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        SIAN COMMONALITY

        CAPELLAN CONFEDERATION

        5 JANUARY 3052

      

      

      When Sun-Tzu Liao saw the smile on his mother’s face, it took all the self-control he’d developed over his twenty years to suppress a shudder. His sister Kali, darting past him into the throne room, had no such doubts. Her transfigured expression was the mirror image of Romano’s. Glancing at his father, Sun-Tzu felt disgust at the smile Tsen Shang had pasted on his face even though his whole body seemed to cringe.

      There she sat in the massive mahogany chair known as the Celestial Throne. The huge disk backing it was carved with constellations and mystical symbols defining the universe according to Capellan mythology. Seated on the throne, it was as though Romano presided over the whole of the Inner Sphere, the universe spreading from her head like a Christian saint’s halo.

      “What is it, Mother? Why have you summoned us?” Sun-Tzu kept his voice even, not daring to infuse it with mock enthusiasm for fear his anticipation of disaster would bleed into it. Whatever it was, he could tell from her expression that Romano considered it an incredible coup. He could only hope that for once the rational universe and his mother’s personal universe were in conjunction.

      Resplendent in her rainbow-hued silk robe embroidered with tigers cavorting and striking, Romano said nothing. The diffuse light streaming into the room from the lattice-work galleries around the upper reaches gave substance to thin ribbons of incense smoke drifting from censers hidden behind the throne. The Chancellor opened her hands and indicated that her children should be seated at her feet.

      No, not this again. It has been too long. Sun-Tzu held back a bit, though anything short of bodily launching himself at the throne would have made him look stopped dead compared to his sister. Kali immediately draped herself over the steps leading up to the throne and, cat-like, rubbed her face against Romano’s leg. As he approached, his sister turned to him, her face momentarily contorted in anger before Romano reached down to stroke Kali’s auburn hair.

      At the foot of the steps, Sun-Tzu stopped and clasped his hands behind his back like a soldier at ease. Romano’s face darkened briefly, then she graced him with a smile. Though accustomed to his mother’s quicksilver emotions, Sun-Tzu had felt a true jolt of fear at her look of displeasure, then great relief when she smiled. More karma burned. I must have been very good in a past life.

      Romano clasped her hands together in her lap. “In the beginning,” she intoned solemnly, “Pangu created Heaven and Earth from the egg of his birth, then became the life of his creation. Niiwa created men and women, and from among them chose one family to be exalted above all others.”

      Kali, anxiously tugging at her mother’s robe, was granted leave to speak with an indulgent caress from Romano. “The Liao, recognized for their wisdom and courage, were placed above the rest of mankind, but they did not lord it over their subjects. Mentors rather than dictators, they guided from behind the scenes, except in times of crisis, when only Liao leadership could save mankind.”

      Romano looked to Tsen Shang, who winced visibly. “So mankind flourished beneath the guidance of the Liao, and mankind prospered. Out and away from his home did mankind go until his settlements were flung as far as the furthest star, and then further yet. And the Liao remained with him, always helping and guiding. The Star League was the Liao instrument and the enlightenment of mankind their goal.”

      Sun-Tzu took up the story from there. “There rose among the Star League many powers and many people of avarice. Among these were the Amaris, from whom sprang the monster Stefan, an abomination who slew the Star League’s rightful ruler, shattered the Liao creation of Star League, and plunged humanity into a dark age.”

      Romano nodded proudly as her son hit every word perfectly in his recitation. “Once again did the Liao acknowledge their divine charge and accept the mantle of First Lord of the Star League. Alas, for mankind, the Amaris plague had infected the other Great Houses. Davion, Steiner, Marik, and Kurita each believed itself the legitimate claimant to the Star League throne. They engaged in wars, the first, second, and third, that proceeded to strip mankind of the gifts of wisdom the Liao had imparted. With a vengeance, the false Lords of the Great Houses did hunt down and try to destroy the Liao, but they knew no success until...”

      Kali leaped up and snatched the thread of the story from her mother. “Until a viper came to nest within the Liao bosom. The false Lords knew the Liao weakness was its compassion, so they sent to them a man broken and reviled for his Capellan blood. But this man, this embodiment of evil, was not broken. Rather, he was a vessel of treachery, fashioned and controlled by Hanse Davion. And his name was Justin Xiang.”

      Sun-Tzu accepted the story from his sister, but stripped away the bloodlust she had woven into the telling. “This Justin Xiang betrayed the kindness the Liao showed him. He seduced the weakest of the Liao and carried Candace off to his Lord’s domain, robbing the Liao of their beloved St. Ives.” He started to add the line, “And one day this treachery will be avenged,” but his mother slammed a fist into the throne’s arm to cut him off.

      “This treachery has, this day, been avenged! A martyr in the service of the Liao succeeded in exacting retribution for Justin Xiang’s foul treason. He and his bitch lie dead on New Avalon, where they foolishly believed themselves safe from my wrath.”

      Romano’s eyes focused distantly as she continued to rant, but Sun-Tzu heard none of her words. Allard dead? Candace, too? The frightful look of victory on his mother’s face told him she truly believed what she had said, but Sun-Tzu had learned long ago that his mother’s beliefs and reality were not always one and the same.

      “Father, is this true? Can this be?”

      Tsen Shang nodded wearily. “ComStar thought the news of sufficient import to forward it throughout their network. Speculation is that your Uncle Tormana will be made Regent of the St. Ives Compact, at least temporarily. Kai will be summoned home from the front with the Clans to rule.”

      Sun-Tzu frowned in concentration as he tried to block out the chortling sounds of his mother’s and sister’s gloating. “If Kai returns, what are the chances he will lead troops against us? St. Ives soldiers are fighting the Clans right now. What are the chances they will have some of this advanced Clan technology salvaged and in working order by the time they get here?”

      His father shrugged. “I do not know.”

      “Are you not the head of our intelligence service?” Sun-Tzu snapped. “Surely the Maskirovka is keeping track of Candace’s troops. Just because we have struck the head from the Davion intelligence serpent does not mean we can relax.”

      Tsen Shang’s head came up and fire sparked in his eyes, but it died quickly. “Yes, son, we have reports, but they are highly unreliable. The Clans have chewed up everything else that has been thrown at them, so I expect no better for the St. Ives troops.”

      “I pray you are correct, Father.” Sun-Tzu glanced at his mother. “She may hold her sister’s children in contempt, but you and I cannot afford that luxury. She believes herself inviolate, but I harbor no such illusions. If we have not yet been hit, it was not because of Candace’s inability to strike, but because she withheld her wrath. Her heirs—Kai, Cassandra, or even Kuan Yin or Quintus—may not feel so restrained.”

      Sun-Tzu chewed his lower lip. “Mark me, Father, they will come. It may wait until after the Clans have been defeated, but one day they will seek to avenge Candace and Justin.”

