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PROLOGUE

 

LANSING: What do you think will be the major issues discussed at this year’s Star League conference, Martin? 

JOSEF: First and foremost will be the continuing FedCom Civil War. As it moves into its third year with no end in sight, it may be time to see whether outside arbitration can end the bitter fighting.

LANSING: Do you really think that’s possible? Prince Victor has been adamant about his intention to dethrone the Archon-Princess, and I don’t think anyone believes she’ll simply abdicate.

JOSEF: You’re right, Dwight. Neither of those things is likely to happen, but I’m sure a lot of time will be spent blowing smoke on this topic anyway.

LANSING: What else do you think will come before the council?

JOSEF: Rumors have been circulating that Word of Blake will petition for a seat on the council.

LANSING: That has about as much chance of happening as the Fed Com Civil War ending tomorrow, don’t you think?

JOSEF: Actually, I think, they have a good chance of getting what they want. You have to remember that they have immense influence in our own Free Worlds League, and with Captain-General Thomas Marik’s support, it just might pass. Of course, don’t be surprised if ComStar attempts to thwart their plan. Although Prince Victor is no longer tied directly to ComStar, both he and Coordinator Theodore Kurita still have strong ties, if not allegiance, to the Order.

LANSING: Finally, Martin, I’m sure the betting is already fast and furious on Solaris over who will be the new First Lord. Who is your first pick?

JOSEF: Well, Dwight, after closely studying the voting members and their alliances, I don’t see how Archon-Princess Katherine Steiner-Davion can miss becoming next First Lord of the Star League.

—Chief correspondent Dwight Lansing interviewing senior political correspondent Martin Josef for the holovid newsmagazine The Real Deal, Free Worlds League, 4 November 3064
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Marik Commonwealth

Free Worlds League
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George Michael Hasek, Duke of New Syrtis, Field Marshal and Minister of the Capellan March, stopped at the entrance to the large hall, a little short of breath in the higher gravity of Marik. Or maybe it was a sudden case of nerves. He knew what he had to do, but if he failed, it could be political suicide. He couldn’t let that happen to his people.

He studied the faces of those milling around in a chamber that looked far too utilitarian for a royal ballroom. They were the elite of the elite, the rulers of the Great Houses of the Inner Sphere, along with many lesser nobles and high-ranking military officials of every stripe, not to mention a smattering of Word of Blake personnel and the few ComStar individuals allowed for courtesy’s sake. Even Periphery delegations from the Magistracy of Canopus and the Taurian Concordat were present. Watching them, George couldn’t help thinking that only the Clans were missing from the illustrious gathering. He smiled, thinking that would be like a pack of wolves loose among the lambs.

Of course, no Clansman would ever be invited to the third meeting of the Star League Council of Lords, which opened today. George was equally uninvited, and that was the reason he was entering by the passage reserved for functionaries and minor aides rather than through the official entrance on the other side.

Drawing himself up to his full height, he stepped into the room, which was like entering a world of bright plumage, pheromonal perfumes, and subtle cockfights. All around him were the false smiles and inane chatter of nobles and military men who cared more about furthering their own power and prestige than their responsibilities to their people. Though he was a part of this world three times over, being with these types always made him feel like he needed a shower. Smiling and chatting politely the whole time, they would gladly slit each other’s throats.

He scanned the room, seeking the person he’d traveled some four hundred and fifty light years to see. She spotted him at the same moment. Dressed in the pristine white she favored was his liege-lord, Archon-Princess Katherine Morgan Steiner-Davion. She stood among a group of her lackeys, and for an instant George saw her as a crystal spike, diamond hard. If he wasn’t careful, he would impale himself on her, like a Combine samurai falling onto his own blade. When their eyes met at over two dozen paces, her expression froze briefly, and he had no doubt that her metaphorical dagger was unsheathed. The way her eyes flicked over him from head to toe left no doubt about the deadliness of her threat.

