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PROLOGUE

 

Ho-lu Lowlands, Denbar

Xin Sheng Commonality, Capellan Confederation 

21 February 3062

 

The blue-white arc of particle projection cannon fire snaked into the thick stand of trees and sliced low into a large elm. Moisture in the wood flashed to steam, splintering the bole in its rush to expand. The energy stream ate up the splinters and carved deeper, cutting through to scorch earth on the far side even as the majestic tree began to topple.

Sitting ten meters off the ground in the cockpit of his new Emperor assault BattleMech placed Major Warner Doles nearly at a height with the tops of the trees. Certainly he out-massed them. The falling elm brushed against the BattleMech, branches snapping off with rifle-shot echoes and leaving smears of green moss against the Emperor’s dull bronze finish. The ninety-ton machine barely shook, its widespread stance keeping it firmly rooted to the ground while the equilibrium feedback from the major’s neurohelmet dealt automatically and easily with the light tremor. Major Doles noted the event but otherwise paid it little heed. BattleMechs, war machines built mostly along humanoid lines, heavily armed and armored, had reigned supreme on the battlefields for well over three hundred years. Nature couldn’t compete. And in an assault-class machine especially, about the only thing a MechWarrior had to be concerned with was another BattleMech.

Dragging his targeting reticle over a distant stand of trees, mostly elm and cypress so close to Denbar’s Huai Bayou, the major searched his head’s up display and also through the ferroglass cockpit viewscreen for a target. The Emperor’s targeting system apparently found something among the trees and hanging moss that his own vision missed, the reticle flashing the alternating red and gold pattern of a partial weapons lock. He returned fire with twin large lasers, not surprised to see the ruby streams miss wide. A few more scattered bolts of gemcolored laser fire flashed between the trees as his Blackwind Lancers and equally hidden members of the Third Confederation Reserves sniped at each other.

We only need to buy a few more seconds, he thought, dismissing the errant laser fire as he gauged the final moments of his battle plan. Keep them pinned down. He knew that the Third Reserves had nowhere to go; outnumbered, their backs to the bayou and his Lancers pressing in on three sides. They simply waited for the final charge and watched for a miracle. A position not wholly unlike that of the St. Ives Compact.

Doles swallowed against a suddenly rancid taste. Now there was a thought he could have lived without, at least for a little while longer.

The St. Ives Compact had once been a Capellan Commonality until splitting off from the Confederation during the Fourth Succession War thirty years prior. The war against Houses Davion and Steiner left the Capellan Confederation in shambles, too weak to prevent the loss of the Compact. So Candace Liao had ruled her small state in relative peace, separate from the madness that had later reigned in her sister Romano’s larger realm and sharing only the common Asian heritage of their family and national culture. Later, under the relative stability Romano’s son Sun-Tzu finally brought to the realm, the Compact again began to worry over the possibility of Confederation aggression.

The Compact realized those fears soon enough. Barely two years ago—Doles could hardly believe it so recent— Chancellor Sun-Tzu Liao, then also First Lord of the resurrected Star League, announced his intention to tour the Confederation-Compact border. Doles had been executive officer of the Blackwind Lancers’ second battalion, serving under Major Tricia Smithson. Her near-fanatical hatred of Sun-Tzu had only been intensified by the Chancellor’s repeated slurs against the Compact and the pro-Confederation fervor raised by his tour. Smithson had jumped the border with her battalion in an attempt to remove what she considered the final threat to the Compact’s sovereignty.

An event that might be entered into the Compact’s history as the beginning of the end, Doles thought, his grip on the Emperor’s control sticks knuckle-white. Despite what was shaping up to be a victory here, he knew the Compact was not faring well in its fight to remain a free and independent state.

Sun-Tzu Liao’s entire tour had been a setup, the Capellan Chancellor looking for any pretext or provocation to bring forces against the St. Ives Compact and so reclaim the territory for his Confederation. The first wave came in as “Star League peacekeepers” occupying six Compact worlds, with a second and third wave already in motion. In hindsight, few people no longer doubted that Sun-Tzu would have found or engineered some excuse. But the belated rationale helped Doles and his warriors not at all. None could forget the capture of Smithson by House Hiritsu forces, followed closely by Duchess Liao’s condemnation of the Lancers and their return to the Compact in disgrace. Black days for the Lancers. Bad karma.

But the gods, if they existed, took pity on the Lancers. Or perhaps they are not yet tired of the amusement we provide. The very speed that had helped the Confederation establish a solid presence in the Compact also allowed the remnants of the Lancers’ second battalion to slip away and begin a resistance effort on Denbar. Militia armor and BattleMechs were quickly supplemented with captured machines. Duchess Liao’s daughter Cassandra, a fine MechWarrior in her own right, made contact then and began irregular supply runs. Usually the supplies consisted of salvage from the guerrilla campaign her St. Ives Lancers were waging against the occupation forces. Occasionally she smuggled in brand new equipment, like the Emperor that was Doles’ current BattleMech.

