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        ZANE PLATEAU, TENGOKU MOUNTAIN

        NOVA CAT RESERVATION, IRECE

        IRECE PREFECTURE

        DRACONIS COMBINE

        5 NOVEMBER 3135

      

      

      The ancient volcanic mountain pressed against his consciousness, until Kisho dug his nails into wind-whipped palms to stay present. His raspy, torn flesh hardly resembled human skin.

      The mountain was a living entity with roots sunk to the white-hot magma flows of rock-blood at the center of Irece and a white-cold, snow-hooded cap that pierced the atmosphere itself, towering in its inhuman arrogance to 9.7 kilometers above sea level. The small, snapping flames of the fire just out of reach seemed beyond insignificant—a penlight to the endless darkness of interstellar void.

      A susurration wafted flames like a gentle fan, snapping sparks into the air—a small, burnt sienna kaleidoscope spinning and singing away on the wind—and prickling flesh along the exposed arms and legs of his ceremonial leathers, while gently ruffling his hair.

      
        
        Flames grant sight

        To eyes wide shut

        Visions unfold

        Purified in soul

      

      

      Need to cut my hair. If he concentrated hard enough on such mundane minutiae, he could ignore Kanaye’s almost inaudible recitations of ancient script. Could ignore the gentle wind that felt like the sleeping breath of the gargantuan mountain, waiting to be awakened, startled up from slumber to a frenzy of hate and heat and destruction as it spewed forth violence to sweep away all before its path.

      He shivered, though not with cold. The purifying bath an hour past in the icy springwater hadn’t even raised goose bumps. Yet he almost leaned forward with palms outstretched to the fire, but caught himself before violating the ceremony.

      What is the matter? Too close for comfort? Too close to what they try so hard to awaken within you?

      His stomach rumbled. Kisho closed his eyes—locking interior blast doors, sealing off such thoughts down deep—shamed at having been distracted so easily by the hunger pangs of fast snapping at his stomach like razor-caws to fresh kill. He breathed deeply—the burning scrub tree branches of the rite (found, never cut) filled with hints of dark cinnamon and freshness eons in the making—and tried to set aside all consciousness.

      Tried to merge into the moment, to be one with the mountain that could not possibly feel his presence, much less care about the puny humans perched so precariously on its hardened, patchy skin.

      He’ll be done soon. This idea usually snapped him into a light trance, but this time it failed. Regardless of the reprimanding look from Kanaye (he always knew!), Kisho floundered like a fish out of water, flopping wetly from one side to another, frantic to find the cool reassurance of the watery depths of trance, but knowing Death would strike with his steely scythe before he might plunge back to safety.

      Or in my case, the scythe of Kanaye’s disappointment.

      Kisho just managed to keep the sigh of his own discontent within.

      They’ll be starting the feasting soon. Tables would be laden with fresh fruits grown in the agro-domes (denying Irece its rightful due of winter’s barren lands); meats from cattle, lambs, pigs, and even horse; an abundant flow of liquor (even warriors will douse themselves into oblivion this night); sweetmeats, rolls, sugar cakes and more. The air would be filled with smiles and good cheers to celebrate the Exodus of the Great General centuries ago.

      What, three hundred and fifty years ago? He quickly ran the math and corrected. No, three hundred and fifty-one. Three and a half centuries ago and now we are back, different and yet the same. And we Clans celebrate this great event as though we journeyed the depths of space to the Clan homeworlds, leaving a dying Star League to destroy itself; as though we colonized those hellish, barren rocks; as though we survived the horrific wars that killed millions and lived through the reforging of the very bedrock of human society from the ground up into a new warrior society: one that returned to the Inner Sphere to conquer...and failed. And now we Nova Cats live on our reservations in the Draconis Combine, beholden to oaths of fealty sworn to House Kurita, having defected from the Clans once we saw the writing on the wall. Having followed the visions that caused our brother Clans to fall on us and kill us by the millions. Until now I sit on this mountain, cold and hungry from fasting, wondering when Kanaye will awaken and proclaim his visions that will lead us down some new path. Some new path that must lead us to a better tomorrow. Because, by the Founder, the Clans have been corrupted.

      And if we do not—

      “Kisho.”

      His eyes snapped open, meandering thoughts sundered like a laser punching through ’Mech armor. He immediately averted his eyes, bowing deeply in his sitting position. He held it for several moments in an attempt to recover, then raised his eyes to Kanaye’s.

      Knowing eyes burst like halogens across him, stripping away all pretense. Shame and anger mixed liberally. But Kisho kept his aplomb, as he had trained himself for long years to do, in spite of Kanaye’s best attempts to slip past his defenses.

      “Oathmaster.” The word hung on the precipice between them, shredded in the wind. Their eyes locked in a probing stare.

