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PROLOGUE

 

Celestial Palace

Forbidden City, Sian

Sian Commonality, Capellan Confederation

21 February 3058

 

Ion Rush, Master of Imarra, toured the third-floor ballroom of the Celestial Palace, trying to avoid the other guests. He sipped occasionally at a light, dry wine that left the tang of plums on his tongue. Attired simply for the evening, he wore the dress uniform of House Imarra. An ivory-colored suit trimmed heavily in what was commonly called Liao green. Gold buttons decorated the sleeves, and the crest of the Capellan Confederation rode on a patch at his right shoulder. The Imarra uniform did not sport the narrow cape of the regular Capellan Armed Forces, and Ion had chosen to forego his ceremonial katana sword and medals.

The Celestial Palace, seat of government for the Capellan Confederation, was currently hosting its biggest celebration of the year outside of the Chancellor’s birthday. The Chinese Lunar New Year. Its fifteen days of celebration and ritual observances gave the normally reserved Capellan citizens a chance to unwind, relax.

If that is so, then why am I so tense ? He accepted a jiaozi from the tray of a passing server and bit into the spicy meat dumpling, concentrating on its rich flavor rather than the question he’d asked himself.

The ballroom was nowhere near filled to capacity, but still Rush guessed that at least two hundred people milled about the spacious floor, making small talk, drinking wine, eating jiaozi or the sweet rice pudding niangao that was also a favorite of the New Year celebration. Red bunting and ribbon had been strung everywhere, the bright, cheerful color meant to reinforce the festive mood. The buzz of half a hundred conversations warmed his ears, but none engaged him as he continued his solitary patrol.

Not because he could be easily ignored. Ion Rush was not a small man, nor usually one of quiet disposition. With close-cropped blonde hair and broad Slavic features he was obviously not a member of the Directorship, the Confederation’s bureaucratic and administrative caste, which took such pride in breeding themselves ever closer to their ideal of sharp-eyed, dark-haired Asian ancestry. Nor was he a member of the Intelligentsia, the technicians and scientists who made up the other high-ranking caste present at the Chancellor’s celebration. Even more than the uniform, it was his strong build, his confident, almost swaggering gait, his way of calmly searching a crowd—blue eyes sharp and piercing, spotting potential allies, enemies—that gave him away as a member of a third group. Janshi.

Warrior.

The Inner Sphere, over a thousand light years wide and comprised of hundreds of settled worlds, held few constants. Each world possessed its own resources and needs. Governments were varied, and promoted their own agendas. But one thing did hold true throughout. Warriors were a privileged class.

The five Great Houses of the Inner Sphere, which included the Capellan Confederation, had once united all of humankind under a single government known as the Star League. But the League had collapsed some three hundred years before, and the surviving Successor Houses had been at each other’s throats ever since. To fight their wars they used BattleMechs—giant humanoid machines weighing up to one hundred tons worth of armor, weapons, and control components.

Ion Rush was a thirty-year veteran of those ongoing wars, a MechWarrior who piloted one of the ten-meter tall ’Mechs. He was also Master of Imarra, the most prestigious of eight Warrior Houses supplementing the Capellan military. The Warrior Houses lived by special laws, apart from normal Capellan society, each House a world unto itself. Members were hand-picked by the House Master at twelve years of age. They were cared for, taught, and trained by the House Mentors. A Warrior House directed the lives of its members, lives that would be dedicated to service to the Capellan ruler and the state until death. It was one of the greatest honors to which a Capellan citizen could hope to aspire.

It was also the reason Rush remained apart from the festivities. As a protector of the realm, he felt it his duty to remain on guard. Even if the current Chancellor was not. Especially if he was not.

“Join me at the window, Ion?”

As if summoned by thought, Chancellor Sun-Tzu Liao suddenly appeared at Rush’s side flanked by two large men dressed in black uniforms. The Master of Imarra gave each bodyguard an appraising glance while trying to conceal his surprise. A white death’s head pin worn at the collar was the only badge of rank they wore. For most people, that was more than enough to identify them.

They were members of the Chancellor’s elite Death Commandos—some of the Confederation’s deadliest warriors. Drawn from the regular military and the Warrior Houses, their lives were pledged directly to the Chancellor. But Ion Rush had trained both of these men. Had controlled their lives for six years before releasing them to the Death Commandos. He did not feel the least bit intimidated.

Perhaps that was a mistake. Perhaps not.

Tall and thin, Sun-Tzu was a contrast to the powerful builds of his men and looked even younger than his twenty-seven years, though Rush knew from weekly matches that the young ruler kept himself fit and was a decent student of karate. The Chancellor wore red silk robes traditional to his office, these with black and gold Bengal tigers cavorting on each breast and around the edges of his wide sleeves. And across the back would be the Chinese zodiac wheel, recently adjusted to reflect the New Year.

Ion Rush shrugged off his discomfort at having been surprised and gave the Chancellor a neutral smile. Sun-Tzu had apparently taken pains to come upon the Master of Imarra unaware, and the Liao was not known for his empty gestures.

“At your service, Celestial Wisdom,” Rush said, and gestured the Chancellor ahead of him.

