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        “We have received confirmation that New Home, Bryant, and Keid have been attacked by the Capellan Confederation. Requests for further information from the Prefect’s office have received no response, forcing this reporter to wonder: What is happening to the Republic?”

      

      

      
        
        —Armin Sanswell, Northwind Today,

        30 September 3150

      

      

      
        
        CELESTIAL PALACE SITUATION ROOM

        ZI-JIN (FORBIDDEN) CITY

        SIAN

        CAPELLAN CONFEDERATION

        30 SEPTEMBER 3150

      

      

      For most citizens, Sian represented the ideal to which other planets aspired. The capital of the Capellan Confederation was one of the best defended planets in the Inner Sphere, a place of grand deeds that most Capellans spoke of with a quiet reverence and respect.

      For Sang-shao Lindsey Baxter, it would always be a place of dread.

      Thanks to the nomadic nature of being raised in a military unit given near-autonomous control, she’d spent her formative at a variety of different stations, but one of the few areas of consistency centered around the rare moments when her father, Stephen, would take his family to Sian when he was summoned.

      As she thought back, her memories slid into her own scattered visits during her time at the Sarna Military Academy, usually when she had been called forth for advanced training programs she couldn’t have taken advantage of elsewhere.

      She caught herself frowning, and quickly schooled her features as she remembered the skeptical looks she had received from many of her contemporaries at deciding to attend what was considered the least prestigious of the Capellan military academies. Still, she had always known that her future lay in the family business, and she intended to uphold the tradition of service her family had maintained for five generations. Her only true regret was that her father had not lived to see her ascend to a command in the regiment he had so loyally served.

      Unfortunately, all of those pleasant memories were overshadowed by the memory of her last visit, when she had been ordered to report to the capital in the wake of the Battle of New Canton.

      The day everything changed.

      She vividly remembered being summoned before the Strategios, the strategic planning committee of the Confederation, and futilely attempting to explain how one of the most respected units in the Capellan Confederation Armed Forces had been bested by units of the Republic of the Sphere. She had been lucky to return from that foray merely tarnished, having not been in command at the time of the defeat. The Strategios told her that her refusal to abandon the body of her commanding officer, Faith McCarron, had been one of the few admirable moments in that dark chapter of her unit’s history.

      Her immediate superior, Donald Hopkins, had not been so lucky. She remembered her shock as a pair of Death Commandos dragged him from the chamber, his eyes wild as the Strategios decreed that he had not done enough to stem the tide of the Republic incursion, the he had failed the Chancellor and, by extension, the Confederation itself.

      For a brief moment she had feared they would strike the Fourth McCarron’s Armored Cavalry from the rolls of the CCAF due to their perceived failure, but luckily House McCarron had long ago earned enough good karma to overshadow the stain on the regiment’s battle record.

      Thinking of her former commander caused her to glance at her current CO, Cyrus McCarron. The eldest son of Xavier McCarron, the overall commander of McCarron’s Armored Cavalry, was said to be the spitting image of his illustrious forebear at that age. To be honest, she couldn’t see it, but she knew she was not as prone to fanciful jumps in logic as some of her fellow warriors. Yes, their eyes were the same color, and he had worked hard to hide that his hair was beginning to thin on top by keeping his hair cut short in military fashion, but his chin was not as sharply defined, nor were his cheekbones as gaunt, giving him less of a hawkish appearance. In fact, from the right angle, one might mistake him for a prosperous construction foreman rather than the heir-apparent to one of the most storied units in the Capellan Confederation.

      Still, she counted herself lucky that she had never been on the receiving end of one of his famous dressing-downs: she was told that when he was truly disappointed in a member of the unit, the McCarron fire was visible in full measure.

      Together they stepped up to yet another internal security post, proffering her identification for review. It was a sign of the immense respect the CCAF had for the McCarrons that they had come this far into the Celestial Palace unescorted, especially with the Chancellor rumored to have been pulling back from public appearances in the wake of security concerns.

      Despite clearly recognizing them, the guard carefully checked both sets of identification: the verigraph on the card, visual confirmation of their pictures, and the biometric scans. At his side, a second security officer watched closely, his weapon at the ready to respond instantly to any threat. Beyond the obvious security in place at the main door, and the multiple checkpoints they had gone through to get this deeply into one of the most secure buildings in the Confederation, she had absolutely no doubt that unseen Maskirovka agents were confirming everything about them while they waited, with additional security forces prepared to use deadly force if they proved to be a threat.

      When the security team was finally convinced they were not assassins, the guard nodded respectfully to McCarron, and stepped back to allow them inside. The door opened soundlessly, and as they passed, she could see its steel-reinforced interior, complete with heavy bolts that could lock it down in case of emergency. The room probably could withstand nuclear horrors, like those the Word of Blake had rained down on other worlds during their Jihad.

      As they stepped into the secured meeting chamber, Lindsey was surprised to see how cavernous it seemed with only two other occupants. One, a young sao-wei, waited at the room’s control console, but her focus was immediately drawn to the room’s other occupant as she instinctively snapped to attention.

      Seated at the far end of the large conference table that dominated the center of the room, a woman in a full CCAF dress uniform sat with her gaze focused on one of the many large ceiling-mounted screens, giving her normally severe face a sickly pallor.

      Standing rigidly at attention, her eyes locked forward, Lindsey fought the urge to straighten her uniform. To her horror, her commanding officer merely gave an insouciant nod to the other woman. “Sang-jiang-jun.”

      From her seat, Sang-jiang-jun Isabelle Fisk, Strategic Coordinator for the entire CCAF, gave McCarron a hard look before allowing her gaze to slide over to Lindsey. The elder warrior had more silver in her hair than when she had spoken at Lindsey’s academy graduation, but neither the power of her gaze nor the sharpness of her uniform betrayed any signs of advancing age.

      “As you were, Sang-shao,” she responded with a curt nod before glancing at McCarron. “At least your subordinates have the proper respect for their seniors.”

      Cyrus gave an infuriatingly thin smile and bowed properly, the fleeting expression the only thing marring his proper form. “Apologies, Sang-jiang-jun. It has been too long since I have seen you, and I seem to have forgotten myself.”

      No doubt the sang-jiang-jun registered the gentle chiding of how long it had been since Cyrus had been personally deployed against the Republic, but Fisk refused to rise to the bait. Gesturing to the table, she waited until her two guests had settled before taking them both once again under her gaze.

      “Thank you for coming so quickly. With the tactical situation being what it is, I thought it important to brief you personally.” Her gaze flicked back to McCarron. “Cyrus, you recently returned from an inspection of your units on the front lines. What is your opinion of the current status of Operation Tiamat?”

      Cyrus raised his chin thoughtfully, but if he was surprised by the question, he did not show it. “From what I have seen, everything seems to be going exceptionally well. We have been pushing back the Republic on nearly every front, and despite some costly battles, we have been extremely successful. While I expect nothing less from my own people, I have been especially pleased to see the gains made by CCAF regulars on New Home and Bryant. I have heard that the cleanup efforts on Keid and Epsilon Indi are also progressing well.”