      The wind began to gain strength, as though the battle of wills had begun to disturb the sleeping mountain. The fire giant adjusted in his repose, dreams troubled. Liquid shadows ran across Kanaye’s features, conveying an otherworldly feel. Kisho could not shake the feeling that Kanaye was an incarnation of the spirit of the nova cat, a corporeal manifestation from some spirit world. A world to which Kisho would never have access.

      Right. He shook himself out of it. Spirit world!

      Kisho’s lips quirked ever so slightly, though he hoped he managed to keep most of his reaction covered. Yet something sparked within Kanaye’s age-old eyes, and he nodded imperceptibly.

      What did you see, old man? He knew better than to ask—the mountain would cough up a straight answer before the Oathmaster would.

      “What do you see?” Kanaye uncannily echoed.

      My stupidity. He breathed in the scent of burning wood and that hint of dark cinnamon once more, playing for time. He finally responded, without raising his eyes. “I see young bloods from a dozen tribes, their anxious eyes failing to shield burning desires.” He fell easily into the game, executing his flimsy reflection of the old man’s true abilities.

      “Ah...the trip to humanity’s cradle. And what did you learn?”

      “Learn?” Nothing. “I do not know. But I know the universe is falling back to war. War has already started and will only escalate. That, regardless of the long decades of Stone’s peace, with the continued loss of rapid interstellar communication and without Stone himself, his cult of personality is fragmenting quicker than the homeworld Clans during the Wars of Reaving.”

      A log shifted, snapping loudly and disgorging a shower of sparks that momentarily lit the immediate region, before whipping away on the now steadily blowing wind. As the Clans were stripped down and torn away so brutally during that time.

      “All from the Founder till now, slowly ground down and ripped away.”

      “All?” Kanaye rejoined, his soft voice smothering the anger of Kisho’s words.

      Kisho raised arrogant eyes to impassive ones. “Aff.”

      “Neg.”

      “What?”

      “Why did the Founder create us?”

      I am not a five-year-old crèchekin, old man! Arrogant eyes locked with cool ones and the silence stretched, while the wind played fits with the small fire. Finally, as the silence became unbearable, Kisho answered, the weaker one as always. “To return and establish the Star League. To save the thousands of Inner Sphere worlds from themselves and the Great Houses that rule them. Quiaff?”

      “Aff.” Silence once more descended.

      Kisho knew how to play this game, had fine-tuned his participation over the years, acting the role of something he didn’t feel. The well-played game used to give him a feeling of self-satisfied conquest. But lately, the hollow ring of his participation had begun to make him weary. And with his weariness came anger and impatience.

      Wishing to bring this round to a conclusion, he broke the silence for a second time. “But we failed. There is no Star League and the Clans are half their original numbers. And those of us here...are half what we were.”

      “Aff.” Kanaye’s lips barely moved and the now dying flames of the fire cast his features further into darkness.

      I can never read you in the fullness of noon, much less now, old man.

      Frustration gnawed, warring with hunger pains. “Then how is all not lost?”

      “Because there is always tomorrow.”

      Kisho opened his lips for a hot retort, then swallowed, knowing only more riddles would ensue. He forced himself to take several deep breaths of the crisp air. Then he centered, despite the situation. He thought through several permutations of what the old man might be saying.

      Kisho finally responded, under control once again, his voice a match for the best prophetic tone Kanaye could offer. “The Star League can be founded tomorrow, and we have achieved our goal.”

      The flames flickered down to coals, lambent crimson casting no real visibility, heightening the mystical feel to the entire encounter.

      “I have a vision,” Kanaye finally responded.

      Of course you do. The harshest of inner silence met Kisho’s sarcasm. He struggled to keep his body from telegraphing his sense of defeat.

      “The Dragon has taken flight.”

      Kisho jolted imperceptibly. That is your vision?! Of course the Dragon’s taken flight! His memories of the long trip to Terra came rushing back. He saw the funeral of Victor Steiner-Davion and the plethora of old and young bloods, all scheming to use the event to their own best advantage, and the assault of the Benjamin Warlord on the Republic—an assault the coordinator disavowed. Surely he isn’t referring to the warlord. Then what?

      His facial features slackened momentarily, as he drew lightly upon his years of training—modeling and scenarios running through his mind, the shape of his perceptions forming and reforming in cycling permutations. In a flash, he realized there could only be one person fitting that description.

      He came back to the present, his face resuming its usual arrogant cast.

      “Katana Tormark.”

      “Aff.”

      Kisho leaned forward as though to capture the meager heat of the dying coals and ran it through slowly. “You refer to the information passed to our Watch by the Order of the Five Pillars, quiaff?”

