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        Or hath God assayed to go and take him a nation from the midst of another nation, by temptations, by signs, and by wonders, and by war…

        Deuteronomy 4:34
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        “This use of the Emergency Communications System is to inform all citizens and residents of Liao that the local ComStar network has suffered a loss of systems coordination. Precentor Rayburne Belzer, citing last week’s three-day interruption, promises to have the HPG back up as soon as possible.

      
        “Disruption will be kept to a minimum.”

        Station WXU, Alert News Broadcast, 2200 hours, 7 August 3132

      

        

      

      
        
        OUTSIDE LIANYUNGANG

        QINGHAI PROVINCE, LIAO

        PREFECTURE V, THE REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        11 AUGUST 3132

      

      

      Twilight had come and gone on Liao, and that wasn’t good.

      Evan Kurst paced a tight box around his small moving van, one of four haulers parked in a staggered line atop an isolated bluff overlooking the Cavalry River. He kept to himself, as he’d been taught to do. Kicking gravel against the van’s oversize tires, Evan divided his time between watching the narrow access road that had brought the small cadre of Ijori Dè Guang members here and looking up at the jewel-studded blanket of velvet sky. Not a trace of sunset’s color bled over the western horizon, and the sky remained crystal clear with visibility at twenty kilometers or better. The worst possible conditions for a clandestine operation.

      “Drive flare!” someone shouted from behind another of the dark-painted vehicles. Evan winced, wondering—worried—how far the shout would carry in the still night. “DropShip.”

      The flare was little more than a bright star moving across the heavens, a thin dagger of hard, white light. Too small for the merchant-converted Union they were expecting. Too high for any kind of approach to the bluff.

      And actually, wasn’t it close to—

      “Twenty-one hundred hours.” Evan glanced at his watch. “That is the ballistic shuttle from Nánlù.” Liao’s southern continent. “Not our DropShip,” he said softly, to himself.

      It wasn’t coming. Something had gone wrong, again. He dried his palms against his jeans. Evan knew only one of the other six recruits. Mai Wa wasn’t here, the needler pistol weighed his hip down awkwardly, and they were fifteen kilometers outside of Lianyungang—the city’s lights were a muted glow above the forest to the northeast—with no good safe house to run for should the local constabulary swoop down.

      “And I have a military history test on Monday.”

      That bothered him more than it probably should have. A member of the budding Ijori Dè Guang, Liao’s newest band of self-proclaimed freedom fighters, should not be worried about his position within the Republic’s militia. But he was. Evan had worked too long and hard for this chance to become a MechWarrior. With his recent transfer to the prestigious Liao Conservatory of Military Arts, his personal honor demanded he make his mark above the line set by any citizen student.

      It almost made him laugh. “What I could tell them now about the end of the Capellan invasion in 3112 would qualify as Master’s-level work.” Doctorate, even. A few history books would have to be rewritten.

      But he wouldn’t tell. The secret he’d been entrusted with was too big to share with anyone save Mai Uhn Wa, Evan’s sifu in all things seditious. Mai would know what to do with such a secret.

      If Mai ever arrived.

      If the DropShip came.

      Too many ifs.

      A warm breeze smelling of pine trees, wildflowers, and the day’s moist heat ruffled Evan’s mop of dark hair.

      The warm, wet climate made Qinghai Province one of the planet’s best agricultural centers. Rice, peppers, sweet naranji: everything grew well here. Nánlù and the once-more inhabitable regions of Anderia were Liao’s industrial heart, but Beilù, the northern continent, was Liao’s breadbasket.

      It was also the seat of occupation by the Republic of the Sphere, and the very heart of all resistance to Devlin Stone’s “benevolent” despotism.

      Devlin Stone. The “devil” Stone. Evan Kurst looked up into the starry heavens, found the suns of Nanking, Tigress, and there, on the horizon, valiant Tikonov. Capellan systems, all, and along with Liao once belonging to the mighty Capellan Confederation, one of the Inner Sphere’s five Great Houses.

      In the local constellation of Qu Yuan, the poet, Evan located the sun that looked down upon Terra. It was from that cursed star system sixty-five years before that the Word of Blake launched its Jihad against civilization, bringing the Inner Sphere to its knees in ten brutal years of scorched-earth warfare. Devlin Stone led the resistance that finally cast down the Armageddon worshippers. Then the liberator turned conqueror as Stone bargained for a new realm centered around Terra, taking as spoils of victory a territory spanning a hundred-and-twenty light-year radius around mankind’s birthworld. Which was how Liao and over fifty other Capellan worlds became part of the new Republic of the Sphere.

      Whether they wanted to or not.

      “You see somethin’ up there, Kurst?”

      Whit Greggor stepped up next to Evan. Greggor was the one Ijori Dè Guang member present tonight that Evan knew. The large man had a voice that rumbled up from deep within his chest, broad Slavic features, and crew-cut reddish-brown hair turning premature gray. Too old to be a student, full of ideals. Too young to remember life under the Confederation, fifty-some years before. Evan pegged him as a thug. Mai Wa had probably recruited the tough out of a dark alley somewhere.

      Did Evan see something? More than Greggor could imagine.

      “Freedom,” he finally said. “I’m enjoying sunlight that never looked down on the Word of Blake…that never knew Devlin Stone.”

      “I’d rather catch the drive flare of our ’Ship. We need more weapons.” Greggor cracked his scarred, oversized knuckles. “Then we can ram real freedom down the throats of all these paper citizens.”

      “Spoken like a true patriot.” Crude and boorish, the sentiment summed up Greggor quite well. Evan considered it very likely that somewhere there was a bridge missing its troll. Would a man like this even care to understand what he was fighting for?

      “You sayin’ we don’t need more weapons?”

