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PROLOGUE

 

Celestial Palace

Zi-jin Cheng (Forbidden City), Sian 

Sian Commonality, Capellan Confederation 

3 March 3060

 

The elevator doors opened onto the palace’s Strategic Command Center with barely a sound. Sun-Tzu Liao, Chancellor of the Capellan Confederation and current First Lord of the resurrected Star League, stepped into his war room, the folds of his dark green, heavy silk robes whispering softly. Despite his quiet entrance all activity ceased. His three top advisors turned and stood waiting attentively, among the computers and holographic maps. Not one of them would expect to enjoy the Chancellor’s good will. Not today.

One of them, Sun-Tzu felt sure, expects to be shot.

Sun-Tzu stared back, saying nothing. Behind him the elevator doors, disguised to seem part of the room’s teakwood paneling, slid shut. He slowly ran one hand down his robe to straighten the deep collar with its fine embroidery—black-threaded tigers chasing golden darndao swords—and permitted himself to enjoy the smooth touch of the silk. He managed a very thin smile that he knew would only heighten the tension in the room. The Liao family was not known for its humor.

The rage his aides would be expecting was there, to be sure, and it burned down in the core of his being, warming him. But to blind rage he refused to succumb. His grandfather, even before Hanse Davion drove him insane, might have indulged in such rages. His mother, Romano Liao, in her time as Chancellor, certainly had; the purges had been frequent and bloody. Sun-Tzu refused to be his mother. He controlled his emotions, studied them, then directed any anger toward more constructive ends.

“Six months,” he said, voice barely a whisper. “Victor Davion has been absent from the Inner Sphere for six months, and I am just informed today?”

He stalked forward, angling to the left of the small group to see what they had been studying on his arrival. A two-dimensional holographic projection stretched floor to ceiling in the middle of the room, but arriving from the elevator had placed him end-on to it. Sun-Tzu noted the light sweat beading the forehead of Sasha Wanli, the aging Maskirovka Intelligence Director, who stepped back a nervous pace to allow him an unobstructed view.

The Inner Sphere, a globular area roughly a thousand light years in diameter, was displayed in its common, compressed two-dimensional format but at only half the size capable by the projection field. Still, large enough to make out the outlines of the various Great Houses that controlled most of the star systems humanity had come to occupy since leaving the safety of Terra so many centuries ago. At this scale Sun-Tzu’s Capellan Confederation looked a thin, truncated slice of space. Tiny next to the mammoth Federated Commonwealth, which bordered the Confederation on one side, or Thomas Marik’s Free Worlds League, which flanked the other. Even the wedge of space conquered by the Clans, carved from the Lyran Alliance and the Draconis Combine, occupied more space.

And the Clans were the reason for the shrunken scale of the map, as well as the absence of Sun-Tzu’s most dangerous enemy, Victor Steiner-Davion. “So where is he?” he demanded.

Not needing to be told who he was, Sasha Wanli stepped forward nervously and brushed her hand over the long trail of stars known as the Exodus Road. “We assume Victor Davion’s task force is within this area. Not quite to the Clan home-worlds, but close.” The Exodus Road was a chain of stars hooking out spinward and coreward from the Draconis Combine border. The path by which Alexandr Kerensky had originally led the ancient Star League Defense Force to a new home, three centuries prior, and the path that had brought them back just ten years ago as the invading Clans.

Sun-Tzu estimated the distance remaining to Victor. “It was to take Morgan Hasek-Davion nine months to a year to make that trip with Task Force Serpent. How does Victor do it in seven?”

Colonel Talon Zahn, Strategic Director of the Confederation Armed Forces, calmly took the question. The man’s cold, dark eyes belied his youth, revealing a shrewdness far beyond his years. “Serpent moved on a course parallel to and longer than the Exodus Road, approaching Clan Smoke Jaguar’s home-world unawares.”

With a laser-pointer, he flashed an arc over the map to indicate a rough course. “But no one expected the Jaguars’ Inner Sphere occupation force to be routed so easily.” Zahn gave his master a steady gaze, showing respect but no fear. “Victor moves quickly because he now chases the remnants of that occupation force along the shortest distance to their homeworld.”

“Which means he can return just as quickly,” Sun-Tzu said, his voice hard as he considered the time lost to faulty intelligence. He watched Sasha Wanli pale. Compared to Zahn, her incompetence is as obvious as her age. “Victor has Star League units under his command, “ Sun-Tzu said. “As First Lord I should have been informed of their departure for the Clan homeworlds, not fed the public story about clean-up operations in the nearby Periphery. Can he justify that?”

“Almost certainly,” Zahn said. “As I read the Maskirovka reports, everyone expects the First Lord position to be largely ceremonial.” Slight pause there, which Sun-Tzu read as being more for emphasis than nervousness. Zahn’s blunt, straight-forward style was a quality Sun-Tzu tolerated, even appreciated at times, and was what had originally drawn the man to his attention. So long as the senior colonel continued to operate at a high level of competency.

“Though you officially bestowed the SLDF colors on every participating unit,” Zahn was saying, “all units were then given into the command of Victor, who apparently made the decision to pursue based on operational security.” Zahn glanced over to Sasha Wanli, who reluctantly nodded agreement.