Fully a fourth of the ballroom’s eastern wall was constructed of bullet-proof glass, allowing the guests to look out over a large courtyard and the east palace walls to where the lights of the capital stared back. On the way over, Rush plucked a piece of fried dough from a serving plate. It would serve well as a prop to keep his hands busy or his mouth quiet if he needed a pause to think.

Sun-Tzu’s walk was slightly staggered, as if the young Chancellor had drunk too much wine, and once he stumbled slightly when passing Jesse Villars, Master of House LuSann. Villars kept his face studiously blank, but Rush could read the scorn in his eyes. He wished Sun-Tzu would take notice and deal with the man’s insolence. That might solve a few of the problems worrying the Imarra House Master. But Sun-Tzu apparently had other things in mind.

The Lantern Festival parade was passing by the eastern gate, and nearing its end. Now Rush silently thanked the Chancellor for his timing, and tore off a small piece of the candied bread and chewed on it slowly with something approaching relish. Of all the New Year’s festivities, he liked best the parade with its color and energy and high spirits. The Lantern Festival concluded the New Year’s celebration, and the citizens of the capital threw themselves into it with limitless vigor.

People wearing colorful, giant lion and dragon masks danced in the street beyond the gate. This close to the glass wall Rush could hear the rhythmic beats of the large drums and crashing cymbals they danced to, sounds that would turn the streets into a barely controlled frenzy. He couldn’t hear the staccato string of firecracker explosions, but he knew that the hundreds—the thousands—of flashes around the dancers’ feet were just that. Pinwheels carried on poles spun their red and orange fire well above the heads of the dancers and rained down glowing sparks. As Rush watched, a single stilt-walker passed the gate, a dark silhouette against a backdrop of colorful fire.

“So the Year of the Yellow Horse is upon us,” Sun-Tzu slurred, his voice carrying to several nearby members of the Directorship, who tactfully took it upon themselves to edge further away from the young Liao.

Without looking, Rush knew that the zodiac wheel on the back of the Chancellor’s silk robes showed the Horse in the dominant position and that the entire wheel would be trimmed in gold thread. He’d been born and lived his entire fifty-two years in the Capellan Confederation, where the Liao family proudly endorsed the Chinese culture as part of their ancient heritage, but he’d never entirely understood some of the mysticism.

Though last year had been eerily prophetic. Ding si. Year of the Red Snake, the year 3057. The red snake was identified with fire, and was characterized as being both soft-spoken and a deep thinker. The red of Sun-Tzu’s silk robe sent Rush’s thoughts back over the events of the past year.

A few short months ago Sun-Tzu had joined Thomas Marik of the Free Worlds League in a drive to reclaim worlds lost to the Davions and their damnable Federated Commonwealth. The brief offensive had been more successful than anyone could have predicted. The Federated Commonwealth had split back into two states over internal differences brought about by the invasion, while the Capellan Confederation had reclaimed dozens of worlds lost in the Fourth Succession War. Dozens more were assisted in breaking away from Davion rule.

But reclaiming worlds was one thing. Being able to hold them against an invasion was another. For that reason, these planets were listed as being of strong Capellan influence. Still other worlds managed to make a clean break altogether, away from both the Federated Commonwealth and House Liao. These fledging independent worlds occupied space now popularly known as the Chaos March.

Yes, Sun-Tzu could be soft-spoken and a deep thinker, and he had already proved on several occasions that he could accomplish great things. What remained to be seen was whether he had inherited his mother’s obsessive streak. Ion Rush knew that was what had truly killed Romano Liao. And it was what could still bring down the Capellan Confederation if Sun-Tzu wasn’t careful.

Rush watched as the first lanterns began to pass the gate, oil lamps with colored shades carried by first a few people, and then dozens more. The sight helped to calm his thoughts, reminding him of the serene beauty that was life’s mate to turmoil. Yin and yang. Besides, he did not much like thinking of Romano Liao’s death, and his part in it, while standing next to her son and heir. “So what does the Yellow Horse signify, Celestial Wisdom?”

“It is a good prophecy,” Sun-Tzu said after a moment’s reflection, slurring his words only slightly. “Yellow corresponds to the element earth, and could also forecast heat waves. The Horse is cheerful, perceptive, and quick-witted. It has a love of being where the action is.”

Sun-Tzu studied the fingernails of his left hand. As with the right, the nails of the last three fingers were ten centimeters long, carbon-reinforced and painted with intricate designs in black lacquer and gold leaf. “It has made me think of perhaps setting a Warrior House against Sarna.”

Sarna! Ion Rush controlled his exasperation with several deep breaths. Then he finished chewing his candied bread and swallowed. “Why Sarna?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

“The Sarna Supremacy sits on the Confederation’s coreward border, protruding into my realm like a cancer. It is the most stable of all the Chaos March alliances. Reports have them hiring mercenaries, readying themselves to expand their influence to other nearby worlds or perhaps to strike into the Confederation itself.” Sun-Tzu studied his right-hand nails. “I cannot allow this.”