      He looked at his mother one last time. And when that time comes, I must be ready to preserve my nation.
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        MAR NEGRO

        ALYINA

        TRELLSHIRE

        JADE FALCON OCCUPATION ZONE

        5 JANUARY 3052

      

      

      Gray smoke cloaked the dark ocean, hiding Kai Allard as his head broke the surface of the water. The eerie quiet, marred only by his ragged, air-sucking gasps, surprised him. This is a war zone, but I don’t hear anything! He fought down the irrational fear that his ’Mech’s collision with a Clan OmniMech might have deafened as well as knocked him out.

      No, if that were true, I wouldn’t hear either my breathing or the waves. Kai turned in the direction of the cliff from where his ‘Mech had plunged into the waters of Mar Negro. In answer to Prince Victor Davion’s urgent call, Kai and his lance had rushed to Victor’s defense. Equipped with experimental myomer muscles, Kai’s modified Centurion had swiftly outdistanced his companions. Reaching the battle zone first, he saw Hanse Davion’s heir in a damaged BattleMech beset by four of the Clans’ finest.

      I just went berserk! I got too close and let that one ’Mech drag me off the cliff. Kai looked up at the twenty meters of chalky cliff rising above him at the shoreline and remembered the long drop in the OmniMech’s deadly embrace. Hitting the water, he’d blacked out, knowing that the shelf went down a full kilometer here.

      When he came to again, he was still in the cockpit of Yen-Lo-Wang, his Centurion, trapped under the ocean in the arms of a Clan OmniMech. But instead of plunging to the bottom of the sea, the ’Mechs’ descent had been interrupted by a ledge only ten meters or so down. Having been under for only half an hour, Kai wriggled free of the cockpit and swam up from that depth without having to worry about decompression.

      Reaching the base of the cliff, Kai pulled himself onto a half-submerged rock and took inventory of his gear. The cooling vest from his ’Mech doubled as a bulletproof vest, but it and the shorts he wore would do little to ward off the cold of the coming night. His heavy, duraplast-armor boots would protect him from the knees down, but they were hardly made for walking. What did count for something was the survival knife sticking up from the sheath in the right boot, and Kai smiled as he fingered the hilt.

      “Well, Victor, I get to test your Christmas gift under true battlefield conditions.”

      Instantly an unfocused dread began to churn in his stomach. I don’t even know if Victor survived! I should have been more careful, I should have been there to make sure. If he died because of me... Kai forced himself to his feet and quickly mounted the narrow pathway that zigzagged up the cliff-face. Though his fear urged him to reckless speed, another part of him remained cautious. Slowing his pace as he neared the top of the cliff, Kai noted the bright white gash that marked where the cliff-edge had crumbled beneath the feet of his ’Mech.

      White and black smoke spiraled together in a fog that drifted eerily across the plateau’s surface. Barely four hours earlier, this had been a verdant jungle, the kind of place Alyina’s Ministry of Tourism might have touted as typical of their world. Yet mere minutes of combat had pitted and scarred the landscape. Blackened stumps that once were trees dotted the plain like gravestones strewn across a graveyard. The only remaining scraps of green were scattered clumps of earth that artillery fire had blasted from the ground.

      Everywhere lay the shattered bodies and dismembered bits of the war machines that had died to possess what had once been a paradise. When intact, BattleMechs stood five times Kai’s height and seemed like invincible, mechanical avatars of man’s warlike nature. For as long as he could remember, Kai had dreamed of only one thing: to follow his parents in the path of a MechWarrior. He saw no honor greater than piloting one of these giant martial engines, and no purpose nobler than to do so in defense of family and nation.

      But now, battered and smashed beyond recognition, these BattleMechs mocked what Kai realized was the innocence of youth. Lying in broken huddles or staring sightlessly at the sky, they looked useless and even worse. Kai saw that these machines could only destroy. That was their sole purpose, and they had accomplished it beyond even the wildest dreams of their creators.

      Kai darted quickly across the quiet battlefield. Kneeling in the shadow of a downed Hagetaka, he quickly scanned the killing ground for any sign of the Daishi Victor had been piloting. He saw nothing at first, then ran to where he had last seen the Prince’s ’Mech. At that spot, he found a foot that had probably belonged to Victor’s ’Mech. Glancing at the half-melted armor plates lying just beyond, he saw a track left by a crippled BattleMech limping away.

      “Yes, he made it.” Kai slapped his open palm against the Daishi’s foot. He made it away from here, but they might still have gotten him, whispered a cold voice in the back of Kai’s mind. If you had been here, you could have made sure Victor lived.

      The harsh scream of a seagull brought Kai’s head up, startling him from his reverie. The breeze holding the gull aloft parted the smoke and gave Kai a clear view of the dusky sky. Burning brilliantly against the growing dark was a double-diamond pattern of lights moving in unison like a drifting constellation. His spirits lifted instantly as he realized those were the Federated Commonwealth’s DropShips burning their way out of Alyina’s gravity.

      “Victor must have survived. They would never leave so soon if he weren’t with them.” Glancing around the area, Kai thought it looked like some reinforcements must have arrived to help Victor retreat. From the crests on the uniforms of the dead, he realized they were from the regimental command lance.

      The gull screamed again, and others joined it as the flock slowly descended. Kai marveled at their effortless flight, grateful for the beauty of their sleek symmetry as a welcome contrast to the nightmare landscape. He smiled as one bird drifted in, then delicately lighted on the shattered shell of a ’Mech cockpit. It was not until another gull tried to land in the same spot and was chased off that Kai understood why they had come to the battlefield.

      “No!” Kai sprinted toward the broken ’Mech, waving both birds off. As he reached the cockpit, the stink of blood and burned flesh warned him away, but he did not stop. Peering into the cockpit, he saw what had once been Professor-General Sam Lewis strapped into the command couch. Kai had heard Lewis was attached to the regiment, but never thought he’d come out and fight. Things must have gotten really desperate. Half the man’s neurohelmet was crushed and half the face beneath it was missing. Kai blanched at the sight and felt his knees turn to water. Turning away, he dropped abruptly to the ground and cradled his head in his hands.

      Above him, two gulls fought over the eyeball one of them had plucked from the death’s head in the cockpit.
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      Kai’s immediate impulse was to pull all the dead pilots—friend and enemy alike—from their ’Mechs and burn them in a huge pyre to keep the birds from feasting on them. No matter his desire, the task was impossible. Not only would it require more strength than he had right now, but the fighting had consumed everything combustible for kilometers in every direction.

      He also knew a pyre would tip off Clan patrols in the area that at least one person had survived the battle. As that warrior would not have reported in to them, they would know he was not Clan, and the chase would be on.