And so the war continued. A civil war, delayed three decades but finally being waged as days melded into weeks and then weeks became months. Doles often wondered when it would end, and how, but then doubted he would live to see it.

As if summoned by the thought, a quick burst of static sounded over the comm set built into his neurohelmet before the filters cut in and dampened it.

“Major, we’re set,” a voice made tinny and distant by transmission whispered in his ear. Captain Samuel Fang, his exec, reporting that the final units had moved into place to box the Third Confederation Reserve against Huai Bayou.

“Wo dong le.” Understood. Major Doles punched up an increased magnification on one of his auxiliary screens, focusing in on the heavy stand of trees hiding the Third Reserves to the east of him. Now we see how confident they are. “First units, forward,” he commanded.

From screening cover north and south of his position two BattleMech lances broke from the treeline at a full run, heading into the no man’s land that separated the opposing forces. Two Wraiths led the southern charge, Free Worlds League machines captured by Cassandra Allard-Liao on Indicass and delivered to his Lancers. A Nightsky led out the northern lance. If the Third has any real fight left to them, or if there is more than the single company I think we have trapped, they’ll break cover to meet the charge.

Response from the Reserves was quick, but lacking in commitment. A small flurry of brightly colored streams and pulses flew out from the woods down-range, the machines remaining in the cover of the trees. A single PPC arced out with its manmade lightning to score against the lead Wraith, the coruscating stream of energy particles sloughing away armor from the Wraith’s right side. Autocannon tracers sparked briefly in flight, one set marking the stream of depleted uranium slugs that chewed into the Nightsky’s right leg.

Then an older Catapult design broke cover long enough to launch a single spread of missiles at the second Wraith, paying for its temerity when no less than a dozen Lancer BattleMechs opened up from their places of concealment to slice away the remaining armor protecting its torso. Three converging streams of autocannon fire ripped across the Catapult’s open chest, probing deep and chewing away engine shielding as well as cutting free its gyro. As if his Lancers had reached in and pulled the still-beating heart from some monster of fable, the Catapult took two faltering steps and crashed to the ground.

Doles overrode his warrior’s cheers and comments by cutting in the master circuit on his comm panel. There was still work to do—a battle to be won.

“All units, advance,” he ordered, throttling the Emperor into what passed for running speed among assault ‘Mechs.

At roughly fifty-five kilometers per hour, Doles knew his machine set no speed records but crossed a battlefield quickly enough. His first step snapped more branches off the fallen elm and brought ninety tons down on its thick bole, crushing it. The tree shifted slightly, throwing a quick hitch into his second step, but the bulky neurohelmet he wore fed his own sense of equilibrium down into the massive gyro that kept so much metal upright and moving.

Four more lances surged forward, paced by the Emperor and bearing straight in on the Third Reserves’ position. Two lances fielded only three ‘Mechs, short one machine each due to previous battlefield losses. The faster lances running ahead now angled out to bracket the eastern stand of woods, in preparation for curling in at the back of the Reserves and effectively boxing them.

With the Lancer force exposed and the Third still in hiding, the Confederation force possessed a slight tactical advantage that Warner Doles believed negated by his superior strategic position, or at least would be very soon. Still, the Reserves used what they had. No enemy MechWarrior repeated the Catapult’s mistake and broke cover, instead pouring intense fire into the Lancer formations from concealment. One Lancer Wraith stumbled to the ground, its left leg amputated at the knee by laser fire, then the light lances were around the edge of the treeline and making for the rear. A furious assault combination of autocannon, lasers, and a PPC gutted a Lancer Blackjack, its fusion engine releasing a fireball that disintegrated the medium-weight machine. Its pilot ejected safely, but a vicious Confederation warrior turned his lasers skyward, burning the Lancer MechWarrior and his parafoil to a cinder.

With no time to mourn his lost warrior as the Emperor gained the eastern treeline, Doles knocked smaller trees aside in search of targets. A wash of moss smeared against his viewscreen, but not so much that he couldn’t see the enemy Vindicator looming before him. The Emperor shrugged off the PPC discharge leveled at it while its own large lasers cut deep into the smaller BattleMech’s right side and leg. Fragmenting slugs from the Emperor’s twin LB-X class autocannon scoured off more armor, and a few fragments searched out flaws and gaping wounds in the armor. The Vindicator fell under the barrage, and a savage kick from the Emperor caved in its torso.

Doles left it behind, broken and out of the battle.

He continued to wade forward through foliage and weapons fire, at times fighting alongside one of his warriors, then beset by two of the struggling Third Confederation Reserves before the tide of battle swept him into another dense maze of massive tree limbs and hanging moss, which he tore down with gargantuan hands. Heat levels in the cockpit slowly crept higher as the fusion plant driving the Battle-Mech continued spiking in order to meet the constant demand for power. Sweat runneled from his brow and down his arms and legs.