      Although the Strategic Director had narrowed her eyes at his careful separation of “his people” from the CCAF regulars, she also clearly heard what he had not said. “And your thoughts on our new allies?”

      Lindsey looked at her commander, curious as to his response. The recent Unity Pact between the Capellan Confederation and the Draconis Combine was still a very recent measure, and while it had proven successful so far, she knew many still looked on it with suspicion. The ties between the Confederation and the Combine hearkened back to the Kapteyn Accords of the early 3020s, but like so many other things, that alliance had shifted in the wake of the Clan Invasion.

      “While I doubt I have more current intelligence than you do, the strikes on Asta, Altair, and Fomalhaut seem to have done a good job of holding the Republic’s attention. Coupled with their help in disrupting the Federated Suns border, it seems as if the Pact is working as designed.”

      Lindsey turned back to the sang-jiang-jun, but couldn’t help but to wonder if there was more that McCarron had not said. Like many mercenaries, the McCarron family had a historic distrust of the Combine since the days of Takashi Kurita's “Death to Mercenaries” order, and such memories remained powerful. Still, if Fisk had any reservations, she did not voice them as she continued, “I specifically wished to discuss Keid. The Fifth Sian Dragoons have crushed the militia forces on planet, but they have found no sign of the Republic Standing Guard. We are declaring the battle for the planet a complete victory.

      “Due to the results on Keid and several other planets where the Republic forces did not receive reinforcements, the Maskirovka believes the Republic is suffering a severe shortage of reserves, and is in the process of pulling back to a new defensive position on all fronts.”

      Lindsey nodded, understanding where the Mask was coming from. Ever since Gray Monday, each major power had attempted to take a bite out of the Republic of the Sphere, avariciously seeking the young nation’s technological wealth and the strategically vital planets for themselves. Over the last several months, most of the various attempts had been repelled or had become embroiled in other conflicts, but three major forces still besieged the Republic. Aside from House Liao, both Clan Wolf and Clan Jade Falcon had been making exceptional progress in snatching the various worlds that had been sacrificed when the walls of Fortress Republic had gone up, and all three nations were still doing everything in their power to capture the prize that they all coveted: Terra, the birthworld of humanity. Could this be the turning point? She smiled slightly at the thought. Are we finally within a stone’s throw of ending the threat of the Republic of the Sphere?

      Fisk switched her gaze between the two officers. “Full reports should already be en route to your personal servers, but I can tell you that Strategios has decided this recent intelligence indicates a vital weakness in the Republic’s defenses, one we must take advantage of immediately.”

      McCarron leaned forward, clearly hearing the hesitation in Fisk’s voice. “That sounds like a very rational decision, but I am very curious as to what you think, Sang-jiang-jun.”

      To Baxter’s surprise, Fisk smiled thinly. “While I am loath to agree with my colleagues on principle, their information does seem to be based on solid evidence. I must admit to a certain level of concern, however: Were I Devlin Stone, I would attempt to show weakness in the face of our continued advance in an attempt to lure us into overextending our resources and provide him with an opportunity to exploit. As the defender, he has both shorter supply lines to exploit and the ability to move more quickly between fronts. If we advance too quickly, a Republic counterattack could shatter any force we could afford to send in.”

      “Or show us to be a tempting target to one of our neighbors,” McCarron replied. “Even if the Clans don’t want to divert themselves from their invasion, I would not put it past one of the Free Worlds League fragments or a Border March to attempt to take advantage of the situation.”

      Fisk nodded. “I happen to agree. Unfortunately, I also cannot deny that militarily, we are at the strongest point we have been since the fall of the Star League. House Davion, our greatest natural threat, is currently neutered from the loss of New Avalon and Julian Davion’s focus on attempting to gain some small fragment of his nation back. If the data can be trusted, there is no better time to strike.”

      McCarron nodded sagely, but still kept his own counsel. While the CCAF’s training and advanced technology had been improving steadily, this was the first opportunity since the last war with the Republic to face a true challenge to their equipment or their tactical doctrine. Too many lives had been lost on both sides when the Capellans had refused to bow down to Stone’s fledgling Republic, and she knew of too many who had lost loved ones. Much like Fisk herself, McCarron had fought Stone’s Republic for too long to underestimate the tactical and strategic skills of the Republic forces, and he knew they had to move forward with caution. When he spoke, however, his voice was gilded with the conviction of a true warrior. “As always, McCarron’s Armored Cavalry is ready to serve the Confederation. How may we do so?”

      Fisk glanced at her aide, and the young officer quickly pulled up several map views on the hanging screens, highlighting the Confederation border with the Republic. “In the wake of our deliberations, the Strategios have devised Operation Clarity—a plan to strike at the very heart of the Republic.” Fisk looked down to lock eyes with Baxter. “The Chancellor himself has personally requested that the Fourth take part in this effort.”

      Although she refused to let anything show in her expression, Lindsey felt a warm rush of pleasure at the compliment. Since she had taken command of the re-formed regiment, she had been working tirelessly to bring it up to the high standards set by her predecessor, and relished the validation of the hard work her team had put forth.

      Cyrus gave her a small smile of approval, as if psychically aware of what she was thinking, and then turned back to the sang-jiang-jun. “It is our honor to have the faith of the Celestial Wisdom, ma’am.”

      Fisk nodded before continuing. “The Fourth will be part of an elite task force tasked with striking at the heart of the Republic—a world that holds not only a high intrinsic strategic value, but a place where a victory would be of immense historical importance to the Confederation.”

      Lindsey said the name aloud even before the planet lit up red on the display:

      “Northwind.”

      The sang-jiang-jun favored her with a small smile. “Northwind. Aside from the historical consideration that makes it such a tempting target, it happens to be the closest of the four worlds within easy reach that still has a working hyperpulse generator. If captured, its interstellar-communications capability would be vital in coordinating any potential strike on Terra itself, giving us an advantage over both the Wolves and the Falcons.”

      Lindsey gave another thin smile, as if in agreement, but she was fully aware of the topic Fisk was so carefully trying to avoid: during the Fourth Succession War, First Prince Hanse Davion of the Federated Suns had offered the Northwind Highlanders their historic homeworld in return for abandoning the Confederation in one of its greatest hours of need, a betrayal that had brought the Capellans to the brink of destruction. While the Confederation had since regained nearly all of what it had previously lost, the memory still smoldered in the hearts of many loyal Capellans.

      “What forces are we expected to encounter?” McCarron asked, pulling up a close-up of the planet’s information on the smaller screen in front of him. “Considering our successes along that front, the Republic has to realize Northwind is a tempting target.”

      Fisk tapped the table in agreement. “According to Maskirovka intel, the only forces currently on planet are the Twelfth Hastati Sentinels. While they are an elite regiment largely drawn from the ranks of the Northwind Military Academy and the Highlanders regiments, they still only constitute a single regiment. The Highlanders themselves are still posted on Terra as one of its primary defensive forces, and post-Tiamat data indicates that the Twelfth will not be receiving any sort of reinforcement anytime soon.”

