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CHAPTER ONE

 

Avalon City, New Avalon

Crucis March

Federated Suns

6 March 3064

 

The Press Center was a collection of rooms tucked into the furthest reach of one wing of the Davion Palace. It smelled of stale cigarette smoke and cheap coffee, odors Archon Princess Katrina Steiner-Davion always associated with the nervous intensity of political reporters. She imagined the stench trailing them through backroom meetings with anonymous sources, onto the sweatshop floors of publishing giants, and into the cramped offices of their hypertensive editors. But it also found its way here, rubbing off on the wood-paneled walls and spilling over the expensive carpeting of Davion Palace. Her palace.

Like dogs continuously marking their territory, Katrina thought. Half-wild dogs, always sniffing around, baring their teeth, ready to lunge at the first scent of weakness.

Except that today there would be no snapping or barking. No wounded howls. Two hundred empty chairs greeted her as she swept into the Media Room with a confident air, leaving her aides at the door, out of sight. A two-man holocam crew stood a lonely vigil in the center of the room, already recording. Katrina had chosen a dark navy suit to warm up her cool blue eyes, and her golden hair was braided tightly along either side of her head for a professional appearance.

She nodded perfunctorily to the men on her way to the stage. “Good morning,” she said, making it sound as if she addressed a large crowd instead of just two crewmen.

Not that the press frightened her. She kept the pack leashed, making friends with the safer mutts and turning the best scrappers against each other in dominance games. It had worked for her whole life, with the media in harness as she rose to power. They’d received her favorably after she borrowed her grandmother’s powerful celebrity, making the shift from Katherine—such a mild and flavorless name—to the stronger, respected Katrina. The media stayed with her as she seceded with the Lyran Alliance and accepted—reluctantly, of course—the mantle of the Archonship. She was the resurrection of a true House Steiner, and never mind her Davion heritage.

At least, not until she’d needed it, setting her sights on the other half of the Federated Commonwealth. While Victor was away chasing glory with the Star League army, the media had helped convince Yvonne to step down as their brother’s regent and to hand over to Katrina the reins of the Federated Suns.

And Victor came home to glory all right, but he also found himself a ruler without a throne. It had surprised Katrina that her warrior-prince brother had so peacefully accepted the situation. That lasted a year, until the mysterious assassination of Arthur, the youngest Davion brother. Victor had seized unfairly on his death, daring to publicly accuse Katrina of involvement in it. Then he’d rallied the Davion “old guard” and built a grassroots campaign in the Lyran Alliance, launching a civil war for the return of his thrones.

If Katrina had made any mistake, it was in underestimating the amount of damage her brother could do to her in the Lyran Alliance. It was her stronger base of power, after all. For the longest time, she’d refused to even acknowledge the fighting as a civil war, treating Victor’s supporters as rebels and traitors. That strategy had died when he captured Coventry in the second wave of his advance down through the Lyran Commonwealth. Coventry was the second-strongest industrial world in the entire Alliance, and winning it was both a political and military coup for Victor. It underscored his history as a war hero, and by bringing Duke Harrison Bradford to his banner, he regained some of the political weight that Katrina had worked so hard to deprive him of.

Victor also began to gain ground in the propaganda battle. The longer he opposed her and the more victories he won, the harder she had to fight to hold on to public support. Which was the reason behind today’s broadcast and her decision to exclude the media. This speech was intended to assure the common man and woman that Katrina continued to hold a firm—but fair—grip on both interstellar nations. It didn’t matter that she had no recent military gains to parade; if reports were to be believed, those would be coming soon enough.

In the meantime, putting her face in front of the people was just as important. Perhaps more so.

Katrina took her place behind a low podium emblazoned with the gauntlet-and-sunburst crest of the forever-sundered Federated Commonwealth. She gave the hem of her suit jacket a quick tug, having selected this particular outfit for the same reason. Blue would appeal to her Lyran citizens, yet each gold button on the jacket was etched with a Davion-style sunburst. It was a studied presentation of neutrality and fairness.

She was ready.

Katrina rested her folded hands on the podium’s slanted top and smiled as if recognizing a friend among the imaginary correspondents. The wood felt cold against her skin.

“Thank you all for being here,” she said. “I know that many questions have come up regarding the recent setbacks we have experienced in my brother’s bid for power. Despite the media’s supposed fascination with violence, I know how much you—how much we all—wish the situation could be otherwise.

“Perhaps today, I can offer everyone some hope.” She paused for emphasis, knowing that the camera would take her carefully constructed image and send it almost instantaneously to the worlds of both empires under her rule.

The command circuit of HPG stations was one of her proudest accomplishments, and she had invested heavily to create it. The holovid feed would travel from this room to the various media interests on New Avalon, with only a ten-second time delay engineered for intelligence concerns. Just in case. The signal also sped along the communications spine of hyperpulse generators that connected the hundreds of worlds of her two nations, jumping instantly between star systems as the address made its way toward Tharkad—capital of the Lyran Alliance and traditional seat of power for House Steiner. Within moments of speaking, her words commanded the attention of billions of lives. It was a public relations coup her brother could never duplicate.

