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      In Guanken’s mind, he gave his left eye for the people.

      The slender, quiet man, now in his seventies, had been born into a hard-working commonality caste family, and raised to be grateful for such a gift. He retained that gratitude through his education, which, while sufficient, showed that Guanken was not a particularly apt scholar.

      The fierce gratitude instilled in him by his parents carried Guanken to the gates of one of the Capellan Confederation’s great MechWarrior schools, where he hoped to qualify for the janshi caste, but dimmed when he washed out early. Guanken followed explicit orders very well, but lacked creativity and imagination, two things a good MechWarrior needed to succeed on the battlefield. He operated a BattleMech simulator well enough, but seemed unable to apply tactical thought in his simulations. To this very day, he had never sat in the cockpit of an actual ’Mech.

      Undeterred, Guanken sought next to join the Capellan Confederation Armed Forces infantry. He survived his initial training, but in the first week of his operational training, an explosive charge went off too early and cost him the left side of his face, including his entire left eye.

      During his recuperation in a military hospital, Guanken had been visited by a pair of smartly dressed women who identified themselves as Maskirovka—the espionage branch of the Capellan Confederation Armed Forces. They expressed sorrow for his condition on behalf of the entire CCAF, which would have made Guanken weep had he not been so heavily drugged. He adored “the Mask” as much as he, and all other Capellans, feared them.

      The Mask agents went on to say they had read his records and, as he fit a particular profile they found intriguing, and would he be interested in serving the state in a new capacity? And by the way, this new job would bring with it a cybernetic eye allowing him to see and record everything his gaze fell upon for the rest of his life.

      Guanken readily accepted the offer. Anything to serve the beloved state!

      The ocular surgery, always a dicey proposition, went exceptionally well, so well that the cybernetic eye was indistinguishable from his natural one. So too did his facial reconstruction, a cosmetic operation not widely available to rank-and-file Capellans. Guanken bore a scar from the crown of his head down to his chin, but over time it had paled and softened, so that a person had to be facing his exact profile to see it.

      Once back on his feet and with the cybernetic eye in full working order, Guanken went for further training on Sian, capital world of the Confederation. This training was unlike any he’d received to date: to become the perfect servant to the Celestial Wisdom himself, Chancellor Daoshen Liao.

      Guanken still remembered how his heart had soared when his mission had been made clear. His life’s work was now to serve at the pleasure of Daoshen, beloved leader of all Capellan space. He would clean, he would serve tea, he would lick the very soles of Daoshen’s boots if so asked.

      All he had to do to keep the job, his handlers said, was to keep his mouth shut and eyes open.

      Literally.

      This, it turned out, was the easiest part of the job. For more than twenty years now, he had been a part of the Chancellor’s direct support staff, the army of commonality members and trustworthy servitors who kept buildings clean, cared for clothing and bedding, prepared food and drink, served it, and generally made life comfortable for the Celestial Wisdom so he could focus on the great responsibility of leading and protecting his people.

      Such work was less glamorous than being a MechWarrior, but Guanken didn’t mind. He served Daoshen personally!

      Guanken and a handful of others like him had perfected the art of invisibility. They were furniture until it was time to act, and then they acted with silent, smooth efficiency. He had ascended the ranks of the servantry to become one of the few personal assistants granted intimate access to Daoshen. He brought tea when summoned, and made the empty dishes disappear silently and unobtrusively. He aided Daoshen in dressing in his ceremonial robes. He served the state.

      Guanken also recorded hours, days, and years of footage for the Maskirovka.

      “To protect the Chancellor,” according to his handlers.

      “For the good of the state,” they’d tell him.

      Yes, Guanken would think as he nodded. For the good of the state.
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      Danai Centrella-Liao sharpened her knife by hand.

      She found the slight grinding of the whetstone against the blade eased her into a tranquil flow state, where she could freely associate and connect some of the eight million random thoughts occurring to her every minute.

      As shàng-xiào of the Second McCarron’s Armored Cavalry who had recently defeated two insurgencies, Danai needed every moment of tranquility she could muster.

      Her calmness broke as someone knocked on the door to her quarters, a chilly home office appointed in pale, glaring wood.

      “Come,” Danai called, and winced. Her voice had been prone to giving out lately, growing as worn and scratched as the controls on her former BattleMech. She sat up straight, pulling the long, black hair of her hasty ponytail off her shoulders to hang down her back.

      The heavily polished door opened. An exhausted smirk crossed Danai’s face at the difference between the height of the top frame and the short stature of the man who walked in.

      Wu Feng, standing 1.7 meters tall, but broad-shouldered, strutted into the office and closed the door behind him. Like Danai, he wore his green House Liao utility uniform, and Danai noticed gray concrete dust on his dark boots. She didn’t care that some of the dust shook off on the silk carpets spread across the office floor. She didn’t own the place; she’d appropriated this house weeks ago after putting down the insurgency here, in and around the bay city of Dronane. The house was well-decorated, having belonged to a Republic of the Sphere politician who now justly labored to rebuild the city as part of the Capellan servitor caste.

      Such was the fate of any who sought to harm House Liao and its protectorate. With work and luck, he could become a Capellan citizen.

      “Zhōng-xiào Wu,” Danai said, greeting her executive officer by his rank, the equivalent of a lieutenant colonel in the Free Worlds League. She did not rise from her plush tan leather chair, sitting behind a broad oak desk that matched the door, window frames, and beams in the ceiling. Nor did she set down the combat knife, one of two Ceres Arms Slasher blades she normally wore in sheaths on her calves while in her BattleMech coolant suit. The second blade sat in its leather sheath beside a dark green blotter.

      “Shàng-xiào,” Wu said with a nod, using Danai’s military rank of colonel rather than her royal title, duchess. The MAC had a longstanding tradition of not saluting.

      Danai scraped the blade with her stone a final time before using the tip to gesture at Wu’s dusty boots. “I take it the rebuilding efforts continue to go well.”

      Wu Feng grinned. He gestured to one of the two padded chairs in front of Danai’s desk, and the shàng-xiào nodded.

