suns about our situation. We don’t know if he succeeded. You are the first people from the Federated Suns to get here.”

      Looking back at the communications screen and focusing on the firm line of Major Hanover’s mouth, rather than the disbelieving look in her cool blue eyes, Nadine continued. “After we got back to the academy, the Draconis Combine retaliated, attacking the academy and the surrounding lands with a couple lances of ’Mechs. Then we went into a period of several days of fighting around Emporia, with Count Ritza recapturing New Exeter and the spaceport.”

      She stopped, considered whether to mention the debacle at the Vengalil estate, then rejected the idea. She knew she’d made a mistake there. Pointing that out wouldn’t do any good now. “After Count Ritza retook New Exeter, Tai-sa Yoshizawa bombed New Exeter and the Ritza Academy. New Exeter is pretty much destroyed. Dame Emma Meier partially deflected the cruise missile aimed at the academy, keeping the whole thing from being destroyed at the cost of her life…but there was a lot of damage and death done to the academy and its people.”

      Nadine furrowed her brow. “That was when we decided that we needed to get some of the cadets off-planet to get a message out. The previous contact, the merchant DropShip captain, wasn’t exactly trustworthy. Jasper—I mean, Cadet Roux, took a ’Mech lance to attack an enemy holding while four infantry cadets—” she flicked a glance at Captain Morse, “—stowed away on a civilian DropShip. We were caught—one cadet, Henry Cobb, was killed—and the rest of us ejected from the DropShip in escape pods. Then the Endeavor’s Run picked us up.”

      She fought to control her face in another wave of grief at the people she’d so recently lost. “The rest Captain Morse has witnessed firsthand. The subsequent bombing of the planet and the release of some kind of airborne…something. No one actually knows what, yet.”

      Major Hanover glanced downward then back at the screen. “We’ve been in brief, sporadic contact with a couple surviving military enclaves. I’ll admit it doesn’t look good down there.”

      Nadine nodded. “Which is why we really, really need to get Lady Ritza and the House Ritza heir apparent off the planet.”

      “And that is where your brother and his ’Mech lance come in?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Nadine tilted her head. “Unless we could use the Endeavor’s Run to get down to the planet and evac the surviving Ritza family and their retinue?”

      Major Hanover shook her head. “Two problems with that. Even if we took precautions, we could possibly be infected by whatever airborne virus the Draconis Combine dropped…and we need at least a kilometer of uninhabited, flat ground to land on. It isn’t a matter of dropping down, picking up, and leaving. The noise and exhaust from a DropShip landing in an unprepared civilian location could be devastating to the inhabitants. And the evacuees need to be able to get from their hiding place to the drop point without the enemy capturing them.”

      Nadine thought for a moment. “What about aerospace fighters? You could send a couple down, then do an airlock…” She stopped at Captain Morse’s shaking head.

      He glanced at the screen, where Major Hanover’s face frowned back at him. “We don’t have any fighters. We were on our way from the end of one mission to some R&R—” He paused again.

      “Just tell her, Captain,” Major Hanover said with a sigh.

      “Your merchant DropShip captain from the Whatever It Takes, Elijah Bolton? He’s an old friend of the major. He got hold of us and…here we are.”

      Nadine blinked. “Elijah actually did what he said he was going to do?”

      Major Hanover shrugged. “Told me he owed a woman named Silver. In any case, we don’t have any fighters to send planetside. We’d have to use the Endeavor’s Run—once we figure out how not to be infected—but in the meantime, we’ll need to keep the Ritza family safe.”

      “They’re currently as safe as they can be in their family’s siege compound…which you can bet isn’t anywhere near flat ground.”

      “Well then, Cadet Roux, they will need to be escorted from the compound to the pickup point. You are currently our planetary expert. Your plan?”

      “I guess we’re back to my brother, Jasper, and his ’Mech lance.” Nadine’s mind ran in many directions. “But he said Mason’s name in the clear. Mason Ritza, Emporia’s heir apparent. He’s the current head of House Ritza. He’s fourteen. That means there’s a chance that the enemy knows, too.”

      Captain Morse leaned forward. “And right now, we have nothing to keep them from launching their own aerospace fighters and taking us out. Yes, we’re armed and could fight back but, basically, we’re sitting ducks.”

      Nadine glanced between the captain and the major. “Then there’s no time to be subtle about it, is there?”

      Major Hanover shook her head. “No, Cadet Roux. I guess you’re right—there isn’t much time. While we figure out how not to be infected, you will head up a plan to get the Ritza family from their siege compound to a pickup point.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” This was exactly what Nadine wanted in the first place. Unfortunately, there were a few obstacles in her way: she didn’t know where the Ritza family was, or how she was going to get Jasper in the right place at the right time, or how to keep Tai-sa Yoshizawa from finding out what they were doing, or how to enact her forthcoming plan before the Seventh Ghost Regiment targeted the Endeavor’s Run for revenge.

