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        “I keep watching the news broadcasts, and all these talking heads keep harping on is the ‘temporary lull in combat.’ Does anyone know what the hell they are talking about?”

      

      

      
        
        —San-ben-bing Arvin Keno,

        Fourth McCarron’s Armored Cavalry

      

      

      
        
        FORWARD OPERATING BASE ROMEO

        15 KILOMETERS EAST OF THE CITY OF TARA

        NORTHWIND

        REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        4 DECEMBER 3150

      

      

      As she approached the camp’s center, Sang-shao Lindsey Baxter, commanding officer of the Fourth McCarron’s Armored Cavalry regiment, ran an appraising eye over the bustling encampment and nodded appreciatively at all the work Laurel’s Legion had done in such a short time. Ever since the Legion had returned from the fighting on the continent of Kearney, they had been working day and night to prepare for impending battles with the defenders of Northwind: the Twelfth Hastati Sentinels and their recent Republic of the Sphere reinforcements from Terra.

      Remembering the arrivals from the Republic capital, Lindsey’s lips thinned in annoyance at the thought of how these reinforcements had jeopardized her mission. When she had first accepted the mission to capture the hyperpulse generator station on Northwind, her orders had come with the understanding that the beleaguered Republic, surrounded by enemies seeking to invade Terra, would have insufficient forces available to reinforce the planet once she began her assault. While she, of all people, knew how quickly things could change on the battlefield, she was very interested in meeting whomever had provided that intel analysis—preferably in a dark alley.

      From the large tent ahead of her, the command center for the FOB, Sang-shao Julie Qiao, Baxter’s counterpart from Laurel’s Legion, stepped out, flanked by two of her officers. Like Lindsey, Qiao had bundled up against the brisk Northwind winter, but also seemed to be making a conscious effort not to let the cold affect her. Despite the lack of notice for Lindsey’s visit, her fellow regimental commander nodded and flashed a smile tinged with true welcome.

      “Good afternoon, Sang-shao!” Qiao said. “Welcome to Forward Operating Base Romeo.”

      Lindsey nodded. “I am sorry for dropping in on short notice, but I was eager to see how things were going out here, near the action.”

      Qiao smiled again at the insinuation, and Lindsey hoped her thoughts were not as apparent to the other sang-shao’s officers. Her frustration at being far from the fighting was palpable, as she was not the sort of commander who did well with inaction. Her current duties, overseeing the continued protection of the Northwind HPG compound and the planet’s capital city of Tara, had required her to stay close to the command center, which had left Qiao to oversee setting up of the forward staging area for future strikes at the Republic stronghold known as the Castle.

      “How are things going back in the big city?” Qiao asked, dismissing her staff with a nod.

      Despite the brisk winter chill, the two women walked slowly through the base, allowing Lindsey to get a good look at the preparations. All around them, technicians and MechWarriors were working to ready their equipment, taking the brief opportunity to rest and rearm before the conflict resumed in earnest. Laurel’s Legion, one of the four Capellan Confederation allied military commands that had struck Northwind, had previously been posted to the smaller continent of Kearney, and while the Legion had not seen the heavy fighting Lindsey’s regiment had during the first battle at the Castle, Qiao’s troops had seen their own share of combat while fending off constant guerrilla strikes from Republic forces intent on reclaiming the Fort Barrett base on the Kearney coast.

      “Slowly. The gao-shiao-zhang is on his way back to the city now.” Gao-shiao-zhang Jiang Hui was the Grand Master of Warrior House Imarra, first among equals in the esteemed Capellan Warrior House Orders, and held senior command of the mission to claim Northwind. While Baxter herself was the senior-most commander from the regular Capellan Confederation Armed Forces, the unique relationship the Warrior Houses held with the rest of the CCAF made her defer to him in most matters, a state of affairs she was finding far too comfortable for her own liking. The pleasant, smiling warrior was not what she would have expected from the leader of all the vaunted Warrior Houses of the Confederation, but he had shown careful skill at deploying his forces, and had often solicited her advice, allowing her a significant amount of autonomy in her own actions on the mainland.

