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BOOK ONE

 

All warfare is based on deception.

—Sun Tzu, The Art of War

 

The actual events of war are secondary. It is how those events are perceived that occupies most of a ruler’s time and effort.

Sun-Tzu Liao, 
journal entry, 5 August 3051, Outreach


 

 

 

 

PROLOGUE

 

Word of Blake Warehouse 

Harrisburg, Gibson

Principality of Gibson, Free Worlds League 

15 October 3057

 

Precentor Demona Aziz stepped into the doorway of the dimly lit room, an office tucked into a corner of a huge warehouse, one of several the Word of Blake organization maintained on the planet Gibson. Though the rest of the place was stacked almost to capacity with crates, barrels, and pallets of supplies, the cramped aisles smelling of dust and the diesel fumes of cargo-loaders, the office itself was spotlessly clean. The undecorated plaster walls were painted off-white, and the room was sparsely furnished with several folding metal chairs, a desk holding a small lamp that was the room’s only source of light, and a white-noise generator to guarantee the privacy of any conversation.

The office window, which looked out onto a pile of crates rising almost to the ceiling, rattled as the entire floor vibrated at regularly spaced intervals. Everyone present recognized the sound as the monstrous footsteps of the ten-meter-tall BattleMech that routinely patrolled Harrisburg’s warehouse district. Upon arriving, Demona had recognized the huge war machine as one of the new Grand Crusaders, its bulky frame reminding her of a squat, well-muscled wrestler. The combination of deadly intent and new technology recalled to her some words of the Blessed Blake, who had taught that “those who fight to preserve technology and knowledge are the grandest crusaders of all.”

Jerome Blake. Sainted founder of the ComStar Order, the semi-religious organization that had taken upon itself the task of preserving both knowledge and technology against the apocalypse of “dark times,” as prophesied by the Blake. For nearly three centuries, its members had patiently bided their time, tending the hyperpulse generators—the only means of timely communication between stars—for the Great Houses of the Inner Sphere.

As the Blessed Blake had foreseen, the vast expanse of worlds colonized and inhabited by the sons and daughters of Terra had fallen into chaos and despair during those centuries of warfare, a long dark night from which ComStar would light the path back to civilization. In recent times ComStar had tried to hasten this moment by intentionally sowing chaos, the quicker to give birth to the new order. Blake’s will be done—ComStar would be the salvation of the Inner Sphere.

But ComStar had forsworn that sacred duty six years ago when the traitors Anastasius Focht and Sharilar Mori assassinated Primus Waterly and taken control of ComStar, shamelessly announcing their intention to reform the Blessed Order into a secular organization that would freely share the technical secrets it had closely guarded for centuries. Even more upsetting was that so many members of the Order were willing to follow them into this heresy.

But not all. Demona Aziz stepped into the room, leaving someone else to close the door. Such manipulative little gestures came naturally to her, this one a subtle reminder of who held the power. A half dozen members of the Word of Blake’s Toyama faction sat or stood about the office, most pulling their white robes tighter about them to ward off the warehouse’s chill. Demona let her gold-embroidered hood fall back over the raised shoulders of her own formal robes, ignoring the cool touch of the air against her cheeks.

Her anger would keep her warm.

The man seated behind the desk rose even as she heard the quick snick of the door being closed behind her. He folded back his own hood, exposing chiseled features that took on a foreboding look in the dim light. Stepping to one side, he gestured to his chair. “Precentor,” he said, nodding respectfully in greeting.

Demona shook her head, disturbing a few long, wild strands of dark hair. “I will stand, Cameron.”

She had been three weeks in arriving here from Atreus, capital of the Free Worlds League. Cooped up in the tight confines of a DropShip, ferrying from one JumpShip to another in order to traverse those many light years. Being out of communication with the Inner Sphere for so long, Demona felt as if she’d been deprived of a substance, a drug vital to her existence, and was only now receiving it again. So she would allow Demi-Precentor Cameron St. Jamais to keep his seat, and he would feel that much more important. Good. He was a powerful man in his own right, and Demona would need such supporters. It was for similar reasons that she put up with his theatrics—these remote meeting places, the dim lighting, the white-noise generator. She would even have been willing to bet he’d purposely turned down the warehouse thermostat to heighten the drama.

But Demona Aziz also understood the need for secrecy, perhaps better than anyone in the Toyama. She had the most to gain, and therefore also the most to lose.

When the traitors Focht and Mori seized the reins of ComStar it had been Demona Aziz, Precentor of Atreus and member of ComStar’s First Circuit, who had first stood against them. She could still recall her rage and feelings of betrayal as the two heretics initiated their reforms. The ComStar Order had stood for almost three centuries, keeping communications open among the thousands of worlds of the five Great Houses that divided the starry reaches of the Inner Sphere like slices of a vast interstellar pie. To listen to Focht and Mori rant on about reform, abandoning the very premises that were the foundation of ComStar...

Aziz had fled to Atreus, there to gain the support of Captain-General Thomas Marik, ruler of the Free Worlds League. It was she who had led the righteous to a new home. She who first organized resistance to the “reformed” ComStar. She who brought into existence the Word of Blake, an organization religiously devoted to the founding principles of ComStar, as set down so long ago by the sainted Jerome Blake.

And it was she who had then been betrayed again, passed over for leadership as Thomas Marik and high-ranking members of the new organization supported Precentor Blane as spokesman for Word of Blake. Demona knew with what political coin Blane had made that purchase. Hadn’t it been Blane who’d first suggested naming Thomas Marik their new leader, their Primus-in-exile? Meanwhile Demona found herself relegated to leading the Toyama, a mere minority faction within the very organization she had birthed.

For more than five years now she had worked to regain her position of prominence, confident in her divine right to lead the Word of Blake toward its destiny. The Toyama still numbered among the smaller factions, but now carried political weight surpassed only by Blane’s True Believers. And inside the Toyama were powerful men and women who could do more than talk and negotiate. They could accomplish things.

