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        OUTREACH

        TIKONOV FREE REPUBLIC

        16 AUGUST 3030

      

      

      The fiery-haired mercenary Natasha Kerensky walked into Colonel Jaime Wolf’s office without knocking or hesitation. She held the yellow sheet of paper out for his inspection, but he looked straight through it and her. Seated behind a cluttered desk, he leaned back in his chair and pressed his hands together, fingertip to fingertip. Only the rise and fall of his chest told her he was alive.

      She kept her voice soft and friendly—both of a volume and tone her troops would have sworn she could never manage—and placed the paper on his desk. “I thought you’d want to see this immediately, Jaime. It came in over Field Marshal Ardan Sortek’s signature. The Tikonov Republic has, at Prince Hanse Davion’s suggestion, given us free and clear title to Outreach.”

      The news brought animation back to Wolf’s face. Though a small man, he gave off an aura of strength and his presence was commanding. Still, long years of almost constant warfare had taken their toll. His once-black hair was shot through with white, while the lines around his eyes and creasing his forehead showed how heavy had been the weight of his burdens. The slump in his shoulders told that he knew more difficulties were in the offing, but the glint in his gray eyes left no doubt that he would face what he must.

      He gave the Black Widow a smile. “Yes, Natasha. Thank you. This is welcome news indeed.”

      Kerensky glanced out through the arched window near Wolf’s desk. “I thought we’d have had more trouble getting this world for our home. I assumed Hanse Davion would be determined to keep it once he heard we wanted it.”

      Wolf shrugged. “Davion is well aware that Outreach was once the Warrior World. He knows that the Star League’s Army used to hold their martial Olympics here and that not quite all of the useful equipment has been stripped from it in the three centuries since General Kerensky and his Star League troops left the Inner Sphere forever.”

      The dying sun burned highlights into Kerensky’s hair as she turned to face him. “Do you think Davion knows exactly how much equipment is left? He’d surely have asked Quintus Allard to send some of his damnable operatives here to see what we would be getting.”

      The leader of Wolf’s Dragoons smiled like a man with a secret. “Hanse has lived up to his nickname of ‘the Fox’ rather admirably on this one. Quintus Allard asked us to complete a technological survey because he claimed he couldn’t spare an agent for Outreach at this time. Hanse must certainly expect that we’ve withheld some information, but I don’t think it matters to him. He’s happy to have us here because it prevents local rebellions or a strike from the Free Worlds League. The report we sent back to Allard should be enough to quiet any complaints that we were handed a treasure trove of lostech.”

      The use of the idiom for valuable technology lost after the fall of the Star League era brought a brief smile to Kerensky’s full lips, but her tone was worried. “Is our own survey complete yet? Is there enough equipment here for our needs?”

      Wolf shook his head and steepled his fingers again. “It looks as though things like computers and obvious manufacturing resources were carried off long ago, but I don’t think anyone out there even guesses at the vast complex of stuff under the surface here. We’ve got the facilities we need to repair and manufacture BattleMechs. But whether it’s enough to complete our mission is hard to say.”

      She fairly trembled with irritation. “You can’t still be clinging to the idea that we have a mission, can you? We’ve done what they required of us. I say we should get ourselves healthy, get our machines at a hundred and ten percent, and then go kick some tail!”

      The Widow’s outburst made Wolf smile in spite of himself. “Natasha,” he said quietly, “I’d like nothing better, but you know I can’t agree to that. You also know that the others won’t be able to stop them. We’ve been entrusted with a duty that we cannot abandon.”

      Natasha leaned forward over his desk. “It’s impossible, Jaime. That’s what I know. For the last twenty-five years, we’ve fought for every Great House in the Inner Sphere, and we’ve fought against every House, too. We know their strengths and weaknesses. We know it’s hopeless…”

      Wolf stood abruptly and paced the length of the room. “It’s not hopeless, Natasha. Some of them show promise. We have a place to start.”

      Her sharp laugh brought him up short. “Did you just miss the last two years, Jaime? Two years of a war that’s left everything changed, including us! The Capellan Confederation has all but fallen to the Federated Suns. The Draconis Combine has been hit hard and lost dozens of worlds and crack units. The Lyran Commonwealth was almost split apart by the war, not to mention the death of Frederick Steiner and the loss of his Tenth Lyran Guards in the suicidal attack on Dromini VI. As for the Free Worlds League, ha! Their government is so bound by red tape that they couldn’t even mount a defense against the Tikonov Free Republic’s troops, and we both know that the province of Andurien is going to secede before year’s end with no trouble at all. Hanse Davion may have planned this war well, and his Federated Suns come out the big winner, but he’s razed his economy and his people are afraid of another ComStar Interdiction.

      “In short, my friend, the Successor States have clubbed themselves senseless.”

      Wolf’s eyes flashed at her badgering tone. “That’s all well and good, Natasha, but haven’t you left out some of the more important factors that concern us? The Successor States might be in sad shape, but not so all of the military. The Kell Hounds survived the war in good shape, as have the Eridani Light Horse and the Northwind Highlanders. I’ll admit they’re not enough to do everything, but it’s a place to start.”

      Natasha seated herself on the edge of Wolf’s desk, watching him pace. “You’re not thinking of bringing them here to train, are you? You wouldn’t compromise our security that way!” Suddenly she slapped the open palm of her right hand against her forehead. “You are planning to do that, aren’t you? That’s why Morgan Kell and his wife Salome are already heading here from their JumpShip. Are you mad? How much does Kell know?”

      Wolf drew himself up to his full height. “Morgan Kell knows what I have trusted him with—and trust him I do. He and Salome are coming here so we can run some tests and help them with an infertility problem.”