Pushing through the crowd, he strode toward her. He and Katherine had been tiptoeing around each other for two long years, each trying not to step across the final line, as troops under George’s nominal command fought troops loyal only to her. Yet, a part of him still did not want to believe that she had abrogated her duty to her people. Perhaps she would still offer him an olive branch. Perhaps there was some way to bridge the terrible gap that yawned between them.

It was true that he had defied her in the Chaos March and on Kathil, and that he had taken to wearing the old uniform of the Federated Suns. But he had not come out against her and for Victor in the civil war. That had to count for something.

George revered his father, a man unwavering in support of the Davions, but he believed his first responsibility was to the people of the Capellan March. He was their defender and their champion. If Katherine and Victor wanted to spend their days battling each other instead of attending to the welfare of their people, how could he support either one of them?

Another two paces and Katherine’s expression transformed into one of joy, like someone receiving an unexpected but welcome guest after many years’ absence. For those who knew what to look for, the ice in her eyes only glittered more treacherously. He steeled himself for a confrontation that could turn more terrible than any ‘Mech battle, then swept into the midst of her circle of Lyran nobles.

“Archon-Princess, I request an audience,” he said, bowing formally, his expression arranged into one of polite courtesy.

Katherine Steiner-Davion folded her hands gracefully at her waist and smiled sweetly at those around her, as though begging their pardon. Not one of her group was a military man, yet most wore accoutrements that mimicked military medals, a fact that George found galling. These sycophants arrayed themselves in pseudo-military decorations that mocked the courageous men and women who protected their worthless hides.

“Gentlemen,” she said, her words coated in enough sugar to choke a man, “it would seem that I have an unexpected visit from one of my field marshals. I beg your forgiveness and hope that I will have a chance to continue our important discussion at a later time.” Her words, combined with her tone and gestures, turned George into the country bumpkin military commander interrupting his betters. With a flurry of sneering smiles, the courtiers voiced their empty platitudes and left.

He waited until they were out of earshot, then plunged right in. “Archon-Princess, I must ask why you’ve not responded to any of my communiques over the last ten months,” he said.

“My Duke,” she began, “I realize you’ve just finished a long and tiring interstellar voyage, but so have many others in this room, and yet they manage to maintain their civility.”

“Is that why you belittled me in front of those Lyran nobles?”

“Come, come George,” she said smoothly. “We both know how the game is played. I’ve been out of Lyran space for a long time, and I can’t show more favor to one of my field marshals wearing the uniform of the Federated Suns than to them. We both know your worth to me. Anyway, please, George, this is not the time or the place for such a discussion.”

Her surreptitious glance around the hall told him volumes. She did not want this conversation out in the open, so if he could keep her here, she might just give him what he wanted. Something to prove she was still worthy of her throne.

“What better time than now, Archon-Princess? You have ignored me for far too long. I’m still your field marshal and your duke, and I believe you owe me and my people some answers.”

She paused as though to consider, all the while seeming to preen for an audience, though the nearest possible observer was more than five meters away—and looking in the other direction. George could hardly believe his eyes. Was this what she had become? Had she worked so hard to create a false image for the public that she could no longer turn it off? The thought saddened him, but only strengthened his resolve.

“My Duke—George—I do owe you and your people some answers. However, you must realize the strain my brother’s horrible actions have placed on our realm and on my time. You, of all people, should know how many long hours are spent each day trying to stop the madness. If you can but wait until I return home from the conference, I’ll make it a priority to answer all of your requests.”

That not only failed to answer his question, but implied that she assigned him the same priority as any ruler of a single planet. Annoyed and frustrated, he decided to push harder. “But Archon-Princess, what have you been doing? Two years have passed, and yet forces declaring their loyalty to you—forces that should be under my purview—continue to fight against my March. Continue to kill military personnel in my March. Continue to kill civilians in my March.”

He hadn’t raised his voice, but his tone had taken on an intensity he hadn’t intended. “I can understand your actions when it comes to those units who espouse Victor’s cause, but when your forces attack units loyal to me, what am I supposed to think?”