      The sang-jiang-jun gestured for another screen to be brought up, this one showing the breakdown of forces for the proposed operation. “The Fourth MAC will be part of a task force including Warrior House Imarra, Laurel’s Legion, and the First Canopian Lancers.”

      To an armchair tactician, such a massing of forces might seem like overkill for a single planet, especially in the wake of an era where a single BattleMech might be expected to lead the defense of an entire planet, but no less of a tactician than Hanse Davion himself had proven the necessity of three-to-one odds during the Fourth Succession War. While the CCAF had suffered greatly from the lesson, it was only fitting that they would use that same strategy against their own enemies.

      “We will retain our independent command?” McCarron asked, and Fisk nodded carefully. The Big MAC had always held a special place in the command structure of the CCAF, and traditionally took precedence over both CCAF regulars and mercenary units, but a Warrior House was a very different animal altogether.

      To Lindsey’s surprise, Fisk focused on her as she responded, almost as if apologizing for something. “While the mission will be technically under the command of Gao-shiao-zhang Jiang Hui of House Imarra, the Fourth will retain its autonomy to achieve its mission objectives without undue interference.” As if sensing Lindsey’s concern, Fisk smiled slightly, a fleeting expression that almost made Lindsey reply in kind, but she was careful to maintain her neutral expression. “The House Master is a bit unconventional, but like you, the Celestial Wisdom has personally requested his participation. You should have no problems working with him.”

      Lindsey bowed her head respectfully, while Cyrus Gave a more neutral nod. While not the answer he was hoping for, it certainly could have been worse. McCarron’s Armored Cavalry was not the most orthodox fighting unit in the CCAF’s roster, but when given an objective, they knew how to get the job done.

      Despite the Strategic Director’s assurances, however, McCarron still did not seem fully convinced of the plan. “That may be all well and good, Sang-jiang-jun, but that assumes that the Republic’s unwillingness to send reinforcements to besieged planets also means they are unable. Northwind is likely to be a very different proposition.”

      For a moment, the sang-jiang-jun considered how to respond, and then looked at McCarron squarely. “I will be honest with you, Sang-shao: I happen to agree. However, while we have factored that into our strategic planning, we also cannot let the possibility paralyze us from doing what must be done. The greatest risk is the Highlanders themselves: with the majority of them defending Terra in the wake of the last attack by the Steel Wolves, they are within striking distance of Northwind, and they are likely to immediately return to their homeworld if they hear it is being attacked.” Fisk smiled thinly at the two officers. “The Maskirovka has devoted significant resources to monitoring for any sign of weakness in the Republic’s Wall, and the director assures me that we should have ample warning if they abandon Terra. Of course, and that any such departure would signify a critical shift in their relationship with the Republic.”

      “Not to mention leaving Terra with one less defender,” McCarron responded, clearly seeing the benefit. “If they should counterattack Northwind, we can always bunker down and hold them off for as long as necessary, giving you the opportunity to devote additional forces to the strike at Terra itself.”

      “Exactly,” she responded, a flash of her old fire evident in her eyes. “It’s a calculated risk, but it also happens to be our best opportunity to seriously damage the Republic’s command-and-control abilities and negate their interior advantage.”

      McCarron gave a small nod, apparently convinced. It was a gamble, but he would not have stayed in the military life if he did not like playing the odds. “We serve the will of the Chancellor, Sang-jiang-jun.”

      “Indeed,” came another voice from the rear of the chamber, and this time the four occupants of the room shot to their feet as one. As they rose, a hidden panel slid open in the wall, and Daoshen Liao, the divine Chancellor of the Capellan Confederation, stepped into the room, flanked by two of his black-suited Death Commandos.

      He glided among the shadows, the light from the monitors reflecting the red and gold silk of his robes, while his eyes seemed an even darker black than the shadows themselves. Lindsey took what little comfort she could in the rigors of her military training as she stared straight ahead, locked at attention. The Chancellor had been rumored to be with the rest of the Strategios on Liao, keeping a personal eye on the military operations from the front lines, but seeing him here only underscored the vital nature of her upcoming mission. She couldn’t help but feel a small thrill of trepidation at the enormity of what she was being asked to do, but she kept her breath slow and even to avoid betraying her thoughts.

      Approaching the table, the Chancellor nodded once, allowing them to relax, although none dared to resume their seats. “It is clear that you understand the vital nature of the mission, Sang-shao. Several of the other Great Houses have hesitated to give us the respect we have earned while still seeking to take advantage of our gains. It is imperative that we take Terra before any other nation, providing the entire Inner Sphere the unquestionable confirmation of our legitimacy to lead humanity to its rightful destiny.”

      “Of course, Celestial Wisdom.” McCarron bowed his head deeply, none of his former insouciance with the sang-jiang-jun apparent when faced with the Chancellor.

      Once again, Lindsey kept her eyes locked on the Chancellor as he spoke, despite her urge to glance over at her senior officers. While she feared no risk in the service to the Confederation, she was well aware that Task Force Chong Che’s attempt to breach the Wall in 3146 had utterly destroyed the Third Liao Guards and the Seventh Capellan Defense Force.

      “You are right to be concerned about the nature of the mission. However, it is imperative that we do everything in our power to take and hold Northwind. It is of vital strategic importance to our nation to enhance our own war efforts, and the loss of the HPG to another nation would put us at a grave disadvantage along our own border.” His dark eyes roamed the room, taking them all under his gaze. “Devlin Stone is a wily foe, and I would put nothing past him. It is our duty to ensure that the threat he poses to the Confederation is neutralized once and for all.”

      To Lindsey’s horror, his gaze slid over to hers, and she locked eyes for an agonizing moment with her sworn lord, feeling like she was drowning in the restless ebony waters she saw there. “This will also go to great lengths toward forgiving previous shortcomings, solidifying the place of highest esteem that McCarron’s Armored Cavalry has always held in the Confederation.”

      McCarron gave a deep, respectful bow, which Lindsey instantly matched, but her mind was completely awash with what the Chancellor had said.

      The gauntlet had been thrown. Regardless of who was truly in charge of the mission to Northwind or whom she would have to fight, she was determined to secure the planet for the Chancellor and the Confederation. She owed it to Faith McCarron and the memories of all of those who had been lost to the Republic.

      The honor of the unit would allow for nothing less.
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        “Damn it, Danny. All these troops have to do right now is gripe and listen to rumors of how the Cappies are about to be on our doorstep. We need to do something to get them focused!”

      

      

      
        
        —Overheard conversation between

        Brigadier General Luis McNamara

        and his aide

      

      

      
        
        PROVING GROUNDS

        NORTHWIND MILITARY ACADEMY

        NORTHWIND

        REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        28 OCTOBER 3150

      

      

      We are going to lose.

      No matter how many ways Declan Casey tried to spin it, the conclusion seemed as inescapable as the event horizon of a black hole. Despite the bitter chill of the cooling vest he wore, he felt a bead of sweat trail down his back from his hairline, just one further annoyance in a day that refused to get better.