      But, of course, she already had a nascent plan in mind. One that involved false intel to the enemy, troop movements, ’Mech patrols, and a daring rescue of Mason Ritza. If she could get all the moving parts going in the right direction. That was a big “if.” Then again, the last few weeks had been nothing but “if” and some hard-won successes…
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        RITZA ACADEMY

        LIEGEDEN, EMPORIA

        FEDERATED SUNS

        17 APRIL 3150

        1800 HOURS

      

      

      Jasper hunkered at the base of his ’Mech, the looming 25-ton Commando giving him much-needed shelter. For the last five minutes, no one had wanted anything from him or Delany Menard, who stood over by the 60-ton Rifleman. He looked at the backpack with the shortwave radio in it and still couldn’t believe Nadine was alive—that she and her crew had pulled off the impossible.

      Of course, that means she’s a war criminal now. She used a civilian DropShip to attack a military one, one part of his mind said. Then Yoshizawa used the biological weapon on the planet as part of the next bomb onslaught. So many people died and are still dying.

      Jasper glanced around the destruction that once was the Ritza Academy. Half of the buildings were nothing but piles of rubble. Manicured grounds were now broken holes filled with shattered sidewalks and destroyed vehicles. Most of the buildings still standing were extreme hazards and wouldn’t survive the next big storm. Assuming anyone is still alive to prosecute her.

      Would you? Would you prosecute her? he asked himself in Vale’s voice. Remembering that voice made him miss Sergeant Major Vale Auger all the more. The old ’Mech bay soldier had been father figure and mentor for years. There was no telling where he was or if he was even alive.

      Still, Vale’s question lingered. After a long moment, he shook his head. No.

      Well then, worry about other things. Like getting the survivors to the Vengalil estate before dark. Deal with the living while you have the chance. Not to mention—since you aren’t going to prosecute your sister for succeeding—figure out how to find and get to Mason Ritza before the Draconis Combine does.

      He grimaced at the reminder that he’d said the heir’s name on the open channel. Sometimes he felt like he didn’t have two brain cells to rub together. Probably wouldn’t have survived long enough on Hoff to qualify for Emporia’s refugee program if it hadn’t been for Nadine.

      Jasper shoved the embarrassment away as he decided the more pragmatic part of himself was right. This wasn’t a time to go looking for more trouble. They already had plenty as it was. He stood and slung the backpack over his shoulder, watching as a surviving private, one of their few mechanics from the ’Mech bay, clambered out of the Rifleman and reported to Delany. She looked tired and dirty, but as professional as one could be right now. She’d even taken the time to put her long, dark hair into a functional braid.

      It was unusual for enlisted personnel to report to cadets. However, Delany was one of the few surviving senior cadets, and all the other academy instructors were dead, missing, or otherwise occupied. Somehow, she was in charge because she had a plan. That’s what people responded to in a crisis. All of the senior cadets were stepping up. None of them had a choice. Also, she’d been piloting the Rifleman for the last bit. It was her responsibility.

      While he watched Delany give orders, Jasper knew they had to get everyone to the Vengalil estate first. Then they needed to spend some time thinking about how to rescue Emporia’s heir apparent without the enemy listening in and intercepting him. Some of the planning could be done planetside, over the encrypted shortwave radio, but some of it had to be in coordination with the DropShip in orbit above them. And that communication was in the clear.

      It was possible the Draconis Combine hadn’t discovered the shortwave comms yet. But it was better to assume they had access and would be listening. Though there was still the encryption to get through. There had to be a way to use the comms against the enemy. He knew the answer was in front of his face, but he couldn’t see it. Not right now. It was too close and too obvious.

      Jasper straightened as the private left at double time. Delany sighed, squared her shoulders, then turned to him. She offered a small, brief smile when she saw him watching.

      “What’s the word?” he asked, walking to her.

      “The Rifleman’s no worse for wear. I mean, it’s not in tip-top shape, but it’s better than the Catapult and way better than the Valkyrie. But at least they’re all mobile. I’ve sent Private Cotesworth to get Hugh Salter in the Valkyrie and walk it to the estate. We’ll probably have to use its fusion engine for power there.” Delany frowned at the ground. “Also, he said Lang isn’t looking too good.”

      Jasper pressed his lips together and watched her. When there was no more info coming, he asked, “Elias? He’s sick?”

      “Getting that way, it seems. Took a bit longer than a lot of people, but it’s still got him down.”

      “Damn.”

      Delany looked up. “Noah’s giving him the once-over to see how bad it is, but yeah, whatever was dropped in the atmosphere, it’s still here. Just moving slower.”

      “Okay. Something we’ll have to keep an eye on for everyone. In the meantime, Frosig still needs to rest that leg. We’ll have Osborn clear him as soon as we can. That leaves us with Cole, Bohemain, Clements, Smith, and Ufford we can put in the Catapult. Those are the upperclassmen that I know are still moving.”

      Delany nodded. “I don’t want to do it, but…”

      “We need to be on our best. Giselle or Tilda. I’ve worked with both. I mean, we all have. Keep Michael and Pascal in reserve for now.” Jasper marveled at the words coming out of his mouth. They felt good. Like he knew what he was doing. And Delany seemed to agree.