The Master of Imarra nodded because it was expected of him. He believed the reason Sun-Tzu had failed to secure Sarna in the invasion was because he hadn’t sent in a large enough force early on. By the time he could divert the necessary forces, Sarna had liberated nearby Sakhalin for its mineral resources and Kaifeng for its agricultural potential. Sarna’s leaders then announced the rebirth of the Sarna Supremacy, an alliance whose original charter had been signed centuries ago, predating the existence of the Capellan Confederation. Yes, the Sarna Supremacy could make trouble, but in Rush’s opinion they were nowhere near the threat Sun-Tzu believed.

“And once Sarna is eliminated?” the House Master asked.

Sun-Tzu smiled at their reflection in the glass, his eyes sharp and full of emotion. “Then the rest of the Chaos March, and the disputed territory, is open for the taking. We could free up military forces and sweep up through those systems without opposition.”

Free up what forces? Rush knew as well as Sun-Tzu how thinly the Capellan garrisons were stretched. And perhaps it was true that the Capellans would not encounter local opposition in a drive through the Chaos March, but Rush would never discount Victor Steiner-Davion so readily. Davion still considered himself prince of the Federated Commonwealth, and was not about to relinquish his claim to these worlds. And Rush saw an even more important problem. “Have you thought about which Warrior House you would use? Which you can trust?” He uttered the questions softly, for the Chancellor’s ears alone.

“You refer to your report, that some Warrior Houses may not be as loyal as I would like?”

Ion Rush nodded. “Your mother demanded the utmost loyalty of the Warrior Houses. She proved herself in battle when she stood against the Canopus-Andurien invasion back in the 3030s, then rebuilt those Houses that had been destroyed in the Fourth Succession War. Your actions last year won you some acclaim, Chancellor, but you are not really a warrior.”

“As my sister is becoming?” Sun-Tzu asked with a trace of impatience.

Kali Liao was unstable, in Ion’s opinion, but not stupid. Also she was ambitious, which made her a greater danger. He knew about the scar on her chest, a vestige of her gruesome initiation into the feared Thugee cult of assassins, whose members believed in personal advancement at any price. That should serve as some kind of warning.

“She works hard to improve her rudimentary ’Mech skills. Now she endears herself to some of the Warrior Houses by espousing many of your mother’s policies and methods. There are those who think the Confederation would be strong under her.”

“The Warrior Houses are loyal to the person of the Chancellor,” Sun-Tzu said, as if repeating a maxim.

No, sir, they are not. Ion Rush searched for a diplomatic way to contradict Sun-Tzu, especially on the matter of his own House’s loyalty, and failed. The Warrior Houses traditionally pledged themselves to the person of the Chancellor, but their true devotion was to the Liao bloodline, not to any single individual. If the Chancellor were to set himself on a path of destruction, as Sun-Tzu’s fixation on the Sarna Supremacy could become, some Warrior Houses might turn openly to support young Kali.

Such things had occurred before.

Again his thoughts turned to the past. Romano Liao, then Chancellor, had ordered the assassination of her sister Candace and Candace’s husband Justin Allard. Allard happened to be Prince Hanse Davion’s chief advisor. If the Federated Commonwealth hadn’t had its hands full with the Clan invasion at the time, Davion might have destroyed both Romano and Sian for her audacity. Ion Rush could still recall his own fury that she had gambled so carelessly with the fate of the Confederation.

But Candace had survived the attempt, if her husband did not. With the help of Ion Rush, among others, she had secretly made her way to Sian, where she exacted vengeance on her sister. When it was all over, Romano and her husband were dead and Sun-Tzu was Chancellor.

And now with Kali Liao making waves, the problem was how to persuade Sun-Tzu that solidarity was the Capellan Confederation’s best hope just now.

“Where would you free up military forces?” he asked, hoping to make his point by attacking the argument from the other end. Simply put, the Confederation had ample military might to keep what it had, but not yet enough to take and hold the Chaos March even if the Sarna Supremacy no longer existed. Though he had his own thoughts on how that task might be accomplished, he would say nothing of them yet.

Frustration showed on Sun-Tzu Liao’s face as he drew some of the same conclusions. “I will find a way,” he promised in a whisper.

Past the east gate, the New Year’s dragon was finally making its appearance. Constructed in two-meter segments of bamboo rods and colored satiny cloth, the serpent danced and writhed its way up the street. It was more than a hundred meters long, each segment supported by a pair of long sticks. Dozens of people worked these rods to brace the dragon and make it move with lifelike grace. Rush knew that the dragon symbolized fertility and vigor, and he watched with interest this emblem of his own plan for destroying Sarna. He also considered the New Year. The color yellow was associated with the element of earth. Also prophetic?

Sun-Tzu finally broke the silence. “No ruler likes to talk of divisiveness in his realm, House Master Rush.”

“Dangran, Celestial Wisdom,” Ion Rush said. Of course. He popped another piece of fried bread into his mouth and chewed it slowly, savoring the sweet taste as he watched the dragon.

“Makes a ruler nervous,” the Chancellor continued, voice pitched low enough that only Rush would hear. There was no trace of slurred speech as he continued. “Like, for instance, the way my Aunt Candace made it onto Sian, murdered my mother, and then escaped. She even said—what were the words?—that I would not be far wrong if I imagined that she had more palace people on her payroll than my mother.”