“It has been better than a year now since my brother encouraged and sponsored rebellions on several worlds within the Federated Suns and Lyran Alliance, plunging us into this dark and bitter civil war. To be precise, it has been one year, two months, and twenty-nine days. I know. I have felt each one crawl by with painful clarity.”

True, and despite her best efforts to silence Victor once and for all.

“In this time, we have all seen the horror my brother has loosed. Media coverage,” she said, playing to the nonexistent press corps, “has been exemplary. It has certainly helped control panic by keeping the public informed of all necessary steps we are taking to end this threat to their safety and security.”

And of that, Katrina promised them silently, she would continue to be certain.

 

 

In another wing and several sublevels beneath the palace proper, Lieutenant Jorge Gavrial, a junior analyst officer, oversaw current activity in the small, private war room once known as the Fox’s Den. A bank of monitors covered the west wall, each one tuned to the Archon Princess’ public address, which was preempting the civilian news stations that usually cycled through on computer-timed intervals.

Gavrial reached past one of the on-duty technicians to adjust the input controls, and suddenly the nine-by-nine array of monitors formed one large composite picture. Katrina’s image looked out over her military administrators, blue eyes alert, always watching.

Most of the room’s NCOs were hard at work, laboring over computer workstations, sifting through incredible amounts of data for facts that, when verified, would be translated onto strategic maps. Covering the northern wall, a floor-to-ceiling projection displayed the whole of the Inner Sphere.

Gavrial spared it a quick glance. The realms of House Kurita, Marik, and Liao, as well as the occupied territories held by the Clans, were blanked out in solid, primary colors. What remained was an outline of the old Commonwealth, the super-state conceived with the marriage of Hanse Davion to Melissa Steiner, and into which Gavrial had been born. Like an hourglass cocked far to one side, the Lyran Alliance formed the upper bulb and the Federated Suns the lower. Connecting the two was a small stretch of unaffiliated systems known as the Terran Corridor. Stars filled both halves like grains of sparkling sand.

“Also in this time,” the Archon Princess continued, “our loyal forces within both realms have performed the difficult but admirable job of containing Victor’s excesses. For every world where Victor claims to hold an advantage, I have seen reports of our continued, defiant resistance. Coventry and Alarion will not be his for much longer. Kathil and Wernke are all but ours again. I could not be prouder of our serving militaries.”

Gavrial shook his head, trying to coordinate what he was hearing with what he could see for himself. On the star map, he could read at a glance the status of the civil war. Systems supporting Victor burned with a golden hue, those in favor of Katrina a calm blue. Red indicated fighting, or at least severe political unrest, and there were more red-burning stars than either gold or blue. Even as he watched, the important Federated Suns world of Kathil began to flash between red and gold, showing that the advantage had turned seriously in favor of Victor. Tikonov didn’t look good either, and Axton was all but lost if reinforcements couldn’t be found.

Katrina knew about the rebel gains. She had to. Gavrial decided that she simply didn’t want to alarm the average citizen. As if reading his mind, her image on the monitor was saying, “The fires of treason may burn hot where they rage unchecked, but the gains claimed by the rebels are not so complete as they would like us to believe. They are mostly inconsequential, and those flames will soon be quenched.”

Up in the Alliance, where Victor had built a strong grassroots movement, Gavrial traced out the Prince’s path. He had traveled down from distant Mogyorod to Inarcs in the first wave. In the second wave, Victor had continued on to Coventry, another critical manufacturing world. Then, most recently, he had taken Alarion—truly a prize for his third wave. Men and materiel, those were the keys. Inarcs, Coventry, and Alarion all held out in a steady, damning gold on the star map.

Those worlds were hardly inconsequential, Gavrial thought. With the strength of just those three alone, you could invade the whole Capellan Confederation.

 

 

Elsewhere in the Crucis March, Roxanne Blake drifted slowly through one of the most extensive art collections on the planet Marlette, or anywhere in the Federated Suns, for that matter. Jericho City’s Sheffield Gallery specialized in contrasts, and her weekly visits always turned up something surprising. Colossal statues dwarfed patrons who crouched over microscopes to review rare pieces of micron sculpturing. Painted, two-dimensional portraits stared out into abstract holographic scenery.

Rough-welded constructs smelling of oil and scorched metal crowded next to organic, living exhibits.

As she strolled through the rooms, entranced by some of the newer pieces, a voice intruded on her reverie. “You must always remember that it is the methodology of rebels to undermine and divide,” the voice said, ringing through the gallery. “It is just as true that faith and perseverance can armor any nation against such subversive efforts.”

Startled, Roxanne almost lost her footing. She glanced about sharply, wondering if it was part of some new exhibit. Then she recognized the voice, and wondered how it was possible that Katrina Steiner-Davion was on Marlette without anyone hearing about it.