      “Well enough,” Wu said, sitting opposite her. Small clouds of dust puffed from his sleeves. “I was going to send Noah to give you an update, but he had a bit of an accident.”

      Danai tensed, her bronze skin flexing over her knuckles as her grip tightened on the knife. She considered Shàng-wèi Noah Capshaw the closest remaining thing to a friend a colonel and duchess could ever have. “Is he hurt?”

      Wu’s grin became a smile. “Only his pride. Face-down in wet cement.”

      He clapped his hands together vertically to illustrate.

      Involuntarily, Danai jumped.

      Quickly she dropped the blade onto the desk blotter and covered her eyes, hoping the amusing image of Noah Capshaw faceplanting into wet cement would elicit at least a chuckle from her—and conceal her surprised twitch.

      No chuckle arrived. She hadn’t laughed in ages. Or smiled.

      As she set the whetstone down and reached over to put the knife back in its sheath, Wu’s smile faded. “Noah did want to give you an update after getting cleaned up, Shàng-xiào, but after hearing his report, I thought I’d come in his stead.”

      Danai slid the knife home and placed it beside its twin. “You don’t look happy about that.”

      Wu shifted in the leather chair. His brown eyes peered at his commanding officer with something that, to Danai, resembled suspicion.

      “As far as things here on Liberty go, we’re tip-top,” he said. He set his weight on the arms of the chair, leaning forward and casually lacing his fingers. “No snipers, no other insurgent activity. A few dust-ups in the local bars, nothing out of the ordinary. We’ve been taking it easy on the locals and going hard on our people, per your orders.”

      Danai nodded. Her current rules of engagement for the Second McCarron’s mandated military combat not take place in cities and urban areas. Sometimes, leniency converted the conquered. Her rules allowed for military targets within a city as needed; otherwise, the MAC was to go easy on civilian territory. She based much of these engagement rules on the long-dead Ares Conventions, modeling how she wished to conduct campaigns.

      In an ideal world, at any rate.

      She hoped this care with civilian areas would help earn the hearts of the conquered to the Capellan cause, the welcoming them into the protection of the CCAF. Soon enough she would have to crack down on the local population if they continued to cause “dust-ups,” but for the time being, Danai saw no reason to flex the might of the Inner Sphere’s most powerful army. To her way of thinking, the locals were themselves Capellans now, part of a long and proud legacy in which everyone worked for the betterment of everyone else. House Liao maintained a perfect—if hundreds-of-billions strong—family.

      Whether these same locals accepted their new roles in Capellan society was another matter, one Danai hadn’t the strength to enforce quite yet. She could, however, show them that a person in uniform was not above the law, hence her order for strict discipline among the Capellan ranks on the ground. She hoped it would send a proper message to the liberated populace.

      “But Noah has other concerns, Shàng-xiào,” Wu continued.

      “Yes?”

      “About you, ma’am.”

      Danai blinked. On guard now—a feeling she disliked in general, and particularly when with a trusted person like her XO—she sat back in her chair. “Me?”

      Wu gently cleared his throat. “I appreciate the extra work you’ve been giving Noah. He’s a good man, with a lot of potential, and he’s rising to every occasion. Stumbling into wet concrete notwithstanding.”

      Neither of them smiled.

      “So he’s been spending more time in here with you,” Wu said, scanning the office as if to illustrate the point. “He’s seen you more often than I have since the Republic insurgency ended. And, to be frank, Shàng-xiào…”

      “Be frank, indeed, Zhōng-xiào,” Danai said. Her eyes narrowed. She did not like where this conversation was headed.

      Wu plunged ahead, his forehead wrinkling. “He says you’ve been drifting. Losing focus. You’re not as sharp as you were before.”

      Despite herself, Danai felt her eyes glazing over even as he spoke. “Before what?”

      She knew the answer before he said it:

      “Mina, Your Grace.”

      Even the use of Danai’s royal title as Duchess of Castrovia did nothing to soften the stab of pain in her chest at the mention of Wilhemina Liao—also known as Mina.

      Despite recent twin victories here on Liberty as well as the world of Hall, Danai felt the weight of leadership like a heavy winter cloak. The sensation seemed to restrict her movement and make her uncomfortably warm. She’d lost too much in both campaigns. She tried to tell herself it was all part of the life of a MechWarrior, never mind a shàng-xiào in charge of a regiment of hundreds of soldiers.

      The losses incurred on Hall, in particular, had been more personal than usual.

      Her thoughts darkened anew as memories of Mina, her royal mentor, came to the fore. Danai had spent too many hours these past months pushing away her memory and attendant grief. This ploy of ignoring her feelings had worked fine, as far as she was concerned; it left room for nothing but rage.

      Thinking of Mina now, though, with Wu Feng’s probing gaze upon her, Danai felt the dam of her emotions crumbling.

      Capellan Chancellor Daoshen Liao, also known as The Celestial Wisdom, among other titles, had assigned Wilhelmina “Mina” Liao to be Danai’s aide when he’d named her as Duchess of Castrovia. The lovely woman had stayed by Danai’s side throughout the campaign on Hall, guiding and advising. Their relationship had been tenuous at the beginning, but as the days of war rolled on, Danai found Mina’s quiet resolve and easy wisdom a winning combination.

      Friends? Perhaps, perhaps not. Shàng-xiàos and duchesses were rarely afforded the luxury of having actual friendships, and Danai held both titles. Nevertheless, ultimately, Danai came to love Mina as a true and worthy friend. That, she could say in full truth.

      Mina’s death by an insurgent roadside bomb had ignited in Danai an unholy fury the likes of which she’d not felt in many years.

      Fury…and a colossal sense of exhaustion.

      “Mina,” Danai said quietly, echoing Wu.

      “If I may, Your Grace?”

      Danai shook herself to clear her vision and set her gaze on Wu.