The Emperor’s sensors screamed out a warning only an instant before two Gauss slugs tore into the ‘Mech’s right side, rocking it onto one foot and nearly sending it down to the moist earth. Warner Doles wrenched against his control sticks, manipulating the wide-bore barrels that made up the Emperor’s arms to help balance himself. If not for a nearby cypress that caught his ‘Mech’s shoulder, he likely would have gone down.

A Pillager shouldered its way through a light stand of fir trees and into Doles’ rear right quarter, firing its powerful Gauss rifles. An impressive assault machine produced by the Compact, it was no doubt salvage from a previous battle. This was no ‘Mech for a company commander either. Could we have run a battalion or even the regimental command company to ground?

Two more of the heavy Gauss slugs streaked across the short distance in silvery blurs, slamming into the Emperor’s right arm and left leg even as Doles returned fire with everything at his disposal. His lasers chewed ruby light deep into the Pillager’s arms and torso. Autocannon spat out twin streams of depleted-uranium ammunition, one stream careening off the shoulder and into the side of the Pillager’s head but not penetrating the armor to anything vital.

Both machines sagged back under the respective onslaughts, but neither succumbed to gravity and so another trade of hellish weapons fire ensued. In the near-scorching atmosphere that flooded his cockpit, Doles’ breathing came in ragged gasps. He selected cluster munitions for his LB-X autocannon, hoping to force the breach he’d carved into the Pillager’s head. Around them the battle continued, with smaller ‘Mechs occasionally nipping in for a strike that was mostly ignored by the monolithic assault machines. With over thirty tons of armor between them, both Doles and his opponent could absorb an incredible amount of damage. But in the next trade only one of the Pillager’s Gauss rifles fired. Depleted of ammo, now both rifles fell silent as the Reserves warrior relied on other weaponry. For Doles, whose ammunition load was much fresher, that made the battle only a matter of time.

It was a laser shot, not his clusters, that finally worked its way past the armor protecting the Pillager’s head and decapitated the assault ‘Mech.

Gasping for breath as his heat levels dropped, Warner Doles first noticed the clusters of Blackwind Lancer ‘Mechs on his HUD. They were all around him, with no enemy unit to be seen. Staring out through the green-smeared viewscreen, he turned the Emperor in a slow circle. He spotted almost every one of his Lancers visually, through great gaping holes and pathways that other ‘Mechs had ripped into the woods. The devastation stretched for hundreds of meters in any direction, and was not limited to vegetation. The hulks of downed ‘Mechs could be seen as well, some in pieces and some still burning after fusion engine overloads, the flames scorching nearby trees but not yet setting them ablaze. Impossible to tell which had been his people and which the enemy, though by rough count he couldn’t have lost more than three or four warriors while the Third Confederation Reserve had lost a dozen at least.

They really had no chance, Doles thought, but did not feel sorry for them. Confederation or Compact, we are all janshi. Warriors. Our trade is death and destruction, and no one of us can afford sympathy if we hope to survive. Today, we owned the numbers, and when the time came we rolled over them with barely a hitch. They would have done the same to us.

But again, this only brought to mind the similarities between this battle and the Compact’s situation, and the thought robbed him of what little satisfaction he might have known from the victory.


 

 

 

 

A House Divided

 

Invincibility lies in the defense; the possibility of victory in the attack.

—Sun-Tzu, The Art of War

 

If it is not possible to be victorious, what is left but to lose? Mankind has yet to see a war in which a draw did not demand a similar price as a defeat.

With these options laid before you, then, it is always better to be on the attack.

—Sun-Tzu Liao, in a speech to the Sian War College, 21 February 3062, Sian


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Celestial Palace 

Zi-jin Cheng, Sian

Sian Commonality, Capellan Confederation 

25 February 3062

 

Memories of his mother plagued Sun-Tzu Liao as he slowly paced an aisle within his strategic planning center, the Confederation’s war room located several levels beneath his palace on Sian.

The folds of his silk robes of state rustled softly as he moved, barely audible against the background noise of whispered conversations and the occasional flurry of keystrokes. Dimly lit, the room discouraged any feel of the casual workspace, while overhead spotlights threw down islands of brightness around consoles and tables isolating the officers present. No technicians here, everyone an officer of sao-shao rank or greater—what would have been a captain before Sun-Tzu’s Xin Sheng program worked its way into Capellan military ranking conventions and replaced them with proper Chinese titles. Talon Zahn and Ion Rush, the Chancellor’s top military advisors, stood in the center of the room, their backs toward their lord as they continued to study the large holographic map displayed there.

Everything orderly and everyone about the business of running a war. Mother would be so proud, Sun-Tzu thought bitterly. Though ten years dead, Romano Liao was never far from his thoughts these days, and had not been since entering into this second year of open warfare with the St. Ives Compact. Her spectral presence sat in judgment over every action or decision, and he sensed her smiling far too often.

The approval of Romano Liao was not something Sun-Tzu sought.

The urge to quicken his pace, to flee Romano’s presence, was incredibly strong. But Sun-Tzu’s deeply imbedded scorn for spiritual nonsense allowed him to recognize and explain the intrusive thoughts. Old memories, he told himself. Vivid ones, brought forward by the stresses of the three months since the last Star League conference. He deliberately varied his pace and stopped at random intervals to check a console’s information from over the shoulder of a suddenly nervous officer.