Sun-Tzu didn’t like what he was hearing, but he also needed to get the whole story. He glared at Wanli to remind her that he hadn’t forgotten her, then turned back to Zahn. “You have estimated Victor’s chances for surviving this trip to Clan space?” The question was unanswerable and he knew it. But he wasn’t yet ready to deal with the Maskirovka failure, and he wished to gauge his Strategic Director’s response.

Talon Zahn never missed a beat. “It would be foolish, for me, to assume anything less than one hundred percent, Chancellor. Victor Davion has shown himself tenacious in the most extreme circumstances. He has survived a decade of battle with the Clans, and now has driven the Smoke Jaguars from the Inner Sphere.”

Sun-Tzu nodded curtly, impressed by the quick response but feeling his anger threatening to explode. Zahn was young for his post, barely thirty-six, but he possessed one of the sharpest military minds in the Confederation. Though his appointment to the realm’s highest military position threatened older, more complacent colonels, no one dared comment on his age, with Sun-Tzu himself just twenty-nine. Of the Inner Sphere royals, only Katrina Steiner-Davion was younger.

Of course, Yvonne Steiner-Davion was even younger, but Sun-Tzu didn’t count her, for Yvonne only sat on the throne of the Federated Commonwealth as Victor’s regent. And Arthur, youngest of the Steiner-Davion brood, was four times removed from power by older siblings so he hardly mattered at all. Katrina, though, deserved recognition as a near equal. Three years ago she had wrested the Lyran Commonwealth away from her brother—half his realm, which she blithely announced would henceforth be known as the Lyran Alliance under her rule. Yes, Katrina had proved herself a force to be reckoned with.

“And what of your thoughts, Ion?” Sun-Tzu turned to the final member present. Ion Rush, Master of Warrior House Imarra and Grand Master of all eight Warrior Houses, stood behind Zahn, arms clasped behind his back and affecting an air of stoic acceptance. A large man with Slavic features, he wore a simple field uniform of ivory and what was commonly called Liao green. Sun-Tzu valued the man’s counsel, though it often had to be solicited. As with his loyalty, Sun-Tzu thought.

“You have been very quiet, Master Rush.”

“Dui, Chancellor,” the large man said, “I have.” Rush frowned slightly in concentration, as if evaluating which of his recent thoughts were worth bringing to the attention of his Chancellor, and then merely shrugged. “There is nothing more to add.”

“Ah, but there is.” Sun-Tzu rounded on his Maskirovka Directress, narrowing his jade green eyes. “A matter of six months during which the implied threat of Victor Davion in command of a multi-national army should not have been looming over my head.”

Sasha clasped age-wrinkled hands together behind her back. She had assumed command of the Maskirovka upon the death of Tsen Shang, Sun-Tzu’s father who had died alongside Romano. Health reasons had forced her to retire once, but Sun-Tzu had called her back when the interim director had proven intractable to the point of meriting execution for conducting rogue operations. Sun-Tzu knew Sasha would be considering the fact that few were the Maskirovka directors who died of natural causes, and wondering if her time had finally come.

“As I attempted to explain earlier, Celestial Wisdom, the secrecy that shielded Victor’s movements in the Draconis Combine from the Clans also hid him from our surveillance. The Mask has few highly placed agents anywhere near the Combine’s upper political levels. And when Victor set out after the fleeing Jaguar forces, Theodore Kurita’s security net prevented our agents learning of it until just recently when one of them managed to infiltrate the lower levels of the Combine’s ISF.”

Sun-Tzu resisted the urge to lash out at his intelligence director. Physical violence will not give me back the six months we’ve lost. He worked through a relaxation technique, calming his tight muscles. “So what can be done, now that we do know?”

Sasha answered quickly, no doubt in an attempt to mirror Zahn’s earlier decisiveness. “I have orders drawn up for the termination of the field agents who failed to discover Victor’s absence. They only require—”

Now Sun-Tzu did strike her. His left arm flashed out in a vicious backhand slap. The last three fingernails on each hand had been grown out ten centimeters in an affectation favored by his father, carbon-reinforced and razor sharp. They left three bloody slices across Sasha’s cheek. Not a disabling blow, though he certainly could have killed her, and not out of rage for her earlier failure. It was a stinging slap, meant to chastise and shame her.

“You tell me of our depleted intelligence sources in the Combine, and now you want to kill those we do have?” he hissed in a mocking whisper. “Did you learn nothing from my father?”

To her credit, Sasha stood mute and did not raise a hand to wipe away the blood that beaded and ran down her neck. Sun-Tzu’s green eyes flashed as he took in all three of his advisors. “I want to know what we do now to take advantage of Victor’s absence.”

Talon Zahn spoke first, always ready. “We have plans underway for reclaiming much of the Disputed Territories.” He reached down to punch up a request on a nearby console. The holographic map changed to display only the Capellan Confederation and its immediately surrounding space. The two worlds that remained of the old Sarna Supremacy nestled against the Confederation’s coreward border, and beyond that lay the unclaimed but pro-Liao region of the Chaos March to which Zahn referred. Hanse Davion had taken those systems and many more during the Fourth Succession War over thirty years ago. Sun-Tzu’s efforts in the Marik-Liao offensive of 3057 had freed them from the Federated Commonwealth but failed to bring them completely back into the Confederation. The situation worsened where the map stretched up toward the ceiling, displaying the Chaos March proper, where dominance by any Great House had been thrown off, and the planets themselves claiming complete independence.