Demi-Precentor Cameron St. Jamais numbered among these. He led the ultra-radical 6th of June movement, a splinter group within the Toyama that took its name from the date Primus Myndo Waterly was murdered by the traitors Focht and Mori. The 6th of June now called for the assassination of every Great House leader within the Inner Sphere. This would surely plunge known space and its people into chaos, from which the Word of Blake would lead the way back to order. Though St. Jamais’ methods were yet to be tested, such convictions gave him, and by association Demona, a powerful voice. So if small doses of ego-stroking and a tolerance for his theatrics were the price to pay, Demona would accommodate him. Yes, she knew the value of secrecy, and she understood the value and mechanics of loyalty even better.

St. Jamais understood the latter as well, and remained standing as Demona turned to face each Toyama member in turn. “There is no easy way to cushion the blow that has been struck at us,” she began, keeping her voice low but unable to conceal the tremor of rage. “Blane,”—she pronounced his name as the vilest curse—“in his ultimate wisdom has decided that the Toyama are not to be used in retaking Terra.”

All six Toyama members began to voice their angry protests, those who’d been seated leaping to their feet. Only Demona and St. Jamais remained calm. She had spent her fury in private, during the first few days of travel to Gibson, and St. Jamais never allowed himself emotional outbursts.

Terra, the birthplace of humanity, had been under the direct control of ComStar for almost three centuries. Taking it from the heretics would be the test of Word of Blake’s faith. Of our divine right. Preparations for Operation Odysseus had been in the works for some two years now, with the Toyama instrumental in several areas. The idea for the whole plan had, in fact, come from Demona Aziz herself—the insertion of a Word of Blake regiment onto Terra under false identity.

Demona looked to St. Jamais, who met her stare with a steely intensity. Against his dark skin the whites of his eyes almost seemed to glow eerily in the light of the desk lamp. She could sense the crouched presence within him, waiting for a direction to leap. I will give you what you long for, she promised silently.

At her nod, St. Jamais brought his hand down flat on the desk with a resounding slam. His simple order of “Enough!” stilled the buzz of complaints, which trailed off with somebody’s final, “He can’t do that.”

“He has done it,” Demona said, again turning slowly about the room to let them all see the calm but commanding mask she wore. “By not permitting us to participate in the actual battle for Terra he deprives us of the recognition we deserve.”

A soft voice spoke up from Demona’s left, one she recognized as that of Demi-Precentor Jillian Adams. “Perhaps they will fail without us. We could cite that as a demonstration of Blane’s ineptitude.”

Demona shook her head firmly. “I have graciously donated two companies of the Toyama’s assault BattleMechs to Precentor Blane, to replace any of lighter design or questionable repair. I have also provided him with our latest intelligence reports concerning the ComStar presence on Terra.”

Demi-Precentor St. Jamais leaned forward, hands resting on the desk. “Why?”

It was not a challenge, but a simple desire for more information. Demona felt reaffirmed in her choice of lieutenants for the mission to come. “Word of Blake must succeed, with or without us. It must also prove to the whole Inner Sphere that we are a power to be reckoned with. I will not undermine its strength in order to improve our internal position.”

“Then we must increase our strength by other means,” St. Jamais said calmly. “To rival the support Blane will enjoy after retaking Terra.”

“That and more,” Demona agreed. “Once Terra has been regained, Blane plans to initiate aggressive diplomatic efforts to establish relations with the independent worlds surrounding it. At the very least he hopes to form a buffer zone with these worlds. It will also show him as a peacemaker, a powerful symbolic gesture that will cost him nothing and gain him much. I believe he has every chance of succeeding, and will then use the additional power base to declare himself Primus.”

Amid another outburst from the others, St. Jamais took the news well. If Demona hadn’t been watching, she might have missed the slight narrowing of the eyes and the faraway look that showed him lost in thought for but a few seconds before his gaze shifted carefully back to her. Yes, Cameron, she thought. The Primacy is never far from your thoughts either, is it? You are young still, but you are learning. She offered him a thin smile, her gaze steady. You may hold that office one day, for your ambition might drive you the distance, but only when I am done with it.

St. Jamais was first to regain full composure, quieting the others and then holding the floor by sheer force of will. “Perhaps Precentor Blane has grown too important in his own eyes, as have other Inner Sphere leaders.”

Demona recognized the barely veiled suggestion, but she had already rejected the idea of loosing the 6th of June against Blane. “Absolutely not. Such practices are reserved for use outside our Blessed Order.”

Demona allowed them all a moment of reflection before continuing. “Precentor Blane has not been so obvious as to keep the Toyama away without some pretext, no matter how contrived. He thinks he is much too clever for that.”

She smiled to herself at the thought. “Blane claims he is too occupied with planning and mobilizing our forces for Operation Odysseus to oversee other important agendas.” She let her eyes travel over every face in the group. “And so he has asked me to oversee another of his schemes: engineering a full alliance between the Magistracy of Canopus and the Taurian Concordat.”

She paused to let the others take this in. The Concordat and the Magistracy were two of the more powerful states of the Periphery, that distant region of space beyond the borders of the Inner Sphere. Emma Centrella, Magestrix of Canopus, had already negotiated a limited alliance with the neighboring Concordat. But everyone in this room knew more than they would ever tell about how that particular event had come to pass.

“Blane even cited ‘current hostilities between the Magistracy and the Marian Hegemony’ as a possible area of exploitation,” she added, her smile growing broader.

Precentor Raymond Gabriel managed a dry chuckle, despite all the dire news. “The man is a fool. Word of Blake would welcome the creation of a new state in the Periphery to rival a Successor House, but Blane must think that mere fortune and prayer will drop into his lap every tool he needs to accomplish it. We could smuggle weapons on his personal ship underneath his own bed and he would never know it.”

“But the man is not a fool, Precentor,” St. Jamais said quietly. “Would that we were so fortunate. We have merely been blessed with circumstances that would seem a natural progression from past events.”

Demona Aziz listened silently, noting that as usual St. Jamais held the stronger position. The Marian Hegemony, another of the states in that region of the Periphery, was ruled by Caesar Sean O’Reilly and lay rimward of House Marik’s Free Worlds League. It butted up against the Magistracy of Canopus, which separated the Marian Hegemony and the Taurian Concordat with a body of star systems only two hundred and fifty light years across. The Toyama had been smuggling weapons and new technology into the Marian Hegemony for nearly four years, encouraging O’Reilly to maintain a hostile attitude toward Canopus. It was that action which had driven Emma Centrella into an alliance with the Taurian Concordat. For the past year, O’Reilly had been increasing his raids on Canopus border worlds with great success. This could only serve to drive Canopus closer to the Taurian Concordat. But there was more to it than that.