He sensed the tensions generated by his unexpected visit. Felt it radiating from nearly everyone present and read the confirmation in their frequent glances in his direction, fearful and uncertain. Most were old enough to remember service under his mother. All of them knew that the madness had been passed on to his sister, Kali, who embraced her insanity, believing herself the reincarnation of the death goddess and worshipped as such by her cult of Thugee assassins. Sun-Tzu knew that those around him vigilantly watched for the first evidence of similar madness from him.

He almost laughed. Seldom did he allow anyone to see past the protective masks he wore. To think that they would recognize madness in him . .. Yes, he could almost laugh, if it weren’t his own greatest fear as well.

Sun-Tzu possessed very few recollections of his grandfather. He remembered him as a physically failing and mentally crippled old man, the once-great Maximilian Liao broken by Hanse Davion in the Fourth Succession War much the same way as Hanse’s Federated Commonwealth armies had crushed the Capellan Confederation. Romano had inherited a shattered realm and the duty to help it survive. But the near-destruction of the Confederation and the desertion of her elder sister Candace Liao, followed by the secession of the entire St. Ives Commonality, had tipped the balance of her sanity. Rampant paranoia and a ruthless nature drove her to massive purges of the government, the military, and even the civilian sectors. Romano ruled her nation with an iron fist, and controlled the population through fear, lest any other think to follow Candace in desertion of the Confederation. Perhaps she had preserved the state through that time of crisis, but Romano’s legacy now tainted Sun-Tzu’s reign and would likely dog him to his final days.

And how have you done differently? It was a question Sun-Tzu routinely asked of himself, though he often heard it with a tinge of Romano’s icy tone. Violence, intimidation, and intrigue were still mechanisms of common employ. Executions and assassinations were other tools he wielded when their results served him—he had pulled the trigger himself on Demona Aziz when she’d tried to bring Word of Blake against him, and more recently he’d ordered the same action to resolve a building crisis within the Periphery. And during my three-year reign as First Lord of the new Star League, I started a war. The specter of Romano Liao grinned, and he brutally thrust the image aside. I am not my mother.

“So it is confirmed,” Sun-Tzu said, voice pitched low to hide any sign of his discomfiture. “The Third Reserves regimental command is lost?”

Ion Rush, Master of Warrior House Imarra, was first to respond. “To the last man,” he said, voice gravelly from damage to his larynx. Surgeons had repaired most of the physical damage caused by the explosion in which he’d been caught last year, but some things were still beyond their ability to reconstruct. Of course, some things could also now be improved ...

Rush turned from the map slowly, carefully, and still Sun-Tzu noticed the large man’s shoulder muscles quiver and knot as if preparing to handle a heavy load. Impressive.

“The Blackwind Lancers caught the Reserves down in Denbar’s Ho-lu Lowlands with no nearby support. Our people did not take the threat of the Lancers serious enough.”

An easy assignment on a world in space I supposedly control. Two battalions of a newer Confederation Reserves regiment on site with Marshigama’s Legionnaires should have been more than enough to deal with the Blackwind Lancers’ resistance, and it typified to Sun-Tzu just one of the ways in which the fight to reclaim the Compact seemed to be slipping from his grasp.

That problem at least was close to being neutralized once Zahn returned Smithson to her unit. Only three people on Sian knew that Tricia Smithson was a deep-cover Liao agent. One of several Sun-Tzu had ordered into the Compact years ago—and only two people on the capital world knew that. Smithson would neutralize the Lancers, just as she had delivered them for his needs to start the war.

Sang-jiang-jun Talon Zahn, senior general of the Confederation Armed Forces, had yet to turn around. He glanced at the Imarra Master and nodded absently in support of his comment, then returned his attention to the holographic display. After a few moments’ reflection he added, “Sang-shao Oravey was wrong for the position. A shame he cost us eleven good warriors.”

The Chancellor covered his agitation by carefully smoothing a pleat in the sleeve of his tan silk robe. Only the leeway Sun-Tzu was used to granting Zahn delayed a sharp reply at the general’s seemingly cavalier attitude. Young as Zahn was—at thirty-six only six years older than the Chancellor—the man still possessed the sharpest strategic mind Sun-Tzu had ever found. Zahn had won the Chancellor’s notice by speaking his mind, regardless of what he thought Sun-Tzu might want to hear. Sun-Tzu knew better than to discourage this trait in his chief general. Still, he could not permit the privilege he allowed Zahn to infect the other officers present.

“I remind you, Jiang-jun Zahn, that Petyr Oravey was a Capellan citizen.” Sun-Tzu kept his tone neutral, only the shortening of Zahn’s title hinting at his displeasure. “As such, his death is still a shame.” All Confederation members took their citizenship very seriously, since it was not a guaranteed right but a privilege that each one must earn.