      “We need something,” Evan agreed. Weapons. Resources. Leaders. The people of Liao longed to slip the Republic’s harness. Mai Wa had prophesied that once the landslide began, it would sweep the world.

      Evan believed that now more than ever.

      “So what’s the holdup, you think? The new ComStar blackout?”

      “Could be.”

      The man hawked, spat to one side. “What else, ya think? The oubluduk cowlheads’ve never had their shit in one sock.”

      Greggor’s speech was often laced with Russian curses and colorful stock, but his analysis did not differ much from Evan’s. ComStar’s local service had gone down again, disconnecting Liao from the rest of the Inner Sphere for the second time this month. Without faster-than-light communications provided by the organization’s network of hyperpulse generator stations, disruptions occurred in everything from shipping schedules to interplanetary market trades. Once had been a costly anomaly, virtually unknown since the agency’s inception.

      Twice? Evan wondered.

      “The JumpShip could have had technical problems,” he finally said. “Customs maybe stopped the DropShip in orbit.” Besides the HPG network, so much relied on the tenuous fabric of interstellar travel: jump-capable vessels that moved thirty light-years at a leap and DropShips ferrying goods and people between worlds.

      Greggor wasn’t satisfied with that. “I still say it’s ComStar. Got us all frigged up again. Filthy vrebrachneys.”

      Evan shrugged. Greggor’s black moods could be contagious. A shout from another cadre member saved him from any reply. “Lights! Lights on the road!”

      “Truck,” someone else called out. “Hovercraft.”

      This time Evan didn’t worry about the noise. He worried about who was arriving so late to their party. A chill took him as he drew his needler pistol, felt its uncomfortable weight in his hand. His efforts in the Ijori Dè Guang so far had been limited to “liberating” supplies from remote military compounds and sabotaging public transportation services. Military academies taught MechWarrior cadets basic small arms handling—laser pistols, for example—and those he wasn’t allowed to carry outside the firing range. The needler was a more vicious weapon than any he’d trained with.

      Perspiration warmed under Evan’s arms as he took cover behind his rented haulers, extending the weapon in a two-hand grasp over the vehicle’s hood and waiting for confirmation of sight, fight, or flight.

      The open-bed hovercraft flashed its lights twice, once, twice.

      “Mai! It’s Mai Wa.” The resistance leader. Liao’s best hope.

      Relief flooded Evan with a cold touch, like an aftertaste of the regret that came after any compromise. Part of him had looked forward to pulling the trigger, he realized, placing himself apart from those who talked, and among the company of those who did. Even the Cult of Liao, Evan had discovered recently, honored action over rhetoric. In that, the underground political movement had more in common with the forming Ijori Dè Guang than most people thought.

      The hovertruck cut its lights and lift fans just short of the gathered haulers, settling to the ground as its air cushion spilled out from beneath rigid skirting. The dying whine of its lifters reminded Evan of this morning’s visit to the Cult of Liao shrine, and the humming of its generator, which echoed off stark, barren bunker walls.

      Mai Uhn Wa slid out from the cab, pouring himself to the ground with a fluidity Evan had come to envy. His shaven head was tanned to a leathery brown, his mustache oily black and obviously dyed on the fifty-odd-year-old man. Small and compact, rarely given to exaggerated gestures, Mai Wa might have been any Capellan-descended citizen you passed on the street, if you never noticed his eyes. Black and hard, and never blinking enough, they were eyes that had seen—and still saw—too much.

      Yet Evan would show his mentor something the other man had never dreamed to look upon.

      The thought warmed him, buoyed his hopes—until Mai Wa looked over his assembled cadre and shook his head slowly. Once.

      “The DropShip will not arrive,” the elder man informed them straightaway. “Our off-world network is compromised.”

      “Compromised?” Greggor sounded like he was struggling with the meaning of the word. “How? Who?”

      Evan had never asked about Mai’s off-world contacts. In a resistance cell organization, the less you knew the better. Evan already knew more than he should about Liao-based operations, including the names of other cell leaders, which he put down to being a prominent MechWarrior candidate. He carried influence among more common members, which Mai Wa had used in this last year.

      Now he regretted not asking. His ability to advise would be limited.

      “Customs Security on Genoa halted all outbound traffic three days ago,” Mai Wa told them. “In the process of routine management, some…discrepancies were uncovered. The DropShip was destroyed trying to flee authorities.”

      Like dominoes poised to topple, no doubt a great deal of Mai Wa’s network stood exposed. How bad was this setback? And why halt all outbound traffic? The disruption such a decision caused...would pale next to any larger disruption already occurring.

      “The blackout,” Evan said, spitting out the word like a mouthful of rancid naranji pulp. The timing could not be coincidence. “Genoa noticed we were off the HPG net again.”

      “Yes,” Mai said. “And no. And not exactly.” The small man seemed to be carrying an extraordinarily large burden, and now simply heaved it aside in the most direct manner possible. “Four days ago, Genoa witnessed something we were spared. In a way. They saw nearly every world go dark. In a six-hour period, they lost HPG contact with all star systems but one, New Aragon, which reported much the same thing.”

      The implications rolled over Evan Kurst like an assault tank. HPGs reached out fifty light-years. Two worlds reported a complete loss of signal from almost every other station within that distance?

      “Arboris?” someone asked. “Ningpo and Gan Singh?” Neighboring worlds. “New Canton?” The capital of Prefecture VI.

      Mai had little left to offer. “Only a single JumpShip has come in bearing any news so far. Shipboard rumor claims that sporadic contact has been made with New Canton, yes. And with Achernar in Prefecture IV. But we may be looking at over ninety percent loss of the ComStar network. If that extends into any of the Great Houses at our borders…”

      Hundreds. Thousands of worlds. Dark. Evan grasped at the full implications. Missed. “Our work here,” he asked, “what of it?” The awaited supplies were everything they needed to flesh out a true resistance force. To make the Ijori Dè Guang something other than one more small-time movement. Evan felt their work slipping away into nothingness.