“If we rely on mercenaries,” Zahn continued, “and perhaps Magistracy troops, we can step up our operations there. Nothing major, but a place to start and easily incorporated into your Xin Sheng efforts.”

The Chancellor nodded. Wringing the First Lord office for every ounce of prestige, Sun-Tzu had instigated sweeping economic, social, and military reforms within the Confederation under the call of Xin Sheng. Meaning rebirth or new birth, it was nothing less than a renewed Capellan effort to rebuild the internal strength of the realm. Most significant among the reforms had been the strengthening of the fledging alliance with the Magistracy of Canopus, begun just before his election to the post of First Lord.

Sun-Tzu traced the edge of his chin with his right forefinger. “How are the Magistracy units doing?” he asked. In return for technological aid, the Magistracy provided military support in a relationship very similar to the Confederation’s Warrior Houses. The Magestrix’ two eldest daughters currently commanded several regiments’ worth of BattleMechs and infantry either within Confederation borders or as part of Sun-Tzu’s contribution to the Star League forces.

“No major incidents to report,” Sasha said in a subdued voice, obviously choosing her words with great care. “Danai Centrella has apparently accompanied Prince Victor’s task force to Clan space. Naomi Centrella, commanding the bulk of the Magistracy forces, is working very hard to help integrate her troops with yours.” This news was significant; Danai was the Magestrix’ eldest daughter and heir.

“They are enthusiastic,” Colonel Zahn said. “I would not mind testing them.”

Sun-Tzu was thinking of doing just that. “What of the Detroit Conference? Can we move that up?”

The world of Detroit lay near the floor of the holographic map. Located in the New Colony Region between the Magistracy and the Taurian Concordat, just rimward of the Confederation border, it was the site of a minor ‘Mech production facility that Capellan engineers were renovating to incorporate newer technology. BattleMechs, two-story war machines often constructed on a humanoid model, might reign supreme on the field in general, but the Periphery still lacked much of the rediscovered technology. Again, Sasha Wanli answered carefully. “Not if you want the factory back on-line for the public relations boost that would give you, Chancellor Liao. My analysts recommend you allow it to produce at least one full company of ‘Mechs before you travel there to meet with Emma Centrella and Jeffrey Calderon.”

Sun-Tzu’s forehead tightened in frustration. Meeting with Emma Centrella would do little more than strengthen the ties already existing between Confederation and Magistracy. Jeffrey Calderon, ruler of the nearby Taurian Concordat, was the key to further support.

Support I must have, Sun-Tzu thought. With no significant old business to be advanced, new plans are in order.

He typed his own request into a nearby console. On the map, a light outline of the old Confederation border sketched itself around star systems to include the Sarna Supremacy, most of the Chaos March and the Federated Commonwealth worlds that had once been the Tikonov Commonality. Another ethereal line enfolded the nearby St. Ives Compact—once the St. Ives Commonality. His aunt, Candace Liao, ruled the Compact. She had deserted the Confederation in the Fourth Succession War, taking her realm with her. It still remained lost to the Confederation, a recognized member of the new Star League, but not forgotten.

“You are thinking of Sarna again?” Ion Rush asked, nodding toward the tiny two-world alliance that sat on the coreward border. In 3058 Sun-Tzu had given him the task of hurting the Sarna Supremacy, which he had performed admirably.

“Two years ago you and Zahn both assured me that Sarna was ours to control through its food supply.” Sun-Tzu raised a delicate eyebrow at them both. “Has the situation changed?”

Both shook their heads, and then realization dawned as they studied the old border lines for a second time. Again, Rush was a touch faster. “St. Ives? Forgive me Chancellor, but the Star League member states would never stand for that. Candace...” He paused, careful in selecting his next words. “... Candace would turn the others against you.”

Sun-Tzu neither confirmed or denied the House Master’s speculation. He simply stared at the map. “Sasha, what are the current projections for Katrina Steiner-Davion?”

“There are reports of civil unrest originating across the entire Federated Commonwealth. Yvonne Steiner-Davion is flustered and out of her depth.” Before Sun-Tzu could ask, she added, “We do not know, yet, if these reports are real or engineered by Katrina. Regardless, our profile of her, incorporating the data you provided from your meeting at the Star League conference on Tharkad, suggests that she will make an attempt to claim the rest of her brother’s realm while he is away.”

Also privileged with the information from that meeting, Ion Rush spoke up, following his earlier train of thought. “But in the meantime Yvonne, Theodore Kurita, Magnusson, and Candace herself form an unassailable power bloc within the Star League. Hypothetically,” he continued, no doubt hedging to preserve some form of respect for his master, “as First Lord of the new Star League you could be doubly damned, Chancellor, if you were seen as abandoning your responsibilities for nationalistic efforts.”

Noting Talon Zahn’s silence, Sun-Tzu looked to his senior colonel, who stared back evenly for several long seconds and then shrugged. “Militarily the Compact is no match for the Confederation, though even with Magistracy troops that will be stretching our resources thin if we are to continue our other efforts. St. Ives would not be easy to hold.” He shrugged again. “By your will, of course, Chancellor.”