      “And the Grand Master let you sneak out of the city while he was away?” Qiao asked suspiciously, glancing over with a knowing grin.

      Lindsey kept her expression carefully composed, but allowed a playful lilt into her voice. “I thought it important to inspect our outlying areas while things were still quiet.”

      “Knowing there was no way he would let you do it once he returned,” Qiao finished, and the two women shared a mutual smile. “Should I take that to mean we have heard nothing new from our recently arrived allies from the Draconis Combine?”

      Any trace of humor quickly flitted from Lindsey’s face, and she voice grew taut. “Oh, I have heard plenty from Sho-sho Ikeda’s aide as they approached orbit, but nothing from Ikeda directly. He has made no move to land on Northwind, and is seemingly content to hold high orbit for now.” She sighed heavily. “I just wish I knew what he was thinking.”

      Qiao remained silent, for which Lindsey was grateful. Despite their friendship, Lindsey doubted there was any possibility that her fellow sang-shao could have offered that would have made more sense than the ones she had endlessly considered.

      Having captured both the HPG compound and the city of Tara, Lindsey had been in the process of seizing the Castle, the last redoubt for the Republic forces, when additional reinforcements from Terra had arrived, led by the legendary Countess Tara Campbell and her Highlanders. The Highlanders battalion, the newest incarnation of the historic Northwind Highlanders mercenary regiments, had returned to protect their homeworld, and had dropped nearly on top of Lindsey’s own forces when they were only moments from victory. Unfortunately, the arrival of such significant Republic reinforcements had not only stymied her attempt to take the Castle, but had immediately put the Capellan troops on the defensive. With fresh Republic forces ready to roll over her damaged units, Lindsey had been forced to take a different path to reclaim the initiative, and had put out her own call for off-planet reinforcements.

      To her chagrin, she had received them from an unexpected source.

      Sho-sho Hisao Ikeda was the commander of the elite Draconis Combine regiment known as the Hikage, the Dragon’s Shadow. Made up of primarily former Draconis Elite Strike Team operatives and DEST-trained MechWarriors, they were a select unit of troubleshooters serving under the direct command of Gunji-no-Kanrei Matsuhari Toranaga, House Kurita’s Deputy of Military Affairs. The Hikage, along with the Fourth Dieron Regulars, had jumped into the system in response to Baxter’s call, citing the relatively recent Unity Pact that bound the Draconis Combine and the Capellan Confederation against their collective enemies. While the Combine units had been quick to move into the system with their DropShips, they had so far not done anything to assist their Capellan allies or to strike at the Republic forces in any way.

      Qiao quickly changed the subject. “Has the gao-shiao-zhang said anything about his plans when he returns?”

      “Not yet, but I am sure he is coming up with something. Now that we have consolidated our forces, we are in the best possible position to deal with the Republic. Tara is as secure as we can make it, and with our DropShips now at Kohler Spaceport, we have a rapid means of relocation, should we need it.” Lindsey was very careful not to put forth any theory of whom they might need to relocate from, but a quick glance at Qiao confirmed that she understood. “Now that you have set up this FOB, we can begin probing the Republic’s weak points, preparing some punches of our own.”

      Qiao nodded, giving a predator’s smile. The Republic forces had recently been using their newfound strength to conduct a series of raids on Capellan forces that had been stretched too thin in the wake of the disastrous battle at the Castle. The Capellans’ Canopian allies, the First Canopian Lancers, had been particularly hard hit, their blockade of the Northwind Military Academy shattered by a series of hit-and-run strikes that had decimated the lighter forces. When the Highlanders reinforcements had moved to break the cordon around the NMA, the Canopian forces had been forced to retreat in good order, although not before they had suffered significant damage.

      Despite the loss of the NMA, the Capellan task force was now in a far more solid tactical position. Having relinquished their hold on Kearney, all four of the Capellan-allied commands were now based out of Tara. The Canopians were taking advantage of the opportunity to rest and rearm under the safety provided by Warrior House Imarra and the Fourth McCarron’s Armored Cavalry, while Laurel’s Legion was prepared to strike where needed.