      “Good idea. Give it to Tilda. Make it happen?” She pointed a finger at him as he nodded. “Don’t let Lang bully you into keeping him in the ’Mech.”

      “I won’t.”

      Delany glanced around at the movement of people from the buildings to the scant vehicles—civilian and military—they had left. “We leave in twenty.”

      Jasper saluted by reflex and took off at a run toward what was left of the DeWitt dorm building. There was serenity in having something specific he could do when so much needed to be done, but he had no idea how to start. Elias was a known quantity, even if his sudden illness wasn’t. He would grouse and grumble, but in the end he would do what he was ordered to do. Mostly because it was easier to do so—and because the order came from Delany.

      The thought made him smile. He knew Elias respected Delany’s word over his. Not because he didn’t respect them both, but because Delany was a year ahead of them. Also, frankly, she was the better leader. There was a certain serenity in that, too. Jasper knew he didn’t have to be in charge. He could, and would, support who was.

      His smile disappeared when he saw Elias sitting on a cot with his head in his hands. He wasn’t the only cadet sitting listlessly or lying down while the rest finished packing what all could be taken, but he was the only one Jasper was concerned about.

      He didn’t say anything until he was by Elias’s side. “What’s the word?”

      The other cadet tilted his head up, still cradling his head in one hand. “Sick.”

      “Bad?” Jasper knew the answer even as he asked the question. Elias was sweating and his skin had a gray tinge to it. Even his eyes had a wild off look to them.

      “Bad,” Elias confirmed. “Headache, nausea, and…worse.”

      Jasper paused, not sure how to say what he needed to. He knew pulling Elias out of his assigned ’Mech would feel like kicking a friend while he was down. He needed to anyway. Steeling himself, he clenched a fist and looked away.

      Before he could say anything, Elias made it easy for him. “Just say it, Roux. There’s no way I can pilot a ’Mech like this. Hell, I’m not sure I can ride in a truck without getting sick. Again.”

      “Yeah, okay. I’m sorry. You’re right. We need someone in fighting shape to pilot the Catapult.” He thought about saying something about it being Delany’s orders, but Elias seemed to be past it already.

      Elias glanced up at him. “Give it to Tilda or Pascal. Both are really good.”

      The mere fact that Elias had given up the ’Mech without a fight told him everything he needed to know about how awful his friend was doing and how serious the illness was. Elias was the kind of guy who would never give up a ’Mech without a struggle. Especially not one of his favorite ’Mechs. But here he was…doing it. Whatever the Draconis Combine had dropped into the atmosphere was bad.

      Jasper didn’t say any of that. He nodded to Elias. “We were thinking Tilda or Giselle. Keep Pascal and Michael in reserve for night watch or something.”

      Elias let his head hang down again. He didn’t say anything for a long time. Then he said, “Don’t forget to give Mia a break. She’s had a hard time of it. Put Clements in the Locust.”

      We’ve all had a hard time, he thought but didn’t say. “I’ll tell Delany. She’s the one in charge right now.”

      Elias started to answer, then lurched toward the bucket Jasper hadn’t noticed at his friend’s feet. Vomiting with wracking convulsions, the other teen was unable to do anything but lean over the bucket and shudder.

      Shocked, Jasper didn’t know what to do. He stood there for a moment, frozen. Then reached out a hand and grasped Elias’s shoulder, trying to support him. “What can I do?”

      “Noah—” The shaky request was a prelude to another round of stomach-racking dry heaving.

      “Got it.” Jasper let go and looked around, Noah Osborn was another cadet who’d ended up in an unexpected position of authority. In this case, it was medical, because his parents had been doctors and he’d been there to help set up trauma tents before. There was only one tent—a large one—still standing. The rest had been packed up and loaded on any vehicles still operational. That had to be where Noah was. He took off at a run toward it, trying to keep out of the way while trying to not look at the other sick teenagers.

      The tent was half cots with still bodies. The other half held a diminishing pile of boxes. Medical supplies from the look of them. Three cadets helped Noah. Two were moving boxes. One was checking on the other patients.

      Noah was on one knee next to a cot, gripping the hand of a cadet gasping for air. He murmured low to the cadet, whose eyes fluttered open and closed. When they opened, they focused on Noah’s face—a drowning boy looking for rescue. Jasper recognized death’s door and stood back, letting his friend and roommate—when they still had a room—give what comfort he could.

      The boy, another cadet Jasper didn’t recognize, looked over Noah’s shoulder at him. He stopped panicking. At first, Jasper thought it was because the boy could see him. Then he realized the kid was looking past—and through—him. Then he was looking at nothing as everything stopped.

      Noah bowed his head, took a breath, checked for the cadet’s pulse, then covered the cadet’s face with the sheet. He looked up and around, his eyes assessing each cadet lying down.

      “Noah?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Elias needs you.”

      Noah glanced over his shoulder. “Is he still talking or moving?”

      Jasper nodded.

      Noah stood. “Then he can wait.”

      “But—” Jasper stopped at the look on Noah’s face and the clenching of his hands. He’d never seen Noah so close to the edge of losing it before. Jasper took a step back and raised both hands in a surrendering gesture.