She sighed wearily as though his questions were physically painful, then looked over his shoulder as though suddenly recognizing someone.

“George,” she said quickly, “perhaps you would like to walk with me. I hear that the Arboretum attached to the Royal Palace is a wonder.” With that, she turned and began to walk sedately toward the ballroom’s southern exit.

He hesitated, knowing that he might lose some of his advantage by leaving the hall, but she was already a few steps ahead of him. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted Jerrard Cranston heading his way through the crowd. That settled it. George had no intention of speaking with either Victor or his lackey. Today was not the day for that battle.

After leaving the ballroom, he and Katherine walked for several minutes without speaking. Just when he was trying to decide whether or not to finally break the silence, she did it for him.

“I appreciate your position,” she said, “and your devotion to my March that you safeguard is admirable.” The emphasis rubbed George wrong, but he did not interrupt. “But why have you come here, George? You barge uninvited into the Star League council, and though you say you do not support Victor in any way, you come dressed in the uniform of the old Federated Suns for all the Inner Sphere to see. Don’t you think that casts some doubt on your sincerity?”

“I am here, Archon-Princess, to speak with several individuals in my capacity as your field marshal,” he retorted, “and I also wanted a chance to speak with you personally. As for this uniform, I wear it because it’s time to stop maintaining the charade that there is a Federated Commonwealth. It died the day you enacted the emergency clause in the Alliance Treaty and pulled the Lyran half out. That is not to say I criticize you for those actions, as it did spare the Alliance citizens the horror of an invasion that the Commonwealth citizens had to bear.” A slight shift in her shoulders indicated that she felt his subtle thrust against her leaving so many Fed-Com citizens to die.

“However, I do not wear it to support Prince Victor or to undermine your authority. I wear it because I am a realist, regardless of the civil war tearing our realm apart.” As he finished speaking even he wasn’t sure whether the words were true or simply the ones she needed to hear. At times like these, he wished for the clean fight of ‘Mech combat, when the raised barrel of an enemy’s PPC left no doubt what he or she intended to do.

She gazed at him sidelong as they continued toward what he assumed was the location of the Arboretum. She was truly beautiful, he thought. He might almost have courted her once—before her actions revealed the rottenness of her core. Oh, how his mother would have loved that, he thought ruefully.

“George, why don’t you sit at my delegation’s table during the conference?” she asked suddenly. “I’d prefer that you wore a Commonwealth uniform, but I can actually use your explanation to my advantage. It would show that you don’t support Victor. Afterward, you could go about the rest of your business. Yes, I think that would work very well, don’t you?”

George couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Not only was she ignoring his repeated requests for answers, but she seemed to care only about using him to further her position on the council.

The Star League council be damned, he cursed silently. What about our homeland? What does this Star League conference do for the Federated Commonwealth but increase your political standing with our enemies while our civilians bleed?

At that moment, it began to dawn on him that she would never extend him an olive branch because she couldn’t even see the need for it. Bracing himself, he forged on. “I’m sorry, Highness, but I will not sit at your table. You did not invite me here as part of your delegation, so I do not feel obliged to attend. I’ve other work I came to do, and once that is finished, I will leave.”

His words should have elicited some reaction from her—any reaction—but neither her face nor her body betrayed the slightest emotion. Suddenly, George was terrified by what he had done. He had just rebuffed his own liege-lord, a woman who could order troops onto his soil. When she spoke, the words came out soft as silk, with no hint of the steel he knew to be hidden there.

“Well, then, my Duke, let me remind you that you are a field marshal in the military of the Armed Forces of the Federated Commonwealth, and as far as I’m aware, the AFFC has not been issued new uniforms. As such, you are defying the chain of command and, hence, defying me. Since you’ve just said you think I’ve a right to stop those who defy me, what am I to do? Additionally, you complain about troops loyal to me fighting troops you say are attempting to stay neutral, and yet those troops fight back. If they are yours to command, why have they not stood down? So, I ask again, George, what do you think I should do?”