The candied bread suddenly lost its taste, and what Rush had already eaten sat heavily in his stomach. As his mouth dried, the simple act of chewing became more difficult. He glanced over at Sun-Tzu and found him staring intently.

“Can you imagine what my mother would have done in my place? No doubt she would have ordered one of those bloody purges by which she consolidated her own power. And Kali? Being so like my mother, as you put it, would probably do the same if she ever took the Celestial Throne. Especially if she had names…”

Rush did not doubt for an instant that Sun-Tzu had proof that he, Ion Rush, Master of Imarra, had personally helped smuggle Candace Liao onto Sian. He could also feel the gaze of the Chancellor’s two Death Commandos burning into the back of his neck. Suddenly he felt isolated from his House and his warriors. But if his Chancellor was about to call down a death sentence, Rush steeled himself meet it with the dignity of his training and his office. He returned Sun-Tzu Liao’s unwavering green gaze.

Then Sun-Tzu turned back to the window, putting on a wistful expression as he watched the tail end of the dragon disappear past the gate along with the last of the lantern-bearers. “Do you know what I like about the New Year, Master Rush?” he asked, his tone now suddenly casual.

“What, sire?”

“According to Chinese custom, it’s a time to begin fresh. Not to forget, or forgive. But the troubles of last year are past and it is a time for looking forward.”

Ion Rush nodded slowly. Was Sun-Tzu offering him a lifeline? “An admirable sentiment, Celestial Wisdom.”

“Besides, are you not Master of Imarra?” Sun-Tzu’s voice had again dropped to a confidential pitch. “You share the Chancellor’s authority over all the Warrior Houses, do you not?”

In theory, Rush thought. But he wasn’t about to disagree at this moment. He simply nodded.

“And since you are a loyal warrior of the Capellan Confederation, and loyal specifically to me, I have nothing to fear, do I?” Sun-Tzu’s tone implied that the question was purely rhetorical.

The Master of Imarra considered the unspoken offer. Pledge myself and my House to Sun-Tzu Liao, and I may continue to serve the Confederation. Rush believed he would have refused such an offer from Romano Liao, and possibly Maximilian before her. Sun-Tzu, though, was different.

“Hurt them,” Sun-Tzu commanded, not making it clear who them was. The ghost of a smile played at the edges of his mouth. “I will stumble around a bit more and then retire. It will give Kali and any of her supporters present a bit of courage. Our Maskirovka agents will handle any traitors among the Directorship. You will keep the Warrior Houses in line however you must, and you will find a way to keep Sarna from thrusting a knife deeper into the Confederation’s side. Leave the rest of the Chaos March to me.

“That is a riddle for me to solve,” Sun-Tzu promised. “It’s only a matter of time.”


 

 

 

 

FIRST INTERLUDE

 

Being tactful in audacity is knowing how far one can go too far.

Jerome Blake, founder of ComStar, 2788

 

House Hiritsu Stronghold

Randar

Sian Commonality, Capellan Confederation

24 April 3047

 

A sharp kick just behind his right knee made the leg buckle. Aris Sung fell heavily to both knees just as the main doors were swung open by muscular guards who must have heard their House Master approaching. Then he felt the steel of two katana blades pressing down hard from behind, one on each shoulder, to keep him from trying to rise. The wielder of the blade pressing down on his right shoulder sawed with his weapon, ever so slightly, to cut through Aris’ tight-fitting black shirt and into the flesh beneath. Aris clenched his jaw against the pain and kept his eyes focused on the doors, waiting to see the person he had gambled his life to meet.

A woman entered, dressed in silk robes of a green so dark they were almost black. She walked with strength and purpose to her step. Her long dark hair showed a touch of iron gray at each temple, and her high cheekbones and slightly uptilted eyes spoke of her Asian ancestry. Late thirties, he judged, only because he knew how to look. This woman had that ageless quality of so many Asians, though it might have had less to do with genetics and more to do with her indomitable will. It was as if not even time dared presume too much in her presence.

The room was simply constructed and furnished, even though it was part of the largest stronghold on Randar. Aris had had the devil’s own time getting over the outer walls, which were built of steel-reinforced ferrocrete and designed to keep out BattleMechs. Then in avoiding patrols and passing through armored doors. Now he was where he’d risked all to be, in this room trimmed in hardwood polished to such a sheen that the grain seemed to dance in the light of the lamps. Most of the seating consisted of mats of woven rushes. Against one wall, however, was a platform too low to be called a dais, though what sat on it could definitely be construed as a throne. On it was a bench seat, which Aris guessed to be constructed of dark linwood. It was hand-carved with intricate designs and cushioned with pillows of a green satiny cloth.

And on the wall above the seat, an empty sword rack.

The woman stepped up onto the platform and quietly stared up at the empty rack for a long moment. Aris Sung counted thirteen drops of blood seeping beyond the dark cloth of his shirt and trickling down his right side. A good omen, he decided. He had recently turned thirteen years of age.