      The Black Widow’s mouth gaped open. “You told them about…”

      The small man shook his head. “No, I’ve not told Morgan everything, though I imagine he has figured out what I didn’t. The man is a friend and I’ve decided to help him. He is also a MechWarrior of great skill and courage. While I do not plan to bring his Kell Hounds here to train, I believe Morgan might be persuaded to prepare his forces to help us when the time comes. Furthermore, I think he would be willing to let us train certain of his people so that what we know can be passed on to others without jeopardizing our security.”

      A shudder passed through her body. “The next thing I expect to hear you say is that you’re going to invite ComStar to set up a communications center here on Outreach.”

      That suggestion won a chuckle from Wolf. “Not a chance. ComStar may well control communications between stars in the Inner Sphere, but their benign pacifism died with Primus Julian Tiepolo. The new Primus, this Myndo Waterly, is aggressive and dangerous. She’s already forced Davion to allow her to post BattleMechs in ComStar compounds as a condition for lifting the communications ban ComStar imposed over his Federated Suns. I will not put us in that position.”

      Natasha smiled. “Ah, thank God you are sane after all.” She sighed wearily. “Look at us. We’ve been fighting here for twenty-five years. We should be retiring, not worrying about preparing others for a war that may not come. That task should fall to the whelps up and coming.”

      Jaime laid a hand on Natasha’s shoulder. “I agree with you, but we have a problem. The youngsters have been raised here in the Successor States of the Inner Sphere. We lost a good number of them fifteen years ago in the Free Worlds League, and then even more escaping from the Draconis Combine two years ago. The survivors weren’t raised with the same traditions as we. They barely understand that we’re different. And now we have outsiders among us. They, too, must be trained and inculcated with our ways. The only people who can do the training are those of us who have survived all these years.”

      The Black Widow shook her head ruefully. “You’re right, of course. And they were right to put you and not me in charge of this fool’s mission.” She brought her head up and thrust her chin forward defiantly. “If they’re going to come, I only hope they come soon, before I’m too old to pilot a ’Mech. They’ve got a lot to answer for, and I mean to make them pay.”

      Wolf stood back and folded his hands across his chest. “They’re coming, all right, and it may be sooner than we think. As much as I understand your wish, I hope you don’t get it.” He looked her straight in the eye. “Because if we’re still around and in fighting shape, you know the others won’t have had time to prepare. And that means the Fourth Succession War that’s just ended will seem like the overture to the end of Mankind.”
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        STORTALAR CITY

        GUNZBURG

        RADSTADT PROVINCE

        FREE RASALHAGUE REPUBLIC

        19 MAY 3049

      

      

      Feeling like a spy trapped light years behind enemy lines, Phelan Kell forced himself to walk nonchalantly into the smoky beerhaus. For the first time this evening, I wish I’d listened to Jack Tang when he forbade me to head out on this search. Someday I’ll learn he’s not giving orders just to hear himself talk. The young mercenary squinted to pierce the gloom, but made no effort to remove his mirrored sunglasses. I might be stupid enough to wander off the reservation, but I’m not removing my disguise, especially not in here. C’mon, Tyra. Be here.

      When someone touched his arm, Phelan swung around instantly and nearly jumped out of his skin at the sight of the Gunzburg Eagles uniform. At that moment, he thought he would have to fight his way out of the Allt Ingar, but then he recognized the uniformed woman. Phelan’s grimace changed to a smile, but died almost as quickly at the fury on her face.

      “Are you crazy?” she hissed, her tone as wintry as the nightwinds howling in the streets of Stortalar City. She jerked Phelan away from the door and back into a darkened booth. “What the hell are you doing off the reservation?”

      Phelan wedged his long, lean body into the shadowy corner. “Where is she, Anika? I have to talk with her.”

      “I don’t know, and right now I don’t care,” Anika Janssen said wearily. “But you’ve got to get back to the reservation, Phelan. You’re only asking for trouble being out here.”

      Phelan removed his glasses and hung them by an earpiece at the throat of the thick sweater he wore under the black parka. “I’m going to find her. If you think it means trouble for me to be found outside the mercenary’s quarter, wait and see what happens if I don’t find Tyra tonight!”

      Anika grabbed Phelan’s balled right fist in both her hands. “Dammit, Phelan. Don’t fight me on this. If you recall, I backed Tyra’s play concerning you to the hilt. Don’t act stupid and make me regret it.” She snorted with exasperation. “I should have seen it wouldn’t work…”

      Phelan relaxed his fist, but the tension in his body remained. “Not you too, Nik.” A sour expression drew his black eyebrows together. “I thought you were free of the anti-mercenary feeling that runs through the Republic.”

      “So did I.” She matched Phelan’s green-eyed stare with one of arctic blue and forced him to yield. “You Kell Hounds, during this unplanned stay in Stortalar City, have done a great deal to explode the myth we Rasalhagians hold so dearly.”

      Phelan laughed angrily. “A myth you cling to like a drowning man.”

      Anika tightened her right hand, letting the nails dig into his wrist. “There you go, making me wonder if I’m right to give you a chance at all. Just when I’m about to agree with you, you take a cheap shot that gets my back up. I don’t deserve that, and you know it.”

      Phelan looked down and picked at a set of initials carved into the lacquered tabletop. “You’re right, Nik.” His eyes came back up. “Sentiment among the Hounds has gotten nastier now that we’re leaving. You know that the merchants in the restricted zone have gouged the hell out of us, and that there are citizen groups patrolling the area, just waiting for some excuse to bust mercenary skulls.”