      “Supposedly, the gao-shiao-zhang is bringing the local Maskirovka liaison back with him as well.” A small flicker crossed Qiao’s face, so quickly Lindsey thought she might have imagined it. “Hopefully he will have some additional information to give us.”

      Qiao gave a noncommittal nod, and Lindsey took a moment to consider what she had seen. The Maskirovka, the feared intelligence arm of the Capellan Confederation, was notorious for having assets in the most unlikely of places, and she had been unsurprised to find that at least one agent was permanently assigned to Northwind. While she had worked with intelligence liaisons before during her service with the Confederation, she had not had the opportunity to meet this particular agent until now. Maxwell Cheng, the author of several of the intelligence reports on her desk, had immediately attached himself to the gao-shiao-zhang’s staff on Kearney for the first portion of the campaign, citing the fact that Republic Knight Maeve Stirling had sent the bulk of her forces to such an unlikely location, believing it was part of a Republic plan to strike at their forces from an unexpected direction. Until now, Lindsey had rejoiced that she did not have to deal with the Capellan agent—she recalled vivid and unpleasant memories of other such minders in the past—but it seemed her good fortune had come to an end. “Is there something I should know?”

      Despite them being alone, a knowing look in Qiao’s expression confirmed discretion was the better part of valor. “I have not worked with him as much as the Grand Master has, but I found him quite zealous in the pursuit of the Confederation’s objectives.”

      Lindsey knew she should maintain the same discretion, but was tempted to ask for more details. Qiao continued, however, quickly changing the topic. “Any chance we can make a few sorties before they return?” Lindsey gave a wan smile in reply. Qiao shook her head sadly. “I didn’t think so.”

      “Don’t worry, Julie,” Lindsey replied, silently thanking Qiao for her tact. “You will get your chance at the action soon enough…sooner than I will, at least.”

      

      
        
        FIVE KILOMETERS WEST OF TARA

        NORTHWIND

        REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        4 DECEMBER 3150

      

      

      “Sang-wei, I have something strange here.”

      In the cockpit of his Shadow Hawk, Sang-wei Thomas Han turned away from the late-night vista before him, glancing over to his comm board to verify which of his green MechWarriors had given the report. Ever since he had been given command of Charlie Lance, Han had been working hard to get to know the other members of his unit, but he still did not recognize their voices automatically. From the readout, he saw the transmission had come from Kenneth Turin, Charlie Three. The young man was considered something of a prodigy when it came to sensor systems, one of the reasons he had been assigned a Raven BattleMech in the Fourth McCarron’s Armored Cavalry, allowing him to make the best use of his skills.

      Unfortunately, Turin’s appreciation for military-reporting etiquette still needed some work.

      “I am going to need a bit more than that, MechWarrior Turin.”

      The younger man had the good sense to sound abashed. “Apologies, Sang-wei. I am getting an intermittent sensor signal from just outside the city gates. It’s reading on mag-scan, but not on IR.”

      Han cycled through his own sensor suite to try picking up the anomalous reading, but wasn’t surprised to find nothing. While his Shadow Hawk was considerably heavier than the Raven and provided the bulk of the firepower for the lance, its sensors did not have the range of the Raven’s.

      “Enemy contacts?” Han asked, curiosity aroused despite himself. Rumors were the Republic forces were feeling bolder as of late, attempting to slip forces into the city under the cover of darkness since the failed attack on the Castle, but so far his lance had made no contact on their regular patrols.

      Unfortunately, the majority of the intercepts so far had been made by the remaining Canopian forces Sang-shao Baxter had placed as a tripwire toward the city. While he understood the Canopians were better suited to the role with their lighter, faster BattleMechs, he still found it a bit galling to let the allied forces take on the bulk of the fighting for him.

      For a moment, he considered holding position and calling the nearest Canopian detachment to check it out. He had already pushed his lance to the edge of their assigned patrol zone, but if there was a legitimate contact out there, he was well within his rights to check it out himself. Plus, he could deviate slightly from his patrol route far faster than it would take for the Canopians to arrive, so he quickly switched to the lance-wide comm channel.