      His radio crackled with static over the master command line, with reports coming from various units already under fire:

      “Gladius Four is engaged with an enemy Phoenix Hawk, requesting assistance.”

      “Three, watch your flanks! Demon tanks incoming!”

      “Gladius One is down! Repeat, Gladius One is down!”

      Declan swore lightly as he fought to keep his hands off his Marauder II’s joysticks, his eyes locked to the battle unfolding on his secondary monitor. His ad hoc company had been ordered to hold position in preparation for a push against the opposition’s main battle force that would probably never come, but he was eager to provide support for the rest of his unit.

      The exercise had been simple. Each battalion of the New Lanark garrison of the Twelfth Hastati Sentinels had selected two mixed companies of units to represent their respective battalions, with the two teams pitted against each other in a low-power war game in their actual units. The Twelfth’s commander, Brigadier General Luis McNamara, had thought a little good-natured competition would both burn off extra energy and distract everyone from the rumors running wild all across the planet.

      Like every other Twelfth Hastati member, Declan had heard that a special envoy from the Republic of the Sphere was en route, bringing news and some new equipment from the Exarch as special thanks for the Highlanders’ continued defense of Terra. While that would be excitement enough, there were also darker whispers that the arrival was only due to the recent Capellan strikes on the Republic’s borders. Even with most of the HPG net being down, rumors always flew on the solar wind, and everyone on Northwind had heard stories that the Capellan Confederation was planning a strike at the Highlanders’ homeworld. Most of the inhabitants had been expecting just such a retaliation since the Fourth Succession War, but with the recent deep strikes into former Republic prefectures, Capellan forces were finally within range to take their revenge. This exercise would serve to sharpen their skills and hopefully reduce some of the tension all around.

      At least there was a small silver lining in the rumors of new equipment en route to the Twelfth Hastati. While the equipment they were using was already considered top of the line for the Republic, stories of new developments from Republic-sponsored research and development programs abounded throughout the prefecture. In true Northwind fashion, it had not taken very long for several company commanders to make a friendly wager to see who would get first pick of the new equipment, which coincided nicely with the upcoming war game. It seemed like a good opportunity for the troops to sharpen their skills and focus on the mission at hand. Declan himself had been ecstatic when his commander, Colonel Thomas O’Hara, had personally offered him command of a mixed company for the purposes of the exercise, to “show me what you can do.” It seemed like an excellent opportunity to gain valuable command experience.

      At least, that was the plan.

      They are getting torn up out there.” From his headset, Ellie Taggart didn’t bother to conceal her concern. The newest member of his lance and the regiment, she had recently graduated from the NMA, and had come to see this first exercise as the chance to prove her worth to her new lancemates. A native of Northwind, she was devastated that she had missed the call to join the newly re-formed Highlanders in the wake of Gray Monday, and had worked twice as hard as anyone else to earn a spot in the Twelfth Hastati Sentinels, which was the next best thing.

      Unfortunately she wasn’t wrong on either count.

      First Battalion’s tactical plan for this exercise had been sound. The colonel had sent scouts along the perimeter of the engagement area, quickly finding the recon elements from Third Battalion and neutralizing them in a carefully planned blitz. The first meeting between the two forces had ended as a nice technical victory by First Battalion, and everyone had been riding high on their initial victory.

      Unfortunately, battle plans rarely survived contact with the enemy. One of the other scout lances from Third Battalion had come on the First’s mobile command center during a deep-range probe, forcing the colonel onto the defensive on the eve of his next strike. While he had repelled the initial attack, he had been forced to call up his reserves to ensure he was not overwhelmed, now that his command center had been discovered.

      It also meant that it only left Declan’s company of mixed forces to eke out a victory.

      A light flashed on his console, and he hit the control without conscious thought. “Centurion One, go.”

      “Centurion One, this is Gladius Actual,” the colonel replied, his voice cutting through the din of combat in the background. “We are under attack by Third Batt forces, pulling back to Rally Point Zeta. We believe there is a flanking force driving in our position. You are ordered to intercept immediately and give us time to regroup.”

      “Confirmed, we’re on it,” Declan replied, quickly switching back to his lance’s channel and bringing his company up to speed. “We’ve got the call, team. Form up on me. We are moving to support Gladius.”

      Over the lance channel, he could hear John Oedhe, Centurion Three, throttle up his Lament’s speed. “Chuckie, any idea what we’re up against?”

      As usual, Sergeant Charlene Fairchild ignored Oedhe’s use of her nickname, too busy bringing her Ostsol into formation on Declan’s other flank. “From the data I’ve been getting, Joe Donnelly’s lance just broke against Gladius, and our reserves are doing cleanup as they pull back to a new defensive position. If I am tracking right, that means they’re going to be letting the Bulldog off his chain.”

      Oedhe swore lightly, and Declan couldn’t blame him. Captain Murray “Bulldog” Garrett was a former Highlander who had signed on with the Twelfth when they had been formed. A hard-charging, brash man whose bark was most certainly not worse than his bite, he had carefully built a lance of powerful striker ’Mechs that had a reputation for hitting targets hard and fast. It also didn’t hurt that his lance had a lot of Clan ’Mechs that had previously belonged to Stirling’s Fusiliers and the Northwind Hussars—former Northwind Highlanders regiments. While Republic ’Mechs had done wonders in evening the playing field between Inner Sphere and Clan tech, Clan-made equipment was still an impressive force multiplier.

      All of which meant that Garrett’s lance not only outweighed Declan’s, it also had an impressive technological profile.

      As he expected, it was Oedhe who broke the momentary silence. “What’s the play, Boss?”

      Declan smiled: “The cavalry comes riding to the rescue.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hobbled by the various speeds of the lance, Taggart’s Osprey reached the battlefield before anyone else, transmitting a bleak picture of the situation.

      What remained of Gladius had been forced to pull back in the shadow of a hillock, desperately trying to gain cover from the encroaching Third Battalion forces approaching from the east. Two BattleMechs, a Hunchback and the colonel’s Black Watch, held a rough defensive line with a Marksman tank as they interposed themselves between the hillock and Third Battalion, lighting the air with bursts of bright laser fire and autocannon tracer rounds.

      The Hunchback struck a Third Battalion Panther in the chest with its heavy autocannon, staggering the light ’Mech and dropping it to the ground like a shattered child’s toy. While all of the weapons fire had been throttled back to nonlethal levels, the umpire computer at the NMA was controlling the simulated damage, causing falls and registering damage throughout the linked network of units.

      Taking a position within a copse of trees on the hillock, Oedhe laid down a withering array of fire at the first of the Third Battalion forces to come into range, a pair of Regulator tanks attempting to skirt the far side of the hill. His fire kept them from closing too quickly, but their speed made them troublesome targets at range.

      Declan heard him curse as one of the Regulators narrowly avoided being struck by a particle projector cannon’s blast. “These little boggarts are fast as the dickens… Ellie, anything that you can do about that?”