      Anika winced as she nodded in agreement. “And I don’t like it any better than you do. But can’t you see that even though Rasalhague is a young nation, we fought for centuries to win back our independence from the Draconis Combine. Then just when we thought we had it—with the Combine’s blessings to boot—we had to fight renegade Combine soldiers in the Ronin Wars. A lot of mercenaries deserted our cause because of technicalities in their contracts, and that left a bad taste. People here resented the mercs even more when we had to turn around almost immediately and hire more to supplement our armed forces to hang on to our freedom. Is it any wonder so many of us hate mercenaries?”

      “No, I don’t wonder about that,” Phelan said, a twinkle in his eyes. “In fact, with so much of the resentment coming from the Royal Rasalhague Army, I’m proud to count you and Tyra as friends. Even if you are aerojocks…”

      Anika grinned. “Someone has to teach you dirt-stompers some manners.”

      Phelan raked a hand back through his thick black hair. “So, where is she?”

      Anika stiffened. “I told you before that I don’t know.”

      The young mercenary’s eyes narrowed. “But what about the other half of what you said? You do care where she is, Nik.” Phelan chewed his lower lip for a moment. “I bet you’re out looking for her yourself, aren’t you?”

      Anika stared hard at Phelan. “Yes, I do care where she is. She’s my wingmate and my flight leader and my friend. Your deduction about why I’m out tonight, however, is grossly off the mark. In point of fact, I was out looking for you.” She pointed at his parka and the mirrored sunglasses. “Did you really think that borrowing a Home Guard’s jacket and wearing those glasses would disguise you? You’re brighter than that.”

      Her remark struck home, kindling both anger and frustration. This is getting to be a majority opinion, Phelan. “Perhaps I’m not that intelligent, Lojtnant Janssen.”

      Anika pounded her fist on the table, then cast a quick glance around to see if anyone had noticed. “There you go again,” she said in an angry whisper. “Most of the time I forget you’re just an eighteen-year-old kid because you act so much more mature.”

      Phelan’s eyes focused distantly. “Growing up in a mercenary company doesn’t give you much of an opportunity to be a kid.” Especially if your father is a living legend and your cousin is heir to the thrones of the Federated Suns and Lyran Commonwealth. Everyone treats you as though you’re different. “Not much of a chance to be a kid at all.”

      “This is not the place to be making up for lost time,” Anika told him. “You go from being intelligent and understanding to pig-headed and pouty in an instant. No wonder the Nagelring bounced you out when it had the chance.”

      Phelan’s head came up sharply, but he said nothing. How could you? I thought you were a friend. He stared at Anika, unbelieving, then slid from the booth and pulled his glasses onto his face like a mask.

      Anika grabbed his left wrist to turn him back to face her. “Listen, Phelan—”

      The outrage in Phelan’s voice cut her off. “No, you listen. I don’t know what Tyra said about my leaving the Academy, or what she told you about the Honor Board’s findings. I had my reasons for what I did, and those Academy morons chose to ignore them and the positive consequences of my actions. Well, I didn’t need them, and I don’t need you patronizing me and trying to direct my life!”

      He loomed over her, but never lost control of his fury. “One thing I do know is this: no matter why Tyra told you about all that, I know she wouldn’t have done it if she knew how you’d use that information. You’ve betrayed her trust.” He straightened to his full height and zipped up the black parka to his throat. “Tell her I was looking for her, or don’t—as you wish.”
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      By the time Phelan’s anger cooled off enough to let him see straight, he was a block down from the Allt Ingar, his course unconsciously taking him further from the mercenary quarter. Dammit, Phelan, you totally and utterly blew it. Nik’s the only Rasalhagian who’s not told Tyra she’s crazy for continuing to see you after finding out who and what you are. She was probably just trying to keep you from getting into trouble. Her remark might have been out of line, but it was the only way she could get through to you.

      He hunched his shoulders against the cold, then fished mittens from his pockets and pulled them on. Looking up at the orange and gold striations of Gunzburg’s nearest planetary neighbor, Phelan shook his head. “Yeah,” he said to the deaf world floating above him in the dark void, “wandering off the reservation was stupid. If I get chucked into the local jail, I’ll not be out before the Lugh leaves this dirtball to rendezvous with the Cucamulus. The idea of being stuck here until our transport returns from the Periphery thrills me not at all.”

      Phelan snorted out twin plumes of steam. And it would be just one more instance of how insubordinate you are. Jack Tang is going to have your head for this little outing. Why do you have to be such a loner? Just like Tyra, the people in your lance would be your friends if you gave them time.

      Time, that’s the key, isn’t it? You’re always in a hurry to do what you think needs to be done. That means Phelan answers only to Phelan, and that’s what lands you in so much trouble. And your familiarity with trouble is what keeps most people back. No one in his right mind wants to play toss with live munitions.

      As Phelan crossed the snow-dusted, cobblestone street and started back toward the outskirts of Stortalar City, the holographic display on the wall of a building flashed to life with a new advertisement. The image of a silver-maned, gray bearded man burned onto the screen. Dressed in a military uniform, the man gave off great power and vitality. He greeted the nearly deserted street with a confident smile, but the jagged scar that ran from over the man’s left eye down into his beard robbed the smile of its warmth.

      The expression faded to a more serious one as the man began to speak and the translation scrolled across the bottom of the screen. Though Phelan could not read the text written in Swedenese—the bastardized Swedish and Japanese dialect used by most people on the planet—he knew it to be an admonishment by the planet’s military governor that the people of Rasalhague pull together to help create an even stronger union.

      Is it so easy as that? Phelan thought bitterly as the message droned on. Is it so easy for people to abandon themselves to some greater cause? Don’t they ever question the motivations of their leaders? Don’t they ever look out for themselves? What does one do when his loyalty to a great cause comes in conflict with his own best interest?

