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        AVALON CITY, NEW AVALON

        NEW AVALON COMBAT REGION

        CRUCIS MARCH, FEDERATED SUNS

        3 MARCH 3029

      

      

      The guards in the corridor leading to the First Prince’s office eyed the approaching three mercenaries and their escorting officer with suspicious stares. Even though the previous set of guards had radioed ahead, these were the last guards before the Prince’s inner sanctum, and they took their responsibility seriously.

      “IDs and pass, gentlemen, ma’am,” the senior infantryman said while his partner covered them with a weapon not quite pointed at anyone in particular.

      Behind the infantrymen, a door opened, and out strode a bear of a man. “Brevet General Armstrong! It’s good to see you,” he said, and both the mercenaries and guards all stiffened to attention. Duke Morgan Hasek-Davion, heir to the Davion throne, was a tall and muscular man, and sported a shock of long, unbound red-gold hair. His face was distracted, but he managed a slight smile for the mercenaries.

      “Duke Hasek-Davion, it’s good to see you as well,” Armstrong replied, “have you met Colonel Winston, commanding my Twenty-First Striker regiment?” Armstrong was tall, pale, and wiry, with a sharply angular face, wise eyes, and thin wisps of brown hair covering his balding scalp. Winston, beside him, was a medium-brown man with the full muscular build of a former rugby star and a thick goatee on a face that had laugh and sorrow lines carved into it in equal measure.

      “No, I haven’t, I’m afraid,” he replied, shaking their hands.

      “And may I also introduce Major Cynthia Paulson, commander, First Armored Infantry Battalion.” Morgan turned to her—late thirties, athletic, with long, dark hair and the tan complexion of a woman who grew up under a bright sun. She nodded respectfully to the duke.

      After he shook her hand, Armstrong continued, “Your Highness, we saw the First Prince’s news conference downstairs. We’re very sorry for your loss.”

      The duke’s face clouded, and his smile disappeared. “Thank you, General,” Hasek-Davion replied formally, his eyes distant. Then he refocused on them. “Are you here to brief Hanse? What about?”

      Armstrong paused and glanced at Winston. “The defense of Kawich, Your Highness.”

      “Back in January?” At their nods, Hasek-Davion paused, read both of their faces, then said, “I wasn’t aware something had happened to warrant a command-circuit back to New Avalon.”

      A polite cough sounded from down the hall. The group turned to see Quintus Allard, Prince Davion’s white-haired head of intelligence, waiting outside the Prince’s office.

      Hasek-Davion nodded at Quintus and turned back to them. “If Hanse allows it, please come brief me as well.”

      “Of course, Your Highness,” replied Armstrong. “If you’ll excuse us?” Saying their goodbyes, they left their escort officer with the guards and met Quintus at the end of the hall. Allard shook their hands as well, then opened the gold leaf-trimmed door to Hanse’s personal chambers. The door to Hanse’s larger sitting room was closed, and three high-backed sitting chairs were arranged in front of his large wooden desk.

      Hanse Davion, leader of the Federated Suns, was a fit, dark-haired man in his early forties with the shape and bearing of a lifelong soldier. He sat behind his desk, watching the officers approach, and with the barest of pleasantries, asked them to sit.

      Pulling out a thin folder of documents, Hanse arrayed them on his desk, then looked up and said, “Please begin.”

      

      
        
        EAST OF SAMANAN

        KAWICH, ADDICKS PDZ

        FEDERATED SUNS

        12 JANUARY 3029

      

      

      Captain Cynthia Paulson had wedged herself in the narrow area between her BattleMech’s fusion-engine shielding and its armor. With one leg bracing her inside the ’Mech and the other hooked on the access panel for balance, she grunted as she finished tightening a wiring harness running up the center of her Trebuchet’s chest. Taking a deep breath and rebalancing herself, she wriggled out the access panel and sat on the edge of the armor, next to the chain ladder that ran from the cockpit of her ten-meter-tall, 50-ton medium BattleMech to the ground.

      Air inside always tastes like metal, she thought, taking a deep breath and feeling a hot, dry breeze rustle her long dark hair. This is nice.

