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        RITZA ACADEMY

        LIEGEDEN, EMPORIA

        FEDERATED SUNS

        11 APRIL 3150

      

      

      The initial chaos of the battlefield resolves into a choreographed rout at a cost. The Draconis Combine ’Mechs move in to harry the Emporia Scout element, but the enemy ’Mechs aren’t fast enough to keep up.

      The Draconis Hitotsume-Kozos turn from the Gunsmiths and focus on the Davion Commandos and Enforcer IIIs. They face two-to-one odds, but the Combine ’Mechs are clearly maneuvering to bring their terrifying hatchets to bear. The Hitotsumes hit the Commandos with lasers while using their heavy PPCs on the Enforcer III. Both salvos do damage, but none of it is bad enough to take any of the Davion ’Mechs off the field.

      Two Combine Tenshi OmniMechs and a Wolverine advance, taking heavy fire from Academy forces from afar while returning blistering waves of PPC fire against the defending ’Mechs. The MechWarriors’ skill is evident as they twist their torsos and shoulder their way into heavy barrages, never falling under the weight of the punishing onslaught and spreading as much of the damage as possible across their armor. Behind them, a Kuritan Wolverine is already down, its armor stripped by the missile strikes and ER PPCs blasts. It twitches like a broken toy, trying to get back up and join the fight.

      Two Federated Suns Gunsmiths dart in and out of range of the Draconis forces on their rear flanks, alternating their strikes. They score only superficial damage, but still harass and distract the enemy as the off-screen Academy tank support peppers the enemy with long-range missiles. The ’Mechs help maintain the target locks for the indirect weapons fire. The air is choked with drifting clouds of smoke, exhaust, and pulverized dust brought on from the waves of LRM fire; missiles arcing from multiple firing positions in the Academy, converging first on one ’Mech, then on to another. Fast, agile, and in the know, both Gunsmiths remain undamaged despite the artillery fire. With bursts of speed from their MASC systems and the supporting fire from the Gunsmiths, the light lance is able to keep the enemy Hitotsumes occupied and off-balance.

      At the same time, Davion Enforcer IIIs move in as actual flankers, using a blend of laser fire and measured rounds from their Ultra-autocannons to bait and corral the enemy ’Mechs, keeping them in range of the Academy LRMs. An Enforcer III engages the first of a pair of Rokurokubi at the cost of its ER PPC arm. The Davion ’Mech’s sacrifice allows two Commandos to intercept and assault the light ’Mech to devastating effect—stripping it of armor, destroying one arm, and depriving it of all ranged weapons. Their job done, the Commandos return to cover, backing up the Enforcers.

      The defending line of Davion ’Mechs—two Valkyries, two Griffins, and two Catapults—under heavy fire from the Tenshis, keep the enemy away from the partially collapsed ’Mech bay long enough for the BattleMaster to finally emerge from the rubble. The defending ’Mechs alternate moving in and out of cover, relying on targeting data from the Gunsmiths to maintain a constant stream of missiles while denying the Tenshi a target as its MechWarrior tries to focus its five light PPCs at them.

      The BattleMaster comes around from behind the damaged ’Mech bay, firing its lasers at maximum range. Its Gauss rifle punches a hole through the already-ravaged center torso of the lead Tenshi. The massive 95-ton ’Mech sputters to a stop and collapses as more missiles pepper the field from covered positions.

      As the enemy assault ’Mech falls, there is a distinct change on the battlefield.

      The surviving Combine Tenshi pulls away at its limited top speed while the Wolverine reverses, covering the lead ’Mech’s weaker rear armor, using itself as a shield. The damaged Rokurokubi retreats as well, while the functional Rokuorkubi falls back more tactically, providing cover fire to drive back the Commandos and Enforcer IIIs and try to keep them from following. The Hitotsume-Kozos withdraw, laying down cover fire along with the Rokuorkubi.

      Both Davion Gunsmiths break off the engagement, letting the enemy retreat. Having sustained little damage, they flank and return toward the Academy grounds. Both Commandos withdraw, obvious damage showing on their scored armor and broken limbs, but the pair still face the enemy, ready for a trick or renewed assault. The Enforcer IIIs remain on the field, trading fire with the enemy as they fall back. The Griffins and Catapults also harry the retreating Draconis Combine force with long-range missile attacks. The Valkyries hold their fire, but also hold their place on the line.

      Late to the party thanks to the heavy shelling and the ’Mech bay’s partial destruction, the BattleMaster fires its Gauss rifle twice more, striking both times, keeping the enemy’s heavy ’Mechs in retreat.

      The Gunsmiths move into a patrolling pattern, making certain the perimeter is clear. Once certain that the enemy has fully retreated, the remaining Academy forces stand down.
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      “As you see, at the end of this morning’s battle, we won due to superior numbers and superior tactics. The lack of focused fire saved us from the enemy’s intended goal of crippling as many of our ’Mechs as possible.” Dame Emma Meier gestured to the now-still screen. “However, that victory did not stop the casualties or collateral damage.”

      Jasper grimaced, feeling like the Tactics professor—a MechWarrior in her own right and the pilot of the BattleMaster—was accusing him of starting the battle. Which was…partially true. He and his sister Nadine had started it. They had turned the supposed peaceful occupation of Emporia by the Draconis Combine’s Seventh Ghost Regiment into open warfare when they’d orchestrated the rescue of the captured MechWarriors and the Emporian ’Mechs. She’d planned it. He’d agreed to the plan. He was the reason Claire Vasseur, one of the best MechWarrior cadets the academy had, was dead. She had died during the rescue operation.