      Kai wanted to hate the gulls, but he knew they were simply scavenging to survive. And with those glittering pinpricks in the night sky going away from, rather than coming into Alyina, he was going to have to start doing his own scavenging to survive. The Clans had defeated the Tenth Lyran Guards, trapping Kai so deeply behind enemy lines that escape back to his side was unimaginable. His only salvation would be if a rescue mission were sent back for him. Twenty years ago Hanse Davion dispatched the Lions of Davion to pull my father off Sian. But then this isn’t Sian, and the Clans are not as stupid as Maximilian Liao.

      His spirits sank even further. And I am not my father. No rescue mission is coming for me. I’m on my own.

      That realization might have driven some to contemplate suicide, but it fired Kai with the fierce will to survive. I’ve already blown my mission, and my ’Mech is trapped on the ocean floor by another ’Mech lying across its chest. At the very least, they probably presume me “missing in action”—and more than likely dead. Determined not to further dishonor his family and friends by getting captured, he resolved to avoid that possibility with the last ounce of breath in his body.

      Like the gulls flying above him and the feral dogs howling off in the night, he searched the battlefield for whatever he might use. He pried open a storage locker in the rear of one Wolverine cockpit, and pulled out an olive drab jumpsuit. It had belonged to Dave Jewell, a member of Victor’s command lance. The legs were too long because Jewell had been taller than Kai, but that mattered little now. Using his knife, Kai slit the leg seams so he could still wear his ’Mech boots, and he kept on the cooling vest beneath the jumpsuit.

      The locker also yielded some survival rations, which Kai slipped into the small rucksack hanging from a hook next to a web belt and gun. The pistol, a Mauser and Gray M-39 needler, felt good in his hand as he checked it out and loaded it with a block of ballistic polymer. As he strapped the belt on, he took in some of the slack to make it fit snugly around his narrow waist.

      At the bottom of the locker, Kai found a small packet containing two holodisks, a hologram, and a small verigraphed card. The holograph worked into the fabric of the card showed the smiling faces of two children, a boy and girl who looked several years apart in age. Kai looked at the childlike scrawl in which the message was written and realized that the children had composed a prayer-poem to keep their father safe in combat. It was signed, Katrina and David, Jr.

      The hologram showed a slender, attractive woman holding a baby in her arms. Seeing it, Kai remembered Jewell bragging that his wife, Katherine, had recently given birth to their third child, Kari Lynn. Not even five months old. A shiver ran down his spine. “She never even had a chance to meet her father.”

      Kai looked over at the body hanging half out of the command couch’s restraining straps. He slipped the soldier’s dog tags from around the man’s broken neck and dropped them into the packet, which he tucked into the rucksack. He brushed one hand across the name emblazoned on the breast of the jumpsuit he’d appropriated.

      “I promise to get these things back to your children, David Jewell. I will let them know you bought Victor Davion’s freedom with your life.”

      Kai crawled from the cockpit and shouldered the rucksack. Glancing up at the night sky, he could no longer see the DropShips heading out of the system. “Well, I’m about three hundred light years from home and I don’t have a good pair of walking boots. The Clans own Alyina, and I doubt shooting one of their foot soldiers with this needle pistol would do much more than get him angry.” He shook his head. “You’ve really gone and done it to yourself this time, Kai.”

      A worse thought followed. On Outreach, they had counted him among the best MechWarriors facing the Clans. If he was in this much trouble now, what hope could there be for the Inner Sphere?
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        JUMPSHIP DIRE WOLF

        OUT-TRANSIT ORBIT, SATALICE

        WOLF CLAN OCCUPATION ZONE

        17 JANUARY 3052

      

      

      Phelan Wolf watched his charge, Ragnar Magnusson, wrestle with the contradictions inherent in the Clan invasion of the Inner Sphere. “Yes, Aleksandr Kerensky left the Inner Sphere more than three hundred years ago to remove his army from the internecine battling that had torn the Star League apart. He wanted to keep them safe from the nationalistic sentiments that were bringing the members of the Star League into conflict with one another. You can see the wisdom of that, Ragnar, quiaff?”

      The small, blond-haired youth frowned. “But you said his attempt to keep his own people at peace failed. They started fighting among themselves, and it took Kerensky’s son Nicholas and a cadre of loyalists to reunite the army. And the Clans stayed away from the Inner Sphere because Nicholas taught them that their job was to protect the Inner Sphere, not mix in its fights and politics. If this is true, why’d they return?”

      “Speak properly! No contractions!” Running his fingers back through his brown hair, Phelan ended with a weary scratching at the back of his neck. “Only some of the Clanfolk, the ones called Wardens, still believe in protecting the Inner Sphere.” He stretched and stood up, beginning to pace in his narrow cabin. “The others, who call themselves Crusaders, believe the Inner Sphere is rightfully their home and they are coming back to lay claim to it.”

      “That’s nonsense.” Ragnar’s blue eyes flashed. “They abandoned the Inner Sphere. What right have they to claim the Inner Sphere as their own?”

      Phelan smirked slightly. “The same right your people invoked in claiming Rasalhague a free nation even while under the domination of the Draconis Combine.”

      Ragnar opened his mouth to reply, but Phelan saw his charge hesitate as he mentally calculated where this argument would take him. Ragnar shook his head, knowing that a dispute over who had what rights to what slice of the Inner Sphere was a fight he would lose. “But you have told me that the ilKhan, Khan Ulric of the Wolf Clan, is a Warden. Why is he pushing this invasion?”

      As Ragnar spoke, he tugged at the circlet around his right wrist as if the braided white cord irritated him. Phelan remembered how his own bondcord had annoyed him in his time as a bondsman of the Wolf Clan. He also recalled with pride his adoption ceremony into the Wolf Clan Warrior-Caste, during which the hated cord had been cut off. He let a grin slide across his face at the memory, and Ragnar’s expression darkened.

      “It is true, Prince of Rasalhague, that the ilKhan is a Warden, yet he pushes this invasion. As you heard him tell the Primus of ComStar, the goal of the invasion has ever been the conquest of Terra, the former seat of the Star League. The Khan whose warriors take Terra will become ilKhan for all time, and his Clan elevated above all others.” Phelan raised his head proudly. “When that happens, the ilKhan can order a cessation of all hostilities and begin to rebuild what has been destroyed.”

      Ragnar’s eyes narrowed into a fierce frown. “You obviously love this war of conquest. How is it that you, a cousin of the Davion heir, have come to embrace the Clans and their brutish ways?” He opened his hands in a gesture that took in the spartan cabin to which Phelan had been assigned. “You were once a mercenary, so I assume they bought you, but with what? This opulence? That woman, Ranna? What was your price, Kell-Wolf, or whoever you are?”