      “Charlie Two, Charlie Four, take flanking street and prepare for intercept. Charlie Three, you are with me.” Han saw the Raven pilot following in his wake as Two and Four darted down the far street in their matched Stingers. The paired light BattleMechs could quickly chase down any other ’Mechs they shook out of the underbrush, and he was confident his lance could handle anything long enough to call in reinforcements if needed.

      Pressing out of the city limits, Han led the way, confident his Shadow Hawk’s heavier armor would protect him from any snipers in the area. The grassy plains leading into the distance were barely noticeable in the moonlight, shimmering in the breeze as approaching clouds darkened the sky even more. It had not snowed in several days, but a glance at the heavy gray tufts reminded him winter could strike hard and fast on Northwind—much like the native inhabitants.

      “I’m not seeing anything, Three.” Han’s gaze roamed over the handful of warehouses and small farms on the city’s outskirts. “Can you pin down a location?”

      “No, sir,” came Turin’s nervous reply. “I’m sure I got something right around here, but the only things I’m seeing now are buildings and heavy equipment.”

      Han considered the situation a moment. If Republic troops were trying to make inroads into Tara following their recent consolidation of forces back at the Castle, this region would be a prime area to sneak through. It was primarily an agricultural and manufacturing region, which meant a minimum of bystanders would be present at this time of night, ensuring less chance of the Republic’s movements being discovered. Of late, the greatest problem the Confederation troops faced was the massive perimeter they needed to patrol with limited resources, and the Republic forces knew that better than anyone.

      The occasional times the Capellans had encountered Republic recon units had only worsened the situation. The night before, a Republic Phoenix Hawk had reached the outskirts of the city and devastated a Canopian Wasp before escaping into the darkness. Since then, all patrols had been in groups no smaller than lance strength, to ensure they were not challenged by superior tonnage and numbers, and so far there had been no further incidents.

      A single day was hardly an impressive sample size, however.

      “Two,” Han said on the comm, “see if you can track them down. We’ll cover you.”

      The Stinger pilot did not bother to confirm the order, merely shooting out of the city limits at full speed.

      “No sign of anything… No, wait…residual heat signature…” There was a momentary pause from Two, and then his voice came back in a rush. “Contact! I have an unknown light ’Mech, hiding behind one of the warehouses.”

      “Got it!” Turin crowed. “I am reading it as a SDR-5V Spider.”

      That made sense, especially if the ’Mech belonged to the Highlanders’ Grey Watch, the unit of older BattleMechs that had allegedly been secreted away on the planet in violation of Exarch Devlin Stone’s ’Mech buyback program. The Spider was armed nearly as well as the two Stingers combined, but it was no match for Han’s own ’Mech, or for the lance as a whole.

      Han still did not see it on his own screens, but he did not doubt the identification. At the very least, the young Stinger pilot knew his way around his sensors. “Two, keep swinging around the long way, make sure they don’t bolt back into the woods. Four, move up in support. I will block them on the far side. Three, you are my backstop.”

      He was not sure whether the active sensor scan or Two’s maneuvers had tipped off the Spider, but the Gray Watch ’Mech’s engine fired up from the low-power state it had been in to avoid detection. The Spider dashed around the far side of the building, away from the only threats in sight, the two Capellan Stingers.

      Right toward Han.

      Han allowed himself a satisfied smile as he stepped out into the intersection, cutting off the Spider pilot’s attempt to escape into the city. For a moment, he was ready for the Spider to jump over him, but Turin emerged from the shadows of a nearby building at the same time, ensuring he would not be caught that way.

      The Spider pilot suddenly pulled back around the building, firing two medium lasers at the closer of the pair of Stingers. One beam clipped its right arm, but the other went wide, and Han could sense the Republic MechWarrior’s desperation as the ’Mech backed up.

      Rushing forward, he tried to put the Spider back under his guns, but the Republic BattleMech was already in a full-out sprint back toward the nearby farm, in search of a modicum of cover from the approaching Capellan forces.