The woman settled herself onto the bench seat, arranging her robes about her as if in afterthought. Not a word had yet been spoken by anyone. Aris was sure his throat would be slit before he could utter a sound should he open his own mouth. So he waited, meeting her icy sapphire eyes with a determined gaze of his own. He willed himself not to blink, carefully widening and relaxing his eyelids.

Neither one of them moved for half a minute, and then Aris took his first calculated risk. He straightened his back, slowly so as not to invite a deeper cut into his right shoulder. Then he rocked back, jaw set against the pain as he unavoidably forced a deeper cut, until resting comfortably against his own calves. Adjusting his posture from defeated slump to comfortable meditation.

She blinked.

“Lance Leader Non.” The woman turned her gaze to stare over Aris’ right shoulder. “How does Crescent Moon happen to be missing?”

“House Master, we caught this thief in the outer chambers.” The answering voice was proud and firm. An accomplishment for anyone under the direct stare of this forceful woman, Aris thought.

Her expression was inscrutable, but her voice seemed to hint at something Aris almost thought was amusement. “Then why don’t I see Crescent Moon lying on the floor where it would have fallen, Ty?”

The pressure eased against Aris’ shoulder as the sword-wielder considered this riddle. According to information purchased by Aris at a steep price, the katana sword Crescent Moon had originally been given to the first Master of House Hiritsu by Dainmar Liao, twenty-third Chancellor of the Capellan Confederation, at the time of Warrior House Hiritsu’s formation almost two centuries before. Only the current House Master was allowed to touch the artifact. For the past year and a half, ever since his initial failure to be accepted by House Hiritsu, Aris had been planning its theft. Forcing himself to be patient until he knew he would succeed. Were he caught too soon, any Hiritsu warrior would have cut him down on the spot. But the successful theft of the sword, that demanded the immediate attention of the House Master.

Lance Leader Non finally came up with an answer. “We searched the outer chambers. He must have cached it somewhere else within the stronghold. Or possibly outside the walls, before returning to steal again.”

Time to turn the conversation, Aris decided. If the House Master passed sentence now…

He kept his voice even and calm. “And how many times would you say I walked right through Hiritsu security, Ty?”

Aris had discovered many things concerning House Hiritsu in his eighteen months of planning, including their rigid devotion to courtesy. As expected, the familiar use of the lance leader’s name infuriated him. In one fluid motion the warrior laid his blade flat against Aris’ shoulder and then slid it forward till the point rested just under Aris’ chin with his head tilted back. “No one gave you leave to speak, carrion.”

“It is a fair question, Lance Leader.” Was that the trace of a smile tugging at the right corner of the House Master’s mouth? Aris couldn’t be sure. Master of the House, he thought, for the first time feeling out of his depth.

The lance leader read it as a challenge. “We will find it, House Master York.”

“Like hell,” Aris spat out.

The point pressed up harder, breaking the skin just under his jaw, but that was only pain and Aris was now confident that this man was too well-disciplined to kill him unless so ordered by his House Master. That was the way of things.

The will of the House Master is the will of the House. If any one maxim defined the Warrior Houses of the Capellan Confederation, it was that one. Aris longed to be a part of this world—of honor and family and service to the Chancellor and the state. But for now his only chance lay in boldness of word and action. “You will never find Crescent Moon without my help,” he said quietly.

Now there was no trace of amusement in the House Master’s face or voice. “Do you really think so little of us?” she asked, her face like stone.

Careful, Aris warned himself. He bit back on the response that leapt to mind, a boast of his own abilities. That was not the way. “I think that highly of House Hiritsu,” he finally said. “I spent eighteen months preparing for this night, this moment. I left nothing to chance.”

House Master York’s eyes narrowed as she studied him. “You are willing to wager your life on that?”

“Will you put up a position in House Hiritsu against it?”

The moment the words left his lips, Aris knew he had made his first real mistake. Over his left shoulder he heard a female voice whisper, “Impudent bastard,” and from behind he heard several more oaths at his presumptuousness. Those, however, did not concern him. What did was the way House Master Virginia York’s eyes suddenly widened and turned upward in thought, her fingers rubbing together in anticipation. If living on the streets had taught Aris anything—other than the fact that he wanted more than that solitary, meaningless life—it was to read the language of the body. He had just handed the House Master his motivation, his goal, and now she was puzzling it through with the relish of a master games-woman. Putting herself in his place.

When her gaze began to scan the room slowly, searching, he knew she almost had it. “You’re not going to find it sitting on your ass,” he said, deliberately forcing some scorn into his voice and trying hard to keep his own fear from showing.

The point disappeared from under his throat and a sharp pain bit into the side of his head, making his ears ring. For a moment Aris thought he was dead, but then realized that Lance Leader Non must have hit him with the flat of his blade. That, more than anything else so far, actually frightened him. He had been a quarter-turn of the wrist away from death.

But the gamble suddenly seemed to be paying off. House Master York was no longer searching the room. Her sharp gaze seemed to pin him to the wall. “What is your name?” she demanded.

“Aris Sung,” he said with a dry mouth. He thought about adding more, his home city or name of his father, but then decided it wiser to answer nothing more than she asked. There might yet be a limit to the House Master’s patience.