      “Aff.”

      “How can you mean Katana when she has had her wings cut?”

      “She has?”

      “Scooped from battlefields in the Republic by the heir to the Dragon and even now in route to Black Luthien? Considering she just killed a warlord and took worlds in the Dragon’s name without his sanction...House Kurita has never been known for its kindness. A dank cell, or a parting of her head, quiaff?”

      “Neg.” The single word fell softly, but behind it Kanaye’s eyes thrust straight through Kisho.

      A challenge, old man? Kisho’s more frequently surfacing anger overcame the shame at his growing disrespect. This time he drew fully on all the years of his training—going deeper while still keeping the lid firmly shut on the pervading fears he kept at bay—and his face fell into the blank expression of deep mystic trance.

      He took the tidbits of information and began to plug them in and rearrange, mind spiraling through dark space and across the reach of infinity until a pattern slowly emerged. One so delicate and gossamer-like, it might rend if touched. Instead, he fed it additional bits of information, allowing them to fall where they might on the framework, until the shape solidified, the outlines becoming clear and sharp. He slowly withdrew, his face sloughing the deep trance and returning to humanity’s facade.

      “A vision,” Kanaye intoned.

      Right. Sure, old man. A vision. “The Dragon will name her warlord,” was Kisho’s only response.

      The old man nodded slowly, as though a prize pet had just performed a unique trick.

      Kisho’s anger burned hot at the perceived condescension, but not hot enough to flame away the truth. It was but a trick, not a vision. Never a vision.

      And yet Kisho also felt the old satisfaction at having emerged victorious for another round.

      “And?” the old man continued.

      “To replace the fallen Sakamoto.”

      “Neg.”

      Satisfaction flamed away as though a ship lost to an out-of-control reentry to atmosphere and Kisho cast about, but found nothing else within.

      As ever. The growing silence became an invisible partner, sitting at the campfire as though to scold them both for their strained relationship.

      This time it was the old man who finally spoke. “Dieron.”

      Kisho reared back as though struck. He wasn’t able to sense the thread.

      Seems I only ever fail around the old man. Someday, old man. Someday.

      “And?” Kanaye pushed.

      Kisho swallowed, hating the incessantness of the old man and knowing he had no choice but to continue in his role. He forged on with this new tidbit. “The Dragon will offer her warlordship of Dieron. She will accept and be wedded to House Kurita. But we of all people know the harsh mistress that is the Dragon.” He was proud that no bitterness crept into his voice.

      “Aff.”

      Kisho continued, his confidence building again. “No additional aid will be forthcoming. Either she expands her conquest and fully becomes the warlord of the paper Dieron Military District, or she dies unborn, unable to break out of her egg. A stillborn not worthy of the Dragon’s succor.”

      “Aff.”

      Kisho nodded, still troubled by the encounter, but intrigued, despite himself, by this new turn of events. He raised his eyes once more to the ancient face. To the face he’d seen from his earliest memories.

      To the face of the old man...his mentor.
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        BIVOUAC NEAR NEW ANAHEIM

        COPENWALD, HALSTEAD STATION

        DIERON MILITARY DISTRICT

        DRACONIS COMBINE

        1 FEBRUARY 3136

      

      

      Duchess Katana Tormark held the hard-edged, enameled metal in the cusp of twin palms. The small, cherry-red rectangle, overlaid with an apple-green katakana “five” numeral, seemed surreal and out of place in her small, calloused hands, the fingertips and palm pads hardened under years of handling a katana, or the joysticks of a BattleMech.

      Not handling this. Never this.

      For an irrational minute, she desperately needed to scratch a nail across the surface, confident the hardened enamel would turn out to be acrylic paint, tearing and flaking away. Proving a forgery.

      Proving me a forgery.

      Katana licked her lips, tasting her own nervousness.

      She shifted slightly, her usually bound hair cascading around her shoulders, whispering across a linen shirt, open at the throat to show chocolate-brown skin and whipcord strong muscles. The squeak of hard rubber on tile brought her awareness back to the chair she occupied, the table, the room. Eyes so dark they appeared jet-black slowly rose to take in the other occupants of her private command quarters. Unashamed of her obvious trepidations over the rank insignia, she laid it down at the edge of the holographic table gingerly, as though afraid its weight would shatter the metal.

      From one breath to the next, it sat coiled like a red-and-green snake, poised to strike, kill, and swallow any who dared think their arrogance strong enough to wear it. Ready to decimate any who believed their power was large enough to bear the burden of being a warlord of the Draconis Combine, sworn to their liege lord, Coordinator Vincent Kurita.