      The Spider backed up against a pair of stubby grain silos, painted crimson like the nearby barn itself. The pilot had to know they were trapped. The piles of wood and corrugated metal around the silos were too flimsy to provide cover for the upcoming onslaught, and the Stingers were quickly closing from opposite directions to prevent any chance of escape.

      Han stalked forward, his grin spreading across his face, his weapons charged and ready.

      “Sang—” Three’s voice cut in briefly, then died in a squeal of jamming.

      Han’s eyes immediately switched to the secondary monitor, where another pair of heat blooms had popped up onto his sensors, and he looked up to try locating the additional threat sources, the Spider now forgotten.

      Were they hidden behind the grain silos? Han thought, only to be struck by a second, more urgent thought. Weren’t those silos facing the other way?

      By the time he recognized the “grain silos” were the source of the new sensor readings, the pair of squat UrbanMechs had already opened fire.
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        “The first step toward victory is planning. The second is execution. The third is luck.”

      

      

      
        
        —Major Seamus Casey,

        Grey Watch, 13 June 3042

      

      

      
        
        THE CASTLE

        NORTHWIND

        REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        5 DECEMBER 3150

      

      

      Stepping quietly into the Castle’s main conference room, Captain Declan Casey headed to an empty chair in the back, moving slowly to avoid drawing attention to himself. For this briefing, he wanted to be out from under the eyes of the command staff, far from the conference table at the front. Unlike the previous briefings he had attended here, this time the room seemed cavernously empty with only two handfuls of people occupying it.

      From previous encounters with his commander, Brigadier General Luis McNamara, Declan knew he preferred using his office for a meeting this small, but with Countess Tara Campbell in attendance, certain courtesies needed to be maintained. From the look on the countess’ face, she was thinking the same thing, although Declan had to admit it was a relief to pretend everything was as normal as she spoke softly with the general.

      Despite being the shortest person around the table, the countess could not be mistaken for anything but a MechWarrior. The heavy fighting she had endured over the last several years barely seemed to have affected her outward appearance: she still kept her platinum-blond hair short and spiked, her fair complexion remained clear, and the only sign of the turmoil the Republic had endured was the occasional flash of sadness in her ice-blue eyes.

      In contrast, the imposing Twelfth Hastati’s commander could easily have been mistaken for a Clan Elemental. Even sitting, his broad, heavily muscled form squarely took up the center of the conference table, and a powerful fist tapped lightly on the tabletop that was nearly as dark as his own skin.

      Aside from the general and the countess, the conference table also included the commanders of two of the other units from Terra, Colonel Yadira Alexandre of Stone’s Defenders, and Colonel Thomas Palumbo of the Sixth Fides Defenders. The two made an unlikely pair, with the tall, willowy Alexandre standing out in sharp contrast to the stolid Palumbo, who seemed to share all of General McNamara’s width but none of his height. A space remained for their executive officers, but most of them were clustered in the row of chairs at the front of the briefing room, allowing them to be seen without disrupting the flow from the unit commanders. Assorted off-duty lance and company commanders filled some of the raised seats in the briefing area, having received an open invitation to listen in on the recent update. Although the room was lightly occupied, enough people were present that Declan did not stand out among the attendees.

      While listening to the meeting, he fidgeted with the knife Lady Maeve Stirling had given him. As a token of trust, he had exchanged knives with the Knight of the Republic more than a month ago, and whenever the future felt uncertain, he held onto the weapon as a reminder of the Republic’s promise to protect the planet. He found himself regarding Maeve’s blade more and more often of late.

      When his grandfather, Seamus Casey, collapsed heavily into the adjacent seat, Declan nearly dropped the knife in surprise, but caught it before it could hit the floor.

      “Still in the doghouse?” Seamus said. The burly Highlander was dressed in black jeans and a heavy woolen sweater, but his body language still said “MechWarrior.”

      “Apparently so,” Declan replied, catching a studiously neutral glance from General McNamara. During the Capellan attack on the Castle, Declan had refused to retreat as ordered, and while his decision to stay had been instrumental in ensuring the Grey Watch survived until the Republic reinforcements arrived, the general had been quick to show his displeasure. While the Twelfth Hastati Sentinels needed all of the soldiers they could muster right now, Declan had no doubt he was deep in the doghouse, and that a reckoning would be coming when the crisis had passed.