“Aris Sung. I welcome you into House Hiritsu.” The blades fell away from his shoulders with those words, though Lance Leader Non at his right shoulder seemed to hesitate ever so slightly. “Does this make you happy?” House Master York inquired almost pleasantly.

You mean, can I die happy? Aris translated. He knew she could order the death of any House Hiritsu member as easily as that of any thief. But the door had opened a crack, and he now had to make sure it wasn’t slammed in his face. So he leaned forward and bowed his head in shame, his forehead almost touching the polished wooden floor. “No, House Master York,” he said quietly.

“And why not?”

It was time to make amends. “Because this unworthy one has spoken rudely to a highly placed House warrior,” he said, voice filled with contrition, “to the House Master herself, and dared to lay hands on Crescent Moon, which is taped to the underside of your seat. I expect and await punishment. I regret that you will have to stoop in order to retrieve the blade.” A drop of sweat rolled off his nose and spattered against the wood grain. Aris kept his attention focused on it, not daring to look up. Was that enough?

Virginia York’s tone revealed no trace of either anger or acceptance. “I won’t have to stoop at all, Aris Sung. After I leave this room, you will return Crescent Moon to its place of rest, voluntarily, and suffer twice the punishment.”

Aris felt his hopes rise slightly. He could only die once, so perhaps House Master York had other plans in mind.

“Lance Leader Ty Wu Non,” she continued. “You are recognized as this child’s Mentor. He is now your responsibility. I want him trained against the day when such audacity might actually be of use. Start with fifteen lashes for touching Crescent Moon, another fifteen for his insult to me, and five for the insult to yourself. Then run him for five kilometers. If he falls, shoot him.”

“Yes, House Master.”

Aris looked up, not wanting to speak out of turn but realizing that he had to make sure his debt was fully repaid to the satisfaction of the House Master.

“Yes, Aris Sung,” she said. “You have something to say?”

He nodded and met her eyes. “The House Master has not sentenced me for the second offense of touching Crescent Moon.”

Her gaze was cold and appraising, as if wondering just how much a thirteen-year-old boy thought he could take. Finally she nodded to Aris’ new House Mentor. “If he lasts the run, another twenty lashes.” Then she gathered her robes about her and left the room with the same proud stride that had brought her in.

Aris smiled grimly. He was right where he wanted to be. Now all he had to do was survive it.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Kaifeng Recharge Station Jodo Shinsa

Zenith Jump Point, Kaifeng System

Sarna Supremacy, Chaos March

10 July 3058

 

The master alarm circuit on the bridge of the Kaifeng Recharge Station Jodo Shinsa pulsed out soft beeps at steady intervals while amber caution lights atop several consoles flashed for attention. Conversation among the five Kaifeng SMM officers on duty ceased abruptly, a comment on the latest ’Mech duels from Solaris hanging in the air unfinished and forgotten. Two of the five men and women swung their chairs around to face their panels while a third unbuckled herself and swam across the null gravity to a panel manned only during the main shift or high-traffic periods.

Petty Officer Second Class Shen Dok To swung around too fast, clipping his right elbow against the edge of his panel and cursing as his entire arm went numb with a bone-tingling sensation. Rubbing life back into his arm, he bent over his primary monitor. “We’ve got a strong electromagnetic pulse,” he called out to the watch officer and the other two technicians. “Multiple JumpShips.”

He looked over the numbers again as they printed down his screen in a column of amber against black. His was the main control panel, which routinely sampled data from the other stations. It wasn’t complete, but good enough for initial readings. Now he amended his earlier interpretation. “Or it could be a single ship, right on top of us.”

For interstellar travel, humanity relied on JumpShips. The long, slender vessels were built around the core of a Kearny-Fuchida jump drive that could manipulate energies powerful enough to tear a hole in Einsteinian space and allow a ship to pass through. Leaping up to thirty light years in a single jump, the transition itself was instantaneous. The main drawback was the week or two a starship normally needed to recharge its jump drive by deploying a large sail to collect solar energy.

Recharge stations solved that problem. Or at least offered a better solution. The stations were placed at either the zenith or nadir point of a star system, points far above or below the system’s gravity well. JumpShips entered and left from these points to avoid the tidal forces of these gravity wells, which, on a miscalculated jump, could literally tear the vessel apart. Stations such as Jodo Shinsa deployed kilometers-wide solar sails that charged massive energy storage banks. This energy could be transferred to a JumpShip in a mere six days or, if the JumpShip docked, could be hotloaded in two to four days if it was worth the risk to the JumpShip’s delicate hyper-drive. The recharge stations also fulfilled important secondary roles as cargo way-stations, refueling points for the DropShips used in interplanetary movement, and as maintenance bays for the dry-dock of DropShips or a JumpShip up to a hundred and fifty thousand tons in size.

The station also acted as an early-warning site, using its sensors to detect incoming vessels and identify them as hostile or friendly. In the case of hostile approach, the station could warn the planet, which then had anywhere from a few days up to a couple of weeks to prepare to meet an assault.

Petty Officer Belko, manning his console off to Shen’s left, confirmed the primary operator’s second guess. “Just one,” he said, his normally strong voice weak with surprise. “Merchant Class JumpShip four hundred fifty kilometers off our forward port hull. Her IR signature corresponds with the Liu. I’m patching video over to Shen.”