      He also knew that Dame Emma blamed him for not planning any sort of defense of the academy after the rescue mission. That was his mistake. They hadn’t planned that far ahead. Neither he nor Nadine had thought they’d survive the attempt, let alone succeed.

      I’m the reason you’re even standing here, a small part of him protested.

      The tactics professor clicked off the screen. “Questions?”

      Jasper looked around as hands shot into the air. Most came from the younger classes. Every single cadet MechWarrior was in the classroom; everyone that was able to be. The early morning shelling of the academy had hurt—killed—more people than he wanted to think about.

      Dame Emma pointed at one raised hand. It was a younger cadet Jasper wasn’t that familiar with. Jonas? Was that his name?

      “The Draconis artillery barrage did the most damage to the facility and to the friendly ’Mechs. Why did they stop firing?”

      The room shifted attention from the cadet to the professor.

      “Most likely…to prevent possible friendly fire. While it’s entirely possible to sustain a barrage and just flatten everything at range, ammunition is limited, expensive, and the lack of ground forces make it too possible for our forces to escape. You never want to waste a limited resource. Artillery missiles can be in the air for minutes before they reach their target. Having their ’Mechs on the ground lets them adapt to the situation in real-time, and prevent our ’Mechs from simply running out of range of their barrage. The trade-off was that they had to limit the Arrow-IV volleys once their ’Mechs were within range, to prevent the missiles from possibly damaging a friendly ’Mech.”

      The words spilled from Dame Emma’s mouth like she was giving an after-action report. In essence, that was exactly what this was. The cadets had watched many recorded ’Mech battles before, but none of them had been so personal or immediate. The lessons learned here would last. This had happened to their home, their friends, their lives. It was more than personal. It was immediate and still painful.

      It was also the enemy’s response to the loss of the captured MechWarriors and ’Mechs.

      Jasper forced his face into neutral mode as his mind unwillingly went to the deaths at the hands of the invaders. Lord Clements, executed as an example to the rest of the captured MechWarriors. Lord and Lady Estbury, left behind to certain death. Sir Robert Corbin, the History and Manners professor, gunned down while helping Nadine rescue Baron Vogel. Even Sergeant Major Vale Auger was still missing, and they’d last seen him on an emergency broadcast, commanding Emporia to rise up like the cadets had and take the planet back from the Draconis Combine.

      Dame Emma pointed to another raised hand.

      “Why didn’t the Emporian forces stay behind cover with the academy ’Mechs? Why weren’t they trying to preserve their ’Mechs like we were ordered to?”

      It was Pascal Cole, one of the senior cadets that had been put in the academy lance when the attack had come. Jasper thought he already knew the answer—to protect Emporia’s greatest treasure: its children. At least, that was what the professors had been saying up until then.

      Dame Emma took a beat before she answered. Her eyes scanned the hundred or so cadets there. “Short answer: Experience. The MechWarriors on the frontline knew how to utilize their ’Mechs safely. Both in managing their heat and ammunition, and knowing how much damage they could absorb and still be functional. They’ve had years working in the same ’Mech. Speed is life, and they used that the same way you used buildings and walls. In this particular instance, the academy lances coordinating fire from partial cover kept you safer, and allowed you to support their mission of holding the DCMS flankers as well as feeding targeting information back to the academy.

      “While, for now, every cadet will train with every ’Mech the academy has and simulate the ones we don’t, there will come a time where, as experienced MechWarriors, you will choose the ’Mech that will make your careers. This intimate knowledge of your ’Mech can, and will, be the difference between life and death.”

      A small mutter ran through the crowd, but no one said anything loud enough for Dame Emma to react to. She pointed to a small girl. “Cadet Roget.”

      “M’Lady. Why did the Combine ’Mechs keep turning their torsos away from where they were trying to fire?” She twisted her hands in her lap, frowning.

      “A good question. One I know my upperclassmen can answer. Goodryke?”

      Ethan jerked and looked up, his eyes wide. There was a moment where he said nothing. Then he repeated the question, half to himself before raising his voice and answering, “To spread the incoming damage around. Across the armor plating. Even though the center of a ’Mech tends to have the heaviest armor, twisting left or right from the path of incoming fire lets a MechWarrior fire their arm-mounted weapons while presenting a smaller profile to be hit in return. It also forces the damage from incoming attacks to be spread across their arm and side torso armor.”

      “So you are awake. I thought I was putting some of you to sleep.” She turned back to Norah. “You’ll learn more about these defensive techniques in the simulators, but good eye.”

      Dame Emma’s compliment lightened the mood of the room, and more hands went up. She pointed to a short boy who looked too young to even be in the room with the rest of the cadets. “Cadet Patel.”

      Liam stood, “When the enemy forces were retreating, why did the Wolverine walk backward instead of just running out of range? Didn’t that put him in more danger?”

      She nodded. “Cadet Roux, got an answer?” She gave him a small, tight, knowing smile.

      Jasper was ready. The moment the professor started directing the upperclassmen to answer, he knew she was going to call on him, and that she would reference a mistake he’d made in the past. Unlike the brand-new cadet, Jasper didn’t stand, but he did sit tall.

      “Even the most experienced MechWarriors and most advanced ’Mechs need their lance’s support,” he replied. “If the Wolverine’s MechWarrior had pulled ahead, the Tenshi’s most vulnerable armor would have been exposed to missiles and the BattleMaster’s Gauss fire. By coordinating their movement, the Wolverine’s front armor took the brunt of the damage that might have otherwise crippled yet another assault ’Mech.”