      “We have Liberty well in hand,” he said. “Fifth MAC is en route to take over for the Second. They’ll be here in a week, maybe less. There’s nothing pressing here for you to do, but you also can’t relax. Not with people like me and Noah barging in with our reports on concrete mixing and water treatments. Maybe…a break is in order, ma’am.”

      Danai barely grasped the suggestion. “You want me to leave Liberty?”

      “I want you to be your best for the Second MAC,” Wu replied firmly, with no insubordination in his tone. The Second was Danai’s regiment; Wu was her second in command. “If I was in a position to give you orders, which I am very, very not…I’d get you off this world and onto someplace nice for a while to…”

      Here, Wu’s words seemed to escape him. Danai waited for him to finish, but the XO only unlaced his fingers and made a gesture of uncertainty.

      Danai understood. There wasn’t more to be said. His point was well-taken.

      And maybe even exactly right. Just hearing the suggestion of a break made that weighty, invisible winter cloak of despair feel just a shade lighter.

      All the same…

      “A shàng-xiào can’t just up and hail a DropShip like a taxi,” Danai said, sitting up straight. “I appreciate the suggestion, and I appreciate Noah being forthright with you about his concerns, but I’m fine.”

      Wu sighed and stood. He tugged his tunic straight and began dusting his palms together. Tiny plumes of concrete dust burst around his fingers.

      “All due respect, ma’am⁠—”

      He clapped once, a sharp, explosive sound.

      Danai tensed and jerked.

      Wu met her eyes carefully.

      “No, you are not.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DRONANE

        LIBERTY

        20 OCTOBER 3149

      

      

      The various affairs of state that came with overseeing Liberty’s reconstruction and education of the populace kept Danai from seeing Noah until the day after her conversation with Wu.

      Having just finished an hour-long meeting with two local leaders and three of her own subordinates, Danai was sweaty and uncomfortable, and needed to get outside. She stalked out of the house and marched toward an area being rebuilt after the insurgency campaign, where she found Shàng-wèi Noah Capshaw directing a crew of Capellan servitors.

      “Shàng-wèi!” Danai called as she walked toward him.

      Capshaw spun, and braced his body immediately upon seeing who’d called his rank. The construction team scurried away at her approach. “Shàng-xiào!” he replied briskly.

      Danai could see his nervousness. It almost amused her, and on the spur of the moment she decided to lean into it. Maybe it would rouse a smile. “I’ve not had a report from you in three days, Shàng-wèi. Why?”

      Shàng-wèi Capshaw had aged tremendously in the two and half years Danai had known him, and not for the better. She regretted the toll recent battles—victories and losses alike—had exacted on the young man’s features. His once-bright white hair had taken a yellowish tone, and the bags beneath his eyes had grown heavier.

      His salute-like brace was crisp as ever, though, Danai was pleased to note. Her own forty-first birthday had recently passed—quietly, and without fanfare, the way she preferred it—and she’d noticed slight aches and pains that hadn’t existed even as recently as her first meeting with Capshaw, when he’d joined her command lance of the Second MAC two years ago.

      War wreaked havoc on the human body, even when that body was busy winning battles across multiple worlds in the Inner Sphere. Danai had recently started gerontological treatments when she felt those aches persisting for longer than they should have.

      “I beg your pardon, Shàng-xiào!” Noah said. “I felt my presence was needed at some of these construction sites. Per your orders, the buildings are being replicated in⁠—”

      Danai was too exhausted to keep up the pretense. Lowering her voice from a trainer’s shout, she said, “At ease, Noah. I’m giving you a hard time. Walk with me.”

      With a relieved look, Noah relaxed his body. “Yes, Shàng-xiào.”

      She led them away from the noise of construction. IndustrialMechs moved laboriously through and around a decimated five-story building, repairing the foundation and gathering broken ferrocrete for disposal. Danai turned her head to watch the workers until they had passed the ruined building.

      “Wu told me about your encounter with the wet cement,” she said, now facing forward as they followed a sidewalk deeper into Dronane’s downtown.

      “Not something I’d care to do again, Shàng-xiào,” Noah replied.

      From the corner of her eye, Danai saw him blush.

      “Zhōng-xiào Wu also shared your worries about me.”

      Noah sucked in an audible breath. “I am sorry, Your Grace, I didn’t feel that⁠—”

      “It’s all right. I’m glad you said something. In the future, I want you to know you have full permission to bring such concerns to me directly.”

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      Danai crossed her arms, slowing their pace to allow a green-painted Capellan Buster IndustrialMech pass by at the upcoming intersection, its tracked feet rumbling and grinding across the road and sending vague tremors through her boots. Another WorkMech, a yellow Carbine with a cargolifter and backhoe for hands, followed close behind it.

      She watched the ’Mechs trundle past. “You’re a fascinating person, Noah. You’ve shown yourself adept on the battlefield, but you keep a warm heart. That’s rare in our business. I hope you can maintain it. It may serve you well.”

      Noah’s blush deepened. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

      The WorkMechs having passed, Danai continued their walk. “I want you to know I’ve given thought to what you and Zhōng-xiào Wu have now brought to my attention, and I have decided you are right. I may need a break.”

      Noah smiled, his blush receding. “I think that’s wonderful, Your Grace!”

      “So,” Danai went on, “I have decided that when time permits, I will take a leave on Castrovia. It is ‘my’ world, after all, isn’t it?”

      She was unable to keep a certain tang of bitterness from her voice. Daoshen had named her Duchess of Castrovia, a title normally reserved for the next in line of the Chancellor’s office, a position she did not covet. Plus, she’d already been named successor to her “sister” Ilsa’s nation of the Magistracy of Canopus. Danai was replete with titles, and didn’t want any more.

      Which, she admitted privately and not without some antipathy toward her “brother” Daoshen, may well have been a factor in Daoshen’s calculations. He did nothing without thought; granting her the title over Castrovia had some political benefit, else he wouldn’t have done it.