      Taggart laughed, and her Osprey twisted its torso toward the nearest Regulator, its Gauss rifle tracking the speeding tank. “Just watch me.”

      Declan clicked the mic twice. “Keep close, Four. I don’t want you haring off on a snipe hunt.”

      When she responded, he could hear the chagrin in her voice. “Yes, sir.”

      Raising his Marauder II’s arm, Declan sent a PPC shot in front of the lead Regulator. While it also didn’t hit, the attack forced the tank to break off as it suddenly found the neighborhood hotter than expected.

      “Three, hold the hill, keep them from getting too fancy. Centurions Five and Nine, take your lances to link up with the mobile command center. We will support the battle line here. Two, Four, on me.” He clicked onto the command channel, bringing up a link to the Black Watch. “Gladius Actual, we are onsite.”

      There was a burst of static on the channel from a near-miss of a PPC, and the colonel’s voice was filled with tension. “We’re holding for now, C-One. Just take out anyone who wants to join the party.”

      Declan didn’t get time to respond, as the party-crashers chose that moment to finally made their own presence known. As expected, the Bulldog led the way in his Clan-built Gladiator, followed by a Vulture Mk. IV, a Tempest, and a Griffin IIC. From their positioning they had clearly been in contact with the units still harrying the First Battalion ’Mechs, and they had known exactly where to appear to cut off any attempt to escape around the hill, moving between the Declan’s approaching lance and Gladius’s line.

      Glancing over at his secondary monitor, he watched the threat count slowly rise. “Charlene, any news?”

      He could hear barely concealed frustration in the sergeant’s voice. “Not yet, sir. There’s a lot of heavy metal moving through the woods. I’m guessing this is where they intend to make their stand.”

      As she spoke, the attacking lance broke into two elements; the Gladiator and Tempest moving toward the remaining Gladius BattleMechs, while the Vulture and Griffin IIC imposed themselves on Oedhe’s Lament.

      The Gladiator took point, blazing at the larger of the two targets with its heavy large laser, scoring a virtual wound high on the ’Mech’s torso. The computer showed much of the torso armor stripped away in the single hit, although the ’Mech itself remained pristine.

      The Hunchback immediately stepped forward to assist, but a light Gauss-rifle round from the Tempest landed dangerously close to the Hunchback’s cockpit, forcing it back a step. Even though it was a simulated round, Declan had been on the receiving end before, and knew their tendency to ring a cockpit like a bell.

      They were out of time.

      “Four, you are cleared for independent action. Two, you’re with me!”

      Ellie didn’t bother to reply, her Osprey ramping up to full speed as she cut past the grove of trees, firing a shot of opportunity at one of the passing Regulators.

      Pumping its immense fists, the Ostsol ran up beside him, firing a larger laser downrange at the Griffin IIC that had struck it in the shoulder.

      “Three, get their attention.”

      “With pleasure.” Declan could hear the grim humor in the response. Oedhe wasted no time in lighting up his Lament’s PPCs again, sending twin flights of death winging downrange at the Vulture MK. IV. One of the PPC shots missed, but the heavy PPC splashed brilliant sapphire lightning against the nearer ’Mech’s arms, virtually stripping it bare.

      Realizing the new threat, the Vulture whirled on the heavy ’Mech, sending a brace of advanced tactical missiles and pulse-laser fire his way. While the laser wasted itself against the side of the hill, the ATM warheads pockmarked the top of the ’Mech’s hunched profile, letting it know it had been hit.

      Despite the evolving tactical situation behind him, the Gladiator remained laser-focused on the Black Watch, eating up the kilometers with every long stride. Suddenly realizing the danger, the Black Watch attempted to loose an alpha strike of its full weapons complement, but the Gauss rifle shot wide at short range, and the blast of ionized particles was not enough to turn the Bulldog’s ’Mech from its goal. Backpedaling, the colonel desperately attempted to gain some space to deal with the new threat as the Gladiator retaliated with its heavy large laser at point-blank range.

      Whether intentionally or by accident, the immense weapon struck the Black Watch across the head, momentarily blinding the MechWarrior and locking up the ’Mech mid-motion as the umpire computer registered a killing blow. While the safety governors were supposed to prevent a ’Mech from suffering actual damage during an exercise, there were moments when the sudden loss of signal could have unexpected consequences.

      This was one of those moments.

      The Black Watch lurched backward, frozen halfway into a running step, crashing to the earth in what felt like slow motion. For a moment, things froze in place, everyone instinctively waiting to hear if the umpires would call a halt to the exercise.

      Everyone that was, except for Declan. For him, the world stopped moving.

      His vision narrowed to a single point on the falling ’Mech’s chest, the Republic crest painted over a Highlanders tartan, seeing it waver as the BattleMech tumbled. His eyes remained locked, his lips twisted in silent prayer that the ’Mech would somehow catch itself at the last moment, desperately hoping beyond logic that the laser had not done that much damage. For a moment, the tableau froze in his mind, the moment beginning to pixelate like bad gun-camera footage. He watched the ’Mech drop hard to the ground, his breath ragged as he fought through the sight.

      “Lieutenant!” Fairchild’s voice forced its way through Declan’s haze, the urgency in her voice unusual for the sergeant. “Gladius One is down.”

      Declan was about to bark at her for stating the obvious, but something in Fairchild’s tone forced its way through his mental fog. Slowly, as if surfacing from a stagnant pool, Declan once again began connecting the data. With the colonel out of the action, he was senior.

      I am in command.

      Taking a slow breath, he quickly surveyed the battlefield. Without the Black Watch assisting him, the Hunchback pilot was desperately trying to close with the Marksman for protection, but the Tempest was pressing it hard to divide and conquer. Oedhe had backed himself behind a heavier stand of trees, but continued to take heavy fire from the Vulture and the Griffin.

      This was exactly the wrong type of fight to be having against the Bulldog, whose tenacity and focus were slowly wearing down the defenders. The other man knew the disparity between the two forces as well as Declan did, and knew ending the threat here would put him in a prime position to move on the mobile command center.

      It took Declan only a moment to make a decision, clicking over to the unit channel to give orders. “Two, form up with the Hunchback and the Marksman, and hold that line.” While it was far from the ideal use for the Ostsol’s firepower, Fairchild had the only ’Mech quick enough to capitalize on the enemy’s momentary separation. “Four, stay on mission, I’ll backstop Three.”

      He heard their quick acknowledgment, and Fairchild sped past him, firing another flurry of lasers at the Vulture as she passed. The other ’Mech turned to cut an ugly weal across the Ostsol’s leg, but did not pursue, especially as Oedhe took that moment to strike the Vulture’s other leg with a PPC blast.

      Ahead, two Condor hovertanks had joined the Tempest, and quickly moved to flank the hillock, hoping to get shots at the larger Lament’s vulnerable sides and rear. With practiced precision, he shifted his own targeting reticule, sending a burst of cerulean lightning into the trailing Condor as soon as the crosshairs flashed red. Unlike his early shot at the Regulator, this one took the heavy tank in the lift skirt, causing it to trail a stream of sparks as the umpire brought it to a screeching halt. While it wasn’t dead, its lack of mobility made it little more than a pillbox.