Reaching out, Sun-Tzu brushed the fingers of one hand over the Chaos March worlds. “We still support irregulars and professional resistance cells within the Chaos March, correct?” He waited for Zahn’s nod of assent. “Replace them with line units and begin an organized push to reclaim as much of the Chaos March as possible,” he said. “Move the resistance effort to the Tikonov worlds controlled by the Federated Commonwealth.”

Zahn blinked, a fair display of surprise for him. “Tikonov? You expect to hold the Tikonov worlds without a secure border stretching that far coreward?”

“I never said I would try to hold those worlds for myself,”

Sun-Tzu said evenly, the plans meshing together in his mind. He would have to rely heavily on his Maskirovka intelligence people, but that would at least give Sasha a chance to redeem herself. “I simply want them causing trouble for whomever sits on the FedCom throne of New Avalon.” His gaze sharpened. “And I want those people in place by zhong-qiu-jie, the Autumn Festival. They can use it to help rebuild traditional Capellan sentiments.”

His advisors glanced at each other, none of them able to read his intentions. “What of St. Ives?” Ion Rush finally asked for the three of them. “You spoke of—”

Sun-Tzu shook his head, cutting off his Warrior House Master. “You spoke of,” he said, his jade gaze taking in all three.

More glances. Sasha Wanli appeared confused and frustrated, her normally sharp mind unable to piece together the picture that was becoming ever clearer to Sun-Tzu. Ion Rush lapsed back into his usual stoicism, silently contemplating his master. Only Talon Zahn appeared unconcerned with understanding Sun-Tzu’s train of thought. “So what, if any, are your plans for St. Ives?” he asked bluntly.

Sun-Tzu—Chancellor, First Lord and, above all else, Liao— merely smiled disarmingly. “I believe I shall arrange a tour.”


 

 

 

 

Path of Shadows

 

Nothing is more difficult than the art of maneuver. What is difficult is to make the devious route the most direct and turn misfortune to advantage.

Thus, march by an indirect route and divert the enemy by enticing him with a bait.

—Sun-Tzu, The Art of War

 

The art of misdirection has its purposes; for what leader does not rely on it on a daily basis? But such deceptions, political or military, can carry a realm only so far toward victory. After that, it remains in the purview of the warriors.

—Sun-Tzu Liao, journal entry, 21 February 3058, Sian


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Shen-cai Amphitheater 

Gao Shan Province, Sarna 

Sarna Supremacy 

25 June 3060

 

Sarna’s bright afternoon sunlight beat down on the carved gray rock of the amphitheater, picking out the dark cracks that had formed naturally over time and bringing out the rich grain of the redwood stage. Carefully trimmed pines ringed the upper rim, and cultivated fern, ivy, and jade plants grew in redwood boxes set strategically within the immense bowl. No flowering plants, full of perfume, and no trees whose colors would turn with the seasons. Only green and a fresh woodsy scent to the air; nature’s most basic forms.

A good choice for the induction ceremony, Company Leader Aris Sung thought grudgingly.

Aris stood at proud attention on the redwood stage, a light summer breeze running soft fingers through his short-cropped black hair. He flanked House Master Ty Wu Non on the left, while Infantry Commander Jessup stood a similar post on Master Non’s right. Only a small section of the theater’s seating was occupied; the first five rows fronting the stage, five warriors deep to either side of the main aisle. Slightly better than half of House Hiritsu’s infantry battalion. Aris and Ty Wu Non were the only MechWarriors present—Ty Wu Non in his capacity as House Master, Aris as the aspirant’s sponsor. All present wore the black and green dress uniforms of House Hiritsu, cloaks pinned open as was custom in a House ceremony.

All wore the uniform save the aspiring House warrior, Li Wynn.

Li knelt at the foot of the main aisle, hands resting on his thighs and head bent forward in supplication. The young man wore a simple, dark green silk robe, the closest yet he had ever been allowed to formal House Hiritsu colors. Though he’d never been in Li’s position—Aris’ own initiation into the Warrior House had been very atypical—he knew Li would be mentally rehearsing prepared responses to the formal questions that Aris and Jessup would put to him.

As the aspirant’s sponsor, Aris recognized the duty that demanded his presence. And it was unfair to Li Wynn that Aris begrudged him the entry ceremony he himself had never received. All things being equal, however, Aris would rather be strapped into the cockpit of his Wraith and leading his ‘Mech company through today’s exercise maneuvers.

So long as I am wishing, why not hope that we receive assignment soon to the Disputed Territories or even the Chaos March? The Sarna Supremacy might be considered a high-tension post, but it is also decidedly low-action.

Sarna, dependent on the Capellan Confederation for steady food supplies ever since they had recently lost their agricultural world of Kaifeng to House Hiritsu, was now forced to sell at reduced value their entire military production to the Confederation, which then brokered it to the Star League. The Star League member states, the same nations that had once recognized the Supremacy as a legitimate independent government, had turned a blind eye to the situation so long as Sun-Tzu Liao kept military supplies flowing to the offensive against Clan Smoke Jaguar, and even now continued to ignore the Supremacy’s situation.