      “It is finished,” Mai admitted, “for now. Chaos reigns outside of this system, and likely will be here in very short order. If we were prepared, it would be a golden opportunity.” For a moment, a flash of fire lit up the other man’s dark eyes. Then, “But we are not.”

      Angry now, Evan stepped forward. His hand itched to grab something, and his needler came to mind. “We are out here, all of us, because of you,” he accused Mai Wa. “You made promises.”

      “And it is no longer possible to keep them.” As if speaking to someone in the distance, the Ijori Dè Guang leader added, “It will not be the first time I have had to break such promises.”

      What was one more person to fail the Capellan people, and Evan? Raised as a ward of the state, Evan had hardened himself against most disappointments. But for the first time in years, he felt betrayed. Felt it deep down near where the fires of hope had burned hot not many hours before. If the secret he carried might change things, Evan would have spilled it in front of all. But it would not. He heard the sound of defeat lurking behind Mai Uhn Wa’s words. The movement’s sifu was crestfallen—emptied, and hiding it.

      Evan turned away, ignoring questions Mai would deftly deflect. He walked to the bluff’s edge, staring out over the dark valley as, behind him, cadre members abandoned plans and each other in their empty haulers.

      Then all was silent. For a time.

      “You are angry.”

      Evan knew Mai Wa had not left. The rebel leader’s eyes had never left the back of his neck. They burned there, drilling holes.

      “Anger has its uses, Evan Kurst, but if you let it guide your next actions, you will be lost.”

      “I no longer need to listen to you, Mai Uhn Wa. What I do next is my own business.” To stand alongside people who do, and not people who make excuses.

      “If you think I enjoy seeing years of my work destroyed in a single night, you are greatly mistaken, and not the man I thought you would become.” Evan noticed he held back from saying, “the man I thought you were.”

      Mai stared through Evan. “I have more important people than you to whom I will answer for this failure. This time I gambled and I lost. Liao is on its own.”

      Evan couldn’t trust anything the other man said. Mai Wa claimed ties to the highest authorities. To have been involved in several uprisings on Liao over the years. He did put together the Ijori Dè Guang, and now he’d abandoned it—that was what Evan knew. That Mai thought it necessary made no difference to Evan.

      More importantly, it made no difference to the Capellan people.

      Evan waited until footsteps gave way to the whine of powerful turbines, and then until the last echoes of the hovercraft were lost back down the long access road. He watched the heavens rotate on the axis star, a parade of celestial beings. Thinking. Planning.

      “We have always been alone,” he finally whispered into the dark summer’s night.

      But that was not necessarily the case.

      Not anymore.
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        “Prefect Tao’s relocation to New Aragon should not be considered any kind of estrangement between himself and the Prefecture’s governing body, which will remain on Liao. We all accept the need for shifting resources to match our new strategic demands.”

        Lord Governor Marion Hidic, Recorded address from Liao, 12 January 3134

      

        

      

      
        
        CELESTIAL PALACE

        ZI-JIN CHÉNG (FORBIDDEN CITY), SIAN

        SIAN COMMONALITY, CAPELLAN CONFEDERATION

        8 MARCH 3134

      

      

      Footsteps echoed in the outer corridor. Mai Uhn Wa nodded to himself. He sat cross-legged on his thin mattress, feeling the cold stone floor through a half inch of meager padding and his threadbare prison dungarees. Gooseflesh puckered his bared forearms.

      He faced the gray cinderblock wall at the rear of his isolation cell, hunching forward in concentration. A few strands of graying hair fell across Mai’s face as he dabbed more of his homemade stain onto the wall’s porous surface. His ink was rancid pork fat rendered down by slow cooking under the light they never turned off, mixed with soy and the red juice he pulped out of beets. A strip of cloth torn from his prison dungarees acted as his brush. Wrap it over the end of two fingers, dip into the dark stain, and then dab carefully. One day’s work completed two or three ideograms.

      He’d worked halfway through his second when his cell door slammed back and a pair of Maskirovka agents entered. Mai Wa did not flinch at their arrival, or even turn to look. Whatever was to happen would happen with or without his participation.

      “More of your grandiose delusions?” Michael Yung-Te asked, disbelief coloring each word. A shrugged pause. “On your feet, Mai Wa.”

      Snugging the cloth strip tighter against his discolored fingertips, Mai Wa continued to stain a dark line across the wall’s light gray facing.

      Yung-Te stepped farther into the room. He scuffed his boot against the side of the thin mat. “I said get up.”

      His tone was darker this time. Angry.

      A second request? How novel. Almost enough to convince him to obey. Instead, Mai Wa put finishing touches on the ideogram for “loyalty,” then straightened to survey his work.

      “The highest and most important ideal in any MechWarrior’s life is loyalty,” he whispered.

      That was the opening tenet of the sixth dictum of the Lorix Order, a quasi-religious philosophy endorsed by the Capellan state. It was also among the strongest principles endorsed by Capellan Warrior Houses, the elite military enclaves of the Confederation: Imarra…Kamata…Dai Da Chi…Hiritsu…

      Ijori?

      As always, thoughts of the fallen Warrior House led Mai Uhn Wa back to his recent attempts to resurrect it on Liao, and to the disastrous timing of the ComStar Blackout. Ijori Dè Guang. The Light of Ijori. If he’d only had six more months.

      “Mai Wa—” Agent Yung-Te warned.

      The Mask agents still hadn’t forced him away from his work. Sensing that this visit was something beyond their normal interrogation and re-education attempts, Mai Wa set his wooden cup of stain to one side and folded his strip of cloth next to it. He rose slowly to his feet, favoring his right side with the taped ribs and electroshock burns. Neat columns of ideograms very nearly covered the entire wall. Starting as high in the upper right corner as Mai Wa could reach, they scrolled from top to bottom and right to left in the ancient tradition. The first five dicta, all complete, and the start of the sixth. With effort, he would find just enough room to finish them.