      During the ad, the camera panned back just enough to make it plain to all viewers that the man was seated in a wheelchair. Phelan shook his head as the image faded slowly to black. “Trust Tor Miraborg never to miss a chance to remind people that he lost the use of his legs fighting for their freedom.” Phelan frowned as the steam from his breath covered his face with a translucent veil. “Trust Tor Miraborg never to let people forget that mercenaries betrayed him and caused his injury.”

      The echoes of Miraborg’s voice recalled to Phelan his first meeting with Gunzburg’s Varldherre, when he’d traveled down to Gunzburg with Captain Gwyneth Wilson in a shuttle to ask Miraborg for the liquid helium needed to repair the Cu. I guess the Captain must have thought it would help to have the son of a legendary MechWarrior along when visiting the high and mighty. Such a good icebreaker: “Oh, Morgan Kell is your father?” All Wilson wanted was enough liquid helium to refill one of the tanks surrounding the Kearny-Fuchida jump drive, but she hadn’t counted on tangling with the Iron Jarl.

      Phelan spat at a snowbank. The way Tor reacted, you’d have thought we were the Periphery raiders the Kell Hounds had been hired to fight. He took special offense with me, as if my father’s accomplishments somehow diminished his own bravery. Of course, I didn’t help things by bristling as he insulted my parents.

      Phelan stared at the Varldherre’s stern visage as it appeared on another holodisplay set further down the street. “Why didn’t you just give us the freeze-juice and be done with it? If you had, none of this would have happened.” His chest tightened as he crossed the snowy street to a row of brick buildings. I’d not have met Tyra and the Kell Hounds would have been off fighting Periphery pirates instead of being stuck here for three months.

      Stepping into the mouth of an alley shortcut he’d discovered, Phelan hunched against the cold and thrust his mittened hands deeper in his pockets as he walked. “Couldn’t do it the easy way, could you?”

      Stars exploded into shimmering blue and gold balls as the roundhouse right slammed into the left side of Phelan’s face. The punch snapped his head around to the right and sent him flying back out into the street. Staggered by the blow, Phelan clawed ineffectually at the air as he fell. His feet slipped on the icy layer beneath the powdered snow on the ground and he crashed heavily to the roadway.

      Snowflakes burned on the bare flesh of his face. Scrambling to gather his limbs beneath himself, Phelan shook his head to clear it. Jesus, I’ve not been hit that hard since... since... Blake’s Blood! I’ve never been hit that hard. Gotta focus.

      His attempt to concentrate on his martial arts training was interrupted by a booted kick to the stomach that flipped Phelan over on his back. A wave of nausea washed through him as he continued to roll onto one side and then vomited. His attacker’s derisive laughter mocked Phelan’s agonized moan.

      Snow crunched beneath the attacker’s booted feet as he closed for another kick. Phelan, lying on his right side, scythed his legs backward through his foe’s shins, dumping the man onto his face. Striking before his enemy had time to react, Phelan rolled to his back and snapped his left heel down onto the base of the man’s spine. He didn’t hear the crisp sound of bones breaking, but a harsh cry of anger and pain told him he’d hurt his foe.

      Unsteadily gaining his feet, Phelan spat at the ground and wiped vomitus from his lips with the back of his right hand. “Now I can see you, you bastard. Come on.” The pain in his stomach made his words come in short, clipped bursts. He bent his knees slightly, lowering his center of gravity, and balled his fists.

      Beyond his downed assailant, from every tiny snatch of shadow that defined the buildings on the darkened street, human forms moved forward. Phelan’s heart sank. Four, five, no...six. You’ve really screwed up this time. If they don’t kill you, Captain Wilson and Lieutenant Tang will. Focus, focus, Phelan, or you ‘re worm food.

      “Mercenary scum,” someone cursed. “Take our money, take our women. We don’t need your kind here.”

      Phelan pulled off his glasses and tossed them backward. They know about Tyra. This is gonna be nasty.

      The Kell Hound forced himself to relax for the second or two it took the mob to gather its courage and attack. He let his head bob for a moment and his hands hang limp, as though the effects of the initial punch had not worn off yet. As they moved toward him, Phelan’s years of training allowed him to spot which of the approaching men could hurt him most. There, that trio of them. If I take them first, then the others might scatter.

      The mercenary slid a half-step to the right and jabbed straight out at his nearest attacker. His punch crushed the man’s nose, whipping his head back to the right. The man spun away, careening into a second attacker and knocking him aside. Phelan pivoted on his right foot, turning his back to this opening in the circle of enemies and expanded it by lashing out with his left fist to catch another man in the throat.

      Spitting and coughing, that man went down, but his defeat did not daunt the trio still standing. The centermost man, a burly, bull-necked individual, burrowed in low and fast. Phelan straightened him up with a knee to the face, but his bulk just carried him forward. He locked his arms around Phelan’s waist, pinning the MechWarrior in place as the other vigilantes closed in for the kill.

      Phelan desperately rained blow after blow on the head and shoulders of the man holding him. The Kell Hound ducked and dodged his head as much as possible, but his lack of mobility meant body blows found him an easy target. The thick padding of his parka and the sweater underneath prevented the punches from breaking any bones, but the pounding sent shockwaves through his stomach, kidneys, and lungs.

      A forearm smash to the side of the wrestler’s head finally broke the man’s grip and sent him off to the side. The Kell Hound immediately moved so that the stumbling wrestler blocked another man’s approach. Phelan used the chance to turn around and face the man coming in on his right. He landed two quick blows on the man’s chest, then rocked him back on his heels with a choppy uppercut.