The “deal” also called for one Confederation unit to act as observers, ensuring that the Sarnese carried through on their part. House Hiritsu had drawn that honor for the past six months, largely in reward for their earlier service. But to Aris and most of the House the post was standard garrison duty, to be endured until the state called them forward again. All House warriors wanted to take an active part in strengthening the Confederation. Even Li Wynn, who had confided to Aris that it was the Chancellor’s Xin Sheng call for a “renewed Capellan effort” that had prompted him to petition for membership in House Hiritsu. “When the House is called forward again,” Li had said, “I want to be a part of it.”

Aris appreciated such sentiment and, remembering Li Wynn’s assistance on Kaifeng, had backed the young man’s request to join the Warrior House. When the fighting comes, he will do well. But how much longer will it be?

Aris could never have guessed how quickly he would receive an answer to his question.

 

 

Warrior-aspirant Li Wynn felt the ceremony of the moment weighing on him. The period of reflection, waiting for the House Master to call him forward, was harder than any of his time spent on the streets of Kaifeng, dodging authorities or, under the Capellan occupation, BattleMechs. But for the first time in his twenty-one years, Li actually felt as if he could belong somewhere. And that, more than anything, carried him through.

“The aspirant may approach,” House Master Non called out, his voice devoid of any emotion.

Li Wynn rose fluidly, the braid of his long dark hair brushing against his neck and upper back. He noticed that Ty Wu Non kept his eyes focused on the theater’s rim to signify that Li Wynn was beneath his notice and would very likely remain so. Aris had explained that tradition demanded that new students be accepted by the House Master at age twelve, not age twenty-one. But the House Master could make exceptions. And though he had finally decided to make one in Li’s case, that meant the aspirant could only expect his true acceptance to be a long time in coming.

With his future comrades looking on, Li Wynn mounted the stage and approached Aris Sung. His sponsor drew a simple gim dagger from beneath his cloak, holding it out edge-on to Li. “For services rendered to House Hiritsu and by extension the Capellan state,” Aris said, speaking for the benefit of the audience rather than Li, “on the worlds of Kaifeng, Randar, and Sarna, the aspirant has been granted Capellan citizenship.”

No small honor, that. And Li Wynn knew it. Even someone native-born to the Confederation was required to perform a service that somehow benefited the state. To come from outside required a significant contribution. Li remembered the arguments Aris had faced just so the younger man would be allowed to accompany House Hiritsu as a servant and occasional contact to street-bred news.

Aris looked down into Li Wynn’s fierce dark eyes. “How will you continue to serve the Capellan nation?”

“In any way I can,” Li said with utter conviction. “As a producing member of society, and I hope as a defender of the realm. So I do swear myself.”

Awarding Li a thin smile, Aris nodded. Li placed the flat of his hand along the sharpened edge of the gim, breaking the skin and allowing blood to well up in his palm. Aris sheathed the blade. “Infantry Commander, I sponsor citizen Li Wynn for your consideration,” he said, naming Li for the first time as a citizen and potential House warrior.

Stooping so as to not cross Ty Wu Non’s line of sight, Li passed along to the commander of House Hiritsu’s infantry battalion. The tall, well-built man stared down at the smaller Li Wynn. Jessup did not care for Li, the aspirant knew, but House Master Non had already allowed for his acceptance. And the will of the House Master is the will of the House. “To serve in a Warrior House is to serve both the state and the person of the Chancellor,” Jessup stated. “What do you pledge to this service?”

The question was slightly misstated, and Li knew that Aris had arranged the slight deviation. Within tradition, to be sure, but giving the aspirant pause before answering and forcing him to alter his planned response. Li Wynn hesitated only a second, drawing sudden strength from the tranquility of the amphitheater’s natural surroundings. “I pledge all that I am now and all that I am capable of becoming,” he said, paraphrasing a House Hiritsu adage. “My honor, my service, my life.”

The infantry commander unrolled Li’s pledge scroll, on which the vows of House Hiritsu were inscribed in Chinese pictorial characters. In an open area near the bottom of the scroll, Li smeared his blood onto the vellum. No dainty mark, the blood slashed across in a wide, bold splash of color. Li noted that the blood neither ran over any vows nor off the edge of the vellum, favorable omens for long and honorable service, he hoped.

“House Master Non,” Jessup said, “I have a potential warrior in need of guidance.”

Half-turned toward the House Master, Li was able to read the faces of all three men and quickly realized by a tightening around the eyes and half-formed smile that Ty Wu Non had readied a surprise. The House Master turned his gaze on Aris. “Company Leader Aris Sung, by sponsoring this warrior, you have made yourself responsible for his conduct. I name you Sifu, his Mentor, so long as Infantry Commander Jessup has no objection, and relieve you of your other responsibilities.”

“It would be a pleasure to have Aris Sung under my command again,” Jessup responded immediately. So quickly, Li knew that he had been warned beforehand.

Aris stood dumbstruck for a few long seconds, and Li read the indecision there. A House Sifu was an honored position, carrying with it the prestige of inculcating younger warriors into House traditions and skills. But to be placed back within the ranks of infantry, relieved of his BattleMech company, seemed a demotion in itself. Then, realizing that his House Master awaited some response, Aris nodded his understanding. “I am honored by your trust, House Master.”

Li nodded to Aris when his sponsor’s gaze fell on him, hoping that Aris was now not regretting his decision. I will not fail your trust, he thought, willing Aris to read his mind.

Aris gave him back no answering expression.