This time, Zahn did turn from the holographic map to face his lord. “Dui-bu-qui, Chancellor,” he apologized, giving a conciliatory nod. “I did not mean to suggest otherwise. What I meant to say was that it was my fault for not removing him from command. He did not truly understand your Xin Sheng movement, calling for a revitalized national effort, and so simply sought his ‘hopeless battle.’ “

“Foolish,” Sun-Tzu agreed calmly, holding anger in check. The “hopeless battle” syndrome was another legacy of his mother’s rule. In essence, a Capellan officer would seek a suicidal last stand, becoming a martyr to the realm rather than take the chance of surviving a defeat or, sometimes worse, a narrow victory. Court-martials and execution had often awaited those who failed the state in not providing a sound victory. The Xin Sheng programs had begun during Sun-Tzu’s short term as First Lord, with him milking the Star League office for every gram of prestige and what little power it held. Literally translating as New Birth, the programs were a nationalistic effort designed to strengthen all aspects of the Capellan Confederation and hopefully defeat such problems as the “hopeless battle” syndrome. Sun-Tzu had hoped for—and expected—better results.

“And just what is the overall status of my armed forces then?” he asked.

“Fairly solid,” was Zahn’s quick reply, dark eyes flashing with sudden animation. Not even the Confederation’s senior general, Sun-Tzu noted, was immune to the pleasure of reporting good news to his lord. “Prestige units such as the Warrior Houses are pushing to the limits of their ability for you. Our long-established support regiments are performing well, especially those committed to action in the Chaos March and against St. Ives. If a problem remains it is with units such as the Confederation Reserves, too long in garrison assignments and not much secure in their abilities.”

Ion Rush nodded agreement. “And the best improvement we’ve seen is in the mercenary units who accepted your offer of Confederation citizenship to become regular line regiments.” The dour warrior nearly smiled, the edges of his mouth twitching. “Little Richard’s Panzer Brigade is better disciplined than ever, trying to prove they are just as worthy of the privilege as the Tau Ceti Rangers.” The twitching stopped. “Of course, they would decline if offered.”

The Chancellor took mental note of the subtle warning. Not that he ever intended to offer the Brigade citizenship, but knowing that they thrived on competition with the Rangers could be exploited in other ways. “What of McCarron’s Armored Cavalry?” he asked, naming the impressive five-regiment mercenary outfit that had been the first to receive his offer, and accept.

“Three regiments holding our rearward lines,” Zahn said, indicating the display. “They represent the bulk of my strategic reserves right now along the St. Ives Front. One regiment holds Brighton in the Xin Sheng Commonality. And the Nightriders”—he paused, obviously for effect— “are on Nashuar.”

Sun-Tzu moved up to study the large holographic display. On it the St. Ives Compact stretched from the floor to a height of almost two meters, its coreward and rimward arms now split by the Confederation presence on Denbar and Indicass. Green arrows programmed into the holographic map labeled the two arms the “St. Ives” and “Teng” Fronts, named for the two furthest worlds along each arm. Confederation worlds that lined the Compact’s spinward border glowed dark green, and the seven occupied worlds of the Compact, the so-called Xin Sheng Commonality, a lighter shade. A few worlds, such as Denbar, occasionally flashed between light green and red, showing armed resistance to the return of the Confederation. The eleven remaining Compact worlds glowed solid red.

“The Nightriders regiment?” Sun-Tzu asked, taking the offered path.

“They’re making a mess of things on Nashuar,” Zahn said matter-of-factly. “Highest casuality rates among civilian populations of any of our forces. Peaceful civilian interference is treated as military opposition.” His steady gaze faltered for a moment. “The deathwatch is at two and a half minutes, down from three last week.”

The deathwatch was a term Sun-Tzu’s father, Tsen Shang, had taught him and which the Chancellor had explained to Talon Zahn. As head of Romano’s Maskirovka intelligence service, Shang had been responsible for implementing many of the purges she’d ordered. “They were so swift and violent that first year of her official reign,” he had explained over a rare glass of plum wine shared with his son, “that the death-watch was down to eight minutes. Every eight minutes, another Capellan citizen died by the Mask’s hand. Where we failed to protect the realm from outside treachery, we were ruthlessly efficient among our own people.”

This war is averaging a Capellan citizen every two and a half minutes, counting the people of the Compact, who are Capellans even if they are not of the Confederation, yet. Sun-Tzu found no pleasure in the fact, especially with over ninety-five percent of those casualties civilians and all his efforts to curb the carnage so far producing no results. Last week it had been at three minutes.

What’s thirty seconds? Romano’s specter asked.

Almost thirty-five thousand Capellan citizens, Sun-Tzu replied. If he was to establish a difference between his rule and Romano’s, it would have to be on such distinctions. Where his mother would have thought little of sacrificing so many of her own, Sun-Tzu at least acknowledged their deaths and hoped to ensure that the gains would be worth their sacrifice.

“It is hard to fault them for being somewhat overzealous when it comes to protecting themselves,” Ion Rush offered softly.