      When the man dropped into a crumpled heap, Phelan’s hopes that he might actually escape soared for a nanosecond. Then, as he scanned the battlefield, his hopes crashed and burned. Damn, the guy who hit me first is up. Where?

      Silhouetted against the streetlights, the first attacker eclipsed Phelan’s view of the street. His right fist again arced in toward the left side of Phelan’s face, but Phelan saw the blow coming and ducked. As he pivoted to drive a short right jab into the man’s ribs, his left foot slipped on some ice, dumping him down hard on his tailbone.

      A bolt of pain shot up Phelan’s spine and exploded in his brain. His pelvis felt as if it had been shattered in the fall, and the pain in his midsection numbed all sensation from his legs. Time slowed as his foe’s left hand slammed down over Phelan’s right eye and blasted him back against the street.

      Sprawled out like a dead man, Phelan’s view of the world went black for a second or two, but snapped back into stark and painful detail as fingers tangled themselves in his hair to pull him to a sitting position. With a free hand, the mob’s leader donned Phelan’s sunglasses slowly and deliberately.

      Something sparked in the back of the MechWarrior’s mind. I know you.... That scar on your face and your pug nose...you’re, you’re... Tantalizingly elusive, the man’s identity could not penetrate Phelan’s storm of pain.

      The man let a slow chuckle roll from his throat. “Should’ve stayed where you’re wanted, outcast. And you should never have presumed to be worthy of Tyra.”

      At the sound of police sirens keening in the distance, Phelan smiled. His assailant glanced over in the direction of the sounds and shared the mercenary’s smile.

      Then his fist fell again and again...
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      Victor Ian Steiner-Davion pressed his back to the smooth wall of the Kommandant’s living quarters, letting the crowd’s commotion roil around him. A faint smile touched his lips as he watched other members of the graduating class, wearing the same smart, dress-gray uniforms with sky blue trim, guiding their parents, siblings, and guests through introductions with other people’s proud kith and kin. It’s funny to see how we change when family and friends from outside the Academy come to visit. The Nagelring’s little world and its social order dissolve as the real world comes pouring in.

      Victor’s blond head came up and his smile broadened as his roommate stepped into and nearly filled the doorway leading from the Kommandant’s garden. Victor raised his hand and waved. “Over here, Renny.”

      Tall and broad-shouldered, Renard Sanderlin acknowledged Victor’s greeting with a smile and a nod. He turned back and led three more people into the room, then ate up the distance between himself and Victor with long-legged strides. Engulfing Victor’s hand with his own massive paw, he pumped Victor’s arm warmly. “Hey, Vic, glad to see you still here. There was a line at the restaurant…”

      Victor waved off the excuse and grabbed Renny’s left sleeve, pulling the larger man around just enough to see the unit insignia newly sewn onto the uniform’s shoulder. Embroidered on a gold background in black thread, the head and mane of a roaring lion stared out at him. Victor’s smile mirrored that of his friend. “You made it into the Uhlans! That’s great, Renny. Congratulations!”

      The embarrassed flush that began with Victor’s enthusiastic response deepened as Renny looked back over his shoulder at the trio he’d led across the room. Swallowing hard, he broke his grip on Victor’s hand, then turned further to the left and the group moved forward. “God, where are my manners? Vic, these are my parents, Albert and Nadine Sanderlin...”

      Victor released their son and extended his hand to each in turn. “I am most pleased to meet you.” Albert Sanderlin wore a dark business suit, which Davion knew was brand new, both from the stylish cut and the uneasy way Renny’s father wore it. Nadine Sanderlin wore a formal gown of dark blue satin that complemented her slender figure. I think Renny had it right. His mother forced his father to buy a new suit, then she made her own gown. She probably also sewed the Uhlans’ patch on Renny’s uniform.

      Victor then smiled at the beautiful young woman who completed the group. “And you are Rebecca Waldeck. I recognize you from the holograph Renny has on his desk, though I must say that it doesn’t do you justice.” Victor took Rebecca’s extended hand and bowed slightly as he kissed it. Her dress, a gown of purple silk, might have been a year out of date, but on her it looked fresh and stylish.

      Renny’s mother smiled politely. “Victor?” she said hesitantly, waiting for Renny to supply his roommate’s family name.

      Renny shot his mother a horrified glance, then relaxed at the amused expression on his friend’s face. “Mother, this is my roommate, Victor Davion.” He hesitated for a moment, then added more softly, “Duke Victor Ian Steiner-Davion.”

      Victor saw Nadine Sanderlin stiffen, then begin to drop into a curtsey. He leaned forward, gently catching her by the shoulders. “Please don’t,” he said, color rising to his cheeks. He pointed to a gold cord looped around Renny’s left shoulder and then to the similar braid around his own. ‘This reception is for those of us fortunate enough to be in the top 5 percent of our class. Here, thank God, I am among equals, and wish to be treated no differently than my friends.”

      Nadine Sanderlin pressed a hand to her mouth. “Forgive me, Highness. I should have recognized you from the news holovids... It’s just that you seem so much, I mean, in the holovids, you’re...” She stopped, embarrassed again.

      Victor reassured her with a smile. “I know. I think the holovids make me look taller, too.” He laughed easily. “I feel sorry for the camera operators, most of whom are your son’s size. Their directors have them shoot from impossibly low angles to make me seem taller. At 1.6 meters, that means the angles are very low, indeed.”

      Victor glanced at Renny and slapped the back of his right hand against his roommate’s flat stomach. “Of course, finding uniforms to fit me is easier than it is for pituitary giants like your son.”

      A grin brought life to Albert Sanderlin’s angular face. “You have to understand, Highness—”

      Davion held up his hand. “Victor... please.”