      Becoming the Duchess of Castrovia, though, was what had brought Mina into her life. The jagged memory of her murder cast a pall over any joy Danai might wring from being the ruler of an entire world. These last few days, as she’d reacquainted herself with the planet via holovids and books, she’d come to the conclusion—or perhaps acceptance—that she was, in fact, a duchess, and that perhaps such a title came with benefits she may as well enjoy.

      And, with luck, help heal the loss she felt for Mina and so many other colleagues lost in the recent insurgencies.

      “It won’t be today,” Danai clarified, trying to free her mind from emotions as they bubbled up. “I’ll have to spend some time offloading my responsibilities here on Liberty to the Fifth MAC, and then, of course, hope there are no more invasions or insurgencies forthcoming in Capellan space.”

      Noah chuckled softly. “Well, I have heard Sheratan come up in recent briefings…”

      Danai smirked. “Sheratan? Naturally. They’ve been rebelling against any flag within eyeshot for a thousand years. What’s going on now?”

      “Nothing of worry, Your Grace. I’m sure the local Liao militia will run any insurgents into the ground. But by the sound of it, the Sheratans are…tenacious?”

      “For certain,” Danai said. “Sheratan’s reputation precedes itself.” The temperate agricultural and mining world had traded hands over several centuries, most recently belonging to the Republic of the Sphere—until the Sheratans had booted them out. House Liao had moved to reclaim the world, which it had previously held almost continuously for centuries.

      Every time a House tried to bring Sheratan into its fold, the Sheratans fought back.

      They always lost, but they always fought. Danai could admire that.

      She paused and turned to the younger man. “Noah, when I depart for Castrovia, whenever that may be, you will accompany me.”

      His eyes widened. “Me, Your Grace?”

      “We really must do something about this humility of yours. Yes, you. Look.” She gestured to another crew of workers and WorkMechs fixing a damaged wall in a commercial building. “This is your doing. You fight well, but you can also rebuild. You have good instincts. You will not be a shàng-wèi forever. One day, a regiment will be yours. Maybe even Second MAC, if you can wrest it from Wu when I’m finished here.”

      Noah ducked his head to cover a pleased grin.

      “But to do that, there are other lessons to learn,” Danai said. “Politics. Navigating Court intrigue. How to be served, as well as to serve. So, you will join me and start to learn these lessons.”

      Noah’s grin slid to a frown. “But…shouldn’t a higher rank accompany you, like Zhōng-xiào Wu? I don’t want to step on anyone’s⁠—”

      “Wu will be in charge here. Hell, he can run Second MAC entirely. No, I want you there.”

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      They stopped as down the street, a Capellan worker got into a shouting match with a local businessman. The Capellan shoved the suited worker.

      “I believe duty calls,” Danai said. “We’ll speak more later.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace,” Noah said, but he was already turning away to rush over to the fracas.

      Danai watched him go, envying his youth. But yes, she’d made the right choice to bring him along to Castrovia.

      She returned to her office and began making plans to depart Liberty immediately.
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      Shàng-xiào Gwendolyn Vaughan stood in her office overlooking Quantico’s northernmost port with arms crossed and a grim smirk on her face. Through large picture windows, she watched one of several hammerhead cranes move cargo containers of spare parts around the large blue-water shipping terminal.

      About damn time, she thought.

      Gwen Vaughan was a tall woman, sporting close-shorn black hair and wearing Big MAC utilities with boots polished to a mirror shine. The boots weren’t easy to get this way, not while working so close to an ocean.

      That being said, she’d started to enjoy the salt air now that the MAC had booted the Republic Armed Forces off Liberty. There was no time for R&R, of course; tossing the RAF off-world had come at heavy costs. Gwen’s Fifth MAC was in desperate need of repairs and parts.

      The crates being unloaded now, primarily for BattleMechs and ground vehicles according to the receiving list, needed to get offloaded to warehouses ASAP. Gwen knew these replenishments were far from enough to get the Fifth back up to full capacity.

      She’d take what she could get.

      A knock on her office door jarred her. She turned and bellowed, “Come in!”

      A short, lower-ranking soldier scurried inside with a noteputer. Vaughan thought his first name might be Stephen, but wasn’t sure. His name tape read Salzwedel. “Sān-bān-bīng Salzwedel,” she said with a nod, reaching for the noteputer.

      “Message, Shàng-xiào,” Salzwedel said in a worried tone. “The Perkins has missed two check-ins this morning.”

      Vaughan frowned at the screen. The Perkins was a submarine, full crew of 137, patrolling the waters around Quantico.

      Salzwedel went on before she could ask any questions. “And the far sonar nets north of here are down.”

      “Down?” Vaughan barked. “Why?”

      “Ma’am, that’s the same area the Perkins was set to patrol today.”

      A worm of unease unspooled in Vaughan’s stomach. “And our other ships?”

      “Reporting anomalies in that part of the water.”

      Anomalies, Vaughan thought. Just like that new tech the RAF threw at us, maybe?

      She didn’t bother waiting for the worm of unease to grow any larger. Sometimes, instinct was the better part of defense. And her instincts were on fire.

      “All hands,” she ordered. “Battle stations. Now!”

      Salzwedel asked no questions. He darted from the room. Vaughan heard him shouting the order as he raced down the hallway and through the building.

      No, no, no! Vaughan thought. It cannot be those RAF bastards, not already⁠—

      In the dockyard, a ship blew apart in a blazing red and yellow fireball. Vaughan’s building was close enough, she could feel the tremor in the floor.

      She took a stunned step backward as multiple Phoenix Hawk BattleMechs emerged from the water. The sea, she thought dimly. They came from the sea. Like the pirates they are…

      Even as she raced from the office to reach the command center, Vaughan thought she understood the details of the attack flashing through her brain in nanoseconds.