      “Well, it seems you’ve remembered something of the last lesson I taught before all this.” She turned back to Cadet Patel. “A lance is a lance for a reason. You always support and back up the members of your lance.” She looked around the room. “Anyone else?”

      Gemma Caron raised her hand and spoke after the professor nodded to her. “I noticed the Valkyries stopped firing missiles before the retreat started. That didn’t make sense to me.”

      “They were almost out of ammo. If you review the full battle again—and I encourage all of you to study it—count the munitions each of the ’Mechs had left. In the case of the Valkyries, it was one missile each, held in reserve.”

      Ethan broke in. “We were almost completely out of ammo? Why didn’t the Draconis Combine forces press the attack?”

      “Be glad that they didn’t,” Dame Emma snapped. “We wouldn’t be here to have this discussion.” She shook her head. “It’s impossible to know what was going through their lance commander’s mind, but we can make some guesses from experience. Our armored support was firing from covered positions. Two extra LRM-20s firing from behind cover left them with a dangerous variable: Were they closing in on a defense turret? An armored LRM Carrier? Another 65-ton Catapult? Especially with the sudden appearance of a BattleMaster, they had some very serious questions they had to ask themselves—what else was going to come around that corner next?”

      Jasper raised his hand. She nodded to him. “Did the enemy succeed in their goal? To cripple us?”

      Her face shifted from the neutral of teaching to something more serious and somber. “Yes and no. They didn’t neutralize as many of the ’Mechs as I think they wanted to. That’s because of the history of the academy. The ’Mech bay was strengthened against sieges long ago when this place was a siege compound and not an academy. But they damaged us far worse than they know. We lost a lot of people—MechWarriors and support personnel alike. That’s why all upperclassmen are now being assigned to rotating ‘on-ready’ hours. At any time, any one of the upperclassmen can, and will, be called to active duty. For patrols and, heavens forbid, to repel another attack on the academy.”

      Despite the animal fear of the invaders lurking in the back of Jasper’s mind, this was the only good thing about the situation: not only was he still allowed to pilot the ’Mechs, he was expected to take his turn in patrols. The cadre was finally treating him like the MechWarrior he was.
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      “—Yeah, everyone’s twitchy, but with Count Ritza on the move, making trouble over the last couple of days, spirits are high.”

      Cadet Nadine Roux jotted down notes as she listened to her contact’s report. He was a janitor in New Exeter and had a good eye for details. The shortwave radio was still the best way to get intel on the ground. “Good work, Steel. I know it can’t be easy with the enemy in the city, but we need this intel. Anything else?”

      “No, Tiamat. But keep your eyes and ears open. Big things are happening on both sides. Especially with those damn snakes. Over and out.”

      “I hear you. Stay safe. Over and out.” She clicked off the mic and left the communication device in standby mode. Every one of her spies, her “treasures,” knew to leave messages on the secured, encrypted device while the Draconis Combine communications interdiction was in place. It was only by luck and low technology that the interdiction hadn’t blocked the shortwave radio.

      She made a few more notes for her report—though she wasn’t completely sure who she was going to give it to yet—and stood. A quick pat over her fatigues told her everything was in place. With the attack on the academy and the resulting death and damage, the returned professors were looking for reasons to vent their anger. The ones who could, that is.

      Pain lanced through her heart as she remembered Lady Shannon’s death. Lord Zachary was still alive, but only just. She shook her head, clenching her hands as the faces of her dead friends surfaced. “Not my fault.” But she knew she was wrong. Some of them were her fault. Not the ones from this morning, killed when the long-range missiles struck the ’Mech bay. But the ones from the spaceport night attack were.

      Was it only three days ago that they’d run a crazy mission to rescue the captured MechWarriors and their ’Mechs?

      Nadine opened the door to head to class and stopped. Leaning against the wall opposite the door with her arms crossed was her least favorite sergeant, Marjorie Placket. Whipcord lean with short black hair and a habit of making cadets clean vehicles with toothbrushes, Sergeant Placket had always been hard on everyone; especially Nadine.

      “Cadet Roux, you missed breakfast.”

      “No ma’am. I grabbed a protein bar on the way over.”

      Sergeant Placket straightened. “Don’t call me ma’am. I work for a living.”

      “Yes, Sergeant. Sorry, Sergeant.” Nadine had unconsciously snapped to attention, keeping her eyes forward and her shoulders straight.

      “Well? What’s the word?”

      It took Nadine a moment to figure out what the sergeant was asking. She glanced at her paper, then offered it to the sergeant as she spoke. “Count Ritza has reappeared. Early morning, right after the attack on the academy, it looks like he’s retaken control of the New Exeter Spaceport from the Seventh Ghost Regiment. But that means they’ve moved. Some into New Ex. Some into the outlying estates and tiny towns. No one knows where the enemy DropShips are now. Well, no one that I know. I’m sure the people at the spaceport know.”

      The Sergeant scanned the paper and frowned.

      “Sergeant?” Nadine asked.

      “There are several guesses and opinions in this report. We work in facts, Cadet Roux. Not suppositions.”

      Nadine glanced up. “I don’t understand.”

      “This point where you surmise there will be important assets moved.” The older woman shook her head. “This information’s flawed; a red herring. Leave it alone.”

      “But...” Nadine stopped at the look on the sergeant’s face. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Still, decent work…especially for a cadet who should be focusing on her studies.”

      The backhanded compliment stung and did nothing to cool Nadine’s quiet anger or disbelief.