      “Such determination would have been admirable put in service to the State, rather than against it.”

      Mai Wa turned and half bowed toward his keepers. “I am a traitor,” he agreed. “I serve the Confederation.”

      Michael Yung-Te was in his late thirties, with black hair and a lean, angular face. Ambition burned behind gray-blue eyes. He was fast approaching that timeless quality some men of Asian descent were fortunate to gain. His associate looked older, with the sunken-eyed expression of a man who was part of too many secrets, too much senseless violence. Your basic agent of the Capellan secret police. Both wore Han-styled charcoal gray suits and high-necked, stiff white shirts. Their mandarin collars were closed at the throat with a triangular Confederation crest.

      “You’ll serve as an example to other would-be traitors,” the older agent said, but his voice lacked the usual dogmatic conviction.

      Mai Uhn Wa looked at both men with a faint stirring of curiosity. A tense smile crept across the right side of his face. The left no longer worked so well, even with the cheekbone reconstruction. “Will I?” he asked.

      Yung-Te reined back his associate with a raised hand. “No marks,” he reminded the other man, who stepped forward and kicked Mai Wa’s bowl against the wall, splattering reddish-brown stain along the lowest cinderblocks. Several large spatters smeared across the ideogram for “loyalty.”

      “An untidy end,” Mai said softly.

      Oh, yes. This was something different.
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      Mai Uhn Wa limped into the Chamber of the Celestial Throne with head bowed and ankles shackled together by a short length of polymer chain. His bare feet whispered against teak flooring, the black wood lacquered so heavily that it reflected the entire room like a dark mirror. Heady incense lingered in the air.

      Sandalwood, he tasted. And jasmine. His prison dungarees rubbed roughly against his skin, but at least they were freshly laundered and pressed with military creases.

      One did not appear before the Chancellor of the Capellan Confederation, Soul of the People and God Incarnate of Sian, in anything less than the best their station allowed.

      His Maskirovka escorts paused awkwardly at the threshold, unbidden to enter but uneasy with leaving their charge alone. A half dozen shuffle steps into the chamber, Mai Wa stopped as well. The Mask agents finally bowed and retreated, closing the large, bronze-faced doors behind him.

      Still, he waited.

      “Approach me, Mai Uhn Wa.” The command was subtle, shadowed, but no less forceful for being spoken barely above a whisper.

      Mai raised his head and took in the austere beauty of Daoshen Liao’s throne room. The walls were paneled with red-grained bamboo, suggesting a ring of flames around the entire chamber. A carved frieze ran down the left-hand wall, depicting ancient warriors on an eternal march. On the right only a few simple charcoal sketches hung as decoration, drawn by the hand of The Ascendant Sun-Tzu Liao, Daoshen’s father, if stories were to be believed.

      A runner of red carpeting shot through with gold threads led from the bronze-faced doors to the foot of the dais. Gold: the prerogative of the emperor in ancient China. Mai avoided it, keeping to the right-hand side as he approached the Celestial Dais with all due humility.

      His life, and purpose, might very well hang by such a thread.

      A suit of Chinese armor, from the Nán Bei Cháo dynasties of ancient Terra, stood on display at the corner of the dais, a beautiful piece of physical history, as was the chair at the center of the dais, the Celestial Throne itself. The Chinese zodiac wheel formed its upper backrest, a reminder of the diverse nature of mankind, and each leg ended in a dragon’s claw. Carved from one solid piece of mahogany, the red and brown wood grain promised both strength and character.

      And on that throne, half hidden in shadow, sat Daoshen Liao.

      For the third time in his life Mai Wa looked upon the Chancellor of the Capellan Confederation. Although he had mentally prepared himself for this interview a hundred times over, it still surprised Mai that his eyes found the Chancellor only when it seemed that Daoshen wanted to be noticed.

      Sian’s living god rested back in his throne with arms draped over each massive rest. Coiled. Ready to strike. The Chancellor’s head was shaved clean. His mustaches were long and jet black, braided at each end and weighted with a tiny golden bead where they came even with his shoulders. He wore a golden Nehru jacket with a green mantle fastened across his shoulders, and green silk pants decorated with red and gold serpents along the outside seam. Nearly two meters tall, and reaching past gaunt toward emaciated, the Capellan leader was anything but frail. He…radiated.

      Truly invested with Divine Will or simply secure in his own power, that was for Him to know.

      Mai Wa went down to his knees, then stretched full length on the floor of the Celestial Chamber, prostrating himself before the Chancellor. “I serve the Confederation,” he said.

      “Attend, Mai Uhn Wa. Set your feet beneath you, and stand once more as a man.”

      Mai’s hair, damp but clean, fell into his face as he slowly climbed back to his feet. He pulled it back over his shoulders, untangling ropy strands from the wispy beard prison had given him.

      Daoshen Liao hunched forward slightly, peering intently at Mai Wa, green eyes burning with an inner fire.

      Mai could never know what the Great Soul was searching for, and so stood up under the scrutiny with as much military bearing as he could muster. Daoshen smiled, thin and without humor. “It is Heaven’s Way to conquer without striving, to get responses without speaking.”

      “To induce the people to come without summoning,” Mai quoted automatically, then realized he had just interrupted the Chancellor. Daoshen might have been making a private joke. And the passage...but there was no path left to him but to finish it. “To act according to plans without haste,” he finished softly.

      “You have studied Lao Tse and his Tao Teh Ching. Recently?” Daoshen’s voice was nearly devoid of inflection. But his words, at least, conveyed a sense of interest.