      The Tempest tried to whirl on the new threat, but a pair of PPC strikes took it in the arm and rear torso. On his secondary monitor, he saw a flash of heat from the other ’Mech. “Three, I think you tagged their engine. Hit ’em again!”

      Ignoring the heat that momentarily turned his cockpit into a sauna, he fired his own Gauss rifle at the other ’Mech while Oedhe sent another complement of PPC fire.

      The heavy PPC did little more than vaporize the leaves on a nearby tree, but his remaining PPC and the Gauss slug took the Tempest high in the chest, breaching the armor. The ’Mech instantly froze in place, the umpire shutting it down as the sensors read that its engine had been cored.

      Seeing its two companions taken out of action, the second Condor broke off, but not before firing an LB-X autocannon shot that sanded armor off Declan’s arm and leg. He instinctively shifted his aim to finish off the nimble tank, but Fairchild’s voice came over the radio before he could take the shot.

      “Three’s in trouble!”

      Declan quickly shifted his gaze back and took in the situation: having finished the Black Watch, the Bulldog had ignored the remaining Hunchback, leaving it for the other three ’Mechs slowly closing in on it and going for larger prey.

      Oedhe had already taken significant damage from his two lancemates, and Declan watched the Gladiator’s Ultra-class autocannon connect, cutting deep into the hip and making the ’Mech stumble. The second shot burst through the previously damaged left arm, simulating the energy release from the PPC that had been pent up for his next shot. The resulting feedback shifted the connection to his neurohelmet for the few vital seconds he had needed to compensate for the simulated actuator damage, and he listed to one side.

      This time, Declan didn’t bother waiting for the umpires, and fired a PPC at the Gladiator, striking it’s leg.

      The larger ’Mech turned toward him and began descending the hill, murder telegraphed in its gait. The Vulture Mk IV, not wishing to remain idle, launched another flight of missiles that rained over his ’Mech, one of the warheads rattling his cockpit like a giant bell.

      “Well, you wanted to get his attention…” Declan muttered, and accelerated his Marauder II into a run directly at the Vulture. Aside from wanting to negate some of the other ’Mech’s range advantage, he wanted to get close enough to make the Bulldog wary of hitting one of his own lancemates.

      “One, Four thinks she’s close!” Fairchild reported.

      Declan released a brace of medium lasers at the Vulture, trying to cool his overheating ’Mech. “Tell her to move it, we need her help here!”

      “Don’t I know it…” the sergeant responded just loudly enough for her mic to pick it up. Declan saw Fairchild heavily engaged with a pair of Third Battalion ’Mechs, trying to hold up more than her share of the battle as the Hunchback attempted to close the range and take advantage of its heavy autocannon.

      Declan knew he had to end this now. Third Battalion’s commander was clearly trying to get enough mobile forces in line to flank their defense, correctly assuming that the mobile command center would be protected by whatever little they had left. With the sheer amount of damage they’d already taken, the loss of the C-and-C center would surely mean the end of the scenario for First Battalion, and certain defeat.

      Heedless of the immense assault ’Mech bearing down on him, Declan concentrated his fire on the Vulture. A PPC struck the left torso, while his Gauss rifle struck like a massive fist along the ’Mech’s centerline, squarely hitting the beaklike protrusion. All of his medium lasers cut deeply into the torso armor, but one slipped through to trigger a simulated ammo explosion that caused the Vulture to slump forward, out of the fight.

      He had no time to register his minor victory as his world shook to the core with all the force the ’Mech’s force-feedback program could muster. The armor over his left torso went straight to red as the Gladiator’s autocannon cut a line of fire across his ’Mech, and the large laser finished the job by ripping off the torso and the arm that went with it.

      The damage was too much for the Marauder II, and he fell backward onto his rear armor, rattling his teeth as he fought to keep from tensing against the impending fall. He swore as his neurohelmet bounced against the back of the headrest, knowing he’d have a painful bruise in the morning, but he was already moving to get his ’Mech back on his feet.

      He’d managed to rise to one knee when the Gladiator stepped into point-blank range, aiming its large laser at his cockpit⁠—

      “All combatants, cease operations,” the umpire channel burst over the comms. “Endex. Repeat, Endex. Cease operations. Third Battalion C&C has been captured. Endex.”

      Declan closed his eyes tightly for a moment, his breath coming easier despite the temperature of the cockpit. It had been a risk, sending off Four in her Osprey, but her Beagle Active Probe was one of the few pieces of tech that could have found the enemy’s mobile command center in time. Knowing the Bulldog as well as he did, he knew that by keeping him engaged, with victory so close, he would not have the time to think about what he should have been defending.

      Declan smiled wanly, rubbing the bruise on his neck idly.

      I always knew we could do it.
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        * * *

      

      Declan rushed out of the hangar, desperately looking for any sign of a cab or a vehicle he could commandeer. Thinking he had plenty of time to get to the Warrior’s Cabal, he had not brought his own vehicle, counting on riding out with one of the others. Unfortunately, the chief tech had needed him to sign off on some repairs from his Marauder II’s fall, and he had told the others to go on ahead, not realizing it would take so long to get out.

      The Warrior’s Cabal was a Northwind tradition, a place where warriors could debate major issues affecting the Highlanders and occasionally call for a full Assembly of Warriors to be summoned in times of dire need. Such Assemblies had occurred at the onset of the Fourth Succession War and the FedCom Civil War, and both times had portended major changes for Northwind. If such upheaval was once again on their doorstep, he knew he had to be present.

      “Need a ride?” a familiar voice asked. Declan couldn’t help but smile at the sight of his grandfather, Major Seamus Casey, his muscular arm half out of the window of his old pickup. The truck was older than he was, but between Seamus and one of his old tech buddies, they had kept it running long after its contemporaries. Declan was always happy to see his grandfather, but now he was a godsend.

      “If you’re going my way,” Declan said with forced casualness, but he didn’t wait for a response to climb into the cab, instinctively relaxing in its familiar atmosphere of old leather and good tobacco. As soon as he was inside, Seamus gunned the engine, sending them speeding toward the main gate.

      “You heard about the exercise?” Declan asked, careful not to look at the illegal scanner perched on the truck’s dash. Both it, and its twin at his grandfather’s house, always seemed to be up to date with all of the current Highlander and Republic codes, despite his grandfather not having been on active duty for years. He supposed it was just another example of his grandfather’s many friendships at work, but he didn’t want to start an argument about security concerns.

      Again.

      Seamus nodded and glanced over at Declan. “Heard you had to step up when the colonel went down. Nicely done.”

      Declan shrugged off the compliment, but couldn’t help feeling a warm glow of pride in his chest. His grandfather was, like him, from a long line of Highlanders MechWarriors, and his praise meant a lot. Glancing over, he decided to change the subject before the other man could see.