      Sergeant Placket folded the paper and put it into a fatigue pocket. “I expect a daily intel report on my desk by end-of-day. If it’s urgent, find me and report in immediately.”

      “Sergeant?” Nadine couldn’t keep the confusion off her face.

      “Did I stutter, cadet? You are persona non-grata right now. But that doesn’t mean your intel is all bad. More data is more data. Since Sergeant Major Auger hasn’t returned yet, I’m going to be your liaison. This doesn’t mean I approve. It doesn’t mean I don’t approve. It means we’re at war, and information is valuable. However, this also doesn’t mean I’m going to go easy on you. Far from it. You will do all your assigned tasks. You will obey curfew. You will pull your weight.” She looked like she wanted to say more, but didn’t.

      Nadine thought she knew why Vale hadn’t returned. He hadn’t made it out of the capital city yet... She stopped the rest of that thought before it could hurt her even more. “Yes, Sergeant. How did you know I was here?”

      “Observation goes two ways, Cadet Roux. I’ve always known. Sometimes in the moment, sometimes after the fact.” Sergeant Placket rolled her eyes at Nadine’s open mouth. “The server room has its own security. Including cameras.”

      Nadine’s brain didn’t want to work. All this time, Sergeant Placket knew? And did nothing? The woman hated her.

      “Look. I’m not Sergeant Auger. I’m not your friend. But I’m not your enemy, either. I’m one of your teachers and I, like everyone else, am doing the best I can.” She pursed her lips and scowled, then relaxed. “Until Vale returns, if you need someone to bounce one of your harebrained schemes off of, I will listen and point out all the mistakes in your plan.”

      Nadine wondered if she was in an alternate world. Sergeant Placket offering to help? Maybe she’d been hit in the head during the attack. Her wonder must have shown on her face.

      The sergeant held up a finger. “Again, this doesn’t mean I approve or disapprove. All it means is that, as off-the-rails as your rescue plan was, it succeeded. It brought holy hell with it, but it succeeded. So, I will listen. I will point out your mistakes, incorrect assumptions, and your flaws.”

      There was the sergeant she knew and understood. “And then?”

      “And then we’ll see.” She glanced at her watch. “You have ten minutes until first bell. I’d move if I were you. I’m not going to give you an excuse to miss class or miss repair detail. Dismissed.”

      “Yes, Sergeant!”
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      Jasper hurried to the commons, one of the buildings that wasn’t damaged in the attack. It was filled with cadets coming and going. The returned professors had taken control in short order.

      Over the last two days, a new academy routine had emerged. Truncated classes, limited academy patrols, and hard labor made harder by the continued discovery of bodies in the rubble of the ’Mech bay and the administration building. The occasional live but injured person was found and was treated as a triumph. Dame Emma; Dame Ivy Ross, the Physics and Navigation professor; and Captain Mateo Gabrielli, Dean of the infantry cadets, had set up a schedule where half of the students worked on the damaged buildings or helped in the John James Memorial Hospital—another unharmed building—while the other half continued with classes on a truncated schedule.

      In the middle was an overlapping two-hour block of cadets moving through the commons for food. Forty-five minutes per wave of cadets wasn’t a lot of time for anyone to receive a lunchtime meal and eat it. Still, cadets met in the middle and shared information, gossip, and facts. It was chaos, but not the bad kind. Overseeing it all was Sir Michael, the Maths professor, and Captain Gabrielli. Both looked like they wanted to chew nails. Sir Michael glared at the cadets while the captain kept a wary eye on the other chaperone.

      Of course, all of them waited for the next missile strike, the next ’Mech attack, the next alarm. Two days of silence on the part of the enemy had only heightened the fear. There was movement and combat in other parts of Emporia, but none of it was centered on the academy. Most of it appeared to be centered around New Exeter and the spaceport.

      Grabbing a tray of food without looking at what was on it, Jasper looked for people he knew. Delany Menard sat by herself, not looking at anyone. She shoveled food into her mouth in an automatic fueling-herself motion. He walked over and put his tray down across from her. She jerked, flipping the fork over from eating utensil to weapon, then back again as she realized who he was. She didn’t say anything as he sat down.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      She shook her head again then shrugged. “I miss Claire.”

      “I know.”

      “That night, when everyone was congratulating us, it didn’t hurt so bad. But when the attack came, all I heard was Claire’s last scream. I can’t stop hearing her. Now, all I feel is guilt. People are dead because of me.”

      Jasper used food to give him time to think, rolling words around in his head. Everything sounded terrible, but he let them spill out anyway. “Lord Vogel had warned me and Nadine not to let anyone make heroes of us…and that’s what I did anyway. I failed. I’m sorry. People are dead because of me, not you. You were following orders.”

      Delany scowled. “Don’t give me that, Roux. You’re not my superior officer. I volunteered. I was on the rescue. I have the same responsibility as you. You may have come up with the plan, but I helped you execute it. Part of this—” she waved her hand in the general direction of the campus that took the brunt of the attack, “—is on my shoulders. The blood of the dead is on my hands. You don’t get a monopoly on responsibility.”

      He opened his mouth to speak, then shut it again. She was right. He shoveled more food—some sort of beef stroganoff—into his mouth, taking a moment to actually taste it beyond “warm” and “edible.” It was really good. The food in the commons always was. “You’re right. I just wanted to, I don’t know, help.”

      “You’ve helped enough already.”

      Jerking his head up, he saw a small smile on the edges of her lips. The statement had been a compliment, not a slap to the face. He relaxed and nodded.