      Picking his own words, and his tone, with great care, Mai nodded and said, “I have been fortunate to enjoy the hospitality of the State for many months, Illustrious One. We are granted the magnificent benefit of two recreations. One is the study of proper Capellan philosophies.”

      “The other?” asked the Chancellor.

      A glance at the suit of ancient armor. “The study of history. I have availed myself of both.”

      “But have you learned anything?” Daoshen asked, his question obviously rhetorical. “On your return to the Confederation,” he continued, “I declared you a traitor to the realm. You offered no defense.

      “The Maskirovka, finally, would like to set your trial date.”

      Daoshen paused, as if waiting for a denial. “I am a traitor,” Mai said. “I serve the Confederation.” He was guilty the moment the Chancellor declared it. A trial was mere formality.

      “How do you serve the Confederation?” the Chancellor asked. “How did you serve me?”

      “Majestic Wisdom, I have always sought to further the Capellan nation. When I strayed, when I did not return to the Confederation as ordered, I did so only for the chance of bringing you greater glory.”

      “When you first served on the world of Liao, you obeyed my father without fault.” Daoshen did not sound as if he were cross-examining Mai. He went on carefully and methodically. “You were instrumental in the new rise of pro-Capellan sentiment.”

      That had been nearly thirty years ago, just after the turn of the new century. Mai Wa’s first mission to the birthworld of House Liao. Chancellor Sun-Tzu had ordered a number of young officers to foment unrest within the Republic. Mai Wa’s successes saved a lackluster military career, earning him a promotion. His future suddenly looked bright.

      That had all come crashing down, however, the next year.

      “I was not there for the Night of Fury,” Mai said, ashamed. He’d been pulled back for specialized training. Had he been there when the first assault wave landed on Liao, he believed he could have—would have—made the difference. Instead, the Republic rallied, and so began a violent, two-year conflict.

      “Later, I was attached to the Fifth Confederation Reserves. We saw action on Wei, Hunan, Styk. I was not called on to accompany your father.”

      His plans ruined, Sun-Tzu traveled to Liao in an attempt to broker peace, a rare expedition from Sian for the aging Chancellor. His arrival did little to calm the angry sea of resentment harbored by Republic stormtroopers, though. They attacked. And Sun-Tzu fell. Capellan forces rallied long enough to effect a full retreat, but they did not come away with the Chancellor’s mortal body, for there was none left to claim. By all accounts Sun-Tzu ascended that day, becoming a divine being. Charged by His spirit, Confederation forces struck back hard enough to force a new peace with the Republic.

      The world of Liao, and so many Capellan worlds, however, remained in Republic hands.

      Daoshen nodded, agreeing with all spoken and unspoken. “You accepted discommendation.”

      “I did. And indefinite leave from the military.” The memories were fragmented after so long, but still there.

      Mai Wa remembered those painful years of hard work and contemplation, struggling alongside farmers on the planet of Jasmine. Exploring the ruins outside of Lhasa, “I found the old Ijori stronghold.” One of the Warrior Houses lost to Word of Blake’s Jihad. Only four of the original eight now survived. “Spent seven years studying their philosophies, their strategies, their victories and defeats.” Finding in them a purpose that filled the void left after Sun-Tzu Liao’s Ascension, he’d petitioned for a return to active military service.

      Which was how Mai Wa first found himself before Daoshen Liao, in 3126, summoned into His Presence and tasked again with delivering the Chancellor’s dynasty birthworld.

      “You were to help return home our lost people,” Daoshen said.

      Mai nodded, his eyes casting for the floor again. “Yes, Generous Soul. In return, you offered to grant me my single wish: the resurrection of Warrior House Ijori. But my efforts failed. The student uprising I inspired at the Liao Conservatory was defused by the Paladin Ezekiel Crow.”

      “To act according to plans without haste.” Daoshen reminded him of the earlier quote from Lao Tse.

      “I was eager,” he agreed. “I moved too quickly.”

      “And you disobeyed my command to return!” Daoshen’s voice hardly rose above normal levels of conversation, but the power behind his words slammed into Mai Wa as if driven by sledgehammer blows.

      “I did. I hoped to create an uprising that would finally sweep away the Republic. I devoted every effort, calling on resources developed as far back as the first Liao campaign.” Mai felt hollowed, empty. At the time, it had felt so right. A divine purpose. “I devoted my life toward that end.”

      “You were supposed to devote your life,” Daoshen said, very coldly, “to me.”

      Mai nodded. “I am a traitor. I serve the Confederation.”

      “You are a traitor. You may yet serve the Confederation.”

      The reprieve—faint, but there—stirred faith back into Mai Wa’s soul. The old warrior looked up to Daoshen Liao, Soul of All Things Capellan, and dared to hope.

      “Yes,” Daoshen allowed, awarding him one regal nod. “Your past failures—even your treason—may yet be put behind you, Mai Uhn Wa. Today is the eighth day of san-yuè.”

      March eighth? The twenty-first anniversary of… “Your father’s Ascension.” Daoshen nodded. It was no coincidence. “Liao.”

      “Liao,” the Chancellor agreed. “Birthworld of my father’s line. It is time to begin again. Your long ties to Liao, the on-planet assets you still possess, your array of protected aliases—perhaps you can still serve the State.”

      “That is all I ask.”

      “All? You were more forthcoming during our first interview.” Daoshen Liao obviously read the desire still written across Mai Wa’s soul. “The true prize awaits you, Mai Uhn Wa. Do not fail me.”

      “No, Celestial Wisdom.”

      Daoshen’s wrath, should Mai bring it upon himself again, would fall swiftly and certainly. Which was only right. The taking of Liao could only be one step in a much larger parade, and if plans did not go as foreseen, as so often occurred, Mai Wa expected to be one of the first casualties. The Chancellor offered him a chance for redemption, but he did not guarantee anything.