      The RAF had re-grouped off-world and used a pirate jump point to return to Liberty. How in the hell they’d disrupted or destroyed the sonar nets in the ocean protecting the shipyard, Vaughan couldn’t guess; she only knew in her gut they had. Maybe it was some ECM gizmo that had failed land tests but worked well enough in the water, or maybe it was some bit of lostech yanked from mothballs, or maybe it was RAF special forces working with exceptionally camouflaged battlesuits. She remembered clearly the advanced camo battlesuits the RAF had used this past summer; maybe that was how they’d disabled CCAF early warning systems in the ocean…

      Doesn’t matter, don’t care, Vaughan thought as she ran. The reality of a dozen Phoenix Hawks making short work of the thin hulls of the blue-water navy in the shipyard were all the facts she needed right now.

      She reached the top floor of the office, lungs pumping hard. “Report!”

      The makeshift command center she’d established for Quantico buzzed as angrily as a nest of hornets. Professionals that they were, the Third MAC wasn’t panicking—but Vaughan tasted it in the air.

      Instead of offering an immediate answer to her request, one of her subordinates, a young woman named Kesh, raced to Vaughan and gestured to the doorway the shàng-xiào had just come through. “Ma’am,” she said breathlessly, her short, white hair glistening in the overhead lights, “we need to get you back to Bellacqu.”

      “Not bloody likely,” Vaughan snapped. “I said report.”

      Kesh shot a worried glance at the command center’s holotank. The three-dimensional projections showed the entire north wharfs being overrun by RAF Phoenix Hawks. Only now were Fifth MAC forces scrambling to intercept. On the relatively calm ocean surface, dozens of RAF Cizin and Scapha hovercraft skimmed toward the docks.

      “We’ve identified them as Fifth Fides,” Kesh replied. “They somehow shut down the sonar nets and took out at least one of our subs, maybe more. Half a dozen of our ships have stopped responding.”

      Vaughan stared at the holograms as Kesh spoke. Half or more of her ’Mechs and other ground forces were in repair bays, and another quarter of those fit for duty were low on ammo or suffering an armor shortage.

      Her military brain scanned all available information about their position. The CCAF had reoccupied the crumbling Quantico Marine Fortification ruins and begun restoring its defenses, but if the Fifth Fides was at full strength or the RAF had additional forces ready to deploy, Vaughan wasn’t convinced the fortifications would hold. Not in the Fifth MAC’s current state of readiness.

      Reality sank in quickly. “We have to hold them here,” she said. “Because if we don’t…”

      Kesh nodded, and Vaughan could see metaphorical dominos toppling in the younger woman’s eyes. If the RAF established a beachhead here, within days—maybe less—they could potentially march across the entire island and take it back from the Capellans.

      “We just took this goddamn planet,” Vaughan seethed. “I’m not about to hand it back.” She shouted over the command center: “All hands! Eyes on me! Comms, you stay at your posts and be ready to coordinate a tactical withdrawal on my mark. Otherwise, if you are ambulatory and can fire a weapon, get down to the docks! Move!”

      She rushed from the command center without waiting for acknowledgement. This was Fifth MAC—they’d do their jobs.

      The shàng-xiào took her own order as well, running hard for her BattleMech to join the fray unfolding on the wharf.
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      Shàng-xiào Vaughan was belted into the cockpit of her Marauder II in mere minutes. And mere minutes later, she was moving the massive war machine out of its repair bay and directly into the fight with the Fifth Fides assault force bouncing from the water onto the beaches around the wharf.

      The Phoenix Hawks were supplemented by additional units, Vaughan saw immediately; even as her HUD lit up with enemy targets, she noted a Warhammer, Kheper, and Berserker among the ranks of the RAF, strafing boats and Fifth MAC units alike.

      Crisscrossing laser beams turned the air into a latticework of glowing horror. Shàng-xiào Vaughan marched straight into the middle of it, sending azure blasts of PPC fire into every painted target within reach. Her warrior mind achieved a sort of quiet calm, as if watching the battle from above. Here came a Kheper, firing deadly Gauss rounds; Vaughan retaliated with two shots from her medium lasers.

      Like many of the Fifth MAC units, her Marauder II was empty of ammo for her autocannon. Vaughan paid the fact no heed. As long as the cannons in her ’Mech’s arms held up, she’d stay in the fight.

      Three enemy BattleMechs converged on her position, firing at will. The Marauder II suffered multiple hits across the front of its body, melting slag or pinging off armor. On instinct, Vaughan fired her jump jets and landed behind the approaching Warhammer. Even as the ground still trembled from her landing, the shàng-xiào fired both PPCs at the rear flank of her target.

      The Warhammer spun to evade, but took both shots in its side. The Kheper and Berserker both hurried to adjust their fire as well, but held back momentarily; Vaughan’s jump had put their comrade in the line of fire.

      Vaughan jumped again, this time backward, pointing her massive BattleMech at a cluster of hovercraft racing toward the main building. An infantry battle raged outside its doors, the MAC taking cover behind decorative pillars while the hovercraft unleashed a torrent of lasers and slug throwers.

      She timed her jump well, landing 100 tons of destruction on the front end of one hovercraft that hadn’t been able to slip out of the way. With the machine at a standstill, Vaughan pointed one arm at the top of the craft and blew it apart with a blast from her PPC.

      The other hovercraft laid on their accelerators, darting and weaving between enemy and friendly units alike to help prevent their buddy’s fate. Watching them while she retreated away from the three ’Mechs still pursuing her, Vaughan took a brief moment to assess the battlespace outside her cockpit window.

      All around the wharf, the grayscale paint schemes of her beloved Fifth MAC BattleMechs were scored and scarred with laser marks. Chunks of armor were missing from torsos, legs, and arms. A MAC Dola on her right stumbled and fell facedown as two Phoenix Hawks blasted its left foot out from under it.

      The Fifth Fides swarmed like ants over the wharf. In the water, several ships were clearly sinking. But the invaders were taking care not to target the fuel depot or other critical infrastructure.

      They meant to stick around.

      Vaughan pivoted and fired back at the three ’Mechs closing in on her again. Her heart ached with realization even as she managed to stop the pursuing Berserker in its tracks with a well-placed PPC shot to its right hip.

      “All units,” she said into her comm. “This is Vaughan. Retreat. I say again, retreat. It’s over. Fall back to rendezvous Bravo.”