      Even before Ragnar could finish speaking, the cabin door opened to admit a flame-haired warrior-woman. As ever, she did not hesitate to speak. “His price, Prince Ragnar, is the same one you may be asked to pay. If one has the goal of preventing as much destruction as possible, he must decide how to accomplish it. One may decide, as did you, to fight until defeated, and then to go on fighting, yet accomplish nothing.”

      Ragnar was not cowed. “Or, Colonel Natasha Kerensky, you could become a quisling like Phelan and lead the enemy against your own people. It was Phelan who gave Gunzburg to the Clans!”

      “And did it without a shot being fired. No one died when that world changed hands, Ragnar.” Natasha’s cerulean eyes sparked with anger. “Not only did he save lives in taking that world by himself, but it sent his stock soaring among Clan Warriors. It makes him a man of great influence, and that influence can be used to slow this juggernaut.”

      The little prince blanched at the heat of Kerensky’s words. He looked down at the floor and blushed. Phelan, aware that it was something more than Ragnar’s statements angering her, faced his superior. “Natasha, what is wrong? What has happened?”

      The woman known as the Black Widow let her shoulders sag disconsolately. Phelan felt an immediate desire to comfort her, but refrained for fear of disturbing her dignity. “I have news you will welcome, Phelan, and news that, I believe, will sadden you.”

      A million horrible thoughts ran through Phelan’s mind, but he dismissed them immediately. He knew, given the Clans’ abrupt break with ComStar, that no word could have come to him regarding his family back in the Inner Sphere. He had already seen reports concerning the Smoke Jaguars and Nova Cats’ losses in the battle for Luthien. Both he and Natasha had shared secret smiles concerning the success of their old units—the Kell Hounds and Wolf’s Dragoons, respectively—in defending the capital of the Draconis Combine. Neither had seen casualty reports concerning the mercenary units to which they had belonged before the coming of the Clans, but they were confident their friends and kin had survived the fray.

      Unable to puzzle out what might be distressing Natasha, Phelan waved her to a chair. “What is it?”

      She exhaled slowly. “Cyrilla Ward is dead.”

      “What?” Cyrilla was the matriarch of the House of Ward, the Bloodname family to which Phelan belonged. The last time he’d seen her, which had been just before the Clans resumed their advance the previous September, she had seemed healthy and hearty despite being in her early seventies. Ever since his adoption into the Warrior Caste, the white-haired woman had instructed and encouraged Phelan in the ways of the Clans. The idea of her death was, for him, inconceivable.

      Natasha drew a holodisk in a clear plastic envelope from one of her black jumpsuit pockets. “She recorded this for you. It just arrived in a shipment from Strana Mechty.”

      Taking the disk from Natasha, Phelan noticed her hand was trembling. “Natasha, I know Cyrilla was your close friend and that the two of you were raised in the same sibko. Though I only knew her for a short time, Cyrilla was my lifeline in the Clans.”

      The woman nodded solemnly. “She still is, Phelan.”

      “I do not understand.”

      Natasha stood and smoothed the breast of her jumpsuit. ‘The holodisk will explain it all.” She glanced at Ragnar. “Come with me, Princeling. Phelan will want to view this disk alone, so let us find you something to do that will annoy Vlad and Conal Ward.”

      Phelan looked at the disk, then his head came up again. “Wait, Natasha, how did she die?”

      The Black Widow shook her head. “We will talk after you have seen the holodisk.” She sighed wearily. “Watch it twice or even three times. Remember that she believed in you and in Ulric’s vision for the Clans. That thought is just about the only thing that makes any of this even remotely sane.”

      Phelan waited for the door to close behind Natasha and Ragnar before slipping the disk from its sheath and putting it in the viewer. As he settled down in a chair, he wasn’t sure he wanted to watch it. How strange to receive a holovid from someone who is dead. It is like a letter from a ghost.

      From static, the disk focused the screen into the smiling face of a white-haired woman. She stared straight out at Phelan, and for the barest of moments, he was certain Natasha was mistaken. Cyrilla had to be alive because no one with such vitality could succumb to death. Unbidden, Phelan returned her smile, yet the ache of her loss had already begun in his heart.

      “I hardly wish to be melodramatic, Phelan Wolf, but I fear I must. If you are viewing this, Natasha has informed you of my death. Please, do not mourn or grieve for me because I did not suffer. I did not linger. My death came cleanly and I departed this world with only one regret. Unfortunately, that regret concerns you.”

      Her expression shifted to one that Phelan knew well from her countless lectures on the rites and customs of the Clans. “You know that the name Ward is one of those accorded the honor of being a Bloodname because Jal Ward fought alongside Nicholas Kerensky during the war of reunification. You also know that, of all those in the Ward bloodlines, only twenty-five warriors may claim the right to call themselves Ward at any one time. Only by defeating all other claimants to a name may a warrior win that right, and with his victory also comes a seat in the Clan Council and eligibility for election as a Khan of the Clan.

      “I had great hopes for seeing you win your Bloodname, Phelan. Your service to the ilKhan, your conquest of Gunzburg, and your capture of the heir to the throne of Rasalhague all mark you as a Warrior more than worthy of the honor of a Bloodname. Your actions have guaranteed you a berth among the twenty-four claimants chosen by members of the House of Ward. Another seven will be selected by a committee overseen by the Loremaster. In this case, that is Conal Ward, and he is no friend of yours. Even so, you will not have to battle through the preliminary contest to win the thirty-second spot, so your chances in the Trial of Bloodright should be good.”

      Cyrilla’s face knotted with consternation. “At least, that is what I had assumed concerning your chances in the next Bloodname contest. Now I have learned that certain parties, Crusader parties, are dead set against your ever winning a Bloodname. As Vlad suggested when he tried to kill you in your testing on Strana Mechty, Conal Ward and others would openly welcome your death. Whereas we are not given to assassination, it is entirely possible that, as your fame grows, you might be left to your own devices on a battlefield and die of neglect.

      “I have no reservations about your ability to handle yourself in battle, and I am proud of all you have accomplished. I know you can and will accomplish yet more, but if your wisdom is to help guide the Clans, you must be able to give it voice in the Clan Council. That means you must fight to win a Bloodname, and events dictate that you must do so very soon.”

      Cyrilla sighed and shook her head. “So far this invasion has not resulted in the death of anyone with a Ward Bloodname for which to fight. That reflects well on the Warriors of the House of Ward, but it leaves me with only one choice: the name for which you shall fight will be mine.”

      A lump rose in Phelan’s throat and his stomach seemed to plummet into a bottomless pit. “No!” he cried. “You can’t have done this! Not for me!”

      Cyrilla’s expression became somber. “I would have preferred to die fighting against the Smoke Jaguars, much as Natasha and I had vowed to do so long ago. I would have settled for hunting down bandits, but all available Wolf Clan forces are in the invasion, and no one will give an old woman a ’Mech. Do not worry, though, for I have seen many before me do what I must do, so I shall know how to do it correctly and cleanly.”