“There’s more to it,” she said, voicing her last thought aloud. “Right now, the Marian Hegemony is ready to cooperate with us in almost any effort. I say we step up the pressure on Canopus. Our supply lines are already in place and we control the key officials. Demi-Precentor Adams, could we double or even triple the flow of weapons and material through Astrokaszy?”

“Double, at least,” Adams said. “Perhaps triple, though that would risk exposing our involvement.”

Demona nodded. “Then we double it for now. Blane would like a full alliance bordering on a merger between Canopus and the Taurians within a year’s time. I think we can cut that in half. Controlling the creation of the alliance will gain the Toyama the influence we seek. Then we allow the Word of Blake’s assistance to the Marian Hegemony be discovered.”

“And Blane takes the blame,” Precentor Gabriel finished. “Very nice.”

“Not quite.” Demona Aziz smiled thinly. “We are already set up to implicate either the Capellan Confederation or the Free Worlds League. I say we let Thomas Marik absorb the damage. His reputation for noble idealism will be destroyed, and that too will bleed over onto Blane, who is his biggest supporter.” And I gain a measure of revenge in the name of the Blessed Blake.

“But we still prepare for both,” St. Jamais said. “Yes?”

Demona hesitated for a moment and then nodded. “Yes. So far Sun-Tzu Liao has been fairly predictable, but we should remain ready to drive a wedge between him and Thomas should he step out of line. ‘Preparation is always the key to victory.’ Thus said the sainted Blake.”

Silence greeted Demona’s last words as the group considered the power they would hold over the Word of Blake. In the distance, Demona could just make out the heavy footfalls of the patrolling BattleMech as the shock waves came up through her own feet.

I shook the Inner Sphere in such a way when giving birth to the Word of Blake, she thought. They may credit it to Blane or even Thomas Marik, but it was I. This time I shall wake them with a thunderous overture to the rise of the Toyama. She glanced at St. Jamais, who seemed lost again in his own thoughts. And when I have finally taken my place as Primus, the whole of the Inner Sphere might well turn to me as the only great leader still left.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Ceruman Plateau, Ashentine Mountains 

New Home 

Chaos March 

17 March 3058

 

Two klicks shy of where the southern edge of the Ceruman Plateau butted up against the near-vertical rise of the Ashentine Mountains, a long-abandoned industrial complex was the scene of the latest battle for the planet of New Home. Thunderous explosions of missiles and the crackling discharges of big energy weapons had already broken the early-morning stillness, but the mists of dawn still covered the area, swirling around the mammoth legs of the BattleMechs.

Near the center of the complex a Warhammer painted the brown and gray of mountain camouflage stalked the mist-covered grounds between derelict factories and abandoned warehouses. Its arms, which ended in the large bore of PPC barrels instead of hands, tracked left and then right. Painted onto the Hammer’s lower-left leg, where the armor plating ran smooth from knee joint to ankle, was a rough-looking angel with white and dirty-gray feathered wings, a five o’clock shadow, and carrying a gyroslug rifle.

Not the sort of design to promote belief in the Almighty unless a person thought of Heaven in terms of an armed camp.

Sweat trickled down the face of Marcus GioAvanti, commander of the mercenary company known as Avanti’s Angels, stinging his eyes and leaving a salty taste on his lips. The air inside the Hammer’s cockpit was hot, dry, and stifling, made bearable only by the cooling vest that kept his body temperature down. The growing faintness of missile and energy fire told him just how deep the battle had swept into the complex. Doesn’t matter, Marcus thought. He blinked hard to clear his vision, then searched his head’s-up display for the enemy JagerMech he’d lost among the low hills that surrounded the widely spaced buildings. The HUD compressed a full 360 degrees of scanning into only 120 degrees of vision, projecting the tactical imagery in a band across the upper portion of his cockpit window. Learning to read it properly was one of the trickier skills a ’Mech pilot had to master. But that Jag was almost certainly the enemy commander’s BattleMech. Defeating him would go a long way toward winning the battle, so Marcus doggedly pursued his quarry, trusting his people to handle themselves.

As it was, the enemy ’Mech found him first as Marcus moved the Warhammer through the rubble-strewn area of what had once been a large warehouse. The 65-ton JagerMech suddenly appeared from around a building farther ahead, its blocky torso and the large, barrel-like appendages that were its arms letting Marcus’ computer identify it immediately. Its autocannon arms spat out fifty-centimeter depleted-uranium slugs that hammered away at the right leg and torso of Marcus’ Warhammer, making the ’Mech stumble as it moved through the loose rubble.

Trying to keep almost 70 tons of upright metal in balance is no small feat. Marcus tightened his grip on the Hammer’s control sticks, their neoleather covering wicking away the sweat from his palms as he fought to keep the huge war machine on its feet While he moved the ’Mech’s arms to provide a stabilizing shift in weight, his neuro-helmet fed signals from his brain—based on Marcus’ own equilibrium—straight into the BattleMech’s huge gyroscope and myomer musculature.

This time it worked, and Marcus managed to find solid purchase within the loose rubble long enough to trigger the particle projection cannons that were the arms of his own ’Mech. Two azure beams stabbed out at the JagerMech, one grazing the left leg and the other boring deep into an already-damaged right arm. Armor melted and poured to the ground in streams of molten steel. Then the Jag’s right arm suddenly dropped, a blackened, ruined shell swinging loosely from its shoulder-mount hinge. Deprived of a major weapon and rocking under the loss of two tons of armor, the enemy ’Mech staggered his machine back around the building.

Marcus cleared the field of rubble and paused to check his tactical display. As far as he could tell from the collection of colored dots and lines, his entire unit was still intact and in position according to plan. He swallowed dryly, trying to coax life back into his parched throat, then drew in a steadying breath. The heavy, rancid scent of sweat left an ache in his upper sinuses, which he merely ignored as he spoke into his helmet mike.