      “So, any idea of what sort of envoy the Exarch supposedly sent?’

      “From what I heard, it’s a Knight of the Republic,” Seamus replied, and glanced over at him. “Least it’s not another Paladin, eh?”

      Declan spared a look at his grandfather, but declined to respond. The two men had argued over Ezekiel Crow, the Black Paladin, and his crimes against the Highlanders far too often to open that particular can of worms again. Still, he agreed with his grandfather on one level: the Highlanders had traditionally mixed results with foreign envoys. The Highlanders of Northwind always trusted in themselves first and foremost, and the family had never let them down when it counted.

      When Seamus spoke again, his voice was gentle. “You were thinking of Jimmy when Tommy O’Hara went down, weren’t you, lad?”

      Declan didn’t trust his voice, so he just nodded. Time had been good to him: he could go a few days in a row without thinking of his elder brother James, lost during the second Steel Wolves attack on Northwind in 3134. Unfortunately, it rarely lasted. Every time he looked up at a BattleMech, he would think of how often the two of them had played at being MechWarriors, and how they were going to be as famous as the Kells one day.

      When he was able to speak past the lump in his throat, he made an effort to keep his voice light. “Just how much did you hear on that thing?”

      “Hear?” Seamus smiled thinly. “I saw every blow. I thought they nearly had you there when you sent Chuckie into the battle line, but it was the right move.”

      “You were in the training center.” It was not quite an accusation.

      “Veteran’s prerogative,” Seamus replied, smiling. “You should have heard the Bulldog swearing a blue streak when they shut down the exercise. I don’t think you should ask him for a ride anytime soon.”

      It was clear Seamus wanted to say more, but as they saw the tree line approaching, Seamus simply concentrated on driving. Declan knew his grandfather understood his concerns about operational security, but the elder Highlander was not about to change the way he did things.

      Despite the delay, the truck got them there quickly enough that they were not the last to arrive, with the bonfire well and truly in full swing as they parked on the outskirts of the woods. Still a little peeved by the discussion, Declan curtly thanked his grandfather, then quickly headed toward the center of the clearing. Seamus, undeterred, kept up with him easily, and Declan believed that, despite his age, the man could still pace him from one side of the woods and back. They walked through the trees toward the flickering firelight, and eventually broke into the clearing to see the raging bonfire at its center.

      The circle of cabers seemed smaller than usual, with only several members of the various Highlander Clans present, most from the Clan Elders. All of the Highlanders who had families here had tried to send a representative, but most were on Terra in the hopes of deterring another attack, leaving few warriors to act in their stead.

      Declan glanced around the fire, seeking out the gray uniform that would indicate a Republic Knight, but didn’t see it at first glance.

      With the eagle-eyed nature of one used to sizing up a room quickly, Seamus gave a small nod towards the fire. “There she is.”

      Declan followed his grandfather’s gaze, and found Brigadier General McNamara deep in conversation with a tall woman with raven-black hair. She had her back to him, but it was clear that she was wearing not a Knight’s uniform, but rather the kilt and kit of a Highlander.

      “That’s the Exarch’s envoy?” Declan asked, watching the other woman as she spoke. Her lithe form seemed familiar, but he couldn’t place it from his angle.

      Seamus smiled. “More than that, lad, much more. Let’s go introduce ourselves, shall we?”

      Declan looked over at his grandfather curiously, but Seamus was already in motion. Apparently sensing the mountain of a man approaching, the young woman turned, and Declan saw her clearly for the first time. Two catlike blue eyes glowed under her dark hair, and an expression of delight crossed her face as she saw his grandfather.

      “Seamus?” The Knight’s face lit up, and it made her seem even younger. To Declan’s shock, she wrapped her arms around his grandfather tightly, and while it may have been a trick of the firelight, it looked like his grandfather was actually blushing. “As I live and breathe… I doubted you still did either.”

      “Aye, lass. ’Tis good to see you.” Turning to Declan, he smiled grandly at him. “My lady, may I introduce my grandson, Declan Casey. Dec, this is Lady Maeve Stirling, Knight of the Republic of the Sphere.”

      Instantly, everything became crystal clear, and Declan applauded Devlin Stone on his choice of envoy. Andrea Stirling had been one of the colonels of the Northwind Highlanders and later Paladin Exemplar of the Republic. The Stirlings had been a part of the Highlanders for as long as the Caseys, and their words would carry a great deal of weight with the other Clan Elders.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Declan,” she responded, giving him a bright smile. “Your grandfather was one of the first people to ever let me try out a ’Mech simulator.” She smiled wanly at the elder man. “You got ripped up and down the yard for it too, if I remember. ”

      Seamus laughed, his accent coloring his response as he thought back to better times. “Yer muther thought you were a bit too young to be training, yes.”

      “I was eight!” she replied, although whether she agreed was unclear from her indignant tone.

      General McNamara cleared his throat lightly, and Maeve gave them both a sorrowful smile. “I’m sorry, we’ve got to start. I do expect to buy you a drink later though, Seamus Casey.”

      “I would not be missing it, lass,” he replied, and the two Casey men stepped up to their preferred area to watch the ceremony.

      As the crowd naturally settled down in expectation, the general raised his arms, his deep voice resounding through the clearing. “Ladies and gentlemen, while I am not a senior member of my Clan, my dear brother Thomas has asked me to speak for him tonight.” Thomas McNamara, unlike his brother, was still an active Highlander, the highest ranking one still on planet. Unfortunately, he had been struck with a vicious bout of the flu and had been bedridden for days, causing his brother to step forward in his place. Despite technically being an officer of the Republic rather than a serving Highlander, Luis was still of the Highlander Clans first and foremost. “Many of you may recognize our guest, Lady Maeve Stirling. Stirling’s Fusiliers were one of our most feared regiments, and it is our good fortune to have her standing with us once more today.”

      A rumble of approbation came from the assembled Highlanders, and the Republic Knight waited for the applause to die down before stepping up before them. “Brothers and sisters, I thank you for your warm welcome. I wish it was with better news that I return home, but I have been sent here with a message from the Exarch himself, giving me leave to place it before the Clans as a whole.”

      Her blue eyes swept the assembled warriors, taking them all under her thoughtful gaze. “As many of you know, the Republic finds itself besieged from all sides. While the Fortress Protocols have kept us safe, it has only been through the devotion and sacrifice of the Highlanders regiments that we have been able to drive back the invaders for so long.

      “Unfortunately, there are those who wish to take advantage of your loyalty, and to threaten a valuable target at the same time. Ladies and gentlemen, as I am sure you have all suspected, I bring credible intelligence that there is an impending attack bound for Northwind.”

      An angry rumble came from the assembled crowd, but Declan noted very little of it sounded surprised. The Highlanders had known this day was due to come again, and they were prepared to make whatever sacrifices they must to protect hearth and home.

      “Capellans,” Seamus muttered, and Maeve nodded, clearly hearing the same consensus around the fire. The Capellan Confederation had done its part to destabilize Northwind since the Highlanders had left the nation’s service during the Fourth Succession War, and the Highlanders’ memories were long.