 

 

Aris Sung and Infantry Commander Jessup waited with House Master Non while the House infantry filed out of the amphitheater. Infantryman Li Wynn trailed behind, last to disappear over the rim and doing so with only a single glance back at his new Mentor.

Aris waited patiently. He hoped for—indeed expected—an explanation from Ty Wu Non, but was not about to demand it. Central to Hiritsu intra-House relations were the teachings of K’ung-fu-tzu, and courtesy foremost among those. Ty Wu Non would broach the subject, or he would not and the matter would remain closed. A light summer breeze brought to Aris the scent of fresh pine, and he attempted to enjoy the moment while awaiting his House Master’s opening remarks. It almost worked. The natural surroundings were ones Aris had learned to enjoy for their own sake, though they could not quite force his attention from the apparent loss of his company.

“You must be upset, but your appearance is one of tranquillity. You hide it well, Aris Sung.”

Ty Wu Non’s voice was speculative, but Aris doubted the House Master expected a confirming response. “Or it means I am not upset, House Master.” Aris looked to Jessup for support, but found only stony silence. “I am confident that your reasons will make sense to me.”

The House Master laughed, something he did seldom. “Well done, Aris. You prompt me to explain myself, without being impertinent enough to ask directly.” His mirth quickly died, however. “You are being placed back within the infantry because I need you there. Our new orders have arrived.”

That captured the attention of both Aris and Jessup. Chancellor Liao’s recent expansion into the Disputed Territories and harder fighting in the coreward Chaos March region had left most House Hiritsu warriors hoping for combat assignment. Certainly their success in liberating Kaifeng argued for it. Aris frowned. But if the House was heading into combat, why would Master Non pull him from his company?

“We did not receive assignment to the Disputed Territories,” Ty said, anticipating the question. “We have been selected as honor guard to Chancellor Liao himself. He is making a ‘goodwill’ tour of the Confederation side of our border with the St. Ives Compact. Isis Marik will accompany him.” He paused, apparently marshaling his facts. “On Necromo and Capricorn III we are the main guard, supplemented by local militia. But with Relevow and several worlds after we can also rely on McCarron’s Armored Cavalry.”

The Chancellor! Aris’ head swam with the implications. No chance for combat, not if Sun-Tzu thought it safe enough for his presence and that of his fiancee, but the honor being shown House Hiritsu was nothing short of incredible. “And after the tour. . .?”

Ty Wu Non deigned to pick up on the trailing question. “We are slated to accompany Chancellor Liao to the Detroit Conference. But after that, he promises us all the combat duty we can handle.”

It was a lack of combat assignment that had once instigated unrest among the Hiritsu warriors, then almost ruined the Kaifeng operation. Like owning a Liao stallion, and then forbidding it to race. Aris shivered with anticipation, just as he knew his company would. Then he remembered that he had been relieved of his company, and the apparent reasoning behind House Master Non’s pulling him from his command hit him full force. “I am on the honor squad?” he asked cautiously.

Ty Wu Non looked to Jessup, who smiled thinly and nodded his agreement with the House Master’s unspoken endorsement. Jessup had obviously known a few of the details, but not all. The older infantryman gave Aris a good visual bracing, and then caught the younger warrior with a weighty gaze.

“You are in charge of the honor squad,” he told Aris.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Home Guard Training Facility 

Hazlet, Nashuar 

St. Ives Compact 

8 August 3060

 

The simulator pod was the next best thing to being there, Cadet Maurice Fitzgerald decided, relishing the realism as a simulated head-hit bucked him hard against his four-point restraining harness. Hazlet’s Home Guard training facility was the best on Nashuar, and Fitzgerald always looked forward to his class’ sim time. It also had the added bonus of making up for his average academic status, placing him in the front-running for a MechWarrior position.

The enemy Dasher that had scored the hit against him attempted to disengage, its thin humanoid frame running off the side of Fitz’ main screen and angling back out away from his position. A Clan OmniMech of impressive speed but very light armor, the Dasher was trying to use hit-and-run tactics against his larger Blackjack.

“Bu zhe ci,” he murmured, falling back on the Chinese his mother had taught him as his primary language. Not this time. He tracked left with a torso twist, working the foot pedals for a tight turn. As lead element for a lance, simulated or not, he wasn’t about to allow a Clan scout ‘Mech to report back on their position.

As his targeting reticule caught up with the Dasher and burned the deep gold of hard lock, Fitzgerald triggered both his Blackjack’s extended-range large lasers. From the ends of his ‘Mech’s barrel-like arms, ruby lances of coherent light stabbed across the field and into the fleeing enemy ‘Mech. One lance of energy cored into the rear torso, carving away engine shielding. The second sliced through armor and the endo-steel skeleton beneath to amputate the right leg at the knee.

The lasers’ energy demand pulled a spike from the fusion reactor that powered Fitz’ BattleMech, and even as the Dasher toppled over a wave of heat slammed through the cockpit of the forty-five-ton Blackjack. Fitzgerald’s vision swam and he gasped for breath, his ragged breathing loud in the confines of his neurohelmet. Only the cooling vest he wore alleviated some measure of the distress. Heat sinks installed around the engine quickly bled off the excess, though it left him well into the yellow band on his heat monitor.