Zahn nodded but Sun-Tzu kept his own counsel. The Nightriders, deployed the year before to end resistance on the Chaos March world of Wei, had been greeted with a nerve agent the rebellious government had dredged up from an old CBR graveyard. A battalion of elite warriors lost in a few minutes without a shot fired. And not easy deaths either, from the holopics the Maskirovka had provided. Sun-Tzu understood the Nightriders’ vicious behavior, but he would not condone it when it cost Capellan lives.

“Send another message to Jiang-jun Lord Baxter over my signature,” he said. He doubted it would do any good, but a direct order to pull the Nightriders from combat duty risked alienating the Cavalry. “Can we drop another Cavalry regiment onto Nashuar, to help pacify the world?”

Both Zahn and Rush shook their heads, but it was Zahn who fielded the question. “That would endanger our logistics network. We’re stretched thin as it is, focused in too many directions.”

By which Zahn subtly criticizes my decision not to pull troops back from the Chaos March. Over fifty old Confederation worlds had thrown off the Federated Commonwealth yoke in the turmoil raised by the Marik-Liao offensive of 3057. Most of those remembered their Capellan heritage and had returned easily to the Confederation. But a large area of space near Terra resisted the return of the Confederation, proclaiming themselves independent of any Great House, and the drive to reclaim them continued to sap strength away from the St. Ives conflict.

Sun-Tzu did not care. Those were Capellan worlds, and they would be his again. We will not back away. He wanted to lash out in frustration, but he allowed only a touch of irritation to creep into his voice. “I will find you more troops,” he promised, jade eyes hard and unblinking.

If Talon Zahn noticed his lord’s hint of anger, he did not let it touch him. “I’ll need them. With Star League forces arriving, it gives the Compact more freedom in tactics than I’d like to allow.” He brushed a hand over the holographic map, through Confederation space bordering the St. Ives Compact. When he spoke again, his tone was strong yet unhurried. “The concept of a ‘frontline’ in interstellar warfare changes significantly, Chancellor. JumpShips can too easily bypass the occupied worlds to strike into Confederation territory. I don’t want more Compact regiments duplicating your cousin Kai’s efforts. He’s already enough a problem.”

“Most of Candace’s offspring are a problem,” Sun-Tzu said. “And Kai is the worst of them.” He recognized Zahn’s attempt to shift away from the touchy subject of the Chaos March but still make his point. Thinking of his various cousins, Sun-Tzu knew the point was a valid one. Kuan Yin and her humanitarian efforts in the combat zone constantly upstaged Sun-Tzu’s own efforts along those lines. And Cassandra’s hard-hitting guerrilla campaign continued to blunt his advances and even caused small reversals along the Teng Front.

Kai Allard-Liao was his Aunt Candace’s eldest son and heir to the Compact. He was also one of the deadliest MechWarriors the Inner Sphere had ever known, and his First St. Ives Lancers threatened to collapse the entire St. Ives Front. With Star League and ComStar forces bolstering the Compact’s sagging defenses, Kai had gone on the offensive, taking his Lancers over the border and into Confederation space. For the last two months he had moved about, striking at the support infrastructure on which Sun-Tzu’s military depended. His latest strike, against the Necromo shipyards, had temporarily crippled the Confederation’s ability to produce or repair many classes of military DropShips so critical to landing troops and BattleMechs on planets. In effect, he had created a third front to the St. Ives conflict. The “Kai Allard-Liao” Front. And since no one could predict where he would strike next, he forced Sun-Tzu to tie up good troops in an effort to keep him contained.

So many against me, yet all of Liao blood. “And what of my uncle?” Sun-Tzu asked. Tormano Liao had been disowned by Maximilian before the outbreak of the Fourth Succession War. His Davion-sponsored Free Capella Movement had remained a thorn in the side of the Confederation ever since, opposing Romano and then Sun-Tzu. Kai took it over for a few years, running it as a humanitarian support effort while Tormano served Katrina Steiner-Davion directly as her aide-de-camp. After the Star League Conference Tormano had taken a leave of absence from Katrina’s service. That suggested trouble.

“Just as we suspected,” Ion Rush said. “The Maskirovka confirmed that the resurgence of the Free Capella Movement on a military footing was his doing. For the most part they have been involved mainly in the escalating Tikonov conflict, likely as part of a deal cut with Katrina to prevent an open declaration of rebellion.”

Zahn nodded. “Warfare by proxy,” he said, a thin, hard line to his mouth. “The Free Tikonov Forces that we support against a large portion of Free Capella.”

With only Capellan lives lost on either side, Sun Tzu noted. Yes, that is Katrina’s style. Tikonov was another old Confederation Commonality that broke away during the Fourth Succession War, subjugated by the Steiner-Davions rather than existing as an independent state. Tikonov was the long game Sun-Tzu played against Katrina, but Tormano’s involvement there and in the Compact was an issue to be considered now. You do not fool me, Uncle. Tormano did not care for the Compact’s independence or Tikonov’s rebellion. He wants the Celestial Throne, and this is his bid to establish legitimacy.