“The people are the underlying strength of a ruler, and in you I have found a wellspring of spirit and courage that has helped me face the trials of this last year. Just as I know you have all faced your own difficulties,” the Archon was saying.

Looking around, Roxanne saw where the voice was coming from as a crowd began to gather around a large piece of neo-performance art. With a start, she realized that the piece was actually broadcasting. A pair of holo-vision projectors were mounted inside a hologram-augmented diorama that constantly monitored the local networks, displaying two competing channels onto a simulated battlefield. Of course, both stations were given over to the Archon Princess, and the podium had been morphed by clever programs to sprout weapons. While twelve-centimeter-high BattleMechs lumbered along a clay-streaked ridge or walked callously over the scurrying-ant formations of unarmored infantry, one projection of the Archon Princess fired on the other with everything from ruby-tinted lasers to the lightning-whip of a particle projection cannon.

Roxanne watched as the dueling Katrinas led first one side and then the other to victory. Suddenly, the wave of the crowd pulled her away, toward the adjoining exhibit, where she suddenly found herself caught in a calm eye developing between two competing storms.

Mounted on a post and surrounded by a large expanse of walled-off empty space was an unframed original painting by one of the Lyran Alliance’s most controversial talents. People crowded the glass walls, but Roxanne’s better-than-average height let her view the piece from a few steps back. As always, Reginald Starling’s work pulled her into his savage world, and she felt a chill up her spine as she grasped the image. She glanced nervously back at the diorama.

Around her, others were doing the same, glancing back and forth and comparing the two works. Scattered whispers welled up into an excited buzz, with finger-pointing and loud comparisons regarding the distorted subject of the painting and the battling holograms. The face appeared twisted, as if seen through a heat-induced shimmer, but the ice-blue eyes stood out with perfection, as did the subject’s long, golden hair. Which, apparently, was enough realism for the artist, who had knifed in the rest of the body with broad strokes of red and black. In some areas, the red clung to the canvas so thick that it looked like clotted blood.

That seemed equally appropriate to the title of the piece. “Bloody Princess VI,” read the placard.

“It takes a certain strength of character to stand up for your ideals,” the image of Katrina said as she chewed her second avatar to shreds with a firestorm of auto-cannon fire. “To espouse the truth, tear down the falsehoods, and expose that which is not wholesome.”

 

 

Even more light years away, in the distant Capellan March of the Federated Suns, Sergeant Preston Davis of the Fifteenth Deneb Gravediggers Company paused in the shadow of a grounded VTOL, the chill shade of the helo-transport offering some relief from Tikonov’s afternoon sun.

The battle had passed through the Retsin River Valley hours earlier, but there were still “military concerns” that required attending. Rubbing at his nose through the surgical mask he wore, he stared out over the ruined wilderness and listened to the end of Katrina Steiner-Davion’s address, which was coming to him live.

“So my challenge to you all,” she said, “is to remain steadfast in these trying times. To place your faith in me, and in each other. And above all to stand behind the loyal militaries of the Lyran Alliance and Federated Suns so that both realms may endure. They deserve your support. They deserve so much more than what has been thrust upon them in this last year. Don’t we all?”

Davis settled one end of the burden he carried onto a growing pallet of similar black nylon bags, then nodded for the corporal to go help with another. Listening to Katrina, he grunted in response, his eyes traveling over the ruined countryside.

Where the river had once wound calmly around a bend, the waters now ran up against a mass of twisted metal that channeled the river back down into a narrow torrent. Lying face-down in the riverbed, the body of a fallen Atlas formed an impromptu dam, with only its right shoulder and the stub of one arm resting on dry bank. A stone’s throw downstream lay an overturned Pegasus hovercraft, still smoking where hot metal poked above the muddied water.

Like every other battlefield Davis had ever seen, this one was strewn with the corpses of several dozen ‘Mechs and fire-gutted vehicles. Armor fragments had plowed into the chewed earth, and trees had been knocked over or simply crushed under the weight of the awesome military machines. He was glad to see that more of the metal corpses belonged to Victor Steiner-Davion’s allied force than to Katherine’s loyalists, but it was close. The ground was stained with coolant, fuel, and blood. Heading northwest were the deep depressions of BattleMech footsteps as the few survivors returned to their staging area.

The Fifteenth Deneb Gravediggers Company were the only live bodies left on the battlefield. The wounded and the dispossessed had been evac’d out hours before, and no general planned to tour this site. Davis and the others wore surgical-style masks, partly to block the acrid stench of propellant and scorched earth but more to keep out the slaughterhouse smell of blood that always accompanied their work.

His men worked busily, prying the remains of warriors free of ‘Mech cockpits and ruptured tanks, then carrying them into the shadow of an old “eggbeater” VTOL, where others worked two-to-a-team to identify and toe-tag each body. From the helicopter’s cockpit, the Archon Princess’ address blared out over the Armed Forces Radio Network. Most of the gravediggers tried not to hear, just as they tried not to see.