      You are who you will be. The words of the Old Master percolated and slowly swept away nagging self-doubts. A small smile played across her lips as she truly focused on the here and now. The past, after all, stayed for no one, regardless of her aspirations, or the towering heights to which she suddenly found herself clinging.

      “What do you have?” Katana finally spoke, a soft contralto that filled the room easily.

      Just to her left, Chu-sa Andre Crawford’s emerald-green eyes held hers for a moment. He nodded, leaned forward to tap one of the holographic table’s interfaces, drawing up information he’d obviously prepared beforehand. The room’s lights automatically dimmed as a laser-generated, three-dimensional display sprouted.

      Human-occupied space (discounting the home Clans, which Katana did regularly) spread out from Terra in a roughly thousand-light-year radius, encompassing more than two thousand inhabited worlds and many hundreds more colonies lost to the harshness of their environs or the endless wars over centuries. Her eyes danced around the color-coded display, recognition as instantaneous as the contours of her own body reflected in a mirror: House Davion’s giant yellow, the green sliver of House Liao, the shattered realms of House Marik’s purple, House Steiner’s blue, the hodgepodge of the Clans and, of course, the ochre of the Republic of the Sphere and the red of House Kurita.

      Now focused, her eyes centered on the Republic of the Sphere and its two hundred and fifty worlds in the vicinity of Terra. Where she’d grown up. Where she’d owed fealty and served in the military for years. She took a small breath...where she’d broken those oaths and followed a new master.

      Switching to the coreward, spinward region of the Republic, in its Prefecture III, a blood flower bloomed, its deadly petals reaching and soaking up worlds for House Kurita, red smearing down from the Dragon to cover the Republic in blood.

      I have done this. She contemplated this thought, but could find no pride, malice, or despair. It also didn’t matter that similar incursions of dark Liao green and bright Jade Falcon green occupied two other sections of the Republic. It simply was.

      Andre hit a final keystroke and leaned back, as though the display could substitute for any amount of words. And it did.

      Highlighted were those worlds that had previously been a part of the Republic, but were now encompassed within the blood flower of House Kurita. Sakamoto might have included even more, but she was a realist, and sporadic fighting on a world meant it was not yet secured. Silence enveloped the room as though they all stood in the presence of some deity of light, worshiping at an altar and hoping they might understand what the hell they were looking at.

      Twenty worlds.

      The tension in the room rose as Katana fell into the image, absorbing every detail. No matter how many times she’d studied the map and the events leading to this place, it still seemed as though the pieces did not fit together. As though some of the pieces were missing.

      Or had some pieces been substituted—they look right, but are really fake? Yeah, that feels right. She surreptitiously stole a quick glance at the rank insignia of tai-shu and tore her eyes away as it seemed to wink at her in the lowered light.

      She sniffed at her flight of fancies and caught the heavy whiff of the ubiquitous diesel fumes that seemed to clog the nasal passages in barbed needles and block out the sun. This was the price of placing her temporary headquarters so close to DeValt Industries and their IndustrialMech manufacturing.

      “Behold, the mighty Dieron Military District.” As though a bomb detonated within a shoji house, the voice sliced through tension like shrapnel through rice paper walls, causing most at the table to jerk visibly.

      Dark, suspicious eyes swept towards the opposite end of the table.

      The young, Oriental-looking man almost seemed a boy, with clear, smooth features, bright eyes, and short, well-manicured hair. But the full lips were not turned up in the half smirk of a joke, but turned down with a cynicism well beyond his years. His eyes were not bright with vigor and hope, but with delight at the potential to cause pain. And while the others in the room wore a uniform, the young man wore a simple jumpsuit, at total odds with the military surroundings.

      Katana slowly shook her head. Of all the strange paths I have taken, you are the strangest. Her eyes danced down the cuffs of the jumpsuit, taking in the young man’s yakuza tattoos peeking out like runes of power and authority, demanding they put up with him, regardless of his uncharacteristic attitude. Despite herself, she appreciated the stab of the man’s wit, regardless of his lack of decorum. Before she could help herself, she chuckled, sarcasm rich in her timbre.

      “Leave it to you to state the obvious.”

      “I live to serve,” Lance Shimazu responded, then boomed a laugh that echoed through the room.

      She stared daggers at the man, knowing he dismissed all those present, eyes only for her; after all, only the oyabun matters in the end. I’ll be damned if I tell you to shut up. She wouldn’t ask and even if she had, he wouldn’t respond. Such was the relationship.

      Several dark chuckles finally joined hers around the room.

      “You live to be a pain in the ass, you mean,” Viki Drexel said on Katana’s immediate right. Katana glanced over to see her cute features squeezed into a grimace of obvious distaste. After Drexel’s forays into the Combine to secure aid from the House Kurita’s criminal underground yakuza—leading to the very presence of this boy-man in their midst—she’d become one of Katana’s most trusted agents, despite her obvious first calling as a MechWarrior. A woman to go to when you needed something done on the black side.