      As if reading his mind, Daoshen nodded. “What I can do for you, I will. There are old debts, promises, that may help smooth the way.”

      Mai Wa bowed from the waist. “I serve the Confederation.”

      “As do we all,” Daoshen said, staring off into the distance, smiling at a future only he could see. “As do we all.”
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        “The unidentified DropShips burning in toward Terra continue to refuse all attempts at communication. The Tenth Principes has mobilized and their aerospace assets will intercept in approximately sixty minutes. After the recent fighting on Achernar, on Northwind—we can only imagine what has now come home to Terra and what will eventually befall the Republic of the Sphere. Why are we so afraid of the dark?”

        Mace O’Ronnell, Stellar Associated, 29 March 3134

      

        

      

      
        
        YILING (CHANG-AN)

        QINGHAI PROVINCE, LIAO

        PREFECTURE V, THE REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        24 APRIL 3134

      

      

      Evan Kurst staggered to a storefront wall and held it up for a moment. The night air felt cool against his flushed skin. He wiped his hands on the outside of his jeans, then adjusted the straps on his backpack, trying to make it look natural. A half dozen books, a load of laundry for the laundromat, a few days’ groceries; those would have been nothing for a fourth-year student at the Liao Conservatory.

      Military-grade power amplifiers weighed a bit more. And you really did not want to get caught hauling them around the Liao capital of Chang-an.

      Or anywhere, for that matter.

      Even in the early hours of morning, barely past midnight, the Yiling suburbs could hardly be considered deserted. Separated from Conservatory grounds by the four-lane avenue and a high wall on Evan’s right, the local commercial district tailored itself to student lives, which included late-night cramming sessions, celebrations, and general night-owl behavior. Neon signs glowed in fluorescent colors. There was no real traffic to consider, but several couples and half a dozen singles still roamed the streets, heading to or from the university or simply between parties.

      One kindred soul staggered along with an open bottle of Timbiqui Dark and saluted Evan with the tall-necked container, offering moral support.

      Evan waved back dutifully, shoved himself toward the nearby street corner. One edge of the amplifier’s housing dug into his back. He shifted its weight again by pretending to slide along the wall in need of support, shrugging his shoulder straps into a new position.

      Across the intersection was the corner entrance to a commercial park, where students could bike or blade or lounge on hard plastic benches if all they wanted was a place to get off-campus. To the right, across the wide avenue, was the Grand Arch entrance to the university: the photo-op entrance, with fortress-like stonework holding up a buttressed arch, LIAO CONSERVATORY carved in relief, framing an impressive stretch of landscaped grounds.

      Most students and military cadets chose to use any of several minor gates much closer to dorms or teaching halls or parade grounds. Which made for light foot traffic and just enough time to pull this off.

      Evan was late, ten meters short of the cross street, when a squeal of tires and a plastic-crunching smash echoed up the street behind him. He fought to keep any extra spring out of his step. One of the easiest ways to blow a stealth operation was to do something that stood out from the crowd. Still, Evan staggered a last few steps to the corner before rubbernecking to look back at the auto accident. One block back, a car abandoned the scene, fishtailing up the wide avenue that divided Yiling from the Conservatory wall. The other vehicle, an Avanti economy hybrid, caught fire as a sparking flywheel touched off spilled fuel, or that was how the accident report would read.

      People ran to the aid of the abandoned hybrid, or stood around watching, or pointing. One concerned youth sprinted over the four-lane avenue and pounded on the window of the small guardhouse nestled beneath the Grand Arch. A lot of shouting and gesturing ensued, followed by the security guard running off with Evan’s ringer, rendering aid to the prearranged “accident.”

      “Move along, please,” a commanding voice ordered. A uniformed policeman stepped into the intersection, waving Evan forward with a curt gesture.

      Evan nodded, thankful for his arrival. They traded tight smiles as Evan hurried across the intersection, knowing each other for members of the Cult of Liao. The officer would keep prying eyes focused away from Ijori Dè Guang activity.

      Dodging into the commercial park, Evan pulled a light cotton mask down over his brow. An overhead streetlamp had been broken out the night before, and not repaired. Beneath that, his people waited. Whit Greggor lurked in the shadows with a large piece of iron—a pry bar good for jimmying doors. Two other Ijori Dè Guang members were busy connecting their own equipment into a working laser.

      One of them had already cracked the lamp’s utility box and run a pair of cables out onto the cement walk.

      “Late,” he said, helping to wrestle the laser onto a stabilizing tripod. He was a utility worker with the Yiling suburbs. The man did not know who Evan was at all.

      “Get set up,” Evan said by way of apology.

      It took moments, well-rehearsed the week before and waiting only for the power amplifier Evan delivered.

      The fourth man, retired infantry, pulled amber goggles over his eyes and took up station behind the laser’s handgrips. “Charging...ready,” he said.

      Evan looked over the hedge at the Grand Arch entrance, the well-lit guard booth, and a small cluster of late-nighters who debated crossing the grounds or walking down to the accident site. The acrid scent of burning plastic drifted their way on a light breeze. He nodded.

      “Fire.”

      The laser pulsed, stabbing sharp spikes of sapphire energy through the night. There were a few screams, more shouting. The police officer’s whistle shrilled, directing people back—away from the park—just move it! No radio call as yet. Confusion of the moment.

      Evan stood rigidly still, feeling the warmth radiating off the overheating laser as it scoured and sliced and cut and stabbed.

      Then it was over. The Ijori Dè Guang members broke down their equipment faster than it had gone together. Evan took the power amplifier and they split in three directions. Whit Greggor stayed with him until clear of the park, then left Evan alone as the student staggered back through the streets, making his escape.