Sun-Tzu wasn’t ready to give up the throne quite yet.

But how to deal with him? How to deal with them all?

Romano whispered in his ear, and Sun-Tzu visibly started.

Kill them, came the answer. Blunt and brutal, much as Romano had been herself. He began to shake his head, then noticed the questioning looks from both Ion Rush and Talon Zahn. Clearly they had noticed his moment of weakness, and that must be addressed.

“I have some ideas,” he said slowly, lying, passing off his visible shock as insight. He smiled, his eyes hard and cruel, because it would be expected of him. “Keep me informed of developments,” he ordered, then turned to withdraw.

“Any requests in the meantime?” Zahn asked, interrupting his Chancellor’s departure.

Unsure if his general was merely being efficient or might be probing the lie, Sun-Tzu turned an icy stare on him. “A few solid military victories would be nice,” he said, tone coldly neutral. In the meantime, I will deal with the family.

How? his mother asked from within the dark recesses of his mind.

I am not sure, he replied. But there must be a way.

Zahn’s dark eyes blinked back, but showed no other sign of discomfiture. “Dui, Chancellor.” Of course.

Sun-Tzu answered Talon Zahn’s bow with a curt nod, then turned and walked off without further ado. Romano’s ghost followed.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Heisang

Pardray, St. Loris 

St. Ives Compact 

5 March 3062

 

Tien-zhang Aris Sung piloted his Wraith with a deft and easy touch, mainly working foot pedals and throttle as he marched his fifty-five-ton BattleMech along the expressway that ran through the heart of the city of Heisang. At the head of his ‘Mech company and trailing the final ‘Mech of the forward company by sixty meters, his position put him at the middle of House Hiritsu’s parade column. Easily distinguished, since the armor on Aris’ Wraith had been treated to give it a blued-steel finish. Armored vehicles, with Warrior House infantry riding atop and on sideboards, cruised along at regular intervals, one vehicle pacing every ‘Mech on the left. Over ten thousand tons of armored war machines on formal procession.

People had gathered along both sides of the expressway, some as far out as the spaceport but the majority crowding the grassy banks that followed the expressway through the city. Most sat on their parked cars, but others had decided to take advantage of St. Loris’ spring weather and the informal holiday that House Hiritsu’s arrival had afforded them and sprawled on picnic blankets to watch the “landing day” parade. They cheered for each passing BattleMech and some waved flags. The occasional school marching band performed the Capellan Confederation national anthem, making up in enthusiasm what they lacked in recent practice.

Aris possessed no burning desire to participate in the parade, and doubted any other House warriors did either. The Confederation’s eight Warrior Houses existed to serve in the state’s defense, not to provide entertainment. And certainly there has been nothing for us to celebrate lately. But Shiao-zhang Ty Wu Non, their House Master, had ordered the traditional parade. Two companies, his own included, while the third remained on guard at their landing zone to protect the DropShips. A tribute, he’d called it, to the people who had proactively hastened the return of the Confederation to St. Loris. Selection of Aris’ company would normally be an honor.

Aris Sung thought of it otherwise.

Four weeks earlier, his Warrior House had been stationed on Nashuar, fighting a never-ending series of battles against St. Ives Compact forces. Units rotated in and out on both sides of the conflict, but House Hiritsu remained on station, spearheading the so-called “St. Ives drive,” though the Confederation had failed to move past Nashuar or Taga in the last nine months. There would be—could be—no entropy-based warfare here, the style of combat that had recently proven so effective against the Clans. No simple smash-and-destroy tactics, leaping forward and leaving an unsecured line of retreat. This was a slow war of complete subjugation. To reinstall the Confederation with sufficient strength so that never again could the worlds of the St. Ives Commonality be wrested from it. No pockets of resistance would be left behind, ready to flare up behind the main drive and so cause unnecessary reversals. At least, such was the concept of the St. Ives conflict.

Fresh coolant shot through the tubes of Aris’ cooling vest, the chill raising gooseflesh on his arms and briefly interrupting his reflection. Technically, the vest was not required for parade, but Aris never relaxed from battle conditions when piloting a ‘Mech. A bad habit to fall into, and St. Loris is a hostile world. Or at least, it will be soon enough.

He glanced at his head’s up display, the tactical screen projected across the top of his viewscreen. His practiced eye scanned it in a fraction of a second, checking the position of his company and finding everything in perfect order. As should only be expected. Pride sparked within him briefly and he enjoyed its fleeting pass. These days there was little enough of it.

Nashuar had been a rough time for Aris. It was a world full of Capellan citizens who had followed Duchess Candace Liao in defecting from the Confederation years before but otherwise remained true to their heritage. And where pro-Confederation sentiment was beginning to appear on other Compact worlds, Nashuar remained completely supportive of their Duchess. They did not want the Confederation back and fought it at every turn. The entire planet a battlefield, they suffered for their resistance—warrior and civilian both.