It was often better to forget, Davis knew. Sleep came easier that way.

But Katrina’s voice continued to ring out loud and clear. “And my promise to you, the brave men and women who defend us that we may continue to live free from harm, is that you will not be forgotten. You will never be abandoned. And we will bring you home,” she promised, “safe, whole, and welcomed.

“So help me God.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Salisbury Plains, York

Alarion Province

Lyran Alliance

13 March 3064

 

The retreat of Victor Steiner-Davion’s allied forces from York was deep into its twenty-fifth hour, holding only through sheer determination. Strapped into his Daishi’s sweltering cockpit, he blinked away the sweat burning at the corners of his eyes. Perspiration soaked his light clothing, and one annoying lock of blond hair had become matted over the ridge of his left ear, right where the bulky neurohelmet prevented him from scratching. Condensation from evaporated sweat fogged the ferro-glass shield of his cockpit, but he could see enough to know that his people had about reached their limit.

Before being pressed into this final, pitched battle, he had admired York’s straw-colored sky and the way it seemed to reflect the golden clay and tall, feather-topped yellow grasses of Salisbury Plains, stretching for a hundred kilometers in every direction. Now, aerospace fighters tore that sky apart with vapor trails and the greasy, black smoke dragging behind burning craft. Occasionally, one two-fighter element dipped down long enough to make a support run, intruding on the slower but no less savage ground war where the Eleventh Arcturan Guards continued to press forward against the shortened lines of ComStar’s 244th Division, the Prince’s Men.

Victor’s final stand.

BattleMechs anchored each side into place, walking titans more deadly than any weapon known to mankind’s long history of warfare. Between and around their positions, packs of armored vehicles wheeled about in an uncertain dance, like wild herds spooked by competing predators. Long, thick lances of laserfire and the arcing, white-hot lightning of particle projection cannon signaled brief but violent clashes between the allies and their enemy. Missiles swarmed in on gray contrails, pock-marking armor, the ground, infantry formations. Tongues of flame licked out from smoking barrels, the rattling reports of so many autocannon rolling over the plains in constant thunder.

The sound roared past Victor’s position, then scattered into hundreds of echoing, hammer-like blows as uranium-tipped slugs pounded at his OmniMech’s legs and lower chest. The Daishi trembled as some of its armor dropped to the ground in a rain of sharp-edged splinters. He gripped the ‘Mech’s control sticks tightly, fighting to keep his cross hairs in the general vicinity of the King Crab piloted by enemy commander Linda McDonald. The targeting reticle jumped around his tactical screen in fits, flashing only partial sensor lock.

Victor knew it would have to do.

Pulling into his primary triggers, he unleashed the Daishi’s full ire. His twelve-centimeter autocannon missed wide to the right, but his laserfire aimed true. One ruby lance slashed an angry wound across the King Crab’s left flank while a second stabbed deep into the arm on the same side. His trio of pulse lasers spat out a flurry of emerald bursts, tracking in on the assault ‘Mech’s left leg. McDonald’s armor all but evaporated, spraying off in a molten mist. More ran in a fiery stream down her ‘Mech’s leg, leaking past the armored skirting that protected the knee joint to foul the leg actuator. Following them, a six-pack of short-range missiles corkscrewed in to gouge a few more craters into the King Crab’s armor.

McDonald staggered, keeping her hundred-ton behemoth upright as much by luck as by skill. She had been about to take a step, with most of her ‘Mech’s weight already on its right leg. Victor could imagine her twisting in her seat, ducking her head to the right so that her neurohelmet could translate her sense of balance into a signal that would be fed into the assault machine’s gyroscope.

Alarms rang in his ears, including the harsh blare that warned of reactor shutdown. The extreme power spike created by the demand of his weapons had pushed the Daishi’s fusion chamber past the capacity of its improved heat-sink technology. Victor toggled an override, preempting the safety feature.

But nothing could prevent the waste heat of such a power draw from bleeding past the reactor’s physical shielding and up through the cockpit decking. The slow wave of heat seemed to broil him alive, scalding the bare skin on his legs and arms and making his vision waver from hyperthermia. He gasped for breath. The ozone scent of heat-stressed electronics burned his sinuses. His life-support vest, lined with thin tubes that circulated coolant through the sleeveless jacket, labored to keep his body’s core temperature within safe limits. Just.

“General, your ‘Mech’s thermal image shows a very unhealthy glow,” he heard Demi-Precentor Rudolf Shakov say in his headset, the transmission crystal-clear.

Peering through his ferroglass shield, Victor could see the oily smoke of scorched myomer musculature bleeding up past the Daishi’s forward-thrust head. He had already reversed his throttles, but the OmniMech’s heat-addled myomer responded sluggishly. With slow, halting footsteps, it shuffled backward at a pace any determined infantryman could match.

He used the spare seconds—an eternity in a hot fire-fight—to survey the scene. The Prince’s Men still held a tight line, retreating slowly to the south, where a battalion of his Outland Legion waited impatiently in reserve.