      Noah spoke through gritted teeth. “If Elias is still moving, he’s still alive.” He gestured to the other cots in the tent. “These are the ones we’re going to leave behind. The least I can do—the least any of us can do—is not let them die alone. Elias can wait.”

      Jasper glanced at the four other cots. The other cadet, Nicole something, second-year infantry, covered the face of the cadet she’d been with and shook her head. Noah pointed to the farthest cot. She nodded and walked over to it. Jasper’s stomach did lazy flip-flops, and his mouth went dry.

      Noah turned back to him and repeated, “Elias can wait.”

      Jasper nodded. He wanted to comfort his friend, but didn’t know how. He looked around and nodded again, then rubbed his mouth. His brain shut down. He had things to do, but he didn’t know what they were.

      Noah smiled weakly and clapped him on the shoulder. “I know. And thank you. At least Nadine made it, yeah?”

      There was no accusation in his voice, but Jasper peered at him close. “Yeah. I think all of them did. And there’s a FedSuns DropShip in orbit now.”

      “Gotta save the heir.”

      “You know about that?”

      Noah gave him a look. “News spreads fast around here. Especially if it pretends to be good news. We need good news; all we can get. You talk to any of the infantry yet?”

      Jasper shook his head, confused.

      “Well, if you’re gonna rescue the heir and his retinue, you’ll probably need some infantry to do it. ’Mechs are in short supply right now. Plus, the infantry cadets will move heaven and earth to help Nadine. Especially after her plan worked.”

      Jasper blinked a couple of times. “When did you get to be so smart?”

      “I’ve always been smart. And now’s not the time to be modest about it. I’ve always seen the bigger picture. Right now, that picture tells me you need to talk to the infantry. Like Fynn Pohl. He’s House Vogel. He’ll follow your lead. Or Benjamin Delamere. He’s sponsored by Menard. If he won’t follow you, he’ll follow Delany.”

      “You’re right. I didn’t even think of that. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Noah skated his eyes over the still-filled cots. “Now, I’ve got a duty to perform.”

      Jasper looked away. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

      “Yeah. Make sure they leave a vehicle and a driver behind for me and Nicole. I don’t know exactly how long this will take.”

      “And you’re sure they’re all going to…?”

      “Die? Yes. I’ve seen it too many times recently to recognize when they’ve crossed that line.” Noah’s tone was flat and factual, like he had no real emotions left.

      Jasper knew that for the lie it was. Noah was one of those guys who felt everything. He was hiding the hurt deep inside. “Okay. I’ll make sure you’re not left behind. You’re doing good work.” He squeezed Noah’s shoulder, then turned away, refusing to see any more dying faces. A brave part of him marveled at Noah’s strength.

      Shoving away the sick feeling in his mind and body, Jasper headed back to Elias, who looked better than before. “Noah’s busy,” he said without preamble.

      Elias sipped water from a canteen. “Yeah. I figured. I feel a little better, but not great.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. I’ve got some things I need you to do.” Jasper looked up and called, “Clements, Frosig…” He waited until the cadets reached him, then laid out a plan to make sure Noah and Nicole weren’t left behind.

      Like him, it seemed everyone felt better with specific tasks to do. And Jasper felt good giving them all directions. Things would be better once they were at the Vengalil estate. At least that was his hope. Right now, that was all he had left to cling to.

      That, and his sister in a Federated Suns DropShip far above.
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        ON THE ROAD TO THE VENGALIL ESTATE

        LIEGEDEN, EMPORIA

        FEDERATED SUNS

        17 APRIL 3150

        1900 HOURS

      

      

      The ’Mech lance escorted the caravan to the Vengalil estate, with Delany in the Rifleman, Jasper in the Commando, Michael Clements in the Locust, and Tilda Bohemain in the Catapult. Hugh Salter had been sent ahead in the Valkyrie to help set up its fusion engine as a power source for the estate. The Valkyrie wasn’t in fighting shape anyway. There was half a chance Private Cotesworth could do something to fix the ailing ’Mech, but it was barely half a chance.

      Jasper took the rear point of the caravan. He hadn’t wanted to leave Noah behind, but Fynn—found after a short search—promised he’d stick around and drive the rest of the supplies, Noah, and his team to the estate. Fynn was a good, trustworthy cadet. Jasper knew he had to let Fynn do his job while the rest of them did theirs.

      Though, before he left, he’d told Fynn he needed to talk to him once they were all settled at the estate.

      “You’ve had word from Nadine?” Fynn had asked.

      “Yeah. More than that. We’ve got a mission to plan.”

      Fynn had grinned through the dirt and grime on his face. “Okay. How many infantry cadets do you need me to round up?”

      Jasper had shrugged. “Four total, to start. I don’t exactly know when.”

      “We’ll find you this evening,” the infantry cadet had promised him.

      The memory of it was surreal. Fynn had accepted that if Jasper needed something, he’d do it. Especially if it had anything to do with Nadine.

      Glancing at the shortwave radio backpack at his side in the ’Mech cockpit, he saw the message light blinking and realized he could hear Nadine’s voice—faint and muffled—from the headset.