      But it was one thing to accomplish your mission. And another for the yakuza to demand that a sarcastic pain in the ass sit as a liaison at your command table.

      “Isn’t that the same thing, Driki?” he rejoined without even turning his head.

      An obvious smile on Parks’ face to Drexel’s right—Katana even caught a smile on Crawford’s before he concealed it—puffed up Drexel as though she were a blowfish trying to scare away predators. Though Katana managed to keep her own face impassive, she couldn’t help the inner smile.

      Shimazu had found out about Drexel’s playful use of an anagram when she went undercover—Dixie Lever—and had goaded her with it ever since, considered it beyond naïve, and a mistake a first-year SAFE agent wouldn’t make.

      “Should we not stay on the subject we are here to discuss?” Wahab Fusilli said from Drexel’s right.

      “I thought we were discussing it,” Shimazu responded. “After all, we’re here to protect the mighty Dieron Military District. Great and mighty shall Katana reign over innumerable worlds—”

      “Shut up,” Katana interrupted, laser-sharp and cracking, forgetting her previous decision. For once, he actually acquiesced, leaning back as though he could care less one way or another. Why do you care? Why does your gumi consider this deal so important they would assign a liaison? And why someone like you? She shuffled those questions around for a moment and then filed them away, content to deal with that struggle on a future field of combat. Right now, an urgent battle was unfolding.

      “As our illustrious liaison has so succinctly put it, behold the mighty Dieron Military District. Twenty worlds. And if I don’t want the other warlords to hand me my own head, or laugh me right out of court, I better not only keep these worlds, but expand. And, by the way, perhaps even take the military district’s namesake.”

      “Um, boss,” Parks dropped in. “That ain’t gonna happen with what we have. Unless our new commander and chief handed over a pocket regiment or two you didn’t tell us about.”

      Katana noticed the frown of disapproval from Wahab Fusilli over such familiarity concerning their new liege lord, but dismissed it. The man could be such a stiff at times, honor or no. “No, no regiments here.”

      “Then, um, I’m assuming you’ve got a plan.”

      “Well, one or two, but I want to see what you’ve all got for me. You are my command staff, after all.” Lighter tones of real laughter chimed together, washing away (at least momentarily) the tension and weariness so prevalent since her return from Black Luthien and the sudden thrusting of her and her military command into a limelight they had never imagined.

      “So, what do we have?” Katana said. She looked pointedly at Shimazu.

      He shrugged casually, then leaned forward slightly, as though he intended to stay in the conversation for but a moment. “You will not be getting any more reinforcements from my quarter. Not in the near future.”

      “Well, isn’t that just peachy,” Drexel pounced.

      “Driki, unlike some, we have bigger responsibilities. And other concerns to deal with.”

      She blushed at the name she so despised, but forged a rapid response. “You mean you’re dealing with the fallout of supporting us in the first place. Some of the other gumi oyabuns don’t agree with Matsuro Kamikuro’s ideas of how best to serve the Dragon?”

      The man casually shrugged again, as though discussing the difficulty of trying to decide between a white or red tie for a meeting. Katana winced at the idea of what that might mean, of how many family members and innocents would die in such an underworld war.

      “None of the other warlords will support you,” Wahab Fusilli spoke next, his controlled tones a mellow counterpoint to Drexel’s.

      Katana cranked a pencil-thin eyebrow way up, until Fusilli conceded, with a soft dip of his head. “At least, that is what my contacts say.”

      “And when will they support me?”

      “Realistically?”

      “Of course.”

      “Likely never, though you might win a temporary alliance with whomever they find to replace Sakamoto.”

      “I’d think the man, or woman,” Parks interjected and conceded with a nod toward Katana, “would want Katana’s head on a platter. She’s effectively stolen twenty worlds from him.”

      “And taken on the almost impossible task of securing them and expanding to a large enough defensive perimeter of worlds that a hard strike by the Republic out of Prefecture X, or a hard push by House Davion through the almost collapsed Prefecture III into our rear echelon, won’t cut off our own supply lines and leave us speaking French, walking around in silly spurs, and waving a sunburst before you can turn around,” Fusilli spouted in an uncharacteristic rush. “I’m thinking whoever the new warlord will be, he’s oh so glad Katana has stepped up onto that particular chopping block. As for the rest, well—” he shrugged, “—they’re confident you’ll fail, so they have no need to spend too much time contemplating your soon-to-come death.”

      Stunned silence met Fusilli’s comments, as much for their stark, brutal truthfulness as for the light, uncharacteristic wit nudged between words. Is he actually getting a sense of humor? She stared hard at Fusilli, as he switched impassive features away from the stung Parks to her. No, couldn’t be.