Shen didn’t understand the other man’s concern. The Liu was a merchant ship that routinely made runs from Kaifeng, transporting the planet’s substantial food surplus to the other Sarna Supremacy worlds of Sakhalin and Sarna and to various other nearby planets. Four hundred fifty kilometers was close, as distances go in space, but he wouldn’t have thought Belko could be shaken so easily. Then his primary screen cleared and painted up the Jump-Ship’s video image. His mouth dried, leaving behind only the metallic taste of reprocessed air. Shen heard a whispered “Blake’s blood” from the watch officer, who was looking at the screen over Shen’s shoulder from her own station behind him.

The Liu was a wreck. Its hull showed several gaping rents, and a few smaller ones that continued to bleed air into the vacuum. The air froze immediately, forming thin streams of ice crystals that trailed out into space. Debris hung suspended around the JumpShip, any momentum robbed by being pulled through the jump. Shen thought he recognized a few larger chunks as halves of aerospace fighters. Thrushes, possibly, ships that might have been just a little too close when the hyperspace field formed around the starship in preparation for the jump. And trailing behind the JumpShip was what was left of its solar sail, now a torn and mangled mass. Jumping with sail deployed was an invitation to get stranded wherever you arrived, and was just one more sign of the wounded vessel’s apparent desperation.

“DropShips,” Shen said, too stunned to notice much else besides the two empty docking collars.

Petty Officer Davidson had swum over to the console that controlled the tracking and identification equipment. “I’ve already tagged at least two large pieces of… something. Could be off the primary hull of a DropShip.”

Shen shook his head as if to clear it, then realized the ringing in his ears was the continued beeping of the master alarm circuit. He brushed a hand impatiently over the mac’s cutoff switch, silencing it, while he tried to sort things out in his mind. It didn’t make sense. JumpShips were considered inviolate, the supreme example of lostech. Centuries of warfare had taken their toll on the Inner Sphere, to the point where the technology to produce these interstellar vessels had become seriously threatened. No JumpShips meant neither trade nor war, two instruments of state policy no government wanted to do without.

“Transponders?” the watch officer, Leftenant Ellen Harris asked, starting to shake off her own surprise.

Shen was already pulling the information through to his console. “IFF transponders are intermittent. Not surprising considering the power fluctuations they must be going through over there. But it’s the Liu.”

“I’m getting voice communication,” Petty Officer Davidson said. She threw a few switches and sent the transmission to the bridge speaker. Static rolled across the bridge, punctuated by words robbed of their emotion by the poor transmission quality.

“…Liu. Are you receiving us, Kaifeng Station?”

The watch officer nodded as she spoke. “We receive you, Liu. What is your status?”

Her calm response seemed to lend strength to the operator on the other end. “Kaifeng Station. Main bridge is smashed. We’re running the ship from out of Secondary Control. Severe loss of atmosphere and energy fluctuations. Main drive is out but under repair.”

Leftenant Harris could not restrain herself. “What happened, Liu? Who attacked you?”

Shen had visions of some kind of massive strike from out of the Capellan Confederation. The resurrected Sarna Supremacy was still in its infancy, and uncertainty over what Sun-Tzu Liao might try next was a dark specter that hung over everything the Supremacy was trying to build. But Shen didn’t fear this so much as he actually felt relieved. No more worry over what the future might hold. The Supremacy would have to stand up to the Liao sooner or later if it was going to survive. Better now, he and most of his comrades thought, while the Capellan Confederation was still rebuilding its power. Hurt them, and make them understand that the Sarna Supremacy was better left alone.

The JumpShip’s answer, when it came, was as much a disappointment as a relief.

“Jodo Shinsa Station, this is the SMM Liu. Raiders from the disputed territories—we think either the planets Menkib or Zaurak—tried to hit Sakhalin. We were on site and holding position for the return of our DropShips. The raiders hit us hard, possibly trying to silence us so we couldn’t warn Sakhalin. We jumped—it was our only chance.”

Shen had been waiting for a break in the conversation, and now spoke up before Leftenant Harris could digress further from what was clearly an emergency situation. “Watch Officer, recommend we dispatch tugs at once to bring the Liu in to the Number One maintenance bay. The DropShip Annabelle Lee is there right now, but she can be moved to one of the smaller bays. I also suggest we wake the commander. And double the guards around the station.” That last was a standing order in the event the Sarna Supremacy ever entered a situation that threatened war. While this raid might not qualify, Shen preferred to err on the side of conservatism and it was his duty to make recommendations.

The Liu came back before Leftenant Harris could respond. “Our engineer just reported engines working. We can start in on our own power, but tugs would be appreciated.”

Harris nodded. “Do it. I’ll buzz the station commander.” She picked up the sound-powered phone and selected the commander’s cabin. Before ringing him, though, she turned to the fifth member of the bridge team. The sentry carried an assault rifle and wore the dark gray uniform of the Sarna Martial Academy.

“Better wake your buddies,” she told him. “We’re going to double the guards, and the rest might be of use down in the maintenance bay to help search for wounded and to recover bodies.”