      As soon as her words stopped, he pulled the mic to him, toggled it, and said, “Little busy here. I’ll call you back as soon as I can. Over and out.”

      Letting the mic drop, Jasper frowned and looked around the ’Mech cockpit. Then he typed to Delany as he toggled his comms. <Comm channel 2 please.>

      “What do you need, Roux? And why the secrecy?” she asked in short order, sounding distracted.

      “Sorry, ma’am, stupid question, but can ’Mechs comm a DropShip in orbit, and is the communication secure?” Jasper logically knew ’Mechs could talk to DropShips, but he’d never actually done it and second-guessed himself. He wanted to be sure it wasn’t just wishful thinking.

      “Of course they can.” She paused. “What are you thinking?”

      “I think I have an answer to our problems in the palm of my hand and didn’t even realize it. Ah, how would one go about contacting a FedSuns DropShip in orbit? Nadine radioed me on the shortwave. I told her I’d get back to her as soon as I could. It’d be nice to do it over a secure channel.”

      Delany took long enough to answer that he knew she was going through the process herself before telling him what to do.

      “Right. Open communications menu, select ‘Orbital,’ then scan for anyone on channel 33.3—that’s the one channel all FedSuns DropShips are supposed to keep open and pinging for emergencies. It’ll go faster if you keep your ’Mech still. While it’s scanning, leave the encryption set to whatever it is currently set to. When you get a lock and the board confirms handshake, you can talk. Note: you’ll only have three to six minutes of talk time once you confirm, depending on how fast the DropShip is orbiting. Then you’ll have to repeat the scan-and-lock procedure.”

      Excitement rose as Jasper opened the communications menu and saw the “Orbital” option. He wished he’d thought of this sooner. He’d known about the option, but hadn’t considered it. It wasn’t like he’d ever had the opportunity to radio up to a DropShip before. He’d seen the option so many times that he’d become blind to it. “Good to know. Permission to pause and have a conversation with Nadine over a secure channel?”

      “Granted. Then catch up and report to me at the estate. I want to know everything—what Nadine wanted, what your plans are, and anything you can tell me about the DropShip above us.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Jasper left comm channel two open, just in case Delany wanted to talk to him again on a less-used channel. He relaxed his shoulders and started the orbital scan. Grinning as the system got a lock on the DropShip and confirmed the handshake, Jasper paused, then said, “This is Cadet Roux, also known as Baphomet, calling the Davion DropShip. I need to talk to Tiamat. Please respond.”

      Nothing happened.

      After he waited for a count of twenty, a new encryption pattern was downloaded to the Commando. There was a pause as the ’Mech updated its encryption records, then a moment of silence. He saw the DropShip was called the Endeavor’s Run. Jasper inhaled to repeat his message but was cut off by a terse “Shift to channel 45.2” from a feminine voice he did not recognize.

      Jasper did as he was told, then repeated, “This is Cadet Roux, also known as Baphomet, calling the Endeavor’s Run. I need to talk to Tiamat.”

      “Well, this is a surprise,” Nadine answered him. “Where are you radioing from?”

      “My ’Mech. And we have about four minutes before we lose the connection and have to reestablish it. What do you need?”

      “I wanted an update and to discuss some details with you, but this encrypted channel changes things.”

      Jasper nodded, even though Nadine couldn’t see him. “It means we can use the secure channel for the real planning and the open shortwave to throw the enemy off the scent.”

      Nadine paused. “That’s a really good idea. But from here on out, do not use any names or monikers again if you can help it. If you have to refer to the heir again, just call him ‘Barbican’ or ‘the package.’”

      Jasper didn’t question the name; he’d figure out what it actually meant later. “Got it. As for an update, I don’t have one. I’ve…we’ve been busy moving what’s left of the academy to the Vengalil estate. It’s mostly standing, unlike the academy. But what details do you need once I have a chance to contact Diamond again?” He hoped the House Ritza maid was doing well.

      “Where they are. Where’s a good place to pick them up. How many in their retinue. That kind of thing.” She paused. “I don’t know for sure how many people we can evac from the planet. But, at a minimum, it’ll be the surviving members of the Ritza family.”

      Jasper let that sink in. Right now, the only people they had to rescue were those who represented the survival of Emporia. That meant the rest of them were probably on their own. At least for the time being. “Acknowledged. Also, there’s something in the atmosphere. We don’t know what it is. It’s killed some people outright…and made a lot of other people sick. And a bunch of us…as far as I know…are fine. But I don’t know for how long.”

      “We’re aware that biological weapons were deployed. We’ll be taking precautions for our eventual landing.” Nadine’s voice softened. “How do you feel?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Good.”

      He cleared his throat. “What do we talk about on the shortwave?”

      “Not where you’re moving to or that you’re moving at all. Just give me the same basic update. Make it sound like we’re not that organized.”

      Jasper suppressed a smile. “We’re not.”

      “Yes, we are. We have a basic plan. Now we need a timeline. That’s your job.”

      “We also need ground details.”