And no time to cool down, he realized, as his head’s up display painted a new threat coming in from his forward-left quarter. The HUD compressed 360 degrees of scanning ability into 120 degrees of vision, projected across the top of the Blackjack’s main viewscreen, and Fitz was ahead of the other Nashuar Home Guard trainees in learning to read it. He could tell from the HUD coding that he faced a medium-weight Clan Omni-Mech even before glancing to the auxiliary screen to find a fifty-ton Clan Black Hawk profiled.

The Blackjack rocked violently as the incoming Black Hawk sniped at him from medium range and scored several hits with its medium-bore autocannon. Fitz could picture armor raining down around the Blackjack’s feet, his protection becoming so much litter on the ground. Slamming down on his pedals, he engaged jump jets. The Blackjack lifted out of the Hawk’s line of fire on superheated jets of plasma, and the young Mech Warrior angled his machine in toward the Clan Omni.

He landed rough, not yet accustomed to skywalking, and missed with a single laser attempt. Fortunately the neurohelmet linked his own sense of balance to that of the massive gyro that kept the Blackjack upright, and he held his footing with only the lightest adjustment on the control sticks. The Hawk, meanwhile, had run in across a patch of clear field, closing the gap, and while Fitz dealt with a new heat surge from his failed laser shot the Clanner rose on its own jump jets and sailed completely over the Blackjack.

Leapfrog maneuver! Too late Fitz worked the BattleMech into a turn, his muscles straining to pull the control sticks past their limit. The Black Hawk carved into his thin rear armor with everything it had, its large pulse laser and autocannon chewing through his torso and left-side protection, leaving it open for smaller weapons. Ironically it was a machine gun, mounted on the Hawk more for protection from unarmored infantry than engaging another ‘Mech, that found the ammo supply for his short-ranged missile systems. The magazine ruptured and blew through his internals as the Blackjack effectively disintegrated.

The cockpit shook violently in the BattleMech’s simulated death throes, the edges of the restraining straps digging into Fitzgerald’s chest. Fortunately he was spared the neural feedback through his helmet that would accompany a normal ammunition explosion. His screens grayed out and then faded to black, with a simple message queued to one auxiliary monitor.

Report to simulation debriefing at once.

“Ma de dan!” Fitz cursed, slamming one fist down against his thigh. He unhooked his harness and safety equipment, shoved his neurohelmet up onto the ledge above the main viewscreen, and then climbed out of the simulator pod, still muttering over his bad fortune.

 

 

Fitz walked into the empty briefing room still clad only in the T-shirt, shorts, and combat boots that was normal garb for MechWarriors because of the high levels of heat buildup common in a ‘Mech cockpit. He grabbed the first metal fold-down chair inside the small room and sat, tipping it back against the wall. The air-conditioned space felt good after the simulator’s heat, though he knew that soon enough his sweat-damp clothes would turn chill to the skin. He swallowed dryly, mouth still parched from gasping the hot air. Part of him reveled in his spent condition, despite his performance, while another, more practical side worried over the effect today’s performance would have on his scores.

“You could have showered,” was Commander Nevarr’s greeting as he entered the room.

Tall and muscular without running to heavy bulk, Nevarr looked every bit the Nordic hero with this tousled, white-blond hair and washed-out blue eyes. Soft-spoken and a bit hoarse, but able to make his voice carry, he habitually talked in short, easy speech, as if in practice for the battlefield, where all communication was clipped and to the point. Certainly he wasn’t the average recruitment-poster soldier for the St. Ives Compact, which tended more toward Fitz’ slender build, with or without the touch of Asian features that bespoke a Capellan heritage. Nevarr commanded the BattleMech company attached to Nashuar’s Home Guard battalion, and personally oversaw the militia’s training program. Somehow he got away with not wearing a uniform, dressing in a simple cut of black clothing that reminded Fitzgerald of a much older time.

“The message said at once, Commander,” Fitz said, straightening up in his chair.

Nevarr grunted noncommittally, then grabbed a chair for himself. He sat, slouching forward as if some great weight rode on his shoulders. “What were you trying to do in there?” His voice was weary with frustration.

“Engaging the enemy, sir.” Fitzgerald knew the answer would not be accepted, but from his point of view it was the least-damaging thing he could offer.

“Committing suicide was more like it.” Nevarr leaned back, clasping black-gloved hands behind his head. “I expected you to take on the Dasher, though it tied you up longer than it should have. It was no match for your Blackjack. And its reconnaissance abilities presented a threat to the unit. The Black Hawk, though . . .” He paused, shaking his head. “That’s a typical Clan support ‘Mech. It rarely ranges out very far from its Starmates. If you see one, expect company soon. Another minute in the sim and two Mad Cats would’ve popped into your rear quarter.” Nevarr frowned. “You were point man for a lance. You should’ve fallen back.”

Fitzgerald bristled at the advice, given to him as if it were holy writ, though he knew it was nothing personal. The commander talked to all cadets that way. “I felt I could take the Black Hawk and then pull back. I made one mistake, slipping into its jumping radius. If the two Mad Cats had shown up, I would’ve pulled back. Clanners don’t use concentrated fire anyway.”

Nevarr rocked forward again. “That’s playing by the old rules. Many of the Clans have adopted a more liberal attitude these days. These were programmed to open fire at once.” He caught Fitz’ attention in a gaze of blue ice. “You made the wrong choice.”