      “You brought my parents home. That’s enough. Even if they, we, none of us survive what’s coming…my parents didn’t die as captives. That’s worth everything to me. The fact that I got to help, to do my duty to Emporia and my family, is a bonus.”

      Jasper flushed, a myriad of emotions washing over him. He didn’t have time to process them or to even come up with a good response to Delany’s admission before Nadine and Lyric Hayton appeared and plonked their trays down; Lyric next to Delany, Nadine next to Jasper. Both girls looked bright-eyed and excited.

      “We need to talk,” Nadine said in a rough hush. “I’ve got new intel. I know what our next mission needs to be.”

      “Mission?” Jasper asked. Now that he saw her, he could see the brightness in her eyes was held back or leftover tears. And what he’d taken as excitement was more like suppressed worry from the tone of her voice. “What are you talking about?”

      “Mission. Thing we need to do to help the war effort. I—”

      “No,” Jasper interrupted. “We’re cadets. The cadre’s back. They’ll handle it.”

      Nadine shook her head. “You don’t even know what we need to do.”

      “Right now we need to be cadets.”

      Delany touched Jasper’s wrist with a tentative hand. “Let’s hear what she has to say. She’s the one with the intel.”

      Jasper looked between Delany, Lyric, and Nadine, then gestured for her to go on.

      “The Vengalil estate. We need to raid it. Word on the wire is that’s where they’ve got all their important prisoners. Like the Estburys. And they’re going to move them soon.” Nadine’s voice was almost steady as she spoke.

      He could tell there was more behind her words that she wasn’t yet willing to reveal. “How far away is it? How can you be sure that that’s what they’re doing?” Jasper glanced at Delany to see what she thought, but the other cadet kept her face neutral.

      “As estates go, it’s the closest to the academy. A couple klicks away. Some of the scuttlebutt is that it’s where they’re keeping one of the ’Mechs that attacked us. That’s why we need you.”

      Again, Jasper shook his head. “This is the time to tell the experienced MechWarriors. Dame Emma. Lady Marie. We could even get it to Baron Zachary.”

      “As if they’d listen to us. Sergeant Placket offered to be Vale’s stand-in, to listen with a neutral ear. I don’t believe her. She just wants to know what we’re thinking so she can shut us down. When I told her about some of the things I’d discovered, she told me I didn’t know what I was talking about.” Nadine gestured her head at Sir Michael. “Besides, if any of them did listen, do you think they’d actually follow our lead?”

      “Which is why you go to someone who will,” Jasper insisted. The pain and anger in his sister’s voice spoke volumes of the grief and guilt he knew she felt and why she needed to do something—anything—to make herself feel better.

      “Like who?” she demanded. “I tried before and failed.”

      Ethan and Pascal appeared and sat down on the other side of Delany, Ethan nearest to her. He leaned close. “What crazy-ass thing are you planning now?”

      “What have you been doing? You smell awful! Both of you do.” Delany pushed away from him, sliding into Lyric.

      Ethan looked down at himself and his dirty, muddy coveralls and shrugged. “Digging out part of the admin building. One of the bathrooms.” He paused. “No survivors.” This last was said in a flat tone that told everyone that non-survivors were found and not to continue that train of thought. “So, give. What are you planning?”

      “What makes you think we’re planning anything?” Jasper asked. Even though he and Ethan seemed to have come to some sort of an accord after the rescue of the MechWarriors, he still didn’t trust—or even like, for that matter—the older boy.

      Ethan sneered briefly before he smoothed his face into something more neutral. “It’s you, your sister, and these two. Of course, you’re planning something. Plus, you had your heads pressed together like a conspiracy. So, what’s the plan? You promised I could be in on the next one.”

      Jasper and Delany exchanged a glance. Jasper shrugged and turned back to his sister.

      Nadine took a steadying breath and started again. “Right. The Vengalil estate. The snakes are moving their prisoners away from there. Like soon. It’s a good target. We can rescue them before they’re moved. We only need like one or two ’Mechs to escort the tankers. We can do what we did with the spaceport, only it’s a lot closer.”

      Ethan punched one hand with the other. “Cool. When do we go?”

      Nadine gazed at Jasper, letting the silence grow.

      Jasper shook his head. “Tell me again why you’re not feeding this intel up the line?”

      Nadine flushed. “I tried and Placket told me to leave it alone. I don’t trust her.”

      Lyric leaned in. “The adults are too busy with their own plans. This is something we can do on our own.”

      “And get the academy attacked again?” Jasper asked.

      Ethan broke in. “Wait, you don’t want to help rescue more people? What the hell, Roux? I thought you’d grown a pair.” He looked at Nadine. “I’m in. Whatever you need, just tell me. You don’t need a coward like him backing you up.”

      Nadine nodded to Ethan. “Thanks. I’ll let you know.” She reached out to Jasper. “I’ll try again, but I don’t think it’ll help. They barely pay attention to me unless they’re looking for a reason to yell.”

      As if summoned by Nadine’s words, Sir Michael appeared. “Don’t you think you’ve chin-wagged enough?” He looked between Delany and Jasper. His voice was calm in that murderous way that spoke more than words. His hands were down at his sides, his hands not quite clenched into fists. “Next shift is soon.”

      Jasper glanced around. Captain Gabrielli had one eye on them and one eye on the rest of the cafeteria. “Yes, sir. Almost done, sir.” He scooped stroganoff into his mouth and swallowed it without chewing, much less tasting, it.