      Behind him, the first sirens of the night finally sounded.
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      Evan lounged at a bistro table outside YiCha’s Gourmet Coffees, sipping a citrus-blend juice. He sat with his back to the shop window—the best choice he had, considering—and glanced left along the street, right toward the intersection, then straight through traffic toward the busy monorail stop. The sun barely peeked over the roof of a nearby mall, its rays slanting down the narrow street, jumping over the curb and a double-wide sidewalk, and warming the left side of Evan’s face. It looked to be a beautiful day, part of Liao’s deep autumn wonder that ended with a short winter season during the Terran standard months of June and July.

      Left again. Right.

      Got him.

      Evan paused with the insulated cup half lifted to his mouth as David Parks skulked around a corner, keeping his back toward the wall. Parks moved at the edge of Evan’s peripheral vision, but there was no missing his Caesar-cut red hair or the black range rider trench he so adored.

      Parks reached into his coat. For a weapon.

      With a quick spin and toss, Evan could have dashed his entire cup right into David’s face—except that it wouldn’t do much for the other man’s temper, and the juice was still too fresh and cold to be wasted.

      Instead, Evan finished his sip as he brought up his left hand, resting casually in his lap until now, and formed a two-fingered gun that he aimed back over his shoulder.

      “You’re dead, David.”

      David leaped forward and snaked his thick arm around Evan’s neck, locking it in a stranglehold. Evan tensed, but forced himself not to react as his friend throttled him. “Tomorrow, Evan. I’ll get you tomorrow.”

      Jenna Lynn Tang walked up just as David gave an extra squeeze and then released Evan. Behind her followed Mark Lo. “I think you’ve said that three days running, Dave.” She offered Evan a weary smile. “Me, I’ve been assassinated every day this week.”

      “All for the good of the movement,” David told her. “Got to be ready.” He didn’t say for what, though everyone knew he spoke of the Ijori Dè Guang. He talked about joining up all the time. Dropping Evan a too obvious wink, he turned for the coffee shop door and disappeared inside.

      Jen slipped into a vacant chair at the small bistro table. Gathering her tight braids into a loose collection, she secured them behind her with a red band. Jen had pale skin and green eyes the color of polished jade. She had also paid for some cosmetic surgery during her sophomore year at the Conservatory, adding just a touch of epicanthic fold at the corner of each eye. Evan found the effect very appealing.

      “I’m gonna grab a coffee,” Mark said by way of offering.

      Jenna thought, then shook her head. “Nothing for me.” Evan picked up his cup and sloshed it around. He was still good. Mark ducked inside, and Evan’s smile faded a notch as soon as the other cadet was out of sight. He hadn’t called Mark, who had obviously spent another night at Jen’s. Mark would not find this morning’s event amusing.

      “Something wrong?”

      “Where’s Hahn?” Evan asked, covering his lapse by staring back the way his friends had come. Hahn Soom Gui was crossing the nearby intersection—against the light, of course, walking as if the world would move out of the way for him. A hover sedan blasted its horn. Safe behind red-tinted aviators, Hahn was oblivious.

      “Got stopped by some admirers,” Jen told him, amusement playing richly through her melodic voice. “I think they’re planning a rally.”

      “Again?” The academic year was only into its fourth month, and already Hahn had helped organize five pro-Capellan events.

      “Something has people stirred up,” Jen said. She leaned across the table, her eyes brightly interested. “Of course, you wouldn’t know anything about that?”

      He might. Evan fought back any reaction. His friends might be ready to march in campus demonstrations—all but Mark, anyway—but they were also candidates for the Republic military. The less they knew, or had confirmed, the better. Very soon Evan would have to make a hard choice: cadet corps, serving in the local militia most likely, or underground.

      “Might have something to do with the new rumors,” he said, dodging away from the opening she’d given him. “I hear a new JumpShip passed through.” Which was the only way to get stale news from of the rest of the Republic these days.

      “We heard that, too.” She nodded in greeting as Hahn walked up. “Fighting on Terra. Who would have thought?”

      Devlin Stone might have, Evan did not say, or the Republic’s current Exarch, Damien Redburn. Terra was no more a true Republic world than…than…well, Liao.

      “Fighting on Terra. Northwind. Achernar.” Hahn Soom Gui stopped behind Evan because he knew how much it irked the MechWarrior candidate. Evan shifted his chair as Hahn struck a pose. “In the dark times no one can tell friend from foe, only brother…from other.”

      Hahn’s delivery was polished and perfect; he could have been reciting lines from any well-crafted political speech. And he’d likely made the expression up in just the last few moments. Evan was the eldest among their little campus cabal, and a training MechWarrior, but there was a real reason why Hahn, an armored corps cadet, was the group’s leader.

      Not just the fact that Evan preferred to remain out of the spotlight.

      “Not bad,” Jenna said, playing it down. But Evan saw the light blossom across her oval face. Hahn inspired.

      Hahn led.

      Evan tried to imagine Hahn holding a gun, standing over the body of a Republic MP. The picture didn’t fit him at all. Evan winced, banishing the memory, and nodded his approval at the rhetoric.

      Hahn accepted the tribute from both friends, then turned to the shop window. He waved at someone in line—David, probably—and made a complicated set of hand gestures that Evan actually understood: Mocha, double-shot, iced. Hahn did not get his own coffee, either.

      Mark and David returned together, Mark on his wireless phone and David cradling two cups and a sweet bun in his large hands. Both men were enrolled in the Conservatory’s battlesuit infantry program, though David looked more the part at one hundred ninety centimeters, extra-wide shoulders and chiseled features.

      One could almost believe David’s claim to have Clan Elemental blood in his past. But then, David claimed a lot of things.

      Mark looked like a stockbroker, big but bookish. He clipped his wireless back to his belt.

      “Now that we’re all together,” Hahn said as he accepted his cup and passed David a couple of stones—the Republic currency Evan refused to carry. “Maybe Evan will explain what’s going on.”