Fists clenched but held to his sides, Fitz also felt the muscles tightening along the back of his neck and a warm flush creeping up to his collar. Nevarr knew how to cut into a cadet, without ever raising his voice or using profanity. What made it worse, he knew that Nevarr was right.

When Fitzgerald held his silence, Nevarr nodded once and continued. “You aren’t much of a team player, Fitzgerald. You take risks without hope of backup. That will get you killed out there. And worse, it will get lancemates killed. Now just what are you trying to prove? And don’t tell me ‘nothing’ because I know better. I see it in the way you pilot your ‘Mech.”

Fitz’ muscles ached and his thirst left a metallic taste at the back of his throat, and now he began to regret not grabbing a shower before the debrief. Exhaling slowly, he dismissed the discomfort and organized his thoughts. “Just trying to prove that I’m good enough,” he said finally. “You’re testing eight of us from the Home Guard armor corps for two open Mech Warrior billets. I want one of them.” He paused for the briefest moment, then surged ahead. “Commander, I want a billet in the St. Ives Lancers of even the Cheveux Legers, someday. I know I’m good enough. Or at least I could be. But I don’t have the credentials to make the St. Ives Academy, and so distinguishing myself in Home Guard ‘Mech duty is my only chance. From there, I could request transfer directly into the Academy Training Group.” Fitz sighed. “I don’t want to go back to the rolling pillboxes.”

Nevarr stared long and hard at Fitzgerald, rarely blinking, until the cadet began to grow uncomfortable. “I’ve reviewed your files. Your aptitude is high enough to qualify for the Training Group on St. Ives, yes. I also know that your maverick performance would have you at the bottom of your class. Or bounced back to Nashuar’s Home Guard by now, to stay.”

Fitz felt his earlier flush spreading up and over his face. Nevarr had hit on just the right attack, shredding the cadet’s armor. Being bounced from the Training Group, given that he ever made it there to begin with, would be worse than never joining it. It would send his career prospects straight into an administrative black hole—he’d be lucky to hold onto a simple MechWarrior billet then. If the commander is willing to cut me some slack here, maybe I should be a bit more appreciative. “All right. What do you want from me?”

“Try working with the group,” Nevarr said at once, offering a thin but encouraging smile. “Play it safe for a while. Learn how good you are in a unit, then maybe you can learn how good you are by yourself.”

Fitzgerald nodded wearily, resigned. “Okay. I’ll try to do it your way.”

“Good.” Nevarr nodded sharply, then held Fitz fast with an icy stare. “And make no mistake,” he said. “You’ll learn it my way first, or you won’t learn your way at all.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

DropShip Pearl of True Wisdom 

Castle Sands Spaceport, Relevow 

Capella Commonality, Capellan Confederation 

8 August 3060

 

Isis Marik found Sun-Tzu in the Lung Wang Class DropShip’s small gymnasium, cooling down from his daily workout with some tai chi exercises. The room smelled of neoleather-covered mats and the sweat of honest exertion; a pleasant, masculine mix. Not wishing to break his concentration she waited in the doorway, straightening the green-trimmed tan nehru jacket which she thought lent her a paramilitary Capellan look. Her chestnut brown hair cascaded over her shoulders, finally free from the bands that tied it back during spaceflight.

Planetfall on Relevow, the third world on Sun-Tzu’s tour of the Compact border, placed them back into full contact with the rest of the Inner Sphere. Isis had spent the morning involved with her own concerns, answering the dozens of HPG communications that had finally caught up with her. They included only a brief message from her father, Captain-General of the Free Worlds League. There was also a brief note from Omi Kurita, extending good wishes for the health of her father’s new family. Hard to think of either Sherryl or Janos as my own family, after all, considering I’ve spent all of perhaps two months in their company. No pity, not for her, but a touch of unavoidable regret.

“Yes, beloved?” Sun-Tzu said, straightening up from his final stretch and shaking sweat from his dark hair. He grabbed the towel he’d hung on a nearby post and mopped at his face, smiling warmly as he waited for her to speak.

Where other people might fear Sun-Tzu as Maximilian Liao reborn, Isis had found in her fiance a strength of character and clarity of thought that she had grown to respect and even to love, and which most people did not see. That he does not allow most people to see, she amended. Sun-Tzu was not raised a warrior, as were most Inner Sphere leaders, but Isis recognized him as a master of appearances and manipulation—survival traits learned growing up in the madness of the Sian court under his mother.

“Word of Blake delivered a batch of messages,” she informed him, working to keep the sadness from her voice that thoughts of Sun-Tzu’s younger years always brought to her. “My father wished to inform us that little Janos’ pneumonia appears to have run its course. He is out of danger.”

Only a slight narrowing of his green eyes gave away the mask Sun-Tzu firmly settled in place. “Indeed,” he said in carefully controlled tones. “Then you should draft a response to Thomas, from the both of us, expressing our happiness for him and his consort.”

“Sherryl,” Isis said, “his wife.” She knew Sun-Tzu did not require the reminder. Thomas Marik’s marriage to Sherryl Halas, and naming their new son as legitimate heir over Isis, should have removed any final obstacles to Isis marrying Sun-Tzu. That her father continued to stall on their
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