“General announcement,” he called out, giving Ki-Lynn a second to patch him into the unit’s open channel. Ki-Lynn Tanaga functioned as his comm officer, screening all non-essential communications between Marcus and his company. She was also particularly adept at breaking enemy communications, which was why Marcus was sure he faced the enemy’s commander in the JagerMech.

“Archangel to the flock,” Marcus continued, bringing his Warhammer up to a steady walking pace of 40 kph. “Press them now! Prometheus element, light up the sky.” Even as he gave the order, Marcus coaxed the Warhammer up toward its top speed of 65 kph. The JagerMech had yet to reappear on either side of the building, so Marcus held weapons ready and moved straight in. The cockpit swayed lightly from side to side as the huge machine’s colossal gait ate up the distance, each step sending a small tremor up through the machine and its pilot.

Then a bright, reddish-orange flash of light blossomed far off to Marcus’ right, turning the normal amber glow of his instrument panel a sickly pink. He heard the deep bass roar of a large explosion at about the same moment the tremors hit, though at this distance it threw only the smallest hitch into the Warhammer’s normal step. A column of fire roiled up into the sky, quickly turning an oily black as it smeared a dark scar against the blue.

That’s it, he thought, and smiled grimly as he plowed the Warhammer straight into the wall of the building.

Six short months ago, New Home and a few dozen worlds like it had been under the peaceful rule of the Federated Commonwealth—the mighty Inner Sphere state formed nearly thirty years earlier by a marriage between House Davion and House Steiner. For two decades it had seemed that little could stand against the Steiner-Davions, the first major alliance since the fall of the Star League three centuries before. Many hoped—and others feared— that it heralded a return to grander times, when the whole Inner Sphere had been united under the single government of the Star League. And that might actually have come to pass if not for the Clan invasion, a debacle from which the Inner Sphere was still trying to recover.

Only six months ago, the Free Worlds League and the Capellan Confederation had formed an alliance of their own to attack the FedCom region known as the Sarna March, retaking worlds they’d lost to the Federated Commonwealth twenty-five years before and inciting rebellion on dozens of others.

Then came what some thought might be the final death blow, when Katrina Steiner-Davion made off with the Steiner half of the Federated Commonwealth—renaming it the Lyran Alliance. In just a few short weeks Prince Victor Davion lost several decades worth of political ground, with a large region of disputed space suddenly emerging as a kind of interstellar no-man’s-land in what had once been the very heart of his realm. More than fifty settled worlds were suddenly set free, many of them claimed by no less than three of the great powers of the Inner Sphere.

Half of these, worlds that had originally belonged to House Liao before the Davions took them, reverted their allegiance to Liao. Capellan Chancellor Sun-Tzu Liao had yet to consolidate his position, either unable or unwilling to stretch his military resources so far. Still, these worlds remained under his political influence, and for the garrison price of three or four BattleMech regiments, the Capellan Confederation could reclaim almost sixty light years’ worth of space.

The other half, another globular area of space roughly sixty light years in diameter and sitting in the very center of the Inner Sphere, became known as the Chaos March. It was so named because no one government held sway and the various worlds were now involved in Byzantine power struggles, with as many as three or four different sides vying in some cases. And always, the tantalizing carrot of independent rule dangled in front of them.

Most of these worlds craved that independence, a few going so far as to establish minor alliances with neighboring systems, while the Great House leaders refused to relinquish their own claims. This meant a lot of job opportunities for smaller mercenary units such as the Angels, but also a greater involvement in the politics of the situation as well as serious potential for betrayal. There was no way to really tell which side held the most power at any given moment—your ally today easily stabbing you in the back tomorrow.

Of which the Angels had already had a serious taste.

The unit had just come off a contract on Arboris where the Farmers Freedom Army had hired them to harass Capellan Confederation forces on the planet. Someone somewhere must have decided to recoup some of the expenses of hiring a company of BattleMechs. After two months of successful hit-and-fade tactics against the Ishara Grenadiers, the FFA literally sold the Angels’ position to Grenadier commander Choung Vong. The Angels barely made it off Arboris—their losses cutting deeply into their strength. They lost two warriors and three of their BattleMechs, with the rest of the company severely mauled. Bringing themselves back up to even near-full strength had cost the Angels every last C-bill in the company coffers as well as most of the mercenaries’ personal funds.

With the operating expenses necessary to support a military unit threatening to drive the Angels into dissolution, Marcus had jumped at Baron Shienzé’s offer of a contract to help New Home maintain its recently won independence. The fee would barely pay bills from two months back, but it did include better salvage rights than the Angels had seen for some time. Not enough to bring them back to full strength after expenses, but maybe enough to help them on their way.

So with one eye on the future and another warily regarding their new employer, the Angels had come to the aid of New Home.

The planet was making its bid for freedom, supported by the Thirtieth Lyran Guards, who had decided not to accept Katrina Steiner’s invitation to return to the Lyran Alliance. The New Home Regulars, a faction of the Zhanzheng de guang terrorist group supported by Sun-Tzu Liao, had been waging a fairly successful guerrilla war against the Thirtieth for several months. With the decision not to accept Katrina’s offer, the Thirtieth lost its chief source of supply and could not afford to risk resources in an extended campaign. So it fell to the Angels to locate and destroy several remote bases in an attempt to cripple the resistance efforts of the New Home Regulars.

A job for which Avanti’s Angels were especially suited.

The Angels specialized in a blitzkrieg-style of warfare. Infiltration, extraction, raiding—any situation calling for a hit-hard-and-fade-fast approach. It was a philosophy of combat fostered by the two years of hell that had been the Clan invasion.

Many historians dated the fall of the Star League from the moment of General Aleksandr Kerensky’s exodus in 2784, when he summoned more than eighty percent of the Star League Defense Force and fled the Inner Sphere before his troops could be drawn into what would come to be known as the Succession Wars. Nearly three hundred years later, Kerensky’s heirs returned as the greatest threat the Inner Sphere had ever faced. The Angels had been a part of House Kurita’s DCMS forces then, a six-BattleMech ad hoc unit created to provide regular units any amount of extra resistance against the Clans. The unofficial term was sacrificial offering, as Marcus always put it, the Angels always drawing rear-guard duty to allow line regiments precious moments to escape.