Shen was already hard at work, relaying orders over his own phone circuit, backing them with computer-delivered verification when necessary. One thing was for sure, he thought. No one would be complaining about boring off-shifts for a while.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

JumpShip Liu

Zenith Jump Point, Kaifeng System

Sarna Supremacy, Chaos March

10 July 3058

 

The Liu’s grav deck held a gallery, two recreation rooms, an all-purpose metal shop, crew berthing, and three staterooms normally reserved for the JumpShip officers. Ty Wu Non had commandeered one of these last, turning it into his office for the operation.

Lance Leader Aris Sung stood just within the doorway, waiting impatiently to be recognized by the elder Hiritsu warrior, who sat at his desk studying internal schematics for an Olympus Class recharge station. More out of impatience than concern, Aris checked his watch again. He noted that less than thirty minutes remained before the Liu was to dock with the Jodo Shinsa, and he clenched his hands into fists so hard that his fingernails dug painfully into his palms. It was thirty minutes he could be using to brief his assault team or to review the internal layout of the recharge station as Ty was doing. A half hour that could be better spent almost anywhere than being ignored or in argument with the second most powerful person in House Hiritsu.

With Ty and Aris, it was usually one or the other.

Aris Sung had not fallen on that five-kilometer run eleven years earlier. He didn’t think Ty Wu Non had ever forgiven him that. The memory always resurfaced when Aris was forced to endure Ty’s presence. That long five kilometers—swallowing dust, feet and muscles sore, back whipped raw and stinging from the lash. And Ty running alongside him the entire way, Nakjama laser pistol in hand as he heaped on a stream of verbal abuse the whole way. Aris had never told Ty, hadn’t even wanted to admit it to himself, that it was Ty’s constant belittling that fueled his own drive to survive the run that first day.

Ty Wu Non had not gone away after that run. As Aris’ personal Mentor he remained an active part of his life, teaching him the customs and traditions of House Hiritsu and overseeing all phases of his training. All Warrior Houses were comprised of a battalion of BattleMechs and one of specialized infantry. In House Hiritsu, MechWarrior trainees spent their first four years training alongside the infantry to season them and to develop a stronger bond than normally existed between BattleMech pilots and their unaugmented cousins. Ty had enlisted the aid of the more vicious infantry Mentors, putting Aris through the paces at a faster, harder rate to make up for his late start at thirteen. Aris had learned anti-Mech tactics as well as how to operate as a scout, infiltrator, and assassin. When he’d single-handedly stopped an enemy ’Mech from killing Virginia York—only sixteen years old but already a full infantryman—the House Master had praised Ty’s work as Mentor and promoted Ty to her BattleMech honor guard.

Aris was granted the right to begin his higher education, including training in ’Mech operations and tactics. Which suited him at the time. Everything in its place.

At twenty Aris again defeated House Master York in simulated BattleMech combat. That earned him his katana, the sword carried by all House warriors. It also earned Ty another promotion, this time to company leader. Virginia York assigned Aris to Ty’s company, and thereby continued the pattern. When Aris accomplished anything, he also strengthened Ty’s position in the House. Aris’ promotion to lance leader was followed hard by Ty’s to senior company leader, which placed him next in line as House Master.

Aris was willing to bet that Ty was already cogitating how he could take full credit for the assault on Kaifeng.

It had been Ion Rush, Master of House Imarra, who’d identified Kaifeng as the weak point in the Sarna Supremacy’s armor. Kaifeng was not heavily populated, nor of great strategic value. What it did have were thousands of square kilometers of some of the best agricultural land to be found anywhere. Sarna relied heavily on Kaifeng’s food surplus, as did Sakhalin, the third Supremacy world, which was a frozen waste and was only able to grow crops in expensive greenhouse environments. Remove Kaifeng, and the Sarna Supremacy could feed itself only by digging deep into its budget, including military spending, or it would starve.

Either result served the Capellan Confederation.

When House Master Virginia York returned from a conference on Sian with orders to assault Kaifeng and deny the Supremacy its breadbasket world, Aris had taken it from there.

He was recognized within House Hiritsu as an innovative tactician, and when the final recommendations were made Virginia York endorsed his plan. That plan had two parts. The first was to take control of the Kaifeng recharge station and deny the surface of the planet advance notice of the assault. Using the Liu as a Trojan horse would accomplish that. The second part was a surprise attack that would leave the Capellan Confederation in control of the world. Should leave the Capellan Confederation in control of the world. Might leave the Capellan Confederation…

Still waiting by the door, shifting from foot to foot, Aris frowned. As he turned the situation over in his mind, it bothered him even now. The Kaifeng SMM, First Battalion of the Sarna Martial Academy regiment, garrisoned the planet. Regular troops, and extremely loyal to their fledgling state. Aris Sung had heard good things about the Sarna Martial Academy. And while the academy couldn’t possibly match a Warrior House in training, the fact remained that the Kaifeng SMM was far more battle-experienced. Blooded warriors, that was the old term. House Hiritsu consisted mostly of green troops, having been held in reserve during the Chaos March fighting the year before. How did the saying go? Something about the meeting of armies of equal or near-equal strength being a recipe for disaster?
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