      She fired her jump jets, sailing the hundred-tonner over a fuel truck, which her pursuers again avoided firing upon. Vaughan pushed her Marauder II hard to the south, away from the carnage on the wharf, aiming for the MAC’s predetermined fallback position.

      Still ensconced in her cockpit, where no one needed to see, she wept bitterly.
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        RAINSPIRE

        SHERATAN V

        TIKONOV COMMONALITY

        CAPELLAN CONFEDERATION

        15 NOVEMBER 3149

      

      

      Jack Cade recalled a story from long ago, a tale told by his dearly departed father about a little village struggling amid a terrible drought. The village came together to pool a portion of each family’s meager water ration to tend a sapling planted in the town square. This was their resistance, their resilience; their way of telling the drought itself that they would never give up fighting it, never surrender.

      Ultimately, the village succumbed.

      But the tree remained, nourished by their most precious resource until it could survive on its own. According to the parable, that tree still stood, testament to humankind’s will in the face of certain destruction.

      Jack thought a lot about that tree.

      It had been on his mind the past few months in particular, and it loomed large in his mind now as he sat at a round table at the Hacker, his favorite local pub since he’d first become a MechWarrior.

      Goddamn, that was a long time ago, he thought, only half-listening to one of his buddies growling and pissing about the dirty Caps. Jack extended his fingers and studied the tan color he’d inherited from his father, and the rough callouses he’d earned from combat.

      “So let’s mount up and kick these ratsuckers out!” Hemitt was saying by the time Jack tuned back in. “We’ve done it before. It’s our right, it’s our heritage!”

      For the past six weeks, the town of Rainspire had been making life tough on the Capellan garrison. The Caps had recently lost three people to improvised explosives tossed into their hangouts, and the townspeople had held the line against giving up any information they had on which Sheratans might be responsible. As word of these attacks spread, other parts of Sheratan were starting to follow suit. Even the larger cities had turned to Rainspire as inspiration. Those cities weren’t violent yet, but they’d get there, so long as Rainspire continued to lead the charge.

      Jack inhaled deeply through his nose, taking in the scent of earthy pipe smoke and spilled beer. The plank floor of the Hacker was redolent with both, never mind the fresh pipes being lit or the newly poured beers being spilled. This bitter, rich combination never failed to soothe his mind. This was home.

      He interrupted Hemitt as the other man was about to begin another tirade. “Your ‘heritage’ is gonna get blown off with the rest of your dainty bits if you field what we have against what the Caps will send,” Jack said. He sipped his blackberry mead, savoring the rich alcohol, fermented locally with Sheratan honey. Delicious.

      The others at the table turned in unison to look at him. He hadn’t spoken in thirty minutes.

      “All right, Jack,” Hemitt said through gritted teeth. “What’s your plan, eh? Roadside IEDs? Snipers? Bake sale with poisoned cookies? Eh? What?”

      Jack shook his head with a little smile hidden behind his graying beard. “You’re starting from the wrong place, Hem. Start at the goal and work backward.”

      Hemitt slammed a fist on the table, rattling the glasses atop it. No one flinched; such behavior was the norm for the man. “Dammit, I am! The goal is to make every Capellan on this world pay for being here and taking our independence!”

      Jack raised his glass and swirled the ruby red liquid. “Is it?” he asked. “Ought it be? I’m not sure.”

      He took a sip, finishing the flute, and set it down. With a contented sigh, he laced his fingers across his ample belly and sat back in his chair.

      “Sometimes,” he said, “all you gotta do is plant a tree.”
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        CELESTIAL PALACE

        CHÁNG-ĀN

        LIAO

        TIKONOV COMMONALITY

        CAPELLAN CONFEDERATION

        16 NOVEMBER 3149

      

      

      The Celestial Wisdom, Chancellor Daoshen, ordered an invasion early in the morning. Guanken saw and heard it all. So did his cybernetic eye.

      The Celestial Wisdom gave the order to a room full of his top jiāng-jūn—generals and other military advisors known as the Strategios.

      Meeting in one of the massive conference rooms in Daoshen’s palace in the resplendent city of Cháng-ān, the Strategios sat around a circular redwood table centered beneath a frosted, domed skylight. The smooth, pale walls formed a circle, with one double-doored entrance for guests and a smaller, nearly concealed portal for servants like Guanken. Four massive crimson pillars, 8 meters tall, held up the ceiling. Glistening black tiles paved the floor in nearly seamless 2-meter squares.

      Guanken and three other servants had already prepared and served green tea in delicate white cups, which now dotted the table. The cups were empty; the meeting had carried on for thirty minutes.

      Guanken and his confederates stood against the curved wall, eyes slightly averted to the floor, trusting their highly attuned peripheral vision to alert them to any needs of the Strategios.

      The generals had fussed and argued amongst themselves for most of the half-hour, and most of their ramblings left Guanken a bit dizzy. He hadn’t spent nearly enough time in the military to fully appreciate their jargon, so he tuned it out and kept his focus on Daoshen, attentive to any slight shift in his mood or demeanor that Guanken could address.

      “The future of Liao lies coreward,” said the Celestial Wisdom.

      Guanken concealed a shudder of joy beneath his loose red silk uniform. He adored the Celestial Wisdom’s voice—smooth, articulate, gentle. Yet also commanding, unyielding, confident.

      For that voice, Guanken would die if so ordered.

      Most of the attending generals, he saw, grew still before nodding their agreement. The few outliers who did not nod sat motionless; their faces utterly expressionless.

      Daoshen issued this pronouncement from a throne at the far side of the table. The enormous seat was carved with hissing dragons belching cherrywood fire. The Chancellor’s white robes stood out upon it like a photo-negative pupil.

      “Danai’s recent gains and other victories permit us to move more assets coreward,” Daoshen went on, his divine voice echoing gently between the pillars. “Forces of the Republic of the Sphere fall daily. Their resistance is token at best. Therefore, now is the time to take Keid. For a start.”

      None of the Strategios moved.