      Sanderlin nodded briefly. “Victor, we weren’t quite sure if Renard was stretching the truth a bit when he sent us a holodisc saying he’d become your roommate his last year at the Nagelring.” He held up his calloused hands as though to ward off a protest. “Not that we’d expect Renny to lie, but we wondered whether he might be exaggerating somewhat. Even when his messages talked about ‘his roommate, Victor,’ well, it all sounded so...”

      “I understand, Mr. Sanderlin.” Victor smiled warmly. “As I hear it, if someone in the cadet corps hasn’t reported himself to be my roommate, he’s at least claiming to be in the same company.” He turned to Renny. “No, Renny and I became friends when he took pity on me and helped me through cryophysics and astronavigation back in our trey year. In fact, if not for your son, I’d not be here at this reception.”

      Renny licked his lips nervously. “You’d have gotten all that stuff anyway, Vic. But if you hadn’t spoken to your cousin, I’d not have been admitted to the First Kathil Uhlans.”      

      Victor shrugged. “I just told Morgan he’d be missing the hottest graduate of the Nagelring since Katrina Steiner herself. If you hadn’t measured up, you’d not have been made a Lion.” The Prince of the Federated Suns and the Lyran Commonwealth turned his attention back to Renny’s guests. “Enough of this mutual admiration society. Renny was very happy when he got the message that you’d be able to attend our graduation. And he went sailing down the corridors of Kell Hall whooping like a grazerang when he learned you’d be coming along, Rebecca.”

      The girl, her long blond hair just a shade darker than Victor’s, nodded shyly. “When Mr. Sanderlin offered to bring me to Tharkad to see Renard graduate, I couldn’t say no.” She twisted a simple silver band on the ring finger of her left hand. “We haven’t seen each other since Ren left for the Academy.”

      Albert smiled proudly. “The quillar crop was very good the past two years. Nadine and I promised ourselves a trip off Rijeka before we died, so we decided to do it now and see Renny graduate...”

      Albert Sanderlin’s voice trailed off as another cadet and his family expanded the intimate group. “Mother, Father, I wish to present to you Duke Victor Ian Steiner-Davion. Victor, these are my parents, Don Fernando Oquendo y Ramirez and his wife, Lenore.”

      Victor formed his face into a very public smile and kept it frozen in place. His voice, deadened from the enthusiastic friendliness of moments before, was nonetheless cordial. “I am most pleased to meet you.” He lifted his head, stiffening his spine and giving the cadet’s parents an appraising glance.

      Don Fernando bowed from the waist before extending his hand to Victor. Victor shook his hand courteously, then waited for Lenore to curtsey before taking her hand and brushing his lips against her knuckles. “Our son, Ciro, has told us much about you, Highness.”

      Victor acknowledged Lenore’s comment with a slight nod. “I’m sure he has, Donna Lenore. It was a pleasure meeting you. I hope you enjoy the reception.” Victor’s plastic smile remained in place long enough for the nobles to realize they had been dismissed, then it melted into a more genuine expression as he turned back to the Sanderlins.

      Renny let a low chuckle rumble from his chest as Ciro and his parents withdrew. “I wonder what Ciro the Hero told his folks, Vic. Do you think he mentioned how you took his forces apart in the tactical simulations we did last year?”

      Victor composed his face into a fair imitation of the recently departed cadet and let his voice rise up to match Ciro’s. “Si, Mummy, the Duke and I engaged our forces against each other in class last fall. I wouldn’t say I embarrassed Victor, but the outcome was most unexpected.” Letting his voice return to normal, Victor added. “It’s true. He didn’t embarrass me, and I never expected to win that quickly.”

      Rebecca looked back over her shoulder at Ciro, then frowned. “He sounds dangerous. What unit will he be assigned to?”

      Victor and Renny shared a private smile. “We’re negotiating on his behalf to get him a position with Romano Liao’s personal bodyguard unit or a Periphery pirate gang.” Victor laughed.

      Renny elbowed his roommate. “Spooks, 1130 and closing.”

      Victor looked over toward the room’s main entrance. Several men and women, moving singly and in pairs, entered the room. They smiled cordially and drifted through the crowd with seeming purposelessness, but their wary eyes continuously scanned the room. Renny tagged it perfectly. That’s the advance team.

      Victor saw the puzzled looks on the faces of Renny’s guests. “Not to worry, Mrs. Sanderlin. Renny and I have spent a certain amount of time eluding the CID agents assigned to safeguard me. He’s even better at spotting them than I am.” He glanced back at the doorway. “This many infesting the party means my parents cannot be too far behind.”

      Some of the color drained from Albert Sanderlin’s face. “Well, it was nice meeting you, Victor.” He turned to his son. “Come on, Renard, we should, ah, circulate some more.”

      Victor held up his hand. “No. Please don’t go.”

      Nadine shook her head slightly. “Highness, we are simple quillar farmers from Rijeka...” She looked over at Ciro Oquendo and his parents huddled nearby. “We’re no one special...”

      A heartbeat’s worth of anger shot through Victor’s eyes. “You’re wrong in that, Mrs. Sanderlin. You are the parents of someone I am very proud to call a friend, and that makes you special, indeed. Between friends, and by extension, between their families, there are no ranks.

      “You’ve come all this way to see your son graduate, and to see something of the rest of the Inner Sphere. You’ve endured a long journey, and I know well the physical strain caused by jumping from star system to star system. You called this a once-in-a-lifetime trip, so let’s make it even more memorable.” Victor dropped his eyes and his voice. “Please do me the honor of letting me introduce you to my parents.”