      Across the table, Lady Maeve Stirling, the Knight of the Sphere who had been sent from Terra to assist in the defense of Northwind, noticed him as she took her own seat at the front of the room, and sent Declan a quick but reassuring smile that he returned just as swiftly. She was one of the last Republic unit commanders last to arrive, having just returned from Kearney with the survivors of the force she had originally brought to Northwind. Her company had been instrumental in retaking Fort Barrett, and now she and her troops had returned to the Castle to rest and rearm while the duty of holding the fort now fell to the detachment of Stone’s Defenders.

      Seamus chuckled. “Well, it seems not everyone is displeased with ye,” he said, running a free hand through his bushy gray beard.

      Declan studiously ignored his grandfather and quickly changed the subject. “I heard about the grain solo trap… Who’d have thought an UrbanMech could do so much damage?”

      Seamus glanced over at his grandson, his expression uncharacteristically serious. “Dinna knock the Urbie, Dec. It may not be the fastest BattleMech out there, or the most nimble, but it knows how to get the job done.”

      Declan nodded slowly—all he would do to apologize in this situation—and switched subjects again. “Why aren’t you up there? I’m sure Colonel Griffin wants you at his side.”

      Colonel Michael Griffin, the commander of the Grey Watch, the previously concealed regiment of the fabled Northwind Highlanders mercenaries, was seated at the table with the other commanders. His XO, Lieutenant Colonel Cadha Jaffray, was out in the field.

      “This is exactly where I’m supposed to be, lad,” Seamus replied. “And dinna ye forget it.”

      Declan gave the elder man a brief smile, but his gaze went toward the entrance as another latecomer came in at the far end of the room. Lieutenant Colonel Joseph Halloran sat down in the back without acknowledging anyone else.

      “Apparently, ye are not the only one in the doghouse,” Seamus replied, giving Halloran a small nod, which he either ignored or did not see.

      “What happened?” Declan asked, unable to stifle his curiosity. “Surely they don’t blame him for the Canopian siege on the NMA?”

      Halloran was the senior instructor at the Northwind Military Academy, which had been besieged by the First Canopian Lancers, the Capellans’ allies from the Magistracy of Canopus. Like several of the other instructors, he had remained behind, giving most of the younger soldiers the opportunity to escape, but a core of talented cadets and hardened veterans under his command had managed to keep the Canopians from taking the facility. The mysterious Grey Watch unit had made their first appearance during that initial battle, and had been instrumental in ensuring that the NMA did not fall. The Grey Watch had recently fought a second battle at the NMA, forcing the Canopians into a rapid withdrawal.

      “No one knows. He’s been sour ever since he returned…more sour than usual.” Seamus shook his head. “I suppose we canna blame him for bein’ a little off. We’re all to be feelin’ it.”

      Declan nodded, having thought the same thing himself. Ever since the Capellan forces had struck at the Highlanders’ homeworld, the defenders of Northwind had fought a series of desperate battles to protect their home and maintain control of the planet’s hyperpulse generator, one of the rare few functioning HPG stations left in the Inner Sphere—a priceless strategic asset whose value could not be ignored.

      The Twelfth Hastati, the Republic’s garrison force on Northwind, had fought valiantly against overwhelming odds, but everyone in the room knew their recent success had been thanks to the arrival of reinforcements, both new and old.

      The old had been the reveal of the Grey Watch, the secret Highlanders unit created decades ago to defend Northwind if it should become necessary. While Declan was still sore at his grandfather for never telling him such a unit existed, the Grey Watch had provided experienced pilots and additional BattleMechs at a vital moment in the planet’s defense, and he certainly could not argue with their results.

      The new had been the arrival of Countess Tara Campbell, riding to the rescue with both her own Highlanders battalion and two formations of Republic troops, shattering the Capellans’ final push against the Castle, the Hastati’s final redoubt against the Capellan attackers. The hellish battle had taken a heavy toll on both sides, with the Republic forces holding the base and the Capellan forces being pushed back to the city of Tara to lick their wounds.