Whether augmenting DCMS regular forces or standing alone, the Angels took a beating in almost every stand against the Clans. Marcus saw too many good warriors fall, some of them friends, men and women losing their lives over a patch of ground that was soon scorched black by weapons or churned up under the giant feet or heavy treads of war machines. But the Angels survived, grafting to themselves the orphans of lost battles and other shattered units. Technicians and infantry. ’Mech pilots with their own machines or numbering among the Dispossessed. Their survival potential drew the stragglers in, just as their experience of being on the run taught them superior—even elite—tactics in small-unit engagements, not to mention special skills such has how to salvage on the fly.

That early sense of growth was fleeting, however, as the next battle would promptly claim its price in lives and equipment. Those years of almost constant combat and change bred into the Angels their nomadic lifestyle, as well as their belief that the offense held all the advantages. The mercenaries avoided defensive engagements and they never accepted garrison duty. Marcus himself would never again allow too much importance to settle on any one thing. Not a place, person, or battle. Keep the initiative, and you can dictate the battle.

A lesson he was applying in the Angels’ current situation.

The New Home Regulars’ Ceruman base camp contained their chief stockpile of supplies. Guarding it was a strengthened company of BattleMechs and a battalion of conventional infantry, while Marcus had landed on New Home with only a bare company—one of his ’Mechs currently down for repair—and one light hovercraft. Eleven against sixteen—not the best odds, until Marcus decided to tip the balance. Take away what is important in the base to the New Home Regulars, and their will to defend it lessens that much more. Marcus’ plan called for elimination of the New Home Regulars’ supplies of weapons and material. That was what his order to Prometheus element had been all about. The area around their ordnance stockpile was now lit with the afterglow of the explosion and the fires leaping up among the buildings.

His Warhammer erupted from the far side of the building amid a final shower of rubble and timbers. The enemy JagerMech stood less than thirty meters off, turned slightly away from Marcus as it faced the direction from which the explosion had come. Marcus floated the gold targeting cross hairs over the enemy ’Mech even as it began to react to his presence. The primary triggers on both control sticks were configured to fire either all left-side or all right-side weapons. Marcus pulled back on both, treating the JagerMech to one of the most destructive light shows an Inner Sphere BattleMech could deliver.

A bit of a cheat, though, to call it fully Inner Sphere. From their times against the Clans, the Angels had managed to salvage a small array of Clan-tech weapons and other equipment. While they had never retrieved a functional OmniMech—the dreaded Clan version of a BattleMech—they did stockpile a half-dozen Clan PPCs, some lasers, and even a Gauss rifle. It gave the Angels a slight edge where others didn’t expect it, and now two of those PPCs delivered half again as much punch as their Inner Sphere cousins.

The twin beams of blue-white lightning streaked out to slam into the JagerMech’s torso, boiling away armor and then cutting away at the foamed-titanium skeleton beneath. Two medium lasers also stabbed at the enemy machine, one missing high over the right shoulder and the other clipping the left arm. The torso-mounted machine gun rattled a hail of bullets off the JagerMech’s head, doing little damage but no doubt adding to the enemy commander’s dismay. Last to strike were the six missiles of the Warhammer’s SRM pack, rising on trails of fire and smoke to swarm across the scant thirty meters between the two machines in a matter of seconds. One missile exploded between the machine’s colossal legs, tearing up a large chunk of the ground that rained over the area in a black cascade. Two missiles slammed into the BattleMech’s upper right thigh, and the remaining three flew straight into the cavity bored out by the PPCs.

The heat scale indicator jumped from green straight into the high red zone as the fusion engine that was the heart of a BattleMech spiked to match the power demands. Temperature in the cockpit soared, momentarily overloading the cooling vest and making Marcus’ vision swim as he slapped at the override switch to prevent automatic shutdown of his machine. His eyes burned from the sweat pouring down his face, and he gasped for oxygen as the first few breaths of the hot air smothered him.

When Marcus was able to concentrate a few long seconds later, the JagerMech was already falling. Large chunks of metal poured from the hole in its side. Pieces of its gyro, Marcus thought. It landed on its ruined right arm, crumpling the arm beneath its massive bulk. It finally came to rest face downward and sprawled out as if a puppet master had cut the strings to a giant marionette. Unable to control his machine, the enemy commander powered down all weapons and popped his cockpit hatch in a gesture of surrender.

That has to do it, Marcus thought, beginning to regain a measure of his breath. His cooling vest was cold against his chest, but the rest of him felt utterly broiled. Even if the explosion wasn’t enough, this should be.

Even as Marcus was opening a commune to Ki-Lynn, he was already hearing the reports of his lance commanders as Ki passed them along. The bulk of the New Home Regulars were in full flight. Charlene Boske, the Angels’ executive officer, reported a full role call. Thomas Faber’s Marauder was the worst damaged, with one arm destroyed. He learned also that the infantry had abandoned their hardened positions and were fleeing in an assortment of old vehicles. Charlene ordered one stopped and secured as battle spoils: a 5-ton Savannah Master hovercraft similar to the one the Angels already owned.

Plus the burned-out shell of a Wolverine and a crushed Locust, as reported through Ki-Lynn by other Angels. Plus a half-scrapped JagerMech, Marcus added silently to the list.

And a warehouse full of enough munitions and supplies to repair the Angels’ machines and possibly get the JagerMech back on its feet. Marcus smiled to himself. Charlene and Vincent Foley, the two members of Prometheus element, had set off a blast all right, but not in the ordnance warehouse. The Angels were loathe to destroy supplies that could be taken instead, especially when the detonation of a few large aviation fuel tanks would suffice.

“Clean-up time, everyone,” Marcus said as the reports trailed off. “Cordon off the warehouse. We don’t want any retreating Regular to realize what happened.” He called off the names of the four most junior MechWarriors. “I want a two-Mech element pursuing the most-rearward stragglers, but only to keep them moving along. I repeat, let the Regulars run.”

The Angels had a solid victory, and there was no need to risk a life or a BattleMech in a hard pursuit. Such a loss would hurt the Angels far more than another salvaged enemy ’Mech would help them. “First team to set up watch at a quarter-klick. Second element to break pursuit and establish patrol at half a klick. Everyone else stay buttoned up until the ground forces sweep the place clean.”