He stopped in his tracks, forcing her to halt too if she wanted to hear his response. He saw the situation with utter clarity. He had come here with the hope of reconciliation, to see if something could be salvaged between him and Katherine. Instead, she’d thrown her rank in his face and ignored his concerns, which were one and the same with the well-being of the very people she’d sworn to protect.

“I can ask the same of you, Archon,” he said, gratified to see the spark of anger in her eyes at the shortening of her rank. “What am I supposed to do? I owe you my loyalty, as do the troops under my command, but in return for that loyalty, you have a duty to me, to the men and women who serve under me, to the citizens of the Capellan March. If you’ve failed in that duty, what am I supposed to do?” Though her skin was pale and flawless as ever, he knew the gauntlet of his words had caught her a ringing blow to the cheek. The gauntlet lay at her feet, waiting to be picked up.

“I cannot answer that question for you, Duke Hasek,” Katherine said. Her voice was cold as she drew herself up into the regal monarch she was. “The decisions you make must come from where you believe your honor and duty lie. Just remember that the ultimate consequences of your decisions will be on your head. And those consequences will affect the very people you claim to protect and accuse me of ignoring. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I will postpone that walk in the Aboretum.” She began to walk away, then turned for a single parting shot. “Perhaps in the near future I’ll walk with you in your own Garden of Roses, George dear. I hear they are very beautiful.”

As she returned toward the ballroom, he almost glanced down to see whether the gauntlet was still there or whether she had picked it up. He watched her retreating form, thinking about her final comment. It had been so innocent, yet it could just as easily have been a veiled threat of an assault on New Syrtis because of what he’d done and said today. Once more, doubts assailed him. He thought of something else she’d said, and he knew she was right. The people of New Syrtis would pay for his actions, as people across the Capellan March were already paying. He looked down at his hands, wondering how he would ever wash them clean of the blood.

He’d done what he thought was best for the people of the Capellan March, but he couldn’t be sure it was the right thing. Reared since childhood in a duke’s household, he fully embraced feudalism as the best possible government. Yet, he had just defied his liege lord, throwing his honor and his duty to the winds. Though he was now fully convinced that Katherine had failed in her duty to the people of both the Federated Suns and even the Lyran Alliance, and so had renounced her right to the throne, he could not help a twinge of conscience.

No matter how much he wanted to deny it, there was a word for the path on which he’d just set his feet. They called it treason.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Where has Prince Victor gone? That is the question intelligence agencies throughout the Inner Sphere are attempting to answer at this moment. Last seen in the fighting on Tikonov, his sudden absence has alarmed many people. We can only speculate. Has he moved to drive further into the Commonwealth, closer to his ultimate goal of unseating his sister Katherine on New Avalon itself? Or have forces loyal to Katherine managed to strike close enough to force him into hiding? Only time will tell.

 

—Pirate broadcast by the People for Unity, Talcott, Federated Suns, 25 April 3065

 

Jason Hasek Proving Grounds

Near Saso, New Syrtis

Capellan March

Federated Suns

27 April 3065

 

New Syrtis was an arctic world, perpetually in the grip of an ice age, except for a thin band of tropical climate at the equator. Blanketed in a glacier, the northern continent was the site of Saso, the planetary capital. Wracked by blizzards and bone-chilling cold, the city was a daunting target for any enemy.

But no one thought it would be safe forever. A few months into the civil war, George Hasek had called his Eighth Syrtis Fusiliers in from Lothair, followed shortly by the mercenary Vanguard Legion, known for their hatred of the Lyran Alliance. Six months after that, he had rotated in the Davion Light Guards from Mendham, near the Capellan border. They had been cross-training for months, preparing to defend New Syrtis. The Eighth had yet to beat the Light Guards, however.