      She looked around the perimeter of her little outpost. Twelve ’Mechs, two-thirds of them from her Fourteenth “Roadrunner” Company, defined an oval about 300 meters long and half that wide. It was a consolidated perimeter: her Trebuchet and seven others of her company faced outward, with her final four ’Mechs on patrol. They shared the perimeter with “Boomer” Company, which consisted of one lance of BattleMechs for antiaircraft duties, and a demi-battery of three Long Tom Mobile artillery pieces. The three pieces were facing southeast, so they could swing in either cardinal direction toward the anticipated and secondary enemy attack vectors, firing over the ridgelines surrounding their position. Both companies had one MechWarrior in their ’Mech at all times, with the rest either sleeping, conducting maintenance or—she smiled as she saw her best friend lying on a beach towel next to her ’Mech—on personal time.

      Paulson shimmied down the ladder and unzipped her maintenance coveralls to her waist, then tied them around her slim belly. BattleMechs generated tremendous amounts of waste heat in battle, so MechWarriors wore as little as possible in the cockpit. Under her coveralls, Cynthia was wearing her standard MechWarrior togs, consisting of a pair of spandex shorts and a sweat-wicking sports bra. Her best friend, she noted with a wry smile, was wearing even less.

      “Catching some rays, Rowan?” she asked, plopping down to the ground beside her. Kawich was a mineral-heavy world—barely arable, but self-sufficient. In this area, though, the dirt was unsuitable for farming and was covered with fine, tan grass. Rowan’s eyes remained closed as she replied with a grunt, but Cynthia could see her smile.

      Rowan Avellar, niece to the President of the Outworlds Alliance and tenth in line for the throne, was a black sheep who wanted to be a MechWarrior in a nation that revered aerospace pilots. As her academy graduation day had approached, her uncle placed a call to the Outworlds-based Mountain Wolf BattleMech facility, her parents wrote a check, and fifteen months later she on arrived on Galatea, the legendary “Mercenary’s Star,” a naive nineteen-year-old piloting a Merlin BattleMech down the DropShip ramp.

      Most BattleMechs in the Inner Sphere were centuries old, passed down from parent to child, and the facilities that produced new ones were running the same lines since the fall of the Star League in the 2700s. But the Merlin was new, the first BattleMech production line fired up in more than a century, and Rowan’s arrival caused a sensation.

      She’d had her pick of units—all of them wanting the rare ’Mech on their roster more than her—so she picked one she knew to be reputable. The Eridani Light Horse recruiter signed her on the spot, putting her back on the very same DropShip to send her to the unit headquarters, which had assigned Rowan to the Twenty-First Striker, where Colonel Winston immediately punted her to Cynthia.

      The Paulsons had known the Winstons for decades, and Cynthia had grown up essentially as the colonel’s adopted niece. As she’d matured, he leaned on her for difficult projects; when she became a company commander, he leaned on her for “project” people. Any number of “unique” people joined mercenary units: smaller units tended to gather criminals, ne’er-do-wells, and the desperate with nowhere else to go.

      The Light Horse, with its reputation for excellence, attracted the opposite: rich kids, nobles trying their hand at the mercenary trade with their parents’ money, arrogant and cocky hotshots who thought the rules of state-run armies didn’t apply to them. When they appeared in the Twenty-First, Winston sent them to Cynthia, and she’d figure out if they were teachable; if not, he would send them on their way.

      Most project people only stayed for a year or so, but every so often, a diamond in the rough would walk their skinny butt into Paulson’s company and prove to be worth their weight in gold. Barely 160 centimeters tall and almost forty-three kilograms soaking wet, the two had become fast friends, despite their age difference.

      Cynthia gently fixed one of Rowan’s braids and sighed. Like many MechWarriors, both women kept the sides of their heads shaved to facilitate better contact with the neurohelmet they wore to help pilot their BattleMechs.

      However, compared to Cynthia’s long tresses, Rowan kept her red hair short and in three wide braids, the strands weaving in and out of small gold rings and each ending in a marriage promissory clasp, two featuring sapphires and the other sporting rubies. Cynthis knew Rowan’s parents—all of them—were Gregorians, a religion that encouraged multiple marriages to stabilize the Alliance’s severe population decline. However, of all the topics the gregarious young woman would discuss at length, her fiancés and when—if ever—she planned on marrying one or more of them was the only area off-limits.