      Albert Sanderlin gave his wife’s hand a reassuring squeeze, then nodded at Victor in silent assent. As Davion turned his attention back to the doorway, a buzzing whisper filled the room. He felt his own heart beating faster and the ache of a lump in his throat.

      His mother appeared first, on the arm of the Nagelring’s Kommandant. Tall and girlishly slender, Melissa Steiner Davion showed her age only in the mature grace of her movements. The blue gown she wore, a shade darker than the blue trim on the Cadets’ uniforms, was cut in a stylishly youthful fashion. The silken material had been slashed diagonally to her left knee, exposing a shapely calf, and again at the right shoulder, baring her right arm. The diamond and sapphire necklace and drop earrings matched the gown’s hue. Her blond hair, worn up, was encircled by a simple platinum coronet.

      Behind her, escorting the Kommandant’s wife, came Prince Hanse Davion. Wearing the navy-blue dress uniform of the Davion Heavy Guards, Hanse Davion stood tall and proud. Age had leeched some of the ruddy color from his hair, especially at the sides and back, and had given his face a few seams, but no one would ever mistake that for a sign of weakness. The Prince, his blue eyes bright, exuded a confidence and power that crackled through the gathering like static electricity.

      Victor felt the ache in his throat drain and his smile broaden. It’s been far too long since I last saw you. He tugged at the hem of his dress jacket. I hope I’ve made you proud.

      Melissa freed herself from the Kommandant’s arm and crossed the room to her son. As she came toward him, Victor was reminded of his late grandmother, Katrina Steiner. The way my mother carries herself, and those gray eyes, she is so much like her mother. The memory of his grandmother faded as Melissa came nearer, and he smiled with the pleasure of seeing her again. Then again, my mother is like no one else.

      Victor opened his arms and took her into a warm embrace. “Hello, Mother,” he said, planting a kiss on her cheek, and giving her another squeeze. Still with one arm around her, he turned to greet his father. Their hands met in a firm grip, then Melissa stepped aside as father and son pulled each other into a backslapping hug.

      Victor turned to Renny and his family. “Father, Mother, it is my great pleasure to introduce Cadet Renard Sanderlin, his parents Albert and Nadine, and his special friend, Rebecca Waldeck.” Victor smiled as he avoided Renny’s earlier mistake. “These are my parents, Prince Hanse Davion and Archon Melissa Steiner Davion.”

      Hanse immediately kissed Nadine Sanderlin’s hand. “I understand we have your son to thank for Victor’s successes in the more difficult mathematical subjects taught here.” He smiled warmly. “Would that Renard had been at Albion when I was there. Then I might have graduated at the top of my class.”

      Nadine, mute with terror, nodded and smiled, but no one noticed her silence in the round of exchanged greetings. Renny snapped a smart salute to the Prince, which Hanse returned equally crisply before shaking Renny’s hand. Melissa immediately won over Rebecca and Nadine by complimenting them on their dresses, and that unfroze Nadine’s tongue enough that she could return the compliment.

      The informal curtain of bodyguards that drifted between the royal family and the rest of the party held Ciro Oquendo and his kin at bay, but did not prevent three other people from joining Victor and his parents. The first was a tall, broad-shouldered man, whose coppery hair was worn long enough to hide the golden Marshal’s epaulets on his black uniform and to half-obscure the dozens of campaign ribbons on his left breast. The woman on his arm wore a black and gold gown that contrasted dramatically with her fair hair.

      Victor greeted both with a smile, then turned to introduce them to the others. “Renny, this is your new commanding officer, Marshal of the Armies Morgan Hasek-Davion, and his wife, Duchess Kym Hasek-Davion.” Victor left it to Renny to introduce his parents as he turned toward the third newcomer.

      Standing closer to what Victor considered a reasonable height, the slender man smiled warmly at the Prince. The laugh lines at the corners of his almond-shaped eyes and the occasional snowy strand showing through his coal-black hair were the only hints of the man’s true age. He extended his right hand to Victor, allowing his glove-sheathed left hand to remain hidden at his side. “Congratulations, Highness, on your graduation with honors.”

      Victor shook the visitor’s hand firmly. “Thank you, Secretary Allard.”

      Justin Allard narrowed his brown eyes. “You are aware, I believe, that no one has ever beat the La Mancha simulator scenario before.”

      Victor raised an eyebrow. “But I’ve heard rumors that your son salvaged a victory from it in his final New Avalon Military Academy tests. In fact, news of Kai’s success prompted me to try my solution.”

      A mild look of surprise spread over Justin’s face before he brought his expression under control. “Your intelligence gathering network is good, Victor. I’ll have to look into the leaks in NAMA security.”

      The younger man shook his head. “No crisis, I assure you. Just don’t let my brother Peter near a diplomatic Hermes bundle again.” Victor hesitated for a moment. “Isn’t Kai graduating this week as well? I mean, the ceremonies run concurrently, don’t they?”

      Justin nodded, unable to totally mask his feelings. “Yes, they do. I wanted to be there, but duty called, and so I am here.”

      Victor heard no animosity in Justin’s voice, only the matter-of-fact reporting of a situation. “Will Kai’s mother be able to attend?”

      Pain shot through the Intelligence Secretary’s dark eyes. “I’m afraid affairs of state delayed her departure from the St. Ives Compact. But after he gets settled in his new posting, we will see him. I probably won’t head back to New Avalon until next fall, but the detour will be easy to arrange.”

      Victor raised an eyebrow. “What detour? I thought Kai was joining the Heavy Guards, and they’re stationed on New Avalon. Anyway, those were his plans during the year I spent as a transfer at NAMA. I know he had good enough grades to make it.”