Leftenant Colonel Grayson Addison, commander of the Eighth’s Third Battalion, double-checked his secondary screen and smiled as he sped across the snow-covered terrain of Frostfall Canyon. Exactly as planned, he and the other eleven BattleMechs of his company were sweeping in formation toward the Davion Light Guards’ last known position. At forty-three klicks per hour, his ‘Mech ate up the frozen ground in five-meter strides while he sat back and relished the coming fight. He had an ace up his sleeve, and he couldn’t wait to use it.

“That’s your load-out?” a voice said in his earpiece. Jonathan Tomlinson, Grayson’s XO, brought up his right in a JagerMech III. Jon was fatally sarcastic and roasted him every chance he got.

“Yeah. What’s wrong with it?”

“What’s wrong with it? Isn’t it bad enough the general chose you over every MechWarrior in the Eighth to pilot the pride of the Capellan March? Then you turn around and trade out your gauss rifle for those forty-millimeter autocannons. Man, they fought the First Succession Wars with those relics. If you wanted ACs, why not go for rotaries? I love my Ultra autocannon, but oh, what I could do with even one of those RACs.”

Grayson gave a quick laugh. “Well, you’re right about one thing. This Templar is definitely the finest ride I’ve ever had. I don’t know why General Richards approved my request, but you won’t hear me argue.”

For perhaps the hundredth time, he looked with satisfaction around the cockpit of his brand-new ‘Mech. Everything—from his primary and secondary screens to his targeting joysticks and foot pedals for controlling the ‘Mech’s speed and direction— gleamed as only a machine that had just walked off the assembly line could. Even the smell of paint and cleaning agents was sweet.

Grayson had piloted various ‘Mechs during his ten years in the military, but all had been vintage models, some even hundreds of years old. Permeated with the grime, sweat, and fear-filled stench of myriad other warriors, they had seemed familiar, like old friends of the family.

The Templar, on the other hand, had only recently begun to roll off the assembly lines of Kallon Industries on Wernke. Massing eighty-five tons of weapons, metal, and myomer, the assault-class machine was a walking behemoth to put the fear of god into any enemy. The Templar was also the Federated Suns’ first attempt at building an OmniMech. More versatile than a standard BattleMech and first developed by the Clans, Omnis boasted modular technology that let them change their weapons load-out in mere minutes.

“Yeah, yeah. It’s a great ‘Mech, but what in the name of Kerensky made you pass up the chance for an RAC?” Jonathan demanded.

“I tested the rotaries, Jon, but their jamming rate is unacceptable. I didn’t want to risk losing one of my main weapon systems, no matter how impressive their rate of fire. As for the gauss, well, let’s just say I’m trying something new today.”

Grayson smiled to himself, knowing Jonathan would never understand how any MechWarrior could pass up a chance to field a rotary autocannon, one of the most powerful weapons a ‘Mech could mount. Well, he would soon find out.

“New and stupid,” Jonathan said.

“New and different,” Grayson shot back.

“I said new and stupid.”

This time, Grayson laughed out loud. Even Jonathan Tomlinson couldn’t make him mad today.

***

Titans stalked the world, throwing thunderbolts to vanquish their enemies and proclaim their mastery of all they surveyed. Except that these giants were clothed in metal and piloted by humans, with all of their faults, frailties, and misconceptions. And that was exactly what Grayson was counting on. With their backs to a frost-covered canyon, the Swift Foxes were about to be cornered by the Snow Cobras—cornered and devoured.

“Cobra One, I confirm contact bearing one-one-zero,” one of his men reported.

“Confirm,” Grayson said. “Enemy is directly ahead.

Outriders, increase speed.” A chorus of affirmatives echoed the order.

Grayson knew that the key to beating the Davion Light Guards was to neutralize their speed. The Guards regiment consisted almost exclusively of medium and light ‘Mech designs, which allowed them to maneuver out of almost any trap with enviable ease. The Eighth had taken to calling them greased foxes, after the greased-pig contest played in almost every rural community in the known universe—a derogatory term the Guards had begun to flaunt with pride. They were undefeated till now, but Grayson told himself that all would change today.