      Cyrilla continued, forcing a smile again. “I have declared, in my will, that you are the designated heir to my Bloodname. That decree has the force of law among us, and even Conal would not dare try to cheat you of your inheritance. I have also arranged that if you and Vlad are to meet in the contest, it will only be in the final battle. This will give you time to study his methods. If there is any justice in the universe, someone from the Inner Sphere might rid you of him even before it comes time to fight him.

      “Phelan, none of my gene children have excelled, which has made me feel like a dead end for the House of Ward until you came to us. You are my child, a Child of the future. With Ulric and Natasha, you will be one to lead the Clans into a new future where we can recognize our full potential—as warriors and as human beings.”

      She looked out at him with a satisfied expression. “Do not mourn me, Phelan Wolf. Rather, make me proud of you.”

      The screen’s image dissolved into fragments of white and gray, then went black. Phelan continued to stare at it, hoping and praying for something more, something that would tell him what he had seen was false. He knew that among the Warrior Caste, a Warrior was considered too old at the age of thirty-five. From that point on, his role was to raise and train new generations of Warriors. Many decided to take their own lives when they considered themselves no longer useful.

      Not Cyrilla. Involving herself in the politics of the House of Ward, she had become its head, and skillfully brokered power in the Clan Council. She approved or negotiated exchanges of DNA with other Clans in an attempt to strengthen the House of Ward bloodline. Her life had meaning and use beyond what a member of the Warrior Caste could normally expect. For her to die, for her to kill herself...

      Phelan’s mind rebelled at the frustrating stupidity of it all. Natasha, Jaime Wolf, and even his own father, Morgan Kell, had long ago proved that MechWarriors were not washed up after their mid-thirties. And he knew hundreds of other warriors from the Inner Sphere who didn’t consider a Mechwarrior dry behind the ears until he’d seen ten years in a cockpit, which would certainly put the warrior beyond his prime by Clan standards.

      Though Phelan knew the Clan system was madness, the Clan’s overwhelming success in invading the Inner Sphere also marked them as the finest warriors. He might have wanted to dismiss their ability as due to the advantage of superior technology, but he also knew their training was far more rigorous and demanding than that undergone by Inner Sphere warriors. Still, his own success in joining the ranks of the Wolf Clan Warriors pointed out that their way was not the only way.

      The door to his cabin opened again, this time admitting a tall, slender woman clad in a gray jumpsuit. “Phelan, I just heard. Vlad was down in the gymnasium preening himself. I had to leave. I am so sorry for your loss.” She started to reach out for him, then dropped her arms in a gesture of helplessness.

      Phelan managed to muster a brave smile for her, despite the sudden, violent urge to hurl the remote control through the view screen. “Thank you, Ranna.” When he held out his hand to her, she came to perch beside him on the arm of his chair.

      Ranna nervously brushed a wisp of short white hair back behind her left ear. “What Cyrilla did was for you and the Clans,” she said. “You must know that.”

      He looked again at the blank screen and nodded slowly. “Maybe that is it. Maybe Cyrilla believed her sacrifice was the only way I would be able to prove to the Clans that your system is not the pinnacle of human development. God knows that is a lesson Vlad and Conal Ward could stand to learn.” He pointed his remote control at the viewer and started the disk playing again.

      Ranna kissed him lightly on the top of his head. “If the result is anything less, my love, her sacrifice will have been wasted.”

      As Cyrilla’s smiling face again came into view, Phelan did his best to shut his heartache away. Settling back to listen to Cyrilla’s words once more, he stroked Ranna’s back.

      “All right, Cyrilla,” he said, speaking his thoughts aloud. “If what you are bequeathing me is the chance to show the Clans that there is more than one way to live, I will make the most of it. Never again will the Clans need someone to do what you have done.”
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      Raising himself up to full height, Precentor Martial Anastasius Focht glared angrily at ComStar’s First Circuit. “How dare you even intimate that some incompetence on my part is the cause of this shocking news!” Standing in the center of the wood-paneled First Circuit chamber, he slowly turned, fixing each Precentor with a stare from his single eye. “You are the ones whose arrogance set ComStar on a course of aiding and abetting this invasion of the Inner Sphere.”

      Gardner Riis, the auburn-haired Precentor from Rasalhague, slammed his fist on his crystal podium. “I never agreed with this policy!”

      “Nor I,” shouted Ulthan Everson, the thickly built Precentor from Tharkad. “I have opposed this invasion since the beginning, and I have regretted every act of treason against the Inner Sphere I have been forced to commit.”

      “Bah! Your empty words mean nothing.” The Precentor Martial clamped a brake on his anger. Control is the key. As befit his station, he let his slender body slip into an appropriately stiff military stance. “The situation is now painfully clear. The Clans have stated their intention to wrest Terra from us. They say that as Terra was the seat of the old Star League, their invasion was staged for the single purpose of retaking this world.”

      Huthrin Vandel, Precentor New Avalon, raked ringers back through his salt-and-pepper hair so violently that Focht thought it a mere prelude to the man tearing his hair out. “It seems equally clear that we must sever all relations with the Clans. We should cease administering their captured worlds for them. Our personnel on those worlds should go underground and supply complete intelligence reports that we would pass on to the Draconis Combine and Federated Commonwealth so they can drive these invaders from the Inner Sphere.”

      “Go underground! And how, pray tell, will they hide their hyperpulse generators?” Looking serene and unperturbed in her golden robe, the Primus of ComStar let scorn drip from her words. “We will do no such thing. We will continue to administer the Clan-occupied worlds. As a show of good faith, we will also continue to blackout information coming from the occupied worlds. We will react to this move of the Clans as though the conquest of Terra would mean nothing to us.” Myndo Waterly smiled coldly. “In fact, we will enter into negotiations with the Clans for returning Terra to their control.”

      Focht spun as Ulthan Everson began to speak in an almost incoherent sputter. “Madness. This is complete and utter madness! They are coming to take our world away from us, and you say you will help them do that?” Precentor Tharkad looked at Focht. “Precentor Martial, you must oppose this plan.”

      Focht clasped his hands behind his back. “It is not my place, Precentor Tharkad, to protest anything the Primus chooses to do. I am merely her advisor. We consulted on this course of action during the journey from Satalice to Terra. The constant change of ships and the numerous jumps did make the discussions less than fluid, but the agreement we reached will, we believe, be the means by which the Clans can be stopped.”

      “But the Primus just said she will negotiate with the Clans to let them have Terra.” Everson looked decidedly confused.

      The Primus beamed triumphantly. “The offer of negotiations will buy us time to regroup our troops into a force to lead the way in driving the Clans from the Inner Sphere. Our key has ever been ComStar’s role as the deliverer of mankind. We have acted as a shield between the populace and the excesses of the Clans on occupied worlds, and we will continue to do so. Already many people believe that our intervention is the only reason the Clans have not committed more atrocities like the destruction of Edo on Turtle Bay. With some careful manipulation of perceptions, we can make our military opposition to the Clans look as if it has come after the Clans pushed too hard, too far.”