A fighting retreat was one of the most difficult strategies to pull off, and Victor’s forces on York were currently engaged in two such actions. Far to the southwest, the Sixth Crucis Lancers were falling back in a similar line against the combined weight of the Alarion and Carlisle Provincial Militias.

Had the odds been equal, the Prince’s Men and the Lancers—singly or together—could probably outfight their attackers. Even two to one would have been enough, considering that the Eleventh Guard and the Alarion militia were ill-trained to fight at regimental strength.

At some point, the enemy’s greater numbers simply won out as they hit York with more than enough troops to make up for their lack of ability. The irony was that Victor had never intended to fight here. York should have been only an advance base for the final drive of his third wave. The struggle was supposed to occur on Alarion, a district capital and site of the Alliance space docks. In a surprise move, the loyalists had let Alarion fall without a fight, and had thrown themselves at Victor on York instead, where he least expected it. He’d been forced from his strongholds and out onto the plains.

The loyalist assault had also eaten up the last of his grace. A mistake out here by either allied regiment would be devastating. Hard, flat, and open, the Salisbury Plains were unforgiving. You couldn’t even start a good grass fire to hide in the smoke. The wet grass smoldered but refused to burn.

The only advantages were in the shallow depressions or the occasional low rise where squads of battle-suited infantry could hide. And what Victor had, he used. Already a pair of Sloth suits had sneaked under a Caesar’s sensor net, planting their anti-Mech mines in its crotch as it strode over them. Tiaret, his security chief and bodyguard, was also out there somewhere, encased in her Elemental suit and tormenting the Arcturan Guards with her repeated hit-and-fade tactics. It was enough to slow the enemy advance. That, and a determined resistance, might let them all escape.

He turned his Daishi to keep an aggressive angle on Patricia McDonald, who was limping back for the safety of her own lines. Her King Crab was a formidable machine, but with a gimped leg, it could fall prey to a lighter, faster design. Such as Shakov’s Exterminator, which had begun to run toward her across the open ground, weapons blazing. His quartet of medium lasers had no real chance to hit, not at that speed and distance and coming in at a cross-body angle, but his long-range missiles did manage to chip away at the ‘Mech.

“Get out of there, Rudolf,” Victor struggled to say, his throat raw and bloodied from breathing the scorched air. “Don’t play games with that Crab.”

Fusion ports lit off along the Exterminator’s back as Shakov engaged his jump jets. The sixty-five-ton ‘Mech took to the air on columns of superheated plasma, rocketing up and sideways in a short arc that landed him in a crouch just to the left of Victor’s Clan-designed ‘Mech.

“You’re one to talk, sire,” Shakov said. “You promised Tiaret you’d watch out for yourself. She and Precentor Irelon both ordered me to make sure you do. You’re trying to get me in trouble.”

Victor couldn’t help a smile. Rudolf Shakov was one of the few ComStar people he’d ever met who could boast a sense of humor. “We’ll see how much trouble you get into when Irelon reviews my battleroms and sees you grandstanding with an assault ‘Mech,” he threatened. “Stay in line.”

As his heat sinks finally began to shunt away the excess heat, Victor carefully probed with his lasers at the ever-encroaching Arcturan Guards. Return fire had fallen off with McDonald’s temporary retreat, though an occasional low-caliber autocannon continued to worry his armor. He ordered his line back another five hundred meters. When his rear monitor showed some laser-equipped jump infantry climbing into a transport hovercraft to join the retreat, he throttled down to a slower walk. He didn’t give a damn for any promise he’d made to take care of himself. He wouldn’t leave men behind. Not when escape was within reach.

He dialed up the magnification on his rear monitor. South, far behind the Prince’s Men, a line of dark, rounded shadows on the horizon created the illusion of mountains. Even as Victor watched, the bright glow of a drive flare cut one of the shadows free. It rose slowly into the pale sky on a pillar of fusion-born fire. Two more, and then a third, joined it. The four leviathan DropShips were the second group to slip free of the noose being drawn around his forces. They were on their way to rendezvous with his waiting JumpShips.

“Luck,” Victor said softly, knowing they still had to brave a cordon of enemy fightercraft and assault-class DropShips. His troops were good men and women who deserved better than to pay such a high price for his strategy gone wrong. Besides, he couldn’t afford to lose them if he was ever going to end Katherine’s tyrannical rule. Although he might not get the chance to do that if he, too, didn’t break free of the trap.

His comm system crackled to life again. “Godspeed, and protect the Prince,” he heard someone say. The words were faint, washed with the static of a longdistance transmission. Victor checked the chronometer, thinking that the first flight of DropShips to flee York might be reaching its rendezvous point right about now.

“Shakov, was that—” His sound-activated mic opened a channel while ComStar’s voice-recognition software dialed for his private frequency with Shakov.

There was only the briefest pause as Shakov’s Exterminator stabbed out with a quartet of medium-class lasers, deviling a Plainsman hovertank that had cut in too close.