      “Since you’re the one on the ground, that’s your job again. We can see what’s there from afar. You see what’s actually there—seen and unseen from above. What you can count on is the Endeavor’s Run landing wherever you tell us it needs to land and when. Protect Barbican and escort them to us. That’s your mission. Yes, we need details, but those will come closer to evac time.”

      He blew out a breath. “Okay. I’ve got a meeting with a couple of your infantry peers tonight. I’ll ping Diamond tonight, too. Hopefully by tomorrow morning, we’ll have a plan together.”

      “Who have you got?”

      “Fynn Pohl and Benjamin Delamere.”

      Nadine hmmed. “Not bad. You can count on them and anyone they vouch for.” There was a pause. “Right. Let’s get on the shortwave and fool the enemy.”
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      By the time they finished the open call on the shortwave, it was late enough that Jasper thought to radio back to the academy to see if Noah’s crew was anywhere near ready to go.

      They were.

      He waited by the side of the road until the transport came into view. Then he escorted Noah, his team, and the last of the academy’s supplies to the Vengalil estate.

      By the time the mini-convoy arrived, the rest of the academy cadets had the estate buzzing. The scars from the previous battle were there, but muted. The pit trap had been cordoned off, the broken ground smoothed, and the torn trees removed to another part of the estate.

      The Valkyrie was situated by the manor house, with large power cables sprouting from it like tentacles. The Locust was still up and patrolling, the Catapult and the Rifleman were in the small ’Mech bay, and the surviving vehicles were parked in a neat circle on the outer edges of the building’s perimeter.

      The whole time they walked within the estate walls, Jasper tried to not look at where the Ostsol had fallen, where Ethan had died in his place. He did anyway and was surprised to see the ’Mech was gone. He didn’t know which side had taken possession of it. He wondered if he’d ever know. It added insult to injury.

      His comms came to life. “This is Private Cotesworth to the Commando. Please bring the Commando into the ’Mech bay, cradle three.”

      He saw the cradle outlined on his head-up display. “Acknowledged, Private. Do you know where Delany—Cadet Menard—is?”

      “Main house. She asked me to remind you to go see her.”

      “Thank you.” Jasper maneuvered the Commando down the ramp and into the small ’Mech bay. It looked like a half-dozen battered, uniformed men and women were clambering over the other ’Mechs in the bay while a dozen or so cadets ran back and forth on various errands for the technicians.

      It made sense. Knowledgeable technicians and mechanics were too valuable a resource to waste on nonessential tasks right now. As soon as the Commando was in its assigned cradle, Jasper got out of the cockpit and remembered to grab the shortwave radio.

      A sergeant in a torn uniform was already on his way up the ladder to the scaffold that ran around the interior of the bay. It was amazing how much the Vengalil ’Mech bay looked like the academy’s ’Mech bay, but in miniature.

      Jasper nodded at the man as they passed. In another life, they might have had a short conversation. But right now, the sense of time and danger loomed large. No one had any use for small talk. At least, not in the ’Mech bay.

      As Jasper headed to the main house, he realized the sense of activity had only seemed large from inside the Commando. In reality, there were too few cadets on the move. He hoped that was because they were inside setting up for a long stay. But he was afraid it was because there weren’t very many of them left.

      Delany sat at a table just inside the foyer. She’d turned the greeting place into a small but effective command post. He watched her give orders to cadets as they reported in.

      To Kristen Frosig she said, “All right. Now that the kitchen is in operation—good job there—take a thirty-minute break and get some food.”

      To Hugh she said, “We have at least four more cadets coming in. Noah Osborn will be in the infirmary most of the time, but he’ll need to have some quiet space away from the rest. See what Sir John or Dr. Manning have near them. Osborn is to be considered part of the medical staff until further notice.”

      Jasper started to move forward, then Noah and Nicole walked in. He paused and waited as everyone else in the entryway did the same.

      Noah saluted for both of them. “Cadets Osborn and Tourneir, reporting in.”

      Delany looked between the two of them, then asked Noah, “Is Cadet Tourneir part of your staff now, or can she be reassigned?”

      Even though Delany had asked Noah, she had included Nicole in on the question, making it more of a request. Nicole and Noah glanced at each other. Nicole shrugged and looked away.

      “Staff for the moment,” Noah said. “I’ll need time to assess the infirmary—or report in to whomever is in charge in there.”

      “Sir John is for now. Dr. Manning is the senior-most medical person.” Delany nodded to the left. “The infirmary is set up in the ballroom.” Then she nodded to the right. “The kitchen and dining room are that way. I expect both of you to get something to eat before you report in at the infirmary. Cadet Frosig, escort them. Afterwards, Cadet Salter will help you figure out where you’ll be sleeping.”

      Jasper smiled to himself. He could tell both Noah and Nicole wanted to head straight to the infirmary, but Delany was right. They needed to eat. His own stomach growling reminded him that if he could eat, he should. Not until I report in, too.

      As the knot of cadets left Delany’s desk, Jasper walked up. He thought about asking her when she’d last eaten, but her tight, strained expression made him pause. He saluted and said, “Cadet Roux, reporting in.”