      Delany did the same, wolfing down their food while Sir Michael loomed. No one said anything as they all looked at each other. As soon as Jasper and Delany cleared their trays, Sir Michael nodded. “Good. Off you go. No loitering.”

      The Maths professor turned away, seeming a touch more relaxed as Delany and Jasper got up. Jasper mouthed, “That’s why I can’t help you.” to Nadine.

      She grimaced. “Later,” she mouthed back.
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      Jasper wasn’t surprised when Nadine appeared at his window. He’d been expecting her for the last hour. Beckoning her in, he asked, “What took you?”

      “I swear the cadre have a conspiracy to keep all of the cadets too busy to think.” She stopped, making a face. “Think or talk. That’s exactly what they’re doing.”

      “But you talked to them? About what you know?” He worked hard to keep his voice even and not accusatory. It was something he’d once been taught in his leadership classes—how to ask questions without making it an interrogation or putting the other person on defense. It was harder than he thought it’d be, and he never expected to have to use it on his sister.

      Nadine took his roommate’s desk chair and turned it around, then sat on it, resting her arms on the backrest. “I’m to give Sergeant Placket an intel report every morning, and I’m to find her and report if something is time-sensitive.”

      He turned around in his desk chair, mimicking her sitting stance. “And?”

      “I tried.” The sergeant’s words ran through her head, “I don’t think this is what you think it is, cadet. Just keep monitoring.” Nadine shrugged. “Didn’t go anywhere. So I tried to see Lord Zachary, and no one would let me near him.”

      “Not Jean?”

      “Major Leconte is back at the Vogel estate, taking care of business. They think the Combine might try to raid it. No one knows what they got out of Baron and Baroness Estbury.”

      Jasper studied his fingernails. The fact that the Estburys had been left behind in the rescue operation still bothered him. It was no one’s fault. The nobles had been culled from the rest and interrogated with drugs and torture. No one knew if they were actually alive or not. Then again, Nadine’s intel said they were.

      “Are you really not going to help me?” His sister’s voice was soft, hurt.

      He looked up. “Are you really going to ignore the cadre and break all the rules again?”

      Her eyes blazed. “They have Vale.”

      That stopped Jasper short. For a moment, he couldn’t breathe or think. He forced the sudden panic and heartache back into its cage. “Are you sure? How do you know?”

      Nadine looked out the dorm window. “They keep talking about their special prisoners. Something about making an impact on the population. And that ‘he’s trouble’ they said.”

      Jasper tilted his head. “Did they say they have Vale? Did they give any specifics?”

      Nadine didn’t answer.

      “Nadine.” He touched her arm. “How do you know they have Vale?”

      She refused to look at him. “Because he’s not back, and it’s been four days.”

      Jasper got up and began pacing the length of the dorm room. “You don’t actually know if they have Vale. It’s a long way from here to New Ex if you don’t have a vehicle. He’s probably still out there, moving slowly.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      He clenched his fists. The honest truth was that he didn’t know what to think. Nadine had proven that she could get the intel. Vale had said he’d be back in a couple of days, and it’d been longer than that. But something about all this felt wrong, and Jasper couldn’t put his finger on why. “I don’t know. Are you really going to go without me?”

      A single hard knock on the door, followed by an attempt to open the locked door interrupted anything Nadine was going to say. They both looked at the clock above the door. It was after the new wartime curfew of 2100. Nadine pointed under Jasper’s bed.

      “Cadets, open up. It’s Sir Michael.”

      Jasper shook his head. With a silence born from months of sneaking through hostile territory and years sneaking around the academy after hours, he stepped to and opened Noah’s wardrobe.

      Nadine didn’t wait to be waved over. She climbed in and hunkered down.

      “Sir Michael?” Jasper tried to sound tired and confused. He closed the wardrobe door and stripped himself of his overshirt, letting it fall to the floor in a heap, thankful he’d already taken his boots off.

      “Open up, Cadet Roux.”

      “Coming, sir.” He pulled the bed blankets back, then threw them forward, making them look like he’d tried to straighten them in haste. Rubbing his face, he unlocked the door and opened it, stepping back.

      Sir Michael stepped in and looked around. “Why was the door locked, cadet?”

      “It’s after hours, Sir.” Jasper looked around. “I was…studying.” He rubbed his left eye and tried to make it look like he hadn’t fallen asleep at his desk.

      “Where is Cadet Osborn?” The Maths professor continued to scan the room. He fidgeted a pen in one hand.

      “Hospital. Swing shift.” Jasper looked at the clock again. “He should be back at 2200. What’s happening, Sir?” He automatically shifted into a parade-rest stance—his feet apart, body straight, faced forward, hands crossed at his lower back—as he watched his nemesis with wary eyes, knowing that no matter what Sir Michael said or did, Nadine couldn’t help him. No one would be able to help either of them if Sir Michael found her in his room after the newly lowered curfew.

      “Why is your window open?”

      “I wanted the breeze, Sir.”

      Sir Michael fumbled his pen, dropping it. He stopped Jasper’s movement to pick it up with a wave of his hand and a stern look before going to one knee to pick it up—and have a look under the beds.

      Jasper snapped to attention. “What can I help you with, Sir Michael?” He knew the man was looking for a reason to boot him. All he could do was try and keep that from happening.

      Sir Michael straightened and put the pen in his pocket. “I wanted to talk to you. At ease.” He sat down on Noah’s bed.

      This time, as Jasper shifted into the parade rest stance, he turned his head and openly watched the professor. He didn’t say anything. It was always safer to remain silent when you didn’t know what was happening.