“Right,” Shakov said. “That was the captain of the Pharos, one of the Lancer JumpShips. I have corroborating reports on three other channels. They’re clear!”

Which meant that two Hercules DropShips had beat the aerospace cordon. Eight hundred men and women belonging to the Sixth Crucis Lancers, clear! Victor manually toggled for his all-hands frequency.

“The first transport is away,” he called out, and was rewarded with a brief backwash of cheers that filled the airwaves for several long seconds. He was also rewarded by the sight of intensified fire against the Arcturan Guard line, as his men threw them back. Victor added a pair of extended-range lasers to the brief offensive, stabbing at the King Crab limping after him just at the edge of weapons range. The flush of heat was hardly noticeable this time.

“This is going to work,” he said, his spirits lifting for the first time since York fell under the loyalist assault.

“Hold that thought,” Shakov warned, knowing enough not to respond on a common channel. “New message coming through, from Cranston, and the news isn’t good.”

Jerrard Cranston was one of Victor’s oldest friends as well as his chief intelligence officer. Just now, he commanded the Outland Legions’ second battalion, patrolling for flanking attempts by Katherine’s forces. They had received reports earlier of a possible new unit making planetfall on York. If Jerry had found them, and they were loyalists, then the news was actually very bad.

Victor wanted to demand more information, but controlled the impulse. It often surprised him how Demi Shakov knew of incoming transmissions before Victor heard anything on his command channels. Maybe it was because of Shakov’s long-time service in ComStar, one of the two organizations that maintained and operated the Inner Sphere’s interstellar HPG communications network. The man was a MechWarrior first, but his ability with battlefield communications sometimes bordered on the miraculous.

“Cranston’s being jammed,” Shakov said, “but I have enough to give you his situation. The Outland Legion just made contact with another regiment, repeat regiment. The First Alarion Jaegers.”

“Another regiment. How the hell did we miss that?” Victor grumbled as the Arcturan Guard pressed forward with renewed vigor. Had they just received news of this support regiment too?

“They couldn’t have arrived at the nadir point with the others,” Shakov said, “or we wouldn’t have missed it. They burned in from a pirate point on the backside of the planet. Victor, they’ve got WarShips with them.”

“WarShips?” Victor echoed. “As in plural? More than one?”

“Affirmative. Two Fox-class corvettes. Enough to hold off the Melissa Davion,” Shakov said, naming Victor’s one WarShip on location. “Sire, it’s time for you to leave.”

Victor ignored that. His crosshairs burned the dark gold of target lock, and he fired, carving two angry wounds into a Fulcrum hovertank. The Eleventh was probing forward again.

“Forget it,” he said, rubbing uselessly at the collar of his neurohelmet. His neck was stiff from holding up the helmet’s weight for so many hours. There were still two retreats to bring off. People to rescue. “We’re not finished here.”

“You are,” said a new voice.

Victor had no problem recognizing the gravelly tones of Precentor Raymond Irelon, currently healing a broken leg and holding down Victor’s command post from the hangar bay of one of the DropShips on the horizon. “You left me in strategic command, and now I’m exercising the right to order you from the battlefield. If it means anything to you, Jerrard Cranston and Colonel Vineman concur. You are to report to the True Spirit for immediate lift.”

“Then we all go,” Victor replied even as he dropped his targeting crosshairs over the blocky outline of an old JM6 JagerMech. Both ruby laser beams caught it square in the chest, cutting through the last of the Jager’s ruined armor and flooding the torso cavity with destructive energy. A blossom of heat on his thermal scanner showed engine damage, but not enough to bring down the machine. The JagerMech fell back. “We turn and make a run for the cover of the DropShips.”

“Once you’re away from the line, I will consider it,” Irelon said. “Demi Shakov, your people will form an escort for the prince.”

Waiting for his lasers to cycle, Victor took a second to check the Eleventh’s relative strength. “No good, Raymond. If you pull away a third of our strength, the Guard will envelop the rest and cut them to pieces.”

“They will be otherwise engaged. On my command, Demi-Precentor Hullinger will launch a preemptive strike aimed at Colonel McDonald. If you’re gone, Victor, I can concentrate on bringing home as many as possible.”

Victor slammed one fist against his control console, gashing himself on a metal burr. In his anger, he barely felt the pain. “Damn it, Irelon. If you think I’m going to walk away from these people—”

“You’ll do it,” Irelon broke in, “because it’s the right thing to do. You’ll do it to prevent the useless sacrifice of good men and women. And you’ll do it because there’s no one else we would follow to oppose your sister.”

Irelon’s final comment got through to Victor, where no other words would have. It was so easy to lose himself in the heat of battle, to dedicate his loyalty to the men and women fighting at his side. But Victor also had responsibilities to the citizens of the Lyran Alliance and the Federated Suns, to the worlds in open rebellion against Katherine, and to the soldiers facing Katherine’s wrath if he should fail to bring her down once and for all.