Having dogged the Guards for the better part of two straight days, his company had finally maneuvered them toward a box canyon. With his assault ‘Mechs positioned at the tip of an inverted V, they would deliver enough firepower to pin the Guards down, while his light and fast machines would swing out from the wings of the formation to close the door. Once the enemy was trapped, the heavier machines could wade in toe-to-toe against the lighter Guard ‘Mechs.

Another minute passed in a white blur as the sides of the frost-covered canyon loomed larger. The Guards streamed toward the opening, desperate to keep the Fusiliers’ superior firepower at range. Then, the first of their ‘Mechs to reach the canyon entrance seemed to stall in confusion, perhaps uncertain of the terrain. Compared to the Fusiliers, who knew the region inside and out, the Guards had been on New Syrtis less than a year.

The distance between the two forces quickly cycled down to less than two kilometers, and still the Guards did not move. Grayson could see a Guard Fireball, one of the fastest ‘Mech designs ever produced, vanish into the lengthening shadows of the canyon. Racing along at a speed of over one hundred-eighty kilometers per hour, its feet spit up blooms of snow as it dashed off to scout the terrain.

That still wouldn’t be enough, Grayson thought. Not nearly enough. Many of the Guard ‘Mechs were finally turning toward the onrushing Fusiliers, seeming uncertain of whether to fight or flee.

The decision was made for them.

As the distance clicked down to less than seven hundred-fifty meters, Jonathan triggered his autocannon, and a barrage of hypervelocity, uranium-tipped shells shot out on three-meter tongues of flame from their twenty-millimeter barrels. At this speed and distance, the rounds over-shot the enemy ‘Mechs, digging furrows in the snow and chopping holes in the underlying ice. Undaunted, Jonathan kept the lead flying, tracking the stream of shells across the ground and into the leg of a Garm, which immediately fell backward.

“What the hell,” Grayson heard Jon mumble. There was no way his fire could have taken the Garm down so quickly. The only advantage of small autocannon like his JagerMech’s was their range; their damage was minimal, at best. Whether it was the ice or the surprise at getting hit that took the Garm down, it quickly regained its feet. Even as it rose, it returned fire with a spread of long-range missiles. Their sooty contrails stained the azure sky.

The Guards had begun to spread out, waiting for the Fireball’s return before committing to the uncertain safety of the canyon. Grayson had to give them their due. His company outweighed them two-to-one in pure tonnage, which was enough to make any MechWarrior sweat. And yet they stood their ground, digging in to hold off the onrush.

As the distance fell to six hundred-ninety meters, azure whips of man-made lightning crisscrossed the sky in both directions. The fire from one of the PPCs belonged to the Caesar of Subaltern Dennis Jenks, to Grayson’s left, but it merely flashed ice into water vapor, carving a long furrow as it did. The return fire, from a Jackal, found its mark, washing cobalt flame across Subaltern Adela Tonkovic’s Quickdraw, to Grayson’s right. More than a half-ton of armor flashed instantly into metallic mist that fell spitting and hissing into the snow at her feet. Either the Guardsman was a master gunner to hit at that distance or the ‘Mech was a 55 variant, which incorporated the latest targeting and tracking system available to front-line troops. In either case, Grayson hoped this wasn’t a harbinger of things to come.

“I can’t believe they’re not breaking,” Jonathan said, the rumbling of his autocannons filtering through the link.

“Are you serious? These are the Davion Light Guards we’re talking about, “ Leftenant Jack Mantas chimed in. Mantas’s Banshee, to the left and slightly behind Grayson, was the only ‘Mech in the entire company slower than the Templar, and he was having a hard time keeping up with the formation. “If you ask me, their lead lance is about to smash into us to give the rest of the unit a chance to get away. That Fireball is going to come back any minute to let them know they’re trapped.”