      Delany nodded, a ghost of a smile flickering over her face. “Good to see you. Let’s go have a chat.”
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      Delany had the tired look of a cadet who had pulled an all-nighter to get a vital assignment completed. Along with the dark circles under her eyes, her mouth had a pinched look about it. That made Jasper worry.

      “Okay. First, am I in trouble? And second, can this chat include food?”

      Delany eyed him with a furrowed brow and a smile hovering in the wings. “Did you do anything you think you should get in trouble for?”

      He shook his head. For once, he was innocent of wrongdoings. At least, he thought he was. A quick inventory said he was.

      “Then, no, you aren’t in trouble. Though, things are not awesome. In general. Not specific. For anyone. But at least we have a roof over our heads, clean water, and relative safety for the night.”

      “Good.” Jasper tilted his head. “What about food? I got something this morning but missed lunch…whatever it was. I’m a growing boy, and I’ve got to eat. Bottomless stomach here.” He didn’t ask when she’d eaten last. He figured if she was going to teach him by being a good example, he would follow her lead and do the same. Besides, eating was social. Having someone to eat with made everything better.

      Also, now that he thought about it, he was really hungry.

      Delany sighed. “I know what you’re doing. C’mon. We can get a plate from the kitchen and then find a private spot to talk. I want to know everything.”

      They walked through the hallways of the large manor house. It seemed well built and structurally sound. Despite the estate’s occupation and then the shelling, it still stood strong. Jasper wondered if it had once been a siege compound—like the academy—and if that was what allowed it to stand as long as it had.

      Even with the cadets and surviving academy personnel running around, the large house didn’t seem crowded. Jasper wondered if that was a trick of the imagination, or his fear of losing everyone he ever cared about. He shook the fear away. Most likely, teenagers and adults alike were in clusters for companionship, and out of need—eating or doing whatever task had been assigned to them.

      The kitchen was a welcome beehive of activity. A couple manor servants ran herd over cadets cooking, prepping, and cleaning. It was hot, busy, and almost normal. Plates of food were handed to cadets waiting at a side hallway. A quick look down it gave Jasper the idea that this was where cadets stood in line for a meal.

      The head cook turned as Delany and Jasper walked in. She had the look of a grandmother on her last thread of patience, but smiled when she saw Delany. “Good thing it was you, Menard. Otherwise, you’d get a hiding.”

      Delany smiled. “Serine, this is Cadet Jasper Roux. He’s my second-in-command. Wanted you to meet him.”

      “Ma’am,” Jasper said with a nod.

      The tall, wide woman gave Jasper a keen once-over and returned the nod. “Good to know.” She turned back to Delany. “When was the last time you two ate?”

      Delany glanced at Jasper. “That’s what we’re here for. Sorry we didn’t go through the line…”

      Serine waved it away. “Line’s dying down. In fact… Hemu! Go get a count of unfed cadets, workers, and other personnel. Don’t forget to check the infirmary and the ’Mech bay. Everyone needs to eat tonight. That’s an order.”

      One of the cooks gave Serine a mock salute and left the kitchen. As he did so, a cadet, Liam Patel, walked over with two plates. He looked tired but accomplished.

      “Thank you, Liam. It looks good,” Jasper said as he took the plates and handed one to Delany. The plates weren’t overflowing, but they each had a decent portion of what looked to be meatloaf, potatoes, and peas—a hearty meal.

      The young cadet goggled at him. Probably because someone knew his name. “You’re welcome.”

      Delany smiled her thanks, then gestured Jasper to the back hallway. He followed, looking around to get his bearings. He would need to know how to get to the different places in the house as soon as possible. Delany, however, walked with the air of someone who already knew her way around.

      “You’re familiar with this place?” he asked.

      “Yep. The Vengalils and Menards have been friends for ages. I’ve spent many summer days here.” She gestured to a side door. It led to a small, private enclosed patio and was completely silent. “Good for us, since it’s still standing.”

      They sat down at the patio table and began to eat. Jasper mentally fidgeted, waiting for Delany to tell him what she needed to. When she didn’t, he asked, “I’m your second-in-command? How did that happen?”

      “How’d I get to be in charge? I mean, people just started asking me what to do and then did what I told them to. It was weird.”

      Jasper shrugged. “We needed a leader, and you were doing it already. Seriously,” he added at the face she made. “You’re a senior cadet. You’re Blooded. And you’re respected. Why wouldn’t everyone look to you to bring order out of chaos?”

      “It’s what I figured. Makes sense anyway.” Delany didn’t smile or nod. She ate in fast, neat bites. “You’re my second-in-command because I know you and I want to keep you close.”

      “Keep your enemies close?”

      For a moment she didn’t answer, then shook her head. “Enemy, no. Chaos factor, yes. Decent at following orders, yes. Also, there’s your sister’s information network. She’s more than a chaos factor. She’s a wild card.” She gave the shortwave radio backpack a significant look.

      Jasper didn’t know if he should be offended or not. “Right.”

      Delany just stared at her half-empty plate.