      “And what are the chances of the Republic striking at us before we’re ready to strike at them?” she asked, ignoring Fusilli’s comments about the other warlords. One fight at a time.

      “Next to nonexistent, which is the only good news,” Crawford jumped into the conversation, his red hair jouncing as he suddenly leaned forward.

      “After the havoc of internal groups, the Liao invasion, the strikes of the Jade Falcons, and the hammer Sakamato delivered, the Republic appears to have collapsed.” He quickly tapped on the keyboard, highlighting the worlds of Northwind and New Canton. “In late October, the last coherent regiments of the Republic in both these regions pulled back to both those worlds. Now, we all thought they’d push forward. I mean, the Northwind world allows them to come at us from any direction and New Canton might as well have Liao as a moon. But the latest report dropped off by a merchant junket coming from New Canton says there’s not hide nor hair to be found of Republic forces and, as we all know, Northwind has simply gone off the radar—no one’s come in or gone out, that we can tell.”

      “For that matter,” Fusilli responded, “seems nothing is going in and out of what was Prefecture X.”

      “Are you saying the Republic has given up on everything but Prefecture X?” Katana said. She looked at Fusilli and then Crawford, but their blank looks likely mirrored her own. What is the new exarch up to? What is the Republic doing? She flexed her hands, as though preparing to heft her namesake. “So, we can hit Dieron now?”

      “Ah, I didn’t say that,” Crawford said, raising his palms to warn her off. “They are likely not in any position to strike us, but we can’t really strike at them either. Let’s not forget what happened to the Sword of Light unit that decided to capture all the glory while you were off on Luthien.”

      She grimaced at such a waste, while the others contemplated the apparent massacre of almost an entire battalion of troops.

      “And there is the pesky issue of such worlds as Athenry, Styx, and Saffel that still need to be secured.”

      “And if you strike the Republic—I mean truly strike into Prefecture X with force, not the ridiculous raid by the Steel Wolves on Terra—you might just unleash something powerful,” Fusilli interjected.

      All eyes turned his direction. “A Republic reprisal? Something more than what happened to the Sworders?” Katana asked.

      The man shrugged slim shoulders, easily deflecting their intensity.

      “Perhaps. Or, seeing the Republic so close to a true collapse, other still-sleeping powers might surge forward to grab the prize of Terra.”

      “Fedrats?”

      “Perhaps. But neither the Bear nor the Wolf sleep lightly. In grasping for the prize of Dieron, you don’t want to unleash the beasts that’ll run us down before we’re prepared to deal with them.”

      All eyes shifted back to the holographic map, and the factions that, to their limited knowledge with such slow interstellar communications, were not yet joined in the general war sweeping through the Inner Sphere.

      “So they won’t strike at us, but we don’t have the forces to strike at them, and if we don’t strike at them, then no other faction will see the need to keep us from possibly handing Terra to the Dragon. Does that about sum it up? An impasse?”

      Five heads nodded in unison.

      “Which means you die.” Shimazu’s voice once more exploded in the small command office, pulling eyes like filings to loadstone.

      The blatant confirmation of Katana’s thoughts didn’t lessen her desire to be rid of the man. She sighed heavily. “Exactly.”

      “What?” Parks asked, the obvious confusion in his voice spilling across his features.

      “The Dragon is testing me. And to sit still is death.”

      “The other warlords will eat her alive,” Drexel jumped in, quickly grasping the situation. “Even if the Dragon doesn’t first.”

      “I cannot sit still. I must act.” She clenched a fist on the table, hating those words worse than anything else in her life.

      “But we already covered all the bases,” Parks said, earnest eyes suddenly widening. “Mercenaries? That’s not what you’re thinking, is it? ’Cause I got to tell you, that way leads right to hell. Sure, grab some lucrewarriors for the easy assignments, but for trying to secure the rest of the worlds in Prefecture II and prep for taking Dieron...no way.”

      Katana finally calmed enough to respond, having already come up with the answer some time ago. She’d hoped her advisors might find a way out for her. But it was not to be. She glanced around the room, meeting each pair of eyes, letting the leader within calm their fears. As you taught me, Old Master. After all, she knew what she was doing. Right.

      “Spill it,” Drexel finally broke out, bringing a smile to Katana’s lips.

      I wonder if I’ll need to pull them all back down a rung or two when I’m really a warlord. The thought troubled and saddened her all at once. Her eyes again found the metal rank insignia, dark and latent, perched as a raptor on the table, waiting for her to unleash it.

      “Nova Cats,” she finally said.