      “But that is the truth, isn’t it?” Vandel stared down at the Precentor martial. “This plan presumes you can stop the Clans. But can you?”

      Focht remained silent for several moments to give the Precentor from New Avalon the impression he was being appropriately cautious in his answer. “The battle for Luthien has proven the Clans are not invincible. All across their front, the Clans have had to adapt their tactics to more closely resemble those of the Inner Sphere forces. With this change and their superior weapons, they are still a formidable force. But the troops we have under arms are not raw recruits, and our equipment is some of the best in the Inner sphere.”

      The Precentor from the Draconis Combine, a small woman with pronounced Oriental features, pursed her lips. “You have not answered the question, Precentor Martial,” Sharilar Mori said.

      “True, Precentor Dieron. If a long and somewhat checkered career has taught me anything, it is that absolute predictions of victory are folly. This is never more true than when contemplating a battle with the Clans. The key to fighting them is to choose the grounds and negotiate the goal of the battle. Once the Clans have bracketed themselves concerning the number of troops they will use in the fight and what they are fighting for, it becomes possible to defeat them.”

      Riis frowned. “The Clans obviously want Terra. If you cannot defeat them, they will have it. If you beat them once, they will only send more troops to deal with you a second time. It is inevitable.”

      “I beg to differ, Precentor Rasalhague.” Focht adjusted the black patch over his right eye. “Wolcott, a world in the Draconis Combine, is located well behind Clan lines. When the invasion force started negotiations with the defenders, the commander agreed that the world would never again be attacked if the Combine’s troops could defeat him. The Kuritans did defeat the invaders and Wolcott has not been retaken, even though Combine troops have been using the world to stage strikes at other planets.”

      Sharilar Mori leaned forward on her podium. “What of Luthien? Will the Clans attack Luthien again?”

      Focht shrugged. “No one knows for certain, Precentor Dieron, what they will do. As Luthien is actually on the edge of the invasion cone, and because the Wolves have advanced far closer to Terra than have the Smoke Jaguars and Nova Cats, I do not think Luthien will suffer another assault. The Jaguars and Nova Cats are fierce rivals of the Wolves and will not put themselves in jeopardy of losing the race if they can help it.”

      Sharilar nodded, but directed her next question to the Primus. “I hear you speak of rivalries among the Clans. I assume your plan for negotiating involves multiple teams of negotiators to set the Clans one against another?”

      Myndo crossed her arms, slipping her hands into the voluminous sleeves of her robe. “That was my initial plan, Precentor Dieron, but the Precentor Martial disagrees with it.”

      Focht heard a strident note beginning in the Primus’ voice. He recalled too well the tirades he had endured in opposing her plan to play the Clans off against each other in a game of politics. In the end, the Primus had acquiesced to his point of view, but not willingly, and he dreaded the manner in which she would lay out the argument for the First Circuit.

      The Primus gave him a Judas smile. “The Precentor Martial, speaking from the fortress of a military man’s phobia for politics, noted quite correctly that the invasion force is made up of military leaders from the Clans’ Warrior Caste. Though he conceded that the ilKhan, Ulric Kerensky of the Wolves, is himself adept at politics, Anastasius points out that any political meddling by us would be viewed as a directly hostile act. If we are to keep our people in place on the occupied worlds, we can only negotiate with the ilKhan. Still, the Precentor Martial did concede the point of letting the other Clan leaders know we were negotiating with the ilKhan because, obviously, he was going to win the race.”

      Myndo’s hands reappeared from their hiding places as she pressed them together in an attitude of prayer. “While I think his analysis of the Clans is quite correct, I wish his paranoia about politics had not blinded him to Khan Ulric’s obvious motive in this invasion. If he had foreseen it, we would have been better prepared for the defense of Terra.”

      Damn you, witch! I know enough of politics to know you’ve just thrown me to the wolves—both here and with the Clans. Focht lifted his white-maned head high and slowly studied the members of the First Circuit. “I would beg to differ with the Primus’ characterization of the ilKhan: Ulric has never been obvious. I cannot fathom a way in which I might have learned from him the intended goal of the invasion.”

      Sharilar Mori’s brows knit together in a look of puzzlement. “But I recall from your reports that you enlisted the aid of Phelan Kell to break into the Khan’s chambers in an attempt to learn the reasons behind the invasion.”

      “True, but the death of the previous ilKhan in the battle at Radstadt prevented bringing that plan to fruition. You cannot fault me for that turn of fate.”

      Percentor Dieron shook her head. “No, Precentor Martial, I do not fault you for that. I note, however, that you seemed to rely heavily on Kell, a Clan outsider, for much of your information. Might not you have found a better source?”

      “You are in error there, Precentor Dieron.” Focht folded his arms across his chest. “From the moment he was captured, Phelan Kell was considered part of the Wolf Clan. As a bondsman working closely with Khan Ulric, he had access to a vast amount of information as well as virtual free run of the invasion flagship. He was my only window into the Khan’s mind, and yet now I believe Ulric was manipulating the both of us.”

      Vandel clasped his hands at the back of his neck. “Could you not have converted Kell into an information source more quickly, Precentor Martial?”

      “I did not have the necessary tools, Precentor New Avalon. As Precentor Tharkad can tell you from looking at Kell’s record and the story of his expulsion from the Nagelring, he is possessed of a singularly strong sense of loyalty and an iron will. Ulric earned the youth’s respect early on, and getting any concession out of Phelan proved more than difficult.”

      Focht looked up at the Primus. “I had thought offering communication between Phelan and his parents would be enough to bring him around to our side, but actually transmitting such messages was forbidden by the Primus. This left me with nothing until I could build a rapport with Phelan. By the time I did that, it was too late.”

      The Primus looked suitably stung by his remark. “What of this rapport now, Precentor Martial?” she fired back. “Might it not have told us what we needed to know before I learned of it from the ilKhan’s lips on Satalice?”

      “I think not, Primus.” Focht drew in a deep breath and let it out in a heavy sigh. “Phelan Kell was adopted into the Warrior Caste, binding him even more tightly to Ulric and the Wolves. Moreover, Natasha Kerensky was assigned as one of his tutors, and her love for our Blessed Order is known to be something smaller than a Tau muon. Lastly, I recall the look on Phelan Kell’s face when the ilKhan told you the goal of the invasion. He was as shocked as you or I at the announcement.”

      “Perhaps,” she whispered, her tone laden with skepticism. “I hope your read of ilKhan Ulric is more accurate now that he has unveiled his true motives.”