      “I wanted to tell you two things. First, I understand why you did what you did. Your world is you and your immediate peers. You only thought of that. My world is this academy and every single student in it. The picture is bigger than you realize, and you didn’t hear the entire conversation I was having with Dame Ivy and Sir Felix. We are required to put the academy and its students first. We are also required to consider all possibilities and to argue for and against them whether we believe in them or not—like hiding the school’s ’Mechs.”

      Sir Michael shook his head in a faux paternal manner. “Because of that, you directly disobeyed orders. You took away our informed choice. Unlike you, I will be obeying orders and not pushing for your expulsion from this august institution…” The man trailed off and stared at Jasper.

      The silence grew until it twined about them both with thorny vines. Jasper cleared his throat. “Thank you for understanding, Sir.” It was the only thing he could think of to say that would not make this situation worse.

      Sir Michael stood and moved in close, his voice low and savage. “The second thing I wanted to tell you was this: the next time you disobey a direct order from me, cadet, you will be expelled. I don’t care who you have sponsoring you or singing your praises. I will not be made a fool of in front of this academy again. Do you understand?”

      Jasper snapped back to attention, pulling his gaze away from the hate in the professor’s eyes. “Yes, Sir.”

      “Yes what?”

      “Yes, I understand, Sir Michael. I will not disobey you again, Sir.”

      Sir Michael glared at Jasper a moment longer. He turned away and looked at the room with a scowl. “Clean this room, cadet. It’s a mess. Lights out at 2230. You can sleep then.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      After one last mistrustful glare at Jasper, Sir Michael left the room, closing the door behind him with care. As soon as the door clicked shut, Jasper took two steps to the door and listened. Muffled, he heard Sir Michael demand, “Cadet Lang, why is your door open after curfew?”

      Jasper sighed and locked the door again with a slow, soft movement to limit the sound of the bolt locking in place. He waited another minute before he opened Noah’s wardrobe door, letting Nadine out.

      “That man,” Nadine said, returning to the chair next to the window, “really hates you. More than Placket hates me. And she’s told me she’s hard on me because she cares.”

      “The only thing he cares about is his reputation. I told Dame Emma about him wanting to hide the ’Mechs rather than try a rescue operation, or even let the MechWarrior cadets pilot them if there was an attack.” He looked at her. “You may want to get back to your dorm. If they catch you here—”

      “They won’t. And we’ve got a conversation to finish.”

      Jasper picked up his fatigue overshirt and hung it in the closet. “Yeah. I guess we do. Are you going to work with Ethan?”

      “If I can’t have you?” Nadine nodded. “Yeah, I am. If there’s a chance to save the Estburys, and possibly Vale, yeah. I’ll have Ethan as my ’Mech backup. He’s good in a ’Mech. You said so.”

      Looking at the dorm room door, Jasper thought hard. His sister always seemed to be doing something stupid, but most of the time, the stupid thing turned out to be the right thing. He wasn’t sure this time. He shook his head. “I can’t go with you. Not this time. You heard Sir Michael.”

      Nadine deflated in the chair before straightening. “Right. Then I guess we have nothing more to talk about.”

      “When are you going?”

      “The morning. Dawn. If I can get everything and everyone in place.”

      “Can you wait until mid-afternoon?”

      Nadine tilted her head. “Why?”

      Jasper caught her eye. “I’m on patrol in the afternoon. Me, Noah, Tilda Bohemain, and Sir Nadeem. According to the schedule, I’m going to be in a Griffin. It’s got jump jets and decent weapons. It’ll let me keep an ear on you. You know?”

      “Okay. I can do that. It’ll give Ethan a better chance of getting the Ostsol. That’s the ’Mech I want with us.”

      Squashing his possessiveness of the ’Mech, he asked, “Why?”

      “Its Guardian ECM suite, the sensor-confusing broadband signal. It’ll mask our arrival. Just like we did with the spaceport. Two armored cars and one ’Mech escort. It should work. We go with me and seven armed cadets. Take them by surprise. Use the ’Mech to keep us covered. In and out. Just like the other rescue.”

      “No ’Mech distraction?”

      Nadine drummed her fingers on her legs. “No. I think all their ’Mechs are with command, protecting them. Count Ritza has taken the spaceport back from the Combine from all reports. He’s moving after them in the capital.”

      “What about Tai-sa Yoshizawa? Where’s he?”

      “I don’t know. He’s been quiet recently.”

      “Doesn’t that worry you?” Jasper raised a hand at her frown. “I’m not trying to tell you to not do this. I’m just asking questions.”

      Nadine’s brow remained furrowed. “I’m not borrowing trouble. I’m going after what I have intel for. Right now, all the captives are at the Vengalil estate, and they’re getting ready to be moved someplace else. I need to rescue them before that happens. Count Ritza and Baron Vogel can deal with Yoshizawa.”

      “All right. If you’re gonna do this and you’re willing to go in the afternoon, then I can be on comms with you. Keep an ear out. If nothing else, it’ll tell me when you’re done and people are back at the academy. Those of us on patrol are gonna need to know this. You may bring unwanted company back with you.”

      “You have a point, but we’re going to try to avoid that.” Nadine paused. “What if we need help?”

      Jasper looked away. It was a question he didn’t know how to answer to her face. In essence, she was asking him what he’d do if he had to choose between the academy and her. “Don’t need help. Do this the way you say you’re going to do it.” He glanced at the clock. “You should get going. I don’t want you here when Noah gets back.”

      Nadine stood. “Okay. Thanks for everything.” She opened her arms for a hug.