      Under regular circumstances, the Republic forces would have followed up with a quick riposte into Tara, to force the wounded Capellan troops to either protect the HPG compound or fall back and regroup.

      Unfortunately, these were anything but normal circumstances. Before the Republic forces could capitalize on their gains, a second set of JumpShips had jumped into the system. Reinforcements for the Capellans had arrived, but not in the form anyone could have expected: troops from the Draconis Combine.

      Under the terms of the relatively new Unity Pact between the two nations, the militaries of both the Capellan Confederation and Draconis Combine could work together on planned operations, but no one had expected Combine forces to appear in the Northwind system. The Republic troops had been forced to consolidate their gains before the Draconis forces came in-system on a small flotilla of DropShips. Whereas a quick attack to throw the Capellans off balance would have been the smartest tactical move earlier, it might bog the Republic forces down in enemy territory and leave them vulnerable for the Combine troops to drop into their rear areas.

      However, there were also signs that the Capellans were just as surprised as the Republic was by House Kurita’s arrival. From what Republic intelligence had gathered, the terms of the Unity Pact were notoriously vague over joint operations, and both the timing of the Kuritans’ appearance and their curious actions since jumping in-system had raised several eyebrows in the Republic camp. Instead of landing on the planet and immediately going on the offensive, the Combine forces had remained in geosynchronous orbit, prepared to drop down at a multitude of vectors, allowing them to come down on top of the Castle, Fort Barrett, or Tara at will. However, as of yet, they had done nothing at all.

      Seeing that everyone had arrived, General McNamara graciously gestured at the countess, allowing her to take the lead in the meeting. Despite him being the senior military officer for the planet, both the countess’ bloodline and her recent mandate from the Exarch of the Republic made him happy to allow her to take on the burden of command.

      Tara Campbell’s smile and nod to him was equally cordial. She then turned to Colonel Alexandre. “Colonel, can you give us an update on the current status of the Castle?”

      “Of course, ma’am.” The gentle lilt of Alexandre’s English accent was strangely calming in the face of impending danger. “With the general’s consent, Stone’s Defenders have taken over the primary defensive responsibilities for both the Castle and Fort Barrett, using a variation of the defensive planning the Hastati used during the last battle. Currently, we have provided a multilayered defense using our BattleMech assets, with armor and infantry elements securing the immediate perimeter and various entranceways. At this time, my staff feels confident we can repulse any attack short of full regimental strength.”

      Declan nodded, seeing the wisdom of allowing Alexandre to lead the defense. Stone’s Defenders were known as the premier defensive regiment in Stone’s Brigade, and they drilled regularly for exactly this sort of mission. Equipped with a variety of heavy and superheavy BattleMechs, such as the Ares OmniMechs, they were far from the most nimble of forces, but they could field a withering amount of firepower. Although Stone’s Defenders were rarely deployed as the tip of the spear, when Devlin Stone ordered something to be held, the Defenders were the ones to do it.

      If Colonel Alexandre said she and her forces could hold, they would hold.

      “Excellent, Colonel. My compliments to your team,” the countess replied. “With that in mind, it looks like we are ready to move on to planning for the assault on the city. General, would you bring us up to speed on your efforts?”

      “Thank you, Countess,” McNamara responded. “With the Defenders taking over the protection of the Castle, and with your forces ensuring that we are prepared to move forward, I released two companies’ worth of light units to scout the city’s outskirts and provide updated reconnaissance.”

      He glanced over at the young officer who sat behind the console that controlled the monitors on the far wall. The displays illuminated with recorded stills cut from BattleMech battleROM footage. “The Capellans are running patrols with their light units, and have blocked all of the main arterials into Tara proper. Any attempt to breach the barricades would have to be done with significant resources, which would potentially bog us down in a block-by-block fight. While I might have risked it before the Kuritan forces arrived, we risk being crushed against the Capellans if the Kuritans should make a combat drop against us.”

      “Is that likely?” Colonel Palumbo asked
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