      Indeed it is, Primus. Focht nodded. “I have watched and studied how Ulric thinks and works. I have gigabytes worth of data on all the Clan assaults, their leaders, their tactics, and their losses. Even now that material is being analyzed at Sandhurst. I am certain that it will deliver me the key to defeating Ulric, and with him, the Clans.”

      Everson narrowed his eyes. “So while you are considering a way to defeat the Clans, what are the rest of us supposed to do? Do we fiddle while the Successor States burn, or have we a more constructive role to play in this grand drama?”

      The Primus bristled at the question, but she delivered her response in a low, calm voice. “Your job, Precentor Tharkad, is to slowly communicate with the leaders of the Inner Sphere. Let them know that ComStar is increasingly alarmed at the nature of the invasion. With the loss of their intelligence chief to Romano Liao’s assassin, the Federated Commonwealth must want our help in gathering information. Offer it.

      “Tell them that we have tried to remain neutral for the sake of the people on the captured worlds, but the Clans are quickly putting us in a position where we must act. With the support of the Successor States, ComStar will lead the way in vanquishing the Clans.”

      The Precentor Martial quailed slightly at the light gleaming in Myndo Waterly’s eyes. He knew her obsession with reforming mankind along the grand design outlined in the teachings of Jerome Blake that had put ComStar in this delicate position. Myndo believed ComStar somehow immune to anything so ignominious as defeat. Worse, she expected the Federated Commonwealth to ignore decades of covert war between ComStar and its intelligence service in order to unite into a force to liberate mankind—in the name of ComStar. She deludes herself, and in so doing, imperils the very organization she promotes.

      Focht swallowed hard. “Primus, just remember: the solution to the Clans must be a military one, not a political one. Use politics to get me the troops and time I need, and I will destroy the threat to ComStar and the Word of Blake.”

      “Of course, Precentor Martial.” Myndo smiled with the sincerity of a serpent. “I leave the problem of the Clans to you alone.”
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      Shin Yodama grabbed Hohiro Kurita to prevent him from taking a running dive across the briefing table and strangling Tai-sa Alfred Tojiro. “Iie, Hohiro-sama. We are here as observers.”

      Hohiro whirled, his brown eyes betraying his surprise at Shin’s action. “How can you say that? Even if we’re only observers, what we’re observing is a disaster.” He pointed to the data-readout hovering holographically over the table. “Tojiro has just ordered the Third Battalion of the Third Pesht Regulars to charge a solid Clan position! The man is fighting in the old style!”

      Shin felt his heart sink. “I know that, Hohiro, but the reason we were forced to come here was because Tojiro is such a long-time favorite of your grandfather.” He nodded toward the taller of the military leaders in the room. “The same goes for Tai-sa Kim Kwi-Nam, the Eleventh Pesht Regulars’ commander. We have no authority to depose either one of these madmen.”

      Hohiro’s hand fell to the hilt of the machine pistol he wore. “This is all the authority I need.”

      Shin’s dark gaze flicked from one armed guard to another stationed all around the bunker. “We would be slain in an instant, and our deaths would be accounted to the Clans. Tojiro demanded observers so he could prove his old ways were enough to destroy the Clans.”

      Hohiro ground his teeth with frustration. “But they are not! His people are getting picked apart! The Clan leader grossly underbid in his attempt to take this world, and Tojiro is handing him a victory.” The flash and fireball of a ’Mech dying on a datascreen bleached all the color from Hohiro’s profile. “I cannot simply stand idle and let our people die.”

      “I know.” Shin exhaled slowly. “Be careful.”

      Hohiro gave Shin a grateful smile. “I will.”

      The son of the Draconis Combine’s Warlord threaded his way through the commtechs and took up a position opposite the small, wizened man commanding Teniente’s defenses. Shin drifted in behind Hohiro, but stood far enough back to keep an eye on all the guards in the room. With practiced ease, he shifted his personal assault weapon around, letting the laser rifle with an underslung shotgun-barrel hang by its pistol-grip from his right hand. The yakuza quickly assessed the guards for threat level and determined which, if it came down to it, he would shoot first.

      “Tai-sa Tojiro, forgive my presumption,” Hohiro began slowly, “but you are ordering the destruction of your Third Battalion.”

      Tojiro’s head snapped up as if spring-loaded, and Shin instantly realized the man would not mince words or abide by the courtesies demanded by polite culture. “Am I? I seem to recall your command was destroyed on Turtle Bay, Hohiro Kurita. But I have never lost a command. How do you presume to lecture me?”

      From the hunch of Hohiro’s shoulders, Shin knew he was about to explode. “I learned from my error, Tojiro! You have read all the briefing papers, I assume? You are an idiot if you push your Third Battalion forward.”

      The slender commander of the Eleventh Pesht Regulars pressed his hands together, fingertip to fingertip. “And I would assume his Highness is equally critical of my troop deployment?”

      Hohiro stiffened at Kwi-Nam’s patronizing tone. “Tojiro is just an idiot, as his strategy indicates. Your folly defines new depths for negligence and malfeasance. If you both continue your conduct of this battle, I will relieve you of your responsibilities!”

      “By what authority? I command here.” Tojiro jammed his fists onto his hips. “I care not what rank your father presumes to hold. My authority comes to me by your grandfather. I will command until he relieves me of it.”

      Hohiro pounded the table with a fist. “Listen to me, you chimpera! This whole operation has been run counter to everything we have learned about the Clans. You have let them choose the battlefields. You have not employed your air forces against their ’Mechs. You encourage single combat against a foe that has every advantage against you in that department. About the only thing you’ve done right is to scatter your supply depots so your troops can resupply themselves on the run, but you’re not putting them into a position where they can utilize those supplies or that strategy!”

      “I would expect such talk of a man with a yakuza for an aide.” Kwi-Nam snarled. “True warriors do not run and hide like bandits. We meet the enemy on the field of honor and kill him or die in the attempt! There is no life without honor. I will not order my troops to dishonor themselves!”

      “Then you are surely mad!” At that, one of the guards began to move in, but Hohiro stared him back to his post. Then he returned his steady gaze to Kwi-Nam. “You should be out there in a ’Mech with your troops.”

      Tojiro began to pale. “I can better direct them from here, away from the confusion of battle.”

      Hohiro’s cry of frustration filled the comm center. “No, fool, not to fight! Have you read none of the reports about the Clans?” His hands opened wide to encompass the whole cylindrical bunker. “Trapping yourself here is suicide. One strike, and they wipe out the brains of this operation. In this case, though, it might help.”

      “Impossible. There’s not a Clan ’Mech within fifty kilometers of here.”

      “’Mechs, no, but Elementals, yes.”

      As if summoned by Hohiro’s words, a series of clumps sounded from the roof of the bunker. Reacting reflexively, Shin seized Hohiro’s right arm and spun him away toward the wall. Hohiro flew out of the way and across a desk, which toppled over on him. A moment later, Shin turned and dove for similar cover, but never made it.