Jack had barely spoken when the Fireball appeared from the depths of the canyon. The Guards instantly exploded into action, showing both their experience and their skill. Sure enough, the lead lance charged directly into the teeth of the advancing Fusiliers. Grayson ID’d General Jessica Quarles’s Hatchetman— a new 6D variant—as well as a Centurion, an Enforcer III, and a brand-new Osiris, still painted in the gray base coat it received on the factory floor. Meanwhile, the other lances scattered to either side in an effort to elude the wings of the Fusilier formation now sweeping in.

“I think I owe you a Timbiqui Dark, Jack,” Grayson said, though he knew the fight was far from over.

“I’ll take you up on that offer tonight, sir!” Jack called back.

With the Templar’s inexorable forward advance and the Guard lead lance now moving toward him, Grayson’s own weapons were in range at less than five hundred-forty meters. Grasping a joystick in each hand, he brought his cross hairs onto Quarles’s Hatchetman, which was in mid-jump, launching through the air on a contrail of super-heated plasma. Grayson’s crosshairs burned gold with a solid lock, and he triggered his targeting-interlock system to fire a stream of rounds from both his forty-millimeter autocannon.

With his target at max-range and in mid-jump, and his own ‘Mech moving at maximum speed, he would surely have missed the shot any other time. But he’d stacked the deck. Though he hadn’t even lifted the Templar’s autocannon arms, the shell-streams bent slightly toward the target, slamming into the center torso of the jumping Hatchetman, pulverizing armor. The Hatchetman listed slightly to the left in the air, beginning to rotate along its axis. In a feat that spoke of her piloting skill, Quarles spread her arms wide to catch air resistance and bring her slowly tumbling ‘Mech under control. Then she brought both legs into a crouch, hitting the ground in a sidewise roll through the snow. Though she landed hard in a geyser of snow and ice, the Hatchetman exploded back onto its feet, despite the loss of more than a ton of armor.

“Blake’s blood!” Jonathan shouted. “What the hell was that?”

Grayson allowed himself a savage grin. His ace in the hole had worked just as he’d hoped. “That, my friend, is New Avalon Institute of Science technology at its finest,” he said, loud enough for his throat mic to pick up. “Ever hear of precision autocannon ammunition?”

“Are you kidding? Sure, I have. I read the trade manuals, but I thought it was still in field trials.”

“Not anymore. The Fusiliers received their first shipment earlier this month.”

“Unbelievable. I almost didn’t believe the NAIS claims. They always exaggerate everything. But damn!”

“Yeah,” Grayson said. “Hot damn.” Another wonder of new technology, and he was using it for perhaps the first time in all of the Capellan March. Precision ammunition was “smart” autocannon sub-munition that incorporated advanced targeting circuitry and a modified, self-propelled gyrojet shell whose microbursts allowed the shell to auto-correct in flight toward a target. The shells were only effective against a moving target and, because of their size, they drastically reduced the amount of ammunition his Templar could carry.

For various reasons, none of the more advanced autocannon like the ultra, rotary, or LB-X classes could use precision ammunition. If you wanted to field the new ammo, it was back to the autocannon that had been used on battlefields for centuries. Grayson figured he’d just proved that the trade-off was worth it. Seeing how well it worked, he couldn’t wait to test some of the other submunitions that had arrived. Of course, his other ace in the hole was also straight off the NAIS research engine.

At the time of the original Clan invasion, their technology was far superior to anything fielded by the armies of the Inner Sphere. One of their most potent pieces of high-tech weaponry was an advanced targeting system that tied into a ‘Mech’s direct-fire weapons, providing an accuracy that Inner Sphere ‘Mechs could not duplicate. After twelve years of research, the boys at NAIS had again proven why they were the best advanced-weapons research and development team in the Inner Sphere. They had developed a similar targeting computer, albeit with a slightly lower rate of efficiency than its Clan counterpart, but Grayson wasn’t complaining. He knew his own skills and was damn proud of what he could do in a ‘Mech. But he also knew of almost no one who could have made such a shot.