      The silence grew between them until Jasper couldn’t stand it. “So, what did you want to talk to me about?”

      She looked up. “Oh, yes. Did you get through to the DropShip from your ’Mech? Anything I need to know?”

      Giving a mental sigh of relief that he could provide what she wanted, Jasper nodded. “Yeah. We’ve got a basic plan shaping up.” He told her everything about the two conversations—both secured and over the open radio.

      Delany ate and listened without questions. Her only comment was “Barbican…why? Huh. The outer defense of a castle…good choice of a name. Not too on the nose or anything.”

      It answered his question of what the word meant.

      “So, my—our—my thought is this,” Jasper said. “Whatever we plan to rescue Mason Ritza and his people, we plan for at least two hours earlier than the time we say over the open channel. Also, we give them different coordinates and stuff. I’m gonna bounce the idea off Nadine the next time we talk.”

      Tilting her head, Delany asked, “Why bother? Why not just do everything over the secured channel?”

      “Too much talking over the secured channel will alert the Combine. I’m pretty sure they can tell we’re talking over an encrypted channel—”

      “If they’re scanning for it at the right time.”

      “But, if we give them a plan to focus on, they may not pay as much attention to when a ’Mech talks to the DropShip. Especially since we started the conversation in the clear. We need to continue it. Pretend we don’t have a secured way to talk.”

      Delany looked skeptical. “If they’ve overheard the shortwave in the clear at all. Sounds like you’re making things more complicated than they need to be.”

      Jasper shrugged. “I know. It’s all guesses, but ‘security through obscurity,’ right? Just because we don’t know doesn’t mean they aren’t listening in. Either way, the next time I talk to the Endeavor’s Run, I need to be well away from the estate. Just in case. I don’t want the Combine to immediately know where we set up base.”

      Delany stabbed her meatloaf a couple of times, then ate a bite. “Makes sense. It sounds like you’ve got it all covered.”

      That forced a bark of laughter from him. Jasper shook his head. “I’ve got nothing covered. I don’t know where Mason is. I don’t know how we’re going to get to him. I don’t know where the DropShip needs to land. I don’t know what I’m going to tell Fynn or Benjamin when they track me down. Nothing beyond the fact that Nadine is alive, and we’ve got a friendly DropShip in orbit. Other than that, I really don’t know anything.”

      “You know more than you think you do.” The problem seemed to buoy Delany’s flagging spirits. “As for your questions…that’s easy. It’s not like you’re going to be able to personally escort the Ritzas to the DropShip. That’s what the infantry is going to do. Get as many decoys on the field as possible. Get them to find as many ground vehicles and drivers as they can. If your plan gets discovered, the Snakes won’t know which vehicle has the heir.”

      “Huh. That’s a good idea.” Jasper nodded. “I can suggest that to Fynn and Nadine. Knowing her, she’s going to want to be in the thick of it.”

      Delany shook her head. “Can’t until she’s on the ground, and you’re her point of contact.”

      “I’m gonna need someone to man the radio when I’m in my ’Mech. I can’t do both at the same time.”

      “Details. Maybe Elias, if he’s recovered enough. Now, what will you tell Diamond?”

      Jasper paused and thought as he shoveled potatoes and peas into his mouth. “Well, we need to know where the Ritzas are,” he said after he chewed and swallowed. “Find the nearest place a DropShip can land without destroying too much—” He stopped at Delany shaking her head. “What?”

      “Nearest place a DropShip can land, period. Buildings can be rebuilt. Emporia’s blood cannot be replaced. Getting Mason off-planet is the most important point.”

      He frowned. “I’d like to not destroy any more of the planet if I can help it.”

      “If wishes were fishes, beggars would eat. Understand your priorities. Do whatever needs to be done.”

      The blunt rebuke stung. Jasper focused on making sure his anger didn’t get the best of him. “Fine. Find out where Mason is. Find the place nearest to them that a DropShip can land. Get the infantry to escort them to the Endeavor’s Run while every last ’Mech we have protects them. Blast off.”

      “And then?” Delany asked.

      Jasper grinned wide, a mouth full of teeth. “That’s up to you, Fearless Leader. I’m just the chaos factor. You get to deal with everything else.”

      “Asshole.” The word was said without rancor.

      “Petty, insignificant details.”

      Delany scraped at her plate, cleaning it fully. “Well then, I guess we have the beginnings of a plan in place. I’m gonna go back to my post and put out any fires that have cropped up in the last—” She glanced upward. “—fifteen minutes. What about you?”

      Jasper gazed out into the broken grounds of the Vengalil estate. “Find out where my bunk will be while we’re here, call to Diamond for information, and then find Fynn. There’s not much more I can do than that.”

      “That’s enough for now. See Hugh for your bunk assignment. Let me know whatever you think I need to know about Diamond and the infantry cadets tomorrow—unless it needs immediate attention.”

      “Will do.”

      Delany left him there with his thoughts. Right now, he wondered exactly how many operational ’Mechs he would have to protect Emporia’s heir when it came to it.

      He stood and walked out, knowing that answer would come soon enough.
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