      A nekakami spirit warrior would’ve been heard across wet grass at a hundred meters for the depth of silence that swallowed the room. Amazement, incredulity, absolute confusion: a myriad of emotions twisted features equally.

      “Goddammit!” Shimazu practically shouted. He laughed and banged the table and laughed, until Katana was on the verge of taking her blade to the idiot. “Goddamn, Katana. That’s eggs, woman. Giant, iron-cast, ’Mech-sized eggs. I love it.”

      “Will they play?” Fusilli recovered first, a strange look actually twisting his features slightly.

      “I don’t know,” she managed, overcoming her continued dismay at the yakuza’s blunt, boisterous style. “But I’ve got to try.”

      “You?” Crawford said.

      “Don’t even start,” she cut him off with a slash of her hand. She was not looking forward to the confrontation with the Old Master, and wouldn’t have it here with her own command staff. “If we have any chance of bargaining a force from Clan Nova Cat, it can only be me. Honor for honor.”

      Though Crawford stood on the verge of opening his mouth, he finally leaned back, discontented, but willing to accept that Katana could not be swayed from her course.

      “When will you leave?” Drexel asked.

      “As soon as possible. To the depths of House Kurita is a trip. I’ll be back as quickly as I can.”

      There seemed nothing else to say. She slowly rose, accepted salutes, and moved out of the room and down the hall towards her quarters, where she’d grab her already prepped bag and immediately head for the DropPort, where a DropShip and a select crew already waited.

      Their previous meetings had been filled with securing the worlds they currently held. They knew what needed doing. Now she must once more throw herself into Fate’s hands and hope like hell she survived.

      As the noise from her talking command staff finally fell away, Katana had a sinking feeling the backlog of karma she was generating would see her reborn as a Capellan in her next life.
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      The air stank of expectancy.

      As though not just the room, but the whole world held its breath.

      As though the entire Milky Way galaxy paused in its furious thousand kilometers per second hurtle through the vacuum of endless space; the entire known universe paused in its endless destructions to pay tribute to these births. After all, the universe, regardless of all its obliterations, represented the pinnacle of birth and new life and creation. For with each collapsed star, destroyed planet, and annihilated solar system, a new star spun into existence, a world coalesced, a cooling planet spawned alien flora and fauna.

      And some tin cans spit out life.

      Kisho shifted uncomfortably on the tatami platform, overly aware of how many long hours of preparation for the rite were infused into this moment. The taut muscles of his neck almost creaked audibly, and his jaw clenched against the sharp pain. He surreptitiously worked his head in a small circle to relieve the pinched nerve.

      Serves me right for skipping tai chi this morning. The thought didn’t bring relief. Trying to shake off such sacrilegious distractions, he concentrated once more and slipped into a light trance while the room exploded in activity over the birthing, a babble of voices breaking the pause and sending the universe back on its endless spiral into the unknown. A cascade of noise Kisho took in with no immediate awareness of individuals, content in allowing the din to wash away his disdain for the whole process.

      Please.

      “Canisters one through fifty report optimization. Decanting commencing.”

      “Thirty more work chits and I can earn passage off the reservation.”

      “For the whole month? Where did you get the extra work chits?”

      “No, I worked a deal for two weeks.”

      “Canisters fifty-one through one hundred report optimization. Decanting commencing.”

      “Have you seen the new ’Mech. The Wendigo? It is awe-inspiring.”

      “No. But, Jib—you know him, the technician casteman I introduced last Homecoming Day? Jib said he worked on part of it, and he could not resist talking about it. I hope to see it someday.”

      “Hold. Canisters three and nineteen and sixty-seven report abnormalities.”

      “Status review?”

      “Have you heard? We’re going to war?”

      “War, really? That cannot be right.”

      “Stop your contractions.”

      “Confirmed. Unknown contagions introduced during final cycling to optimization.”

      “The Dragon gone to war?”

      “I spoke with her, and I do not believe you. The council will never agree to our pairing. How dare we ask?! Savashri.”

      “Percentage of deformity error?”

      “Point oh-three-nine.”

      “No, I don’t think the Dragon’s gone to war.”

      “Stop your contractions!”

      “Stravag. The Dragon has gone to war. And you know we will go as well. After the downsizings, they will have to contract us, quiaff?”

      “Terminate.”

      “Aff.”

      “Aff.”

      The constant, soft purr of machinery hitched for a moment (did the others even notice?), and three lives were snuffed away, their potential taken at the minuscule chance of missed perfection.

      Is it so simple?

      Kisho slowly opened his eyes to take in a birthing chamber few, even within the scientist caste, ever saw. The Mystic Chamber. Buried so deep within the bowels of the genetic repository—at the bottom center of the entire Mystic complex—Kisho’s first impression on visiting the room was that it sat on the bedrock of the continental shelf.