Marcus watched through his viewport as the enemy commander climbed from his ruined machine and threw his helmet to the ground. “Paula, get your Wasp over here and take charge of guarding our prisoner.” Marcus hated to hand over another MechWarrior for what was sure to be confinement, but the Baron was paying the bills and he wanted any prisoners he could get. Marcus comforted himself with the thought that the enemy commander would be repatriated to the Capellan Confederation once this was all over.

He switched his commline over to the general frequencies again to listen in on some of the chatter among his Angels. Although their DropShip, the Heaven Sent, had yet to touch down, they were already feeling the post-mission decompression. He switched back to his direct channel with Ki-Lynn and left them to it. There’d been little enough rest this last month, and with their coffers still low the unit would be jumping back into the fire soon enough. They deserved whatever brief respite he could give them.

Who knew when the next Angel would fall.
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Charlene Boske walked out to where the Angels had gathered outside the walls of the Shienzé Stronghold for the post-mission debrief. She wore shorts and T-shirt, normal MechWarrior attire in the stifling confines of a ’Mech cockpit but now worn merely to enjoy the lazy warmth of the afternoon sun. Her long blonde hair hung down her back in a thick cord, exposing the pale skin of her neck and shoulders. A cool breeze intermittently blew in from the west, off a large inland sea, carrying the hint of moisture and salt and adding to the pleasantness of the afternoon.

Pleasant, Charlene, thought, until the Angels learned of their next assignment.

As executive officer, she usually handled contract agreements with the aid of Jase Torgensson, a Free Rasalhague Republic native and one of the most resourceful men she’d ever met. Even the way he’d joined the Angels had been impressive. Having learned of their mission to raid behind Clan Ghost Bear lines on his homeworld of Utrecht, he’d offered his services if he would be allowed to extract his family. He’d even brought with him one of the Combine’s rare C3 computers that allowed ’Mechs to share targeting system information, a feat he put down to clerical oversight at his last command. Jase now operated as the Angels’ chief scout and was a fine assault ’Mech pilot to boot.

For this mission, however, he’d been left back on the world of Outreach, the center of almost all mercenary hiring activity in the Inner Sphere. The Angels were still in a precarious position financially, and Marcus knew they needed to have another assignment lined up. Jase had lent his BattleMaster to one of the two dispossessed MechWarriors currently on the Angels’ roster, and he’d remained behind on Outreach with the Angels’ other DropShip, the unit’s dependents, and most of their technical support staff. The Head of a Pin, or Pinhead as it was affectionately known, was an ancient Fortress Class ship held together with not much more than promises and the skill of a few really good techs. Safe enough as long as it stayed out of combat, the Pinhead normally carried the Angels’ dependents and support personnel from station to station. That Jase had been left on Outreach to negotiate a new contract without her sat all right with Charlene. What had bothered her was that Marcus was the only one who knew anything about it and he still had said not a word about it to her or the others.

And now she knew why. The reason was in an HPG message that had just been delivered and which she was at this moment carrying to Marcus.

Just ahead and towering a good eight to ten meters above her were four of the heaviest ’Mechs owned by the Angels. They stood in a tightly spaced row, their backs to the thick, gray walls of steel-reinforced ferrocrete that framed Baron Shienzé’s large stronghold. She had ordered them placed there as a courtesy to the baron. The rest of the Angels’ BattleMechs were racked into their places in the ’Mech bay of the Heaven Sent, the Union class DropShip grounded not a hundred meters behind her.

The Angels sat or stood around the feet of Thomas Faber’s Marauder, the last ’Mech in line. Faber was perched up on the giant foot of his machine like some improbably massive, dark-skinned sprite, dressed only in cooling shorts and looking placid enough as he lay back to soak up the warmth of the day. Charlene thought of the rumors that Faber had formerly been an Elemental, one of the genetically bred Clan infantry. The black man was almost tall enough, and the way he seemed to live only for combat was as obsessive as that of any Clansman. Charlene knew that Marcus had checked out Faber’s past, right back to his birth in the Dieron District of the Draconis Combine, but sometimes she couldn’t help but wonder.

The eight-meter-high walls of the Shienzé stronghold cast a shadow that cooled the area around the Marauder’s feet. Sitting in the shady half of one of them, Brent Karsskhov leaned back, stealing glances at Charlene whenever he thought she wasn’t looking. The other Angels also seemed to prefer protection from New Home’s G-type sun, most of them spread out and reclining here and there in whatever shade could be found around the ’Mech, but Paula Jacobs had spread out a blanket and oiled herself up to take in the deep heat of the day.

Charlene might have smiled at that sight, if not for the message she carried to Marcus.

Marcus GioAvanti lounged just within the area of shade. Shoulder-length dark blonde hair framed a still-youthful face, though Charlene could see where the burdens of command had begun to etch lines around his faded blue eyes and across his forehead. In red jeans and black T-shirt he could have been merely another member of the company, except for the way the Angels had unconsciously arranged themselves around him to make Marcus the center of the group. The light, honey-coconut smell of Paula’s tanning lotion drifted up to Charlene, and she wondered if Paula’s near-naked posing almost directly in front of Marcus was another of her many unsuccessful attempts to attract the commander’s attention. Marcus cared for his people well, but he let very few ever get close to him. Charlene thought that must be a lonely way to live, and counted it as the one flaw in her commanding officer.

“ ’Bout time, Charlie,” Marcus said, making a show of studying a non-existent chronometer on his wrist. A few of the more senior Angels chuckled outright, though she noted that all junior personnel appropriately hid their smiles.

Charlene stepped into the shade to hand him the message, a folded sheet stamped with ComStar’s spiked-starburst insignia. Everyone knew it must be from Torgensson on Outreach, and some couldn’t help but shift around as anticipation worked on their nerves.

While Marcus read, Charlene stepped back into the warmth of the sun. As the Angels’ executive officer, running such meetings usually fell to her. If she wanted an informal meeting outside, she’d have one. With the text of the message haunting her, she knew she’d better enjoy it while she could.

“First of all,” she began, “Baron Shienzé has expressed his appreciation for our work. The commander of the Thirtieth Lyran Guards, Dolores Whitman, also expresses her satisfaction, though she still bargained hard for some of those supplies we liberated from the Regulars.”