Two years ago Aris had been ready to war against these people, confident of his nation’s superior morality and proud of his own Asian ancestry, though he knew that being Asian did not make someone a Capellan, just as being a Capellan citizen did not necessarily give one an appreciation for the nation’s Asian heritage. These days, on the rare occasions he could bring himself to look in a mirror, he saw a face that could just as easily belong to someone he had called an enemy, but now also thought of as his victim. Somewhere along the way he had lost his dreams of glory. What remained was a sense of duty, and at times that felt to be eroding as well.

He had not been sorry to see the end of Nashuar, though he did not see an answer to his troubles on St. Loris’ horizon either.

The Confederation’s arrival on St. Loris had been precipitated by the Pardray militia publicly declaring in favor of Chancellor Sun-Tzu Liao. The island continent of Pardray, running parallel to the main continent of Layting for several hundred kilometers, made for a good staging base. Pardrayans took control of the system’s one recharge station, at the zenith jump point, making travel into and out of the system much easier for Confederation forces than for the Compact.

Sang-jiang-jun Zahn had dropped in the 151st Air Wing to hold the island country against Compact loyalists, and then called up BattleMech units to begin the drive to take the world of St. Loris. House Hiritsu had been relieved at Nashuar by a regiment of McCarron’s Armored Cavalry and sent to spearhead this new drive along the Teng Front, currently supported by the 151st Air as well as the mercenary Little Richard’s Panzer Brigade.

But they still faced an opposition that was joined to them by a common heritage—nothing had truly changed. Cassandra Allard-Liao had brought her Second St. Ives Lancers to oppose House Hiritsu. One regiment of the mercenary Korsakhov’s Cossacks, Rubinsky’s Light Horse, remained on planet to help defend the massive territory. From intelligence reports, Aris recognized Cassandra to be the life and soul behind Compact resistance along the Teng Front. She accomplished as much as her brother, though few remarked on it. And the people of Layting would be just as opposed to them, and bitter over the perceived betrayal of Pardray.

Nashuar may be behind us, but the war’s not over yet. Starting tomorrow, House Hiritsu will begin to visit the same destruction against St. Loris. It was a warrior’s privilege to serve the Chancellor, and an additional honor to belong to a Warrior House. But for the first time in his life, Aris felt doubts that being janshi, a warrior, was worth the price it extracted.

No, he thought, hands tight on the Wraith’s control sticks, there is certainly no cause for celebration on St. Loris.

 

 

The day’s celebrations also bothered Ban-zhang Li Wynn.

In full field uniform, the green and black patchwork camouflage pattern of House Hiritsu infantry, Li Wynn rode on the running board of a Regulator armored tank that paced Aris Sung’s Wraith. His left arm he’d looped through a steel rung used to climb up to the turret hatch. His right rested on top of the SMG slung over his shoulder, fingers tracing the top edge of the barrel as he scanned the crowds for any potential trouble. He held himself responsible for the safety of the parade; partly out of pride for his recent promotion to ban-zhang, a Warrior House infantry squad leader, but mostly due to the sense of obligation he still felt toward the Warrior House that had adopted him.

But it wasn’t his sense of responsibility that left him uneasy in the face of so much pro-Confederation enthusiasm. Li Wynn held mixed feelings for the very people who were celebrating his House.

Another marching band swung into view as the hover-tank rounded a bend in the expressway. Better than most others they’d passed, Li Wynn still heard the fumbled notes and melodies and he hated them for it. Citizens of the St. Ives Compact are the enemy. Or at least they were, before planetfall on St. Loris. On Denbar and then Nashuar most civilians had acted under forced cooperation. Li Wynn had done his share of forcing. He was too used to thinking of them as traitors to the Confederation, and if civilians were injured from the war’s collateral damage, then it was only justice for three decades of rebellion.

Even the recent swell of pro-Confederation sentiment in the Compact did little to ease Li Wynn’s harsh judgment. Where were you thirty years ago ? he wanted to ask them. Or fifteen? Or even five? Li Wynn thought of them as “closet Capellans,” ready to leap onto the bandwagon now that a Confederation victory seemed assured. Scared? You should be. Li Wynn doubted that Sun-Tzu Liao would allow such people to hide behind false patriotism.

Pardrayans, though, had acted on their own to bring back the Confederation. Acted first, and then requested aid, knowing that if the Confederation Armed Forces had been unable to respond, St. Ives forces would roll over them quick enough. How much should that count for? It upset Li’s sense of proportion that he could not answer that question easily.

He had approached Aris Sung about the problem, shortly after planetfall in the hour before the parade. Shiao-zhang Non had named Aris as Li’s Sifu, his Mentor. In a Warrior House, a Sifu was responsible for overseeing the inculcation of House tenets and military training in the cadet. Li Wynn had noticed Nashuar Aris’ growing hesitation, even agitation, when it came to discussing the war with his charge. In the DropShip ‘Mech bay, he had offered only the briefest advice.

“Put yourself in their place,” Aris said, gaze distant as if staring into a pond, or a mirror. “See with their eyes and understand their pain. Until then, they will be the enemy.”
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