      Rowan cracked one eye open. Lying on the beach towel facedown in a bikini, the top untied with laces splayed to her sides, Rowan had a thermos of cold water sitting on a T-shirt, a pair of MechWarrior booties, and a pistol all within easy reach. The naive kid had grown up quickly in the eighteen months since arriving. “What?”

      Cynthia ran her fingers over Rowan’s braids, smoothing the rings so they all fell the same direction, and then leaned back, looking at the clear Kawich sky. “I got word about upcoming personnel reassignments,” she said. “Your work at the exercise got noticed—Major Fallehy wants you in his lance.”

      The Light Horse was a combined-arms unit, all three regiments organized down into the battalion, and even sometimes company levels with a mix of aerofighters, armor, infantry, and BattleMechs. Though they had fewer BattleMechs than similarly sized units, they had more personnel overall, and knew how to use their organic combined arms to best effect.

      Their Third Striker Battalion had recently conducted a battalion-level exercise against Seventh Striker—including Third Striker’s pure aerospace company, the Eighty-Fifth. Rowan’s entire family save her were aerospace pilots, and she’d been practicing calling for close-air support with her six brothers and sisters since she was eight: her years of experience gave her almost uncanny precision when calling in the Eighty-Fifth, bringing the exercise to an unscheduled early end with a Third Striker victory and making her, once again, a hot commodity. In this case, her battalion commander demanded right of first refusal, and was pulling her up into his command lance.

      Rowan was quiet as Cynthia relayed all the internal regimental drama and politicking, then asked, “You ever feel crappy about a good thing?”

      Cynthia chuckled. “I’m gonna miss you too, kiddo. But we won’t…” She trailed off as she saw diamond formations of stars appearing in the daytime sky.

      MechWarrior Ciensinski, on watch inside his Centurion BattleMech, turned around and broadcast on his loudspeakers, “Captain, they want you on the battalion net. Those are Capellan DropShips.”

      Behind her, Rowan rose to her knees, threw on her T-shirt, slipped into her MechWarrior booties, and started collecting her gear. Paulson rose and brushed herself off.

      “Rowan, go wake up Strike Lance,” she said. Rowan nodded, and Paulson turned to Ciensinski. “Understood,” she replied, loud enough to be heard by his external microphones. “Tell battalion I need sixty seconds to mount up.”
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      Colonel Charles Winston stroked his graying goatee as he studied the holotable inside of his headquarters in the city of Samanan. The Twenty-First had taken over this unoccupied office complex—even signed a month-to-month lease and planted their traditional three flagpoles outside—for use during their garrison of Kawich.

      He studied the holotable and stifled a half smile—he hadn’t counted on taking the Twenty-First Striker Regiment through another Succession War, but it wasn’t like Hanse Davion ran things by him first. He was over sixty, and had planned to retire after his youngest daughter certified as a MechWarrior later this year.

      “Sir, the battalion commanders are online and waiting for our briefing,” said Lieutenant Sarah Clemly, his aide. A short woman who kept the sides of her head shaved and the top braided in a brown weave halfway down her back, she managed his administrative actions so he could focus on command. They’d been told Davion Intelligence expected a Capellan counterattack at the various supply warehouses on-world, but Intelligence only expected about a battalion plus support to attack each location. This far exceeded their worst-case projections.

      Outside of Samanan ran four northeast-to-southwest ridgelines, locally nicknamed the “fish ribs.” Each was about thirty kilometers long, and had a one-to-two-kilometer gap in the middle where an ancient, dried riverbed split them. The first ridge was about three kilometers to the east of the city, and then each of the following three ridges were about four to five kilometers apart, heading east. Their slight western concave curve toward Samanan and their regular intervals gave them the nickname, along with the fact that just past the ribs was the Middle Sea, a vast expanse with moderate waves and excellent fishing.

      In the city, Winston had his command company and elements of both Third Striker and the First Armored
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