      Automatically, Guanken’s meager education conjured a mental Capellan system map and identified Keid. In its early history, the planet had been known for its agriculture and valuable minerals. Once a Capellan holding, the world had fallen to a succession of invaders, most recently the Republic of the Sphere. To Guanken’s knowledge, the RotS or “Rotters” still held the planet and its vast industries. His mouth nearly puckered at the thought, and he fought an urge to spit.

      The Celestial Wisdom’s next words echoed Guanken’s personal belief: “Keid belongs to the Capellan people. It must be returned to them, and their subjugated populace welcomed back into the family of Liao. It is so ordered.”

      Guanken noted an ever so slight hesitation before the Strategios stood—and applauded. He had to force himself not to clap along with them, overwhelmed by the Celestial Wisdom’s love for his people.

      “What of Sirius, Chancellor?” asked one of the Strategios. “We have drawn up battle plans.”

      “Commit nothing to Sirius for the moment,” Daoshen replied with a dismissive wave of his fingers. “But be prepared. The battlespace will change rapidly.”

      The Strategio nodded his understanding, while the others quickly wrote notes on electronic tablets or pads of cream-colored paper.

      Another general, a tall woman with heavy black eyebrows and trim, dark-red hair, placed an open palm against her chest and bowed to Daoshen. Guanken did not know her name, but many combat awards gleamed on her uniform. “We will begin preparations immediately for the taking of Keid, Celestial Wisdom. We will deliver the planet back to the people with all haste.”

      Daoshen stood from his throne. Guanken marveled at his grace.

      “Good,” Daoshen said with a faint smile. “We shall make an official visit next year, if not sooner.”

      Guanken detected movement among the Strategios; a shift in the atmosphere.

      “Visit, Your Grace?” a short, somewhat rotund man asked. Guanken could not see his rank.

      “By next year?” asked another, a bald man whose pate shone beneath the skylight.

      Daoshen slipped his hands into the wide sleeves of his robe. Guanken’s heart soared to watch his poise as the Celestial Wisdom stepped away from his throne and walked a slow circle around his Strategios.

      Guanken took pride in noting how the Celestial Wisdom stood just slightly taller than anyone else in the room, even the woman with red hair. The Celestial Wisdom’s robes draped to the floor, concealing his feet. No one—no one!—would ever know how many centimeters were added to the heels of Daoshen’s soft boots, which Guanken polished himself each morning.

      “The Capellan Confederation is the greatest military force in the Inner Sphere,” Daoshen said as he paced a circle around the others. “Even the Clans tremble at our might. Yet despite our overwhelming strength, it is not always raw power that serves us best. It is the imposition of will, the breaking of our enemy’s confidence, that wins wars.”

      Daoshen finished his circumnavigation and ended beside his throne. “When the Chancellor of Capellan space sits enthroned on Keid, a world rightfully our own, the Inner Sphere will hear clearly our intent and see plainly our power. In this way, the greatest liberation of all will have begun, and the enslaved people of our enemies will gladly welcome our confederation.”

      The greatest liberation of all? The Celestial Wisdom meant Terra, birthplace of humanity.

      Guanken nearly wept.

      He waited anxiously for the assembled generals to applaud once more. When the applause did not rise, Guanken frowned—though no one observing him would have seen it. He and the other highly placed servants could express all sorts of emotion without moving a single muscle.

      “While I agree that we will take Keid with all haste,” said the bald officer, “We…may need more time to properly take and hold it.”

      Daoshen turned his head slightly to let his wise gaze fall upon the man. Power shone from his eyes. “There is nothing to stop us, Jiāng-jūn.”

      The officer swallowed and dipped his head. “Of course, Your Grace. Our preparation will begin immediately.”

      Daoshen blinked slowly and recentered his head. “That is all.”

      The assembly bowed in unison and walked toward the double doors. Two of Guanken’s fellow servants were there long before the doors were reached, and opened them for the officers. As Guanken’s duty at the moment was to attend the refreshments, he stayed at his post and waited for the Celestial Wisdom to exit or else issue some other order.

      One man stayed behind, however. Guanken recognized him as Kamer, a member of Daoshen’s immediate bodyguard detail, and loyal member of the Maskirovka. Kamer’s long blond hair shone brightly in the conference room, as if made from golden steel. The man showed few wrinkles, but his dark skin appeared dry and even cracked in places, like an old statue.

      He offered a shallow bow to Daoshen. “Your Grace, if I may have a moment?”

      “Kamer,” Daoshen replied.

      Guanken knew little of Kamer personally, but appreciated how relaxed Daoshen looked in his presence. Ensuring the Celestial Wisdom’s peace of mind was chief among Guanken’s priorities. Kamer had been on the Chancellor’s detail for many years.

      “My heart is heavy, Your Grace, but the time has come for me to retire from my position, with Your Grace’s permission.”

      Daoshen smiled, showing no teeth. “Well-earned, Kamer. Go and enjoy the fruits of your labor for the people.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace. I’ll be departing soon to fetch my replacement. We will both join you here for a transition period. You should know I have overseen her recruitment, training, and selection myself. She is one of our finest. You will find her a good match for your security detail. I trust her implicitly.”

      “If she comes with your approval, say nothing more. What is her age, Kamer?”

      “Her birthday was yesterday, she just turned twenty-one, Your Grace.”

      “I shall look forward to meeting her. Perhaps one day…” Daoshen added, “she and her descendants will have the privilege of celebrating a birthday experienced on Terra.”

      Kamer returned a knowing smile. “With all haste, Your Grace. Have you a need for anything else?”

      “No, Kamer. Go and fetch your protégé. We are anxious to meet the youngster.”

      Kamer offered another shallow bow before turning and marching to the exit, with the two doors still held open by Guanken’s fellow servants.

      A birthday on Terra, Guanken thought, trembling. What a gift that would make!
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        LAW ENFORCEMENT OFFICE A/3

        COMMERCIAL DISTRICT

        RAINSPIRE

        SHERATAN

        TIKONOV COMMONALITY

        CAPELLAN CONFEDERATION

        30 NOVEMBER 3149

      

      

      “That is it!”