Technicians and some of the more savvy MechWarriors nodded. As mercenaries the Angels well understood the difference between professional courtesy and business. “What supplies we didn’t keep for ourselves,” Charlene continued, “we cashed out to the Baron. That clears the projected costs of repairing our own machines and maybe the JagerMech.”

What it did not cover—which Charlene didn’t have to say because everyone knew—was one more month of back debts the Angels would be forced to float on the credit they’d built up over the past several years. And then there were the normal operating expenses. As of tomorrow, the unit would begin to accrue more debt as they fueled their ships, paid administrative fees, and ordered supplies not recovered from the warehouse. All this didn’t take into account that once again there would be no personal monies distributed. As a unit the Angels were better off, but still under the onus of Arboris. From the way some of them watched Marcus as he continued to study the message, Charlene could tell they were hoping Torgensson had come through for them.

Charlene decided to lighten the atmosphere, and turned to some special notes she and Marcus had taken during the raid.

“Ki,” she said, looking around and finding the small Oriental woman kneeling placidly off to Marcus’ right. Like Faber, Ki-Lynn Tanaga was a native of the Draconis Combine. Where Thomas had come up from the lowest class and could never have hoped to rise higher in the Combine’s rigid social structure, Ki’s family was of more fortunate station. Marcus and Charlene knew Ki-Lynn had joined the Angels to escape the destiny her family would have liked to buy for her. She had become a passable MechWarrior, but possessed a rare talent for communications, which made her an invaluable asset. “Good work breaking the House Regulars’ comm channels,” Charlene praised her. “If we hadn’t been able to identify and distract their commander, our little trick might not have worked.”

Dressed in a traditional silk kimono despite the heat, Ki-Lynn shrugged lightly. “They made it easy,” she said, her voice soft and with a humility typical of her Combine upbringing. “They used the same general code I’d broken before. It was just a matter of finding the correct frequencies.” She paused almost imperceptibly before continuing. “They also used the same specific code words to identify the different elements of their company, much as we do.”

Ki-Lynn’s comment almost slipped past Charlene’s attention. Much as we do, she repeated mentally as she suddenly realized the significance, and reminded herself to pay more attention to Ki’s seemingly offhand comments. The people of the Combine often practiced the fine art of indirection to their talk. “See me from now on before any mission. We’re going to start changing our designations along with our codes. What we can do to others, they could do to us.”

“Faber,” Charlene called out, glancing back over her shoulder. “Battle ROMs show that your targeting was up in the eightieth percentile. You missed only one PPC shot and a few laser salvos. Nice gunnery.”

Faber remained nearly motionless in his repose. She almost thought he hadn’t heard her until he mumbled, “itashimashite.” Charlene knew enough Japanese to recognize a sloppy “you’re welcome.”

“You also soaked up the most damage, again, going point-blank against ’Mechs you should be hitting from long range. It cost you an arm this time.”

“Itashimashite,” the big man said again, but he nodded once to let her know the message was understood. Not that Charlene expected him to change his style. In her mind, Faber defied the statistical odds. He’d had more ’Mechs shot out from under him, most by catastrophic damage, than anyone she’d ever heard of. Yet he always walked away from the wreckage and always gave out better than he got.

Charlene waited then as Marcus finished reading, folded the sheet back up, and stuck it into a pocket.

“Thanks, Charlene,” he said, taking charge of the meeting. She gave him a friendly nod, then walked over and slumped to the ground next to Brent Karsskhov, who nearly jumped up out of nervousness. She smiled as she too leaned back against the Marauder’s big foot. Though she was sitting in the sun-warmed portion, she found the scent of lubricating grease more pleasant than Paula’s tanning lotion.

Charlene enjoyed the nervous tension she caused in Brent. He was the newest member of the unit, picked up on Arboris after he quit the FFA in protest over their treatment of the Angels. Everyone knew that Brent had a jones for her, but was nervous about approaching his new XO. Charlene found the situation both amusing and frustrating, but had resolved to wait until Brent got over it on his own. When Paula squirmed around in the pretense of stretching, she was glad Brent paid her less attention than did Marcus.

“All right, everyone,” Marcus said, sitting up now. “Baron Shienzé has invited us to a dinner this evening. It’s a reception for some Word of Blake reps who the Baron invited here to discuss New Home’s need for military supply. So it’s dress clothing or—for those of you who still have them—dress uniforms.”

That last was greeted with a chorus of groans and booing, some good-natured and some real. Marcus let it play out until one of the Angels jokingly suggested they strip the sheets off their beds and all go in white robes in honor of Word of Blake. With a wave of one hand, Marcus cut off the chants of, “Toga, toga.”

“Dress clothing and/or uniforms,” he repeated. “Attendance is mandatory except for those on duty. No switching. Exceptions will be made only for technicians who’d rather be working.” That received claps from Yuri Petrovka, the Angels’ chief tech, and his subordinates. “The Word of Blake reps are to be treated with courtesy and respect.”

Marcus looked to the left and right, as if to make sure everyone was paying attention, but Charlene thought that last order would be hard to stomach. In her opinion, the Word of Blake people were everything bad in ComStar come back to haunt the Inner Sphere.

“Word of Blake is here to stay, people,” Marcus continued. “We don’t upset a potential employer, even if we don’t agree with their politics.” He paused. “Especially if we don’t agree with their politics.”

Vince Foley sat picking lint off his cowboy hat. “So, tell us again why you insulted the Capellan ambassador on Outreach last year?”

Foley’s tone sounded a bit too innocent for the question to be serious, but Charlene decided to take it as such anyway and answered for Marcus. “He made it a personal matter. That wasn’t politics, it was”—she paused to consider her words—“an exercise in restraint of courtesy.”

That drew a smile from Marcus, which made it worth the effort in Charlene’s book. “I don’t expect much trouble from the Blakists,” he said. “Now that they’ve taken Terra away from ComStar, they’ve been busy trying to build good relations with their new neighbors here in the Chaos March. We don’t upset that. They were one of the few organizations hiring small mercenary groups when we were last on Outreach, and like ComStar they’ve got access to Star League-era equipment. So we do not raze the JumpShip, so to speak.”