Weapons fire continued to fly, but it was almost anti-climactic from that point on. Though a Guard Raptor and a Hellspawn had broken out on the right-hand side, their comrades were trapped in a slowly tightening noose. An intense fusillade of fire knocked the Garm back onto the ground for good, quickly followed by the Jackal and two other ‘Mechs that seemed to disappear under a barrage of laser and autocannon fire before Grayson could even identify them. His own losses were minimal, with only Leftenant Peterson’s Men Shen down for the count.

Though Quarles’s Hatchetman had managed to wade in among Grayson’s troops and had been the one to cut the head off the Men Shen with a blow from her depleted uranium-tipped hatchet, the forty-five-ton machine didn’t have a chance against several ‘Mechs twice its weight. The Hatchetman’s sudden stillness made Grayson glance quickly at a secondary screen to verify what he already knew—the Hatchetman had just powered down.

“Yield,” the general’s weary voice said over the shared frequency. “All troops power down and yield. It seems the Cobras have finally found their bite.”

As the scenario ended, Grayson’s viewscreen fully pixilated for a moment and then solidified, showing a scene of subtle but important differences. What had been damaged armor now showed only as splotches of paint, while severed ‘Mech limbs were back in place. ‘Mechs that had previously been vaporized by the explosion of their fusion engines slowly regained their feet, none the worse for wear.

Grayson couldn’t help but laugh out loud at Quarles’s final comment. She probably thought her words had cut, but not this time. The Eight Syrtis Fusiliers had finally beaten the Guards.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

JOHANSEN: From the very beginning, the Archon has been ruthless in suppressing those who oppose her, regardless of what the mewling media has portrayed. She’s a political animal and knows very well how to manipulate the masses.

SMYTH: Oh please, Dr. Johansen. Are we supposed to believe that the Archon-Princess has hoodwinked an entire Great House—no, two Great Houses—for years?

JOHANSEN: No, not completely, or there’d be no war. However, she’s managed to convince enough people long enough to keep herself in power. There are only two major thorns in her side at the moment, and one of those has dared defy her to her face. Mark my words, in the next few months, you’ll see an attack directly on New Syrtis.

SMYTH: That’s preposterous! Why would the Archon-Princess attack Duke Hasek? She has no reason to do so. In fact, I much admire the man for keeping New Syrtis out of the fighting.

JOHANSEN: And you wonder why I think you’re blind! Have we ever seen a statement from Duke Hasek condemning the troops under his command for continuing to oppose troops loyal to Katherine? If nothing else, the charnel house of Kathil should demonstrate to anyone not blinded by media glitz and the Archon’s facade that Duke Hasek has his own agenda, one that does not support the Archon. He may not have declared for Prince Victor directly, but in her eyes, if you’re not with her, you’re against her. Fighting will come to New Syrtis, Mrs. Smyth. It is only a matter of time.

—Dr. Deryl Johansen, political correspondent for the Federated News Services, and Jessica Smyth, Sub-Minister of the Kestrel Administrative Area, on The Steffelbus Group, Kestrel, Federated Suns, 10 May 3065
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. . . And night and night

The virgin comes

A sea of blue swallows

The light of the sun ...

 

As the words of the song penetrated Grayson’s concentration, he frowned and grabbed the remote to silence the local radio station. He always listened to music whenever it was time to attack the mounds of paperwork that went with his job, but it was getting harder to find any he liked. Usually, he tuned into the latest underground station, catching the newest music before it was rubber-stamped for mass-market consumption. Increasingly, though, he simply couldn’t stand to listen.

No matter how disguised the lyrics, the music invariably seemed to take sides in the civil war. Millions of people had already died—one of them a person he’d loved with all his heart—yet Grayson could still not make up his mind about which side was in the right.

His concentration broken, he gazed idly around his tiny, windowless office. On one wall hung two holos of his family and one of his Warrior’s Hall graduation class. A detailed topographical map of New Syrtis covered another wall, and the other two
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