Irelon was right. “Damn,” he whispered, his voice choked with anger.

Slamming the throttle forward and grinding on the foot pedals, he turned his Daishi into a tight pivot that pointed him away from the battle, away from the fate of his warriors, before he could change his mind. He raced for the distant haven of the DropShips at more than fifty kilometers per hour, every pounding step echoing the sound of defeat in his ears.

York was lost. The lives spent defending it, spent bringing off this forced retreat, spent in exchange for his safety—they were lost to him as well. It tore at him. Worse, it begged a question that tormented him constantly.

How much more would he have to lose before this war was finally over?


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Imperial City, Luthien

Pesht Military District

Draconis Combine

15 March 3064

 

Omi Kurita walked the flagstone path of her palace gardens with measured steps, the picture of dignity and studied calm despite her troubled heart. Today, she wore a kimono of jade green silk loosely gathered at the waist by a golden obi, and the fragrance of the gardens teased her onward as her underskirts brushed the top of her sandaled feet.

Distraction. That was what she sought. Something to occupy her mind, to compartmentalize her inner turmoil over Victor’s latest message. It was more than the longing and the pain that always came with reminders of how much separated them. It was more than the gulf between their cultures or the feuding legacies into which they’d been born. It was the frustration that she was too far away to share his burden. The onus of civil war weighed so heavily on Victor’s seishin—his spirit—that she could almost hear it straining in every word he recorded for her.

“How much more will we lose, Omi?” he’d asked. “How much has been lost already?”

Omi couldn’t forget the haunted look in his blue-gray eyes. Though her brother Hohiro insisted that the defeat at York was not strategically critical, Victor had taken it hard. Her brother couldn’t understand that, of course. In the Draconis Combine, a samurai’s duty was to serve and, if necessary, to die for the state—for House Kurita. Victor took his losses far more personally, and Omi knew that fighting a civil war against his own people only made it worse.

But it was more than that. She understood that his real question was how many more times would they be forced to subordinate their private relationship to the demands and obligations of their birthrights? He missed her terribly, she knew. On Mogyorod, they’d wanted only to remain together, but the war called him away. Now, Victor was afraid that their love was not to be. Omi was one of the few people in whom he could confide. And even when he tried to hide his pain or his fear, he couldn’t. Not from her. Never from her.

Her own sorrows she had hidden, for the sake of everyone but herself. Victor’s message had stirred up the pain, and she could not think clearly. If she was ever to find a way to answer him, she needed to occupy herself with some mindless diversion.

Her Palace of Serene Sanctuary offered little in that regard. She had never bothered with the dojo, leaving it to the agents assigned to her by the Internal Security Force and the Order of the Five Pillars. Besides, intruding on the 05P business offices would cause too much disruption to allow for such selfishness. She might have sought out Isis Marik, who was inhabiting a suite of apartments in the Palace of Serene Sanctuary, but that too would be selfish. Isis was still grieving the end of her relationship with Sun-Tzu Liao and the loss of her place in the Free Worlds League. Omi didn’t want to burden Isis even more. The poor girl deserved some peace to rediscover herself after so many years of forced uprooting.

And so Omi had come to wander in the garden. Spring roses climbed the palace walls, splashing the polished ivory stone with their blood-red color, though the early-blooming nasturtiums almost obliterated their scent. She welcomed the warm touch of the afternoon sun, its fingers working out the tensions in her neck and shoulders. She smiled as the sunlight gleamed along one sleeve of her jade kimono, the richness of the silk at odds with her simple surroundings.

Ahead, an elderly palace worker was polishing the flagstones, hunched over a straw broom likely made by his own hand. The dry whisk of his short, determined strokes reminded her of the sounds made when palace gardeners raked the beds of colored gravel into wonderful designs.

The Zen garden had always been among her favorite retreats, and she had spent more time here than anywhere else since her return to the Draconis Combine and Luthien. More time even than at Unity Palace, the seat of power for House Kurita, despite the great suffering of her father. She and Hohiro longed to comfort him, but they knew that the great Theodore Kurita must not be seen as dependent on anyone, so they stayed away. Even some time playing with his grandson had not helped comfort the coordinator’s grief, a child in the palace reminding him of his lost wife. And so Minorn had taken the child away.

So many losses, even within her own family. Was that the answer to Victor’s questions? For Omi to explain how hard hit her father was by the loss of his wife? Kurita honor remained intact and the family persevered, but to know that the Dragon—the Coordinator of the Draconis Combine and elected First Lord of the Star League—had been humbled by events outside his control, even if for only a moment…

But she wouldn’t have to explain any of that to Victor. He understood without having to be told. Had it been beyond his ken, the two of them could never have loved each other. And they did. Past prejudices and reason, they did.

Omi walked up to the sweeper. The old man stepped aside and knelt, his arthritic knees cracking loudly. He laid his rough-fashioned straw broom on the ground in front of him and bowed until his head touched the ground. Omi considered stopping to speak a few kind words, but knew it would only frighten such a simple man to be recognized. So, she simply bowed in honor of his service. He never saw it, but would accept that she had done so.