“That isn’t who hired us, is it?” Brent Karsskhov leaned forward, doubt clouding his features. “I mean, that message—it was from Torgensson? We got hired?”

Marcus nodded solemnly. “Yes, the message was from Torgensson on Outreach. Good news,” he called out in general. “We’ve got a new employer.”

There were claps and whistles of relief at that news. Even Paula sat up to pay closer attention. Charlene heard a deep bass whisper float down from above her—a few lines from one of the ear-splitting songs Faber always played in his cockpit during battle. Only Ki-Lynn also seemed to notice something odd about Marcus. Charlene saw the other woman’s dark eyes flick to her for a second before returning to their commander.

Marcus waited until silence fell again. “Jase has gone on ahead via commercial transport to look things over, make contacts. The Pinhead and the rest of our people are on the way here to rendezvous with us. A JumpShip will be here in three days, and be ready to jump us out in about a week, so time is short. We bail out of the Baron’s party at midnight and burn for the zenith jump point, which means the Heaven Sent’s got to be loaded and ready to go in three hours.”

Charlene watched Marcus climb to his feet, and pushed herself up off the ground as well, giving Brent’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze as she did.

“Commander,” Paula Jacobs called out, reaching over to tug at his pants leg. “Where are we headed?”

Marcus shrugged, as if their destination wasn’t that important. “The Magistracy of Canopus,” he said matter-of-factly. “We’re heading out into the Periphery.”

Glancing from face to face, Charlene read the sudden flashes of concern—the same worry she’d begun to feel from the moment she’d read that message. The Periphery had long been a dumping ground for broken units and a place to which mercenaries crept off until their finances—or lack of them—either improved or got the better of them. It was hard to make a name for oneself out there, so far from where the real action was, and the leaders of Periphery realms could be notoriously capricious.

Vince Foley was the first to speak, shocked straight out of his exaggerated cowboy drawl. “Wasn’t there anything else? I mean, we aren’t that bad off, are we?”

“We need the work,” Marcus said, avoiding the question. “They wanted a unit with our kind of expertise and were willing to pay well for it. Enough to slash away at our back debts and bring our finances back up to where they were before Arboris. And we’ll have the chance to get everyone outfitted again.”

Charlene knew that meant heavy salvage, which would be appreciated by the two Angels who were Dispossessed. But nothing ever came free. If some Periphery state was willing to pay out good money and generous salvage, the job wasn’t likely to be an easy one. The Magistracy must be desperate. “You know the mission then?” she asked.

Marcus nodded. “Most of you know enough about the Periphery to have heard that the Marian Hegemony’s gotten pretty aggressive of late. Not only have they stepped up their raids on Canopus worlds, but they’ve somehow gotten their hands on new technology and ’Mech designs.

“Our job is to locate the line of supply to the Hegemony, disrupt it, and report back to Emma Centrella on the identity of the supplier and the location of any equipment caches we aren’t able to capture ourselves. With any luck, Jase will have solved the first problem for us by the time we get out there.” Marcus shrugged. “That’s it.”

“That’s it?” Vince asked, incredulous. “One company against a supply depot garrison force? Probably something between a battalion and a full regiment? That’s enough. More than enough.”

“Anybody wanting a leave of absence?” Marcus asked softly, glancing around. Charlene saw the worry still showing on the faces of several people, who quickly flushed with embarrassment as their commander’s gaze moved from face to face. If nothing else, they’d learned to trust him.

“Well,” Faber said, swinging down to the ground and landing lightly on his big frame, “think I’ll go rack the Mary Dear.” He walked over to the retractable ladder that would take him up to the cockpit of his Marauder, the ’Mech which he’d baptized with such an unlikely nickname. “Sounds like we’re done here.”

Without further comment, Marcus walked off too, headed toward the DropShip. Charlene watched him go. She was glad the Angels would have work and a chance to rebuild, but she couldn’t help wondering what Marcus had gotten them into this time.
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Marcus’ restraint lasted only until dessert.

It wasn’t anything Precentor Sandra Schofield said or did. In fact, Schofield was the very soul of politeness from the first moment Baron Shienzé introduced her to Marcus. That had been over appetizers. The Precentor and her aide, Demi-Precentor Ryan Hughes, had arrived late.

Baron Shienzé had tapped his knife against his wine glass for attention. The piercing chime cut through the murmur of a score of conversations, commanding silence down the impressive length of the formal dining hall. The table had places for two hundred, and its setting rivaled the many tales Marcus had ever heard about the royal dining halls of New Avalon or Tharkad. Crystal with the Shienzé family crest cut into the base just below the stem. Fine china and gleaming silverware, each piece engraved with a stylized “S” and picked out in gold leaf. The baron claimed the set dated back to the days when New Home had been part of the Terran Hegemony, one of the six states that made up the legendary Star League. The Hegemony, along with the Star League, had dissolved some three hundred years before.

The meal proceeded in eight courses. Servants attired in formal wear, one for every four guests, kept plates heaped and glasses full. Marcus couldn’t begin to estimate what the whole thing might have cost, but the extravagance was impressive even though he was sure it was more for the benefit of Word of Blake than his mercenary crew. The Blakists and their rigid adherence to the old ComStar secrecy and fanaticism annoyed Marcus, but he also understood why Baron Shienzé might be courting them. The Baron needed a firm source of supply if he was to continue to defend his world, and the Word of Blake now controlled the production of weapons and everything else on Terra. Besides, the festive atmosphere had done much to dissipate his people’s concern over assignment in the Periphery, at least for the evening, and that in itself was welcome.

The high-pitched peal caught Marcus with a mouthful of some delicious local fowl, the slivers of meat roasted in a honey sauce and spiced with something hot enough to make his eyes water and his mouth burn. He swallowed the morsel quickly, then drowned the fiery aftertaste with a heavy draught of dry white wine.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the baron called out as the white-robed pair were led to the head of the table. “May I present Precentor Sandra Schofield and her aide Ryan Hughes. Precentor, these are the Avanti’s Angels, the mercenary company who has just completed a successful contract for us here on New Home. And this”—he gestured to Marcus, who had stood up automatically—“is Marcus GioAvanti, their commander.” Introductions complete, the baron ordered fresh plates brought for the new arrivals.
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