      Shàng-wèi Ori Juang slammed the flat of her hand against her desk. Her subordinate, Sān-bān-bīng Antony Hayes, twitched.

      Juang pointed a finger at Hayes as if he was personally responsible for the report on her desk. “Double the SecurityMech presence across the city. No, triple it! The very instant anyone on these streets steps out of line, take them into custody or gun them down!”

      Hayes considered his next words very carefully. Shàng-wèi Juang was known to her subordinates to be a 100-percent type of person; the type who, in her good moods, would buy rounds of drinks and whoop it up with others half her age.

      The counterpoint was moments like this: unfettered fury.

      On the other hand, Hayes and his security crew knew such anger was never misplaced. Juang loved her security team, and not a one of them doubted her commitment to their safety. Woe to those who harmed “her kids.”

      And some rebel in Rainspire had done exactly that. Again.

      His eyes dipped briefly to the noteputer on Juang’s desk. On the screen, the most recent casualty report still glowed white. Daniel Teye, a sì-bān-bīng in the security brigade, was the latest victim of a seemingly random crime that took his life. A mugging, the report claimed—but Hayes knew as well as Juang that this was merely code for an assassination by a growing rebellion. Teye had been the equivalent of a beat cop, with no useful intel to insurgents, which meant he’d just been the wrong Capellan in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      It could have easily been me, he thought. It still may be some day.

      “I can put more people on the schedule, Shàng-wèi,” he said after only the barest hesitation. “But we cannot double or triple the ’Mech presence because we don’t have double or triple the ’Mechs. There’s a few busted ones in the motor pool we could maybe get running again. Barely. But that’s it.”

      “Do it. I want armor on those streets, even if it’s just for show.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Juang sat back down in her office chair, fist clenched. “Let’s not bullshit this, Hayes. Are we actually going to find the sonofabitch who did this?”

      Hayes wanted to lie, but Juang needed honesty. “I doubt it. Crowded space, nighttime. A public that’s either in bed with the rebels or turning a blind eye to them. Teye’s killer is a ghost.”

      “A ghost still out there, just waiting for another opportunity,” Juang growled.

      “Agreed, Shàng-wèi.”

      Juang lifted her gaze to him, but her expression had softened. “What am I going to tell his daughter? The same bull I’ve told the other partners and children, I guess. Dammit!”

      Hayes knew Teye had been a single father. The mother of his child had been killed years before in a pitched ’Mech battle off-world. His daughter was now ten.

      He said nothing.

      Juang opened her mouth to issue either another rant or an order, but was interrupted by a cry from the front office.

      Both officers ran from the room, Hayes in the lead to protect his senior if necessary. But the ruckus came from an unusual source: a girl of maybe twelve years old, standing near the double doors of the police station main office, weeping⁠—

      And bloody.

      “My god,” Hayes muttered and raced closer.

      The girl, with fine features and long, blond hair, held up her left forearm. Her skin glistened wetly with fresh blood.

      “What happened?” Hayes snapped as he approached through the rows of officers’ desks. Most of the people here had already gotten up to help. They parted for Hayes when he reached the crowd.

      “Outside!” the girl wailed. “A man with a knife!”

      “Just now?” Hayes demanded. His fingers traced the handle of his pistol.

      The girl nodded quickly, her expression a blend of terror and pain.

      Her nod was all the impetus Hayes and the others needed. Drawing their weapons, the team rushed from the building, out to the city street.

      Their building sat on a street corner, and Hayes blinked at the realization that the crossroads were unusually vacant for mid-morning. Nor did any of the usual foot traffic clog up the sidewalk.

      When his gaze snapped to a white trash can he didn’t recall having seen before, the scenario became clear.

      “Back!” he cried—but too late.

      The trash can burst apart in an explosion of shrapnel. Searing bits of metal blazed into Hayes’ face, chest, and groin. He saw several of his fellow officers clutching their faces, falling down, bleeding, screaming.

      He landed hard on the concrete. Gray smoke obscured his vision, for which he was grateful—he was alive and could see, anyway. For the moment.

      Instinctively, Hayes lifted his head to scan for his boss. He saw Juang hurtling out the station doors, headed straight for him.

      Wait, the girl, he thought groggily, and tried to form the words as Juang began assessing him. Where is the girl? Shàng-wèi, it was her, it was a setup, she wasn’t injured at all…

      But the girl had vanished.

      Also, he found that he could not speak, for he had no jaw.
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        LUNG WANG-CLASS DROPSHIP GLADIATOR

        CASTROVIA SYSTEM

        SIAN COMMONALITY

        CAPELLAN CONFEDERATION

        25 DECEMBER 3149

      

      

      Merry Christmas, Danai thought, tapping the flat of one of her knives against her bare palm.

      Her accommodations on the DropShip—like all military transports—were anything but merry. As a shàng-xiào, never mind being Duchess of Castrovia, Danai was afforded luxuries aboard the ship others were not. A private bunk, for one, although she shared a head with the ship’s captain. This private room measured long enough to accommodate her thin bed, with another half-meter allowance for the doorway; no more. In width, it measured scant centimeters beyond Danai’s outstretched arms.

      Ah, the plush life of a duchess, she thought wryly, even as she appreciated the passing of stars outside her room’s single porthole window.

      The DropShip was mere hours from touching down on Castrovia, yet Danai felt compelled to continue working. If by “working,” one means “fretting,” she thought, and slapped the blade against her palm again.

      In this particular moment, she stared at the noteputer screen strapped to her laughably miniature desk, charting the movements of the Capellan Confederation Armed Forces as a headache pounded her temples.

      She winced and rubbed the left side of her head with her fingers. Her brother the Chancellor was no fool, but Danai wondered at his thinking. Daoshen had reduced his plans for Phase Two of Operation Tiamat. Rather than reclaiming both Sirius and Keid, he had opted to focus solely on Keid. According to
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