      Despite the ongoing shuffling of bodies moving in between the hundred steel canisters—each container an explosion of multi-hued wiring, and the bank of machinery coating each wall in technological fungus—his mind’s eye transported him outside, to an overhead view of this most sacred of grounds.

      The Ways of Seeing Park. In the wars following their Abjurement from the Clans—the Ghost Bear–Combine war, the second Ghost Bear–Combine war, and even in the depths of the horror known as the Jihad—though so much of Barcella lay wasted, not a leaf or a mortared stone was damaged here. Others saw it as good fortune. The Nova Cats, with their visions and portents, saw something entirely different. Despite all they suffered, all the lands given to them and then stolen back by the Dragon, despite all the deaths and hardships, this was their land. Their sacred ground.

      Here, despite every blockade thrown up against them, they prospered and survived.

      Do I believe that? The thought floated up from the depths. Doubter and blasphemer that he was, Kisho ignored it, content for now to allow his inner eye to roam across this holy of holies.

      The Ways of Seeing Park stretched for long kilometers in every direction, with a mammoth, hand-built wall of stone towering around the entire perimeter. Near the only entrance, the Circle of Equals glade waited for such important trials as the annual Oathmaster Grand Melee.

      Off the back of the glade and filling most of the park, a rugged, natural woodland ran untamed and uncut, where several packs of nova cats thrived.

      They’d adapted well to Irece. Thriving colonies of nova cats existed on all the continents as well, but the cats within this sanctuary were viewed as a level above.

      Finally, Kisho’s inner eye moved to take in the mammoth genetic repository, sitting some five hundred meters from the Circle of Equals. The Neo-Gothic, circular building thrust to the sky, with flying buttresses, vaulted roof, and triforium. The glossy black edifice—a combination of native stone and nanostructured ceramics—seemed to swallow the bright morning light, pulling in energy as though to power the sacred events performed within.

      Rising almost three hundred meters into the air, the piercing structure represented the defiance of the Nova Cat Clan, its ability to rise above it all.

      Around the base of the cathedral, as though children protected under raptor’s wings, twelve house-sized chapels nestled, their limestone walls works of art. Ornate friezes depicted the glorious lives of each Bloodname warrior deserving of such honor and the House Blood Heritage. Each chapel contained repositories for the DNA of every member of a given Bloodname House, living or dead.

      As though it were a peregrine catching site of prey, his inner vision suddenly swooped low, through the gargantuan doors, and then wafted down endless tunnels, moving ever deeper, ever quieter, ever more still, until Kisho opened his eyes wide to the here and now.

      “Mystic, we have ninety-seven confirmed decantings.” Kisho’s new eyes found the green-suited speaker—his head and face mostly covered with protective gear, but strong, blue eyes spoke competence and arrogance in equal measure. A true Clansman.

      The other dozen people in the room paused in their work, looking at him. Long minutes must have passed. He glanced down and his stomach muscles began to cramp in their usual fashion. Must it always be this way? Cannot I perform a rite just once without this? He took a slow, deep breath and recommitted himself to his role. Let the games continue.

      Kisho slowly unfolded, careful to hide the weakness of his pained muscles. Idiot! No missing tai chi! At the head of the room, his ceremonial black, leather-suited form stood out in the sterile whiteness and soft greens like a blazing antiflame—a void. Like the cathedral itself, in the Peace Park. A statement of what we are.

      His eyes roved over the room, taking in the mystic sibko of newly born potential—double the normal warrior sibko size. After all, most would never see adolescence, much less become mystics. So maximization was required. And if this were not bad enough, the year interval between each new sibko—to incorporate what had been learned into tweaking genes and subtly massaging training to ensure full potential—was cut down by a third.

      Because the Oathmaster knew war was coming months ago, and he had ordered a new mystic sibko over a half-year ahead of schedule, in defiance of tradition. To replace the losses that will surely come, old man? Regardless of the decade and a half it will take before they will be of any use? Do you see so far ahead, old man? Is war so inevitable? Will it grind on inexorably? Does the First Mystic’s blood cry out at such rape? At our splicing and dicing of the blood-soul over and over and over? Kisho’s teeth bit into his tongue until sweet copper quenched the shaking threatening to tear free of his iron grip.

      Must it always be like this? A soft sigh whispered between lips compressed into a flat line, before they quirked into their usual arrogant twist. Yes. It must.

      From Blood of the One

      Mystics to steer, to guide—spirit

      Past, Present, Future to seize

      His voice carried strongly in the chamber, setting up a slight echo, reverberating in countersynch to the shush-shush of machinery, before falling away. All bowed low while Kisho stepped lightly down off the tatami platform and moved languidly towards the
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