      “From a strategic standpoint,” Maeve continued, “this planet’s working HPG makes you an ideal target, even if the Capellans had somehow forgotten how much they hate us for all that they lost in the Fourth Succession War. When you combine the two, I have no doubt the temptation has finally proven irresistible.

      “I have come today to help you prepare, and to fight with you. With all of the threats that have beset the Republic, we have little to spare in the way of additional warriors, but we have brought some new BattleMechs to help even the playing field when the Capellans come to call. The Exarch knew that if there is a fight for Northwind, he wanted you as well equipped as he could make you.”

      There were some small nods in the crowd, but Declan was also very conscious of the number of grim faces that shone in the firelight. As he let his gaze roam over the assembled warriors, someone stepped out from the middle of the crowd, a venerable woman with two piercing brown eyes under a short mop of gray hair. Much like his grandfather, he had known Lieutenant Colonel Cadha Jaffray since infancy, and he listened carefully to what she had to say.

      “Why such a small force, Lady Maeve? The Exarch couldn’t spare anyone else?”

      If the Knight thought the question impertinent, she was careful not to let it show. “The Exarch specifically ordered me here to do what I can, Colonel. I brought my own company and as much equipment as my DropShip could hold to assist in the defense of Northwind. Unfortunately, between the Capellans, the Falcons, and the Wolves, we are beset on all sides. One should not imagine for a moment that Northwind is not a vital part of the Republic’s defense, but we also need to cover other planets that do not already have as powerful of a defense as the Twelfth Hastati.”

      Jaffray nodded, more out of acknowledgment than agreement, and Declan was tempted to speak as well. He was getting that same uncomfortable feeling he’d gotten after hearing of Maeve’s arrival: once again Northwind would be receiving the short end of the stick for the sin of being able to maintain its own defense.

      To his surprise, Stirling shook her head. “When it comes down to it, however, it is true that this is being done because it must be done. Before I left for Northwind, I had the opportunity to speak to Countess Campbell, an opportunity I will treasure for the rest of my days. I had many of the same questions you do, and I was concerned that I was not doing all I could to uphold the promise the Republic has made with our Clans. To my relief, she reminded me of the bonds between us, and of the mutual covenant we all share, setting my mind at ease as little could. She also reminded me of the realities of the situation: while we believe there is a credible threat to Northwind, the same forces we know are en route could easily redirect to any of a half-dozen other targets, all of which must be protected. Northwind has managed to maintain its freedom throughout the centuries by being tougher than those who wished to take it from us, and this time will be no different. If called on, we shall fight to protect the ground our families have fought for since we settled here, and we will show anyone who threatens Northwind the blood price they will pay.”

      A murmur of agreement went through the crowd, although it was far from unanimous. Once again, Declan took a mental tally of the expressions on the faces of the various Clan Elders, and while there seemed to be no one openly hostile to the Knight’s message, there were still some carefully neutral faces. It didn’t mean they wouldn’t fight, but some of them were clearly not as pleased with her answer to the colonel’s question as some of the younger warriors.

      Turning back to the crowd, she said, “Over the next few weeks, I will be meeting with all of the Clan Elders, and working with General McNamara to plan a defense of Northwind that will drive the Capellans back to their lines. Until Northwind is secure, I am here to serve and provide the respectful support of the Republic.”

      Once again there was applause, and the various Clan leaders began discussing the Knight’s message among themselves.

      Turning toward where his grandfather had been sitting, Declan was surprised to see he was gone. As large as Seamus was, he could move as stealthily as a Nekakami assassin when he wished, and he had apparently stepped away sometime during the Knight’s speech.

      Declan glanced around, finally finding his grandfather near the tree line, deep in conversation with someone Declan could not see. For the briefest of moments, flickering firelight outlined a shadowy figure, but he could not tell the person’s identity, despite an absolute surety that he had met the person before.

      Any further consideration of the figure was cut off by the voice of Lady Maeve Stirling behind him, and he turned quickly. She smiled at him, and he was startled to note how light her eyes seemed to be up close.

      “Well, Lieutenant,” she said, “it seems your grandfather is otherwise engaged at the moment, so would you care to join me for a drink?”

      “It would be my pleasure, my lady,” Declan replied formally, and she gave him a small grin. She led the way over to where several kegs had been carefully placed away from the fire, but he couldn’t help but glance back at his grandfather one last time.

      Seamus, as if sensing his grandson’s gaze, looked over at him, and in the reflection of the fire Declan was quite sure that his grandfather’s expression was grim, and held an expression he had not often seen on Seamus’s face.

      Guilt.
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        “I dinnae doubt that the Exarch wants us to succeed, if only to cover his own wrinkly arse, but where is the countess? Surely she knew one of these damned vipers would come for us at some point. What is she doing fighting on Terra when we are at risk?”

      

      

      
        
        —Padraig Houlihan,

        Elder of Clan Houlihan,

        editorial, Northwind Today
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      Having acquired their ale, Lady Maeve led back to the fire, with Declan taking a seat across from her on two spare cabers set out for just such a purpose. The bonfire was still going strong, the sweet odor of burning pine bringing him back to quiet nights in front of the hearth, reading and listening to his mother singing as she cooked for the family. He watched the Knight as she admired the contents of her cup for a moment, letting the cool winter breeze blow her raven hair over her shoulders. “It’s been a long time since I had a Northwind ale.” She sipped and closed her eyes in pleasure. “For some reason it never really caught on off-world, and I don’t get back here as much as I would like.”

      Declan had sipped his own as she spoke, and nodded. “When were you last back?”

      “Four years ago,” she replied without hesitation, clearly having given the matter some thought. “My grandmother had returned here for a funeral, and I took the opportunity to look up some old friends.” She looked solemn for a moment. “There always seem to be fewer than I remember.”

      “For all of us,” he said carefully, not trusting himself to go too far into that train of thought. “Is that when you last saw my grandfather?”

      “It’s been quite a while,” she replied, and he noted that she had not actually answered his question. “I saw your competition today…very impressive.” She smiled playfully. “I especially liked the part where you took on a lance by yourself.”

      For a moment, Declan considered grand-patricide, but she gave an airy laugh and waved off his concerns. “Forgive me, the brigadier was kind enough to pipe the feed up to my DropShip at my request. I was eager to see what the Twelfth was capable of, and it helped keep everyone entertained.” She narrowed her eyes slightly while looking at him. “You owe me fifty stones, just so you know.”

      “Consider it an investment,” he said, again noting how deftly she’d changed the subject. “A good reminder to never bet against me.”

      She raised her cup in acknowledgment of his point and drank again. “Well, I hope you use the equipment I brought in good health… I think you may find something to your liking. What did you do before you joined the Centurions?”

      “I was seconded to the command staff,” he responded, the first stirrings of suspicion coloring his reply.

      “Counterintelligence, isn’t that right?”

      Declan took another drink to hide his expression. That
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