      “Yeah.” David bit into his bun. Around a mouthful of pastry, he added, “Why the call?”

      Evan sipped his drink. Naranji had a wonderful sweet taste like strawberries and orange together, but in the morning he mixed some grapefruit into the popular juice. “Can’t just want to say hey before classes?” he asked, and smiled at his friends’ disbelief. “Okay.” He pushed his chair back and rose. “Come on.”

      On the way, pushing through the monorail crowd to the next street over, Evan explained. “I saw it this morning while on my run. I like to finish out here for some Ji-Go.” He rattled the ice left in his cup. Jen and David made faces. They couldn’t stand the sweet taste of naranji. He ditched the cup in a nearby can.

      “Instead, I went back for my phone and called you up to meet here. I thought you would like to see.” Most of them, anyway.

      They took another corner, rounding a bento restaurant with an enviable location one short block from the Conservatory’s main gate, and then along the commercial park. The small cadet cadre shuffled to a stop near the corner. They still had to cross the street for the Conservatory grounds, but the view was better here as there was still quite a crowd milling about underneath the Grand Arch entrance, trampling police tape.

      Word had spread.

      New guerrilla art. Or what true Republic loyalists would consider more destructive graffiti.

      “Yes!” David jumped up and pumped his fist in the air, celebrating the coup. He spilled steaming coffee over his other hand, but didn’t care. “That is so excellent.” Hahn merely smiled, his washed-out gray eyes hiding safe and secure behind the tinted aviator glasses.

      Evan didn’t look toward Jenna or Mark at all, protecting his game face. Instead, he stared out across the slow-moving traffic and gathered students, up at the stone arch that had once proclaimed its entry to the Conservatory. The raised letters had been laser-sanded away, and a new proclamation etched over them.

      Yóng yuan Liào Sun Zi!

      Forever lives Sun-Tzu Liao.

      “If you will all excuse me,” Hahn said, pulling his own wireless off his belt, “I have some calls to make.”
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        “Lord Governor Hidic, we’ve had a dozen phone-in requests in the last few minutes concerning this morning’s guerrilla art at the Conservatory. Would you care to comment on the sentiment? Do you believe that Sun-Tzu Liao lives forever on this world? Lord Governor? Hello?”

        Meet & Greet, Station XLDZ, Interview with Marion Hidic, 24 April 3134
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      Evan Kurst counted more cheers and smiles than complaints around the Grand Arch, though not by many.

      And there was plenty of shoving to go around. With Hahn peeling away to do some campus politicking, the rest forced their way through the tight knot of students, with Mark and David blazing a trail.

      “It’s vandalism.” Mark Lo kicked angrily at the ground as the cabal passed beneath the ruined stonework.

      He refused to look up. “Not free expression.”

      Evan felt a touch of pity for his friend. It couldn’t be easy at times, hanging around with a group of pro-Capellan cadets. Even though they were all enrolled in various programs that would—eventually—lead toward military service, some students were more Republic-minded than others.

      Mark, fortunately, was a liberal. He believed that every person, citizen or resident, had the right to voice their opinion. Sometimes that belief ran hard up against his own political views, though.

      And against Jenna’s.

      “Do you really think the PTB would let us post so much as a sign that mentioned Sun-Tzu Liao anywhere near the campus grounds?”

      PTB. Powers That Be. Evan did not care for that assignation. It implied irrevocable status. But that was Jenna’s way. Rock the system, but never believe you can effect real change. It was one reason, among others, why Evan had never approached her about the Ijori Dè Guang.

      “No way,” David said, blowing on his scalded fingers. “The government would rather pretend the resistance didn’t exist.”

      Mark shot a dark glance at David. “So untrue. The government would rather work with people, but they aren’t in denial.”

      “Remember the Heritage Days military parade? They called it a ‘switchbox failure,’ but I happen to know that some freedom fighters took over the public works building and sabotaged all the lights that morning. Gridlock forced the parade to pass outside of Yiling. I heard there was a killing, too.”

      Evan noticed the other three staring at him. “What?” Everyone glanced away at the same time. It was almost comical.

      Almost.

      His friends had long suspected Evan of being an Ijori Dè Guang cell member. Or one of their resources, a snitch, maybe. Or a spy. Evan had a tendency to know more than he should, or be nearby when things turned...interesting.

      David came back faster than the others. “Well,” he said, “I did hear that something similar happened down in Duan.” Duan was the local capital of Nánlù, Liao’s southern continent.

      “Isn’t Bulics Academy in that province?” Mark asked.

      Evan had attended Bulics before finally getting his transfer to the Conservatory. Damn David. Why couldn’t he keep his mouth shut? David was too gung-ho, and liked to spout off on the fact, otherwise the burly infantry cadet might have made an excellent recruit.

      Evan nodded. “It might be,” he said to Mark. “And you know, I think I remember taking classes with several hundred other cadets.”

      Mark dropped the subject. Not that it would stay dropped for long.

      The simple fact remained that Evan Kurst was part of the Ijori Dè Guang. A large part, in fact, taking up the reins of the Qinghai Province cell after Mai Wa’s abandonment, and eventually parlaying it into a strong voice in all Beilù operations. That, and other reasons, was why Evan had to be so careful who he trusted.

      Mark Lo was the weakest point in his personal armor. But Mark came with Jenna, and they all circled around Hahn, so Mark stayed and Evan watched him most carefully of all.

      The four students passed onto the Conservatory’s walled grounds, where brushed-ferrocrete walkways webbed out over immaculate lawns. Students clustered in some of the nearby courtyards, holding club meetings or just talking about the morning’s big event. A Men Shen BattleMech presided over one of these areas: The Guardian. The decommissioned ’Mech, with its hooked nose and long-barreled arms, stood a permanent post on the main grounds, a tribute to the Conservatory’s past as the alma mater of notable MechWarriors through the years, as well
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