      The explosive charge set on the bunker’s door blasted it from its hinges and sent it whirling like a blade through the bunker. It passed over Tojiro, missed Kwi-Nam, then sliced through one commtech. Like a giant axe blade, it bit into a communication’s relay, destroying it in a shower of sparks.

      The force of the explosion propelled Shin further and faster than he had ever intended. He flew into a desk and felt an agonizing jolt accompany the sound of ribs breaking on his left side. He slid to the ground with a bump, which sent another wave of pain washing over him. He grabbed the pain and held onto it to block the blackness nibbling at the edges of his sight. I must not faint!

      The first Clan Elemental turned sideways to squeeze through the doorway. Over two meters tall, the humanoid figure wore bulky black armor with a blue blaze in the center of the chest. The Nova Cat Elemental raised its left arm—the one that ended in a three-fingered mechanical claw—and raked the room with fire from the machine gun mated to the underside of his forearm. Screaming as the slugs ripped scarlet holes through them, Techs fell thrashing to the bunker floor.

      Shin brought his gun up and rested the barrel on the top of his right knee. Aiming more by instinct than design, he hit the firing stud on the laser. The ruby spears traced a flaming line up the front of the Elemental, then punctured the V-shaped viewport. The Elemental jerked back, his shoulders hitting either side of the door, then fell forward as smoke poured from his faceplate.

      Another Elemental filled the doorway and Shin jerked the trigger on the shotgun. He barely felt the pain as the automatic cocking mechanism cut parallel lines across the top of his knee. The slug hit the Elemental just beneath the right breast and staggered him. The specially designed ammunition consisted of an extra-long lead bullet on top of a magnum load. No one expected this stuff to kill an Elemental, just to hurt them.

      One of the guards stepped forward and stabbed the muzzle of his assault rifle into the dent Shin’s shell had created in the armor. As the guard burned the entire magazine, the Elemental grabbed the man’s chest in his claw and cut him in two with the underslung machine gun. A wave of blood washed back over the briefing table, shorting it out in a flash of green flame. The Elemental, dropping the lifeless torso of the soldier, fell back into a sitting position, half-blocking the doorway.

      A third Elemental stood beyond the doorway, his entrance into the room prevented by the large missile-launcher assembly mated to the back of his armored suit. He raised his right arm and let the anti-’Mech laser mounted there sweep the room. Everything and everyone the beam touched burst into flame.

      Shin dropped onto his right flank, and paid for it with a grinding pain in the left side of his chest. He stabbed the assault rifle forward and jerked the shotgun trigger twice before the recoil twisted the weapon out of his grasp. One of the shots hit the Elemental in his right knee, bringing him down, but also swinging the launch tube on the short-range missile launcher in line with the doorway.

      If a missile goes off in here, we’re all dead!

      Hohiro popped up from behind the desk, machine pistol in hand. Roaring with each shot, the weapon lipped flame more than thirty centimeters long. Hohiro held the trigger down, in two seconds pumping out the full ten shots in the magazine. Though Shin knew Hohiro’s gun had been loaded with shells similar to those in his shotgun, the lighter weight pistol cartridges would have less effect than his shots.

      Then a nova exploded outside the door.

      Seeing the fireball blossom in the launch tube, Shin thought it must be an SRM starting on the path that would obliterate the bunker. Fire streaked out the back of the launch pack as he had always seen it do, but flaming tendrils also curled out the front and sides of the pack. In a second the top corner of the launcher evaporated in a white-gold flash, then a series of thunderous detonations ripped the Elemental apart.

      The explosion boosted the bodies of the dead Elementals into the room and drove debris back in a narrow cone starting at the door. One Elemental bounced into a set of data relay banks, scattering them like tenpins while the other cartwheeled straight back like a zombie acrobat, hitting the wall beside Hohiro’s shelter.

      Shin tried to scramble out of the way as the data relay banks fell, but his whole chest felt as though it was collapsing as he clawed at the floor for traction. One cabinet dropped across his legs, pinning him in place in time for a second to slam into his ribcage. Shin screamed as lightning ripped its way through his body, then stopped fighting the darkness and fell unconscious.
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      A throbbing sound he couldn’t identify greeted Shin’s return to awareness. Opening his eyes, he saw himself strapped to a stretcher about to be hoisted into a helicopter. As confusing as that was, seeing Hohiro standing at the foot of the stretcher made even less sense. “Sho-sa, what has happened? Where am I?”

      Hohiro smiled at him. “I’m having you medivaced to the DropShip. You’re heading back to Luthien.”

      “You’re not coming?”

      The Warlord’s son shook his head. “I relieved Tojiro and Kwi-Nam of their commands. I’ve scattered our troops and am sending them to ground. We will fight the sort of war we should have been fighting all along. I want to stretch things out and make the Clans earn their pay.”

      Shin tried to get up, but the tightness in his chest stopped him. “Sho-sa, do not send me away. These broken ribs are nothing. Let me stay here with you. Let me help you.”

      Hohiro smiled gratefully. “You have to go. I need you to act as my personal envoy.” He lifted his end of Shin’s stretcher and helped deposit it on the deck of the helicopter. Sitting chained to a bench with scowls on their faces were Tojiro and Kwi-Nam. Both were drenched in blood, but Shin instinctively knew it was not their own.

      Hohiro crouched down and shouted into Shin’s ear over the competition of the helicopter’s rotor. “Those two are under arrest and are in your charge. The DropShip and JumpShip captains are your people. These two will not be able to subvert them. I would have shot them here, but they demanded the right to see my grandfather.”

      “They will make trouble for you, Sho-sa.”

      “They will try, Shin. You must see to it that they do not.” Hohiro rested his right hand on Shin’s right shoulder. “It’ll take you a month to get back to Luthien. Tell my father I will need another regiment and a half to take this world or to evacuate it in good order. I can hold out for the time it takes for your total round trip, but be quick. Anything much over four months is going to put me in a bad way. As I said before, we will go to ground and just harass the Clans until reinforcements show up.”

      “I will do as you ask, Sho-sa.” Shin forced a smile. “And I will be back with reinforcements as soon as possible.” He glanced at the two men Hohiro had deposed. “I will bring you help even if I have to strike a bargain with all the demons in the Christian Hell to do so.”

      Hohiro nodded solemnly. “I know you will, my friend. I am counting on it.”

      The rotor’s pitch increased as Hohiro stepped away from the helicopter. Shin tried to turn his head to watch Hohiro until he vanished in the distance, but his restraints prevented him from doing so. He thought he heard his commander shout a final “Sayonara,” but he could not be sure.

      Somehow, deep down, Shin felt a dread that no matter how swiftly he returned, he would never see Hohiro Kurita alive again.
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