Acceptance. As deeply ingrained in the Combine’s samurai culture as honor and duty. So many tragedies, Omi thought, thinking of both her and Victor’s families. So few rewards. That was what it meant to be born into one of the Inner Sphere’s ruling houses. She accepted that. Victor did, too, despite his occasional, wishful forays into the workings of a “perfect” universe. She couldn’t resist a sad smile. In the Combine, it was believed that imperfections were what truly defined life.

It was also what drew Omi’s attention to the disturbance of her gardens.

Along the northeastern wall, where afternoon sunlight reached year round, were the garden beds Victor had planted and personally tended during the first months of his exile. Omi remembered that time well, for she had shared with him the pain of losing his realm to his sister. Without a nation—without any true political standing in the Inner Sphere—he had retired for a time to her palace garden, to work with his hands in the soil and to reflect on his life and his future. Such periods of reflection were nearly sacred in Combine culture. Omi had once vowed to never regret sharing with Victor her spirit or her body, and he had justified her faith in those days, honoring her with his decision to remain close.

The nasturtiums, in fact, were his. Planted in the partial shade of the spring roses, surrounded by a bed of crushed white marble, their bright colors drew the eye whenever direct sunlight found them. Their strong perfume could be overpowering, even dizzying. They were direct, which was how Victor preferred to be whenever possible. They were also strong and forgiving. That was Victor as well.

“Take this,” he had said when they separated on Mogyorod, still shaken by the failed attempt on her life. Victor had handed over the natami stone she’d given him at Christmas the year before. The one he’d named Warrior’s Path.

Omi tried to refuse it. “It should stay with you.”

Victor smiled and shook his head. “It deserves a home. A place to feel comfortable. For me, that will always be with you. Plant it in the garden on Tukayyid, where you first gave it to me. And if you return to Luthien, set it among the nasturtiums at your palace, back in a shady corner.”

He’d chosen an excellent spot from memory. The stone was shot through with veins of reddish-blue quartz that sparkled when they caught the occasional sunbeam. There was also a staggered line of crystalline flakes across one barren stretch, which Victor had named “the trail of tears.” Omi often retrieved the stone from its spot, holding it up so that the crystals caught the bright sun. They twinkled like tiny stars, reminding her of Victor’s progress since Mogyorod. From Newtown Square to Hood and Winter. Then, on to New Capetown and Coventry. Followed by Alarion and York—which had almost been the end of him—and, now, soon to Halfway.

Omi knew the stone as well as any piece of her palace. And it had been moved.

The disturbance was subtle, as if someone had picked it up and then carefully replaced it, readjusting the stone’s position on the ground. It bothered her. The gardeners knew to leave these flowerbeds alone, that the stone was Named. They were all aware that she made a habit of visiting it. Natami stones were a very personal matter.

Still, Omi could think of a half-dozen reasons why someone might have stepped into the flower beds and disturbed the stone. A gardener might have thought to wipe it clean of dirt or perhaps had moved it in the work of spiking the soil with additives. It was also possible that one of the master gardeners might have decided that the stone needed to be turned for a “new look.”

Omi didn’t desire a new look for Warrior’s Path. If she sought distraction, she’d found it. Careful of the nasturtiums, she stepped off the flagstone path and onto the hard-packed, crushed marble. Leaning in carefully, one arm extended for balance, she reached to pluck the stone from its nest. Her fingers brushed against it, found purchase, and pried the fist-sized rock partly from its resting place.

A sharp whisper of sound startled her with the accompanying pain. She’d been stung. Twice, in fact—two separate pinches at her underarm. A third pulled at the sleeve of her kimono, and some activity among the roses above the stone made Omi think of darting insects. Still bent over the flowerbed, she pulled her hand away slowly, frowned at its heavy weight and how she had to twist the entire arm to see her wrist. Two needles were stuck into her arm, one of them through the jade-green sleeve of her kimono. No larger than a sewing needle, each one was tipped with a small plastic plug.

Omi felt the blank look weighing on her face. She closed her eyes, tried to rock herself back onto the flagstone path. “Oh, Victor,” she murmured.

His name was the last thing Omi Kurita would say.

“Omi-sama? Tasukete! Ima, ima!”

She heard the alarm given by the old sweeper, felt the numb pressure of hands at her shoulders and massaging her cheeks. Fighting the weariness, Omi managed to force her eyes open. She couldn’t focus on any of the faces hovering over her, the ones blocking out her view of the never-ending blue sky. The pungent aroma of the nasturtiums faded as her breathing slowed. Omi tried to talk, but the paralytic had already silenced her voice.

Her mind registered when they began the assisted breathing of CPR. Then came the pain of arrhythmia as her heart raced in a frantic effort to provide oxygen to her brain. The world shrank down, dimmed, until only a single memory dominated her mind. A face. His face.
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