      Jasper hugged her tight. “Don’t need help,” he whispered in her ear. “Get in. Get out. Be a hero again.”

      She pulled out of his grip and gave him a devil-may-care grin. “Will do.”

      He watched her go, hoping he was doing the right thing. Part of him wondered if this was the last time he was going to see her. The same part of him wondered if he’d ever forgive himself if it was.
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      Nadine sat in the passenger seat next to Lyric, who was driving the Kruger Combat Car while Henry Cobb drove the Goblin II Infantry Support Vehicle. Four other cadets bristled with weapons in the Goblin: James Radcliff, Heather Clark—a friend of Henry’s—Victor Ross, and Meeri Panula.

      Pounding next to them was Ethan Goodryke in the Ostsol. She still didn’t know how the MechWarrior cadet had gotten the ’Mech out of the bay without anyone flipping their lid. At this point, it didn’t matter. They had a rescue to perform.

      Still, Nadine wished it were Jasper in the Ostsol. She knew how he worked. Ethan was nothing but reputation and ego. He’s here and Jasper’s not, so deal with it, she chided herself.

      “Vengalil estate in sixty seconds,” Ethan radioed.

      “Roger that, Ostsol.” Nadine focused on her task. “Intel says they’re keeping the captives in one of the barns to the right. As soon as we enter the estate, Cobb, follow me. Goodryke, suppression fire. Once we get there, just like last time: shove as many people as we can into the Goblin and get out.”

      “Acknowledged,” Henry radioed.

      “Acknowledged,” Ethan repeated.

      As each cadet responded, Nadine moved from the passenger seat to the turret and strapped herself in.

      The three vehicles roared up on the Vengalil estate, electronically obfuscated by the Ostsol’s Guardian ECM suite. It was a wealthy property, with high perimeter walls half-hidden by a thin forest of tall trees, and a large iron gate. The open gate was adorned with the Vengalil crest of feathers, a lance, and a lion. Inside, the paved road split off into three directions: left, forward, and right. Various outbuildings and stone decorations in the courtyard, provided limited hard cover near the main manor house.

      While the open gate niggled the back of Nadine’s mind as wrong, she only had eyes for the barn toward the back right of the grounds. That’s where the captives had to be. She manned the turret weapon, scanning for enemy targets. The back of her mind still called out a warning that something was not right. She clenched her teeth as Lyric told her what was wrong.

      “Where are the guards? Where are the Combine soldiers? Where is everyone?” Lyric asked, her head swiveling around as she drove forward.

      “I don’t know.” Nadine toggled the radio. “Something doesn’t feel right. Keep your eyes sharp.”
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      Jasper sat in the cockpit of the Griffin-6S, a 55-ton long-range support and striker ’Mech. A good one to pilot, armed with two ER medium lasers, an ER particle projection cannon, and an LRM-15 with an Artemis IV Fire Control System. The guidance system let the long-range missiles lock onto an enemy and ensured every single one of the fifteen-missile volley had a greater chance of hitting its target. Between it and the extended range lasers and PPC, the ’Mech was a force to be reckoned with.

      The rest of the lance included Noah in a 20-ton Locust—he was the outrider recon ’Mech, Tilda piloted the 65-ton Catapult—another long-range support ’Mech, and Sir Nadeem commanded the lance from the 50-ton Enforcer III—probably because it was so mobile, and was the ’Mech he preferred to use.

      They’d been on patrol for an hour before Nadine radioed to let him know she was off on her rescue mission. Shortly after that, Ethan had radioed on a second channel to keep him abreast of what he was missing. Again, Jasper felt that pang of jealousy and missing out as he listened to the scant radio chatter.

      “Report,” Sir Nadeem commanded. It was the scheduled fifteen-minute update.

      Noah was the first to answer. “All clear.”

      Tilda was second. “Clear here.”

      Jasper remembered to flip the toggle this time and answered, “All clear.” He’d put himself on toggle to talk because he didn’t want any of the other channels to hear him if he needed to talk to his sister. Mostly he didn’t want Sir Nadeem to know his attention was split.

      They moved in a rotating counterclockwise motion around the academy grounds with Noah the farthest out. Jasper kept an eye on how far away the Vengalil estate was at each of the fifteen-minute marks. They made a full rotation around the academy once an hour. The farthest away was ten minutes at a dead run with no thought to stealth. The shortest away was just under three minutes. Currently, he was about four minutes away.

      He’d shifted into the tedious routine of patrol, but the moment the rescue mission hit the Vengalil estate, he woke up again, listening hard.
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      “Goodryke, what do you see?” Nadine asked. The MechWarrior didn’t have time to answer before her entire world turned upside down—and possibly saved her and Lyric’s lives.

      The Kruger Combat Car, in the lead, hit the first ambush in the form of a camouflaged pit trap. Its simplicity was the core of its success. The Kruger fell front first into the ditch and was missed by the volley of missiles that came after. Nadine heard both Ethan and Henry yell, but she didn’t understand what they were saying. Her ears rang and she saw double. Below her, Lyric swore softly and steadily under her breath.

      “Report,” Nadine demanded as she worked to free herself from the safety harness. Upside down and hanging from the straps, everything hurt—especially her chest and shoulders that had slammed against the seat’s harness.

      Henry was the first to respond. “It’s a trap. There’s two dozen Combine infantry coming out from under cover. The back end of the Goblin is damaged but drivable.” His words were punctuated by the sound of the Goblin’s machine gun firing and the more muffled sound of the enemy infantry returning fire.

      Ethan shouted his
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