      Hanse Davion’s spymaster smiled with fatherly pride at Victor’s last comment. “His grades were good enough, but he changed his mind. He told me of his decision two weeks ago when I met with him just before leaving to come here. He’s been assigned to the Tenth Lyran Guards. Kai asked me to congratulate you on his behalf, and to express his gratitude for your half of the work you did together during your time at NAMA.”

      Victor nodded, smiling as he remembered Kai Allard. “Before this week is over, I’ll record a holodisc message and we can arrange to have it waiting for Kai when he arrives at his unit.” Victor turned and brought Justin into the circle, introducing him to everyone. Then, along with the others, he accepted a glass of champagne from a waiter’s silver tray.

      Conversation in the room died as Prince Hanse Davion turned to the crowd and lifted his glass high. “I would like to offer a toast to our assembled sons and daughters, brothers and sisters, friends and companions.” With pride in his eyes, he glanced at Victor and Renny, then faced the crowd again. “They are the future of the Successor States, and we are blessed that so able a group is ready to fulfill such a mighty responsibility.”

      Victor sipped the champagne, but tasted none of it. Deep down inside, Father, I know you’re right. I am ready for the burdens an accident of birth will thrust upon me. He swallowed hard. Still, I must dread the coming of that day, for it will mean billions of lives depend on my judgment—and a mistake made then will be irreversible.
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      Kai Allard felt his heart sink as he spit out the hydrolizer pack’s regulator. He swayed with the minor swells of the warm ocean water, but resisted its urging long enough to remove his swim fins and set his diving mask back on his head. No sense in delaying it, Kai. It’s obvious she knows. He licked the tangy brine from his lips. You can’t run now.

      Wading in toward the black sandy shore where she waited, he shrugged off the hydrolizer, yet still felt weighed down by an oppressive heaviness. The waves pushing him into shore warred with the undertow trying to drag him back out to the depths, but neither force could gain sufficient purchase on his lithe form to win the battle. As Kai drew close enough to see the redness rimming her eyes, he toyed momentarily with the idea of surrendering to the undertow, of letting it drag him out and down to where he would have no more troubles.

      No, he told himself resolutely. Suicide’s not an option for you, Kai Allard-Liao. It would dishonor your parents, and that you must never do.

      Sunlight sparkled off the grains of ebon sand, making them blaze like stars. Kai tossed the hydrolizer into the sand next to the towel he’d laid out earlier, then sent the swim mask and fins flying after it. Chasing the water from his closely cropped black hair with one hand, he turned to face her. Her uniform, the dress blues all NAMA cadets wore for graduation, looked far too warm for the beach, and the incoming tide had already soaked the bottoms of her trousers.

      “How long have you been here, Wendy?” Kai tried to keep his voice neutral, but the woman stared up at him, then looked down as tears dropped to the sand. “Not long enough, I guess.” The mournfulness of her tone tore at him, but Kai knew nothing he could say would help her. Feeling impotent and awkward, he just waited and watched as Wendy Sylvester fought to transform her emotions into words.

      Finally, her head came up again and she pushed back tear dampened strands of straw-blond hair from her cheeks. “I’ve been trying to figure out why you did it, but whenever I get that squared away, trying to fathom why you didn’t tell me about it keeps crossing me up.” She opened her hands, then tightened them back into fists again. “I don’t understand it. Everything was going to be perfect.”

      She looked at him and took his silence as a negation of her words. “I’ve told you again and again that I don’t care that you’re a couple of years younger than I am. It doesn’t matter. Not at all. I thought you understood that.” She paused and looked out toward the water, bringing Kai’s awareness back to the sound of waves crashing against the shore. “I thought I meant something to you,” she said, looking up at him again.

      Kai breathed in slowly, filling his lungs with the salt air, but he was unable to meet her eyes. “You do mean something to me. You mean a great deal to me—more than anyone else ever.” He sighed deeply. Why can’t you see it, Wendy? If not now, I would only have screwed it up later. “I do love you.”

      “Do you? You have a curious way of showing it. I told you of my family’s tradition. My father and mother, my grandparents on both sides, and for as far back as I have heard, all belonged to the Davion Heavy Guards. I grew up steeped in the lore of the Heavy Guards, and joining the Guards is all I’ve ever wanted to do.”

      Kai finally met her stare. “I know that, and I respect your family’s tradition more than you know.”

      Wendy shook her head. A breeze coming from the sea blew her hair back from her face and rustled through the sea grasses behind her. “I hear your words, Kai, but I see something different in your actions. Don’t you understand I wanted the same thing for you?”

      She hesitated, waiting for some reaction, then continued on when he didn’t give her one. “Perhaps you thought I wanted you to join the Heavy Guards because I was going to, because it’s a family tradition for us Sylvesters to serve with our spouses in the Guards. Well, that’s true. I won’t deny it, but I wanted you to join the regiment for other reasons as well.”

      Kai started to speak, but she held up her hand to stop him. “Kai, I’ve seen you grow so much in the last year. You were, and are, as smart as a whip, but until someone like Victor backed your plans, you were your own worst critic.”

      Wendy squatted down on her haunches and picked up a piece of driftwood. “You’ve never said much about your family life, but I know it can’t have been easy. Your father was at the beck and call of Prince Hanse. I’ve met him—your father, I mean—and I know he’s not a cold man, but he seems so private and so suspicious. That’s good for a man heading up the Intelligence Secretariat, but it has to be hell on his children.”

      Kai stiffened. You’ve got that wrong, Wendy, My father, a man who lived a lie for the good of his nation, and a man later trained to separate truth from deception, has kept nothing hidden from us. Because he knew at any moment that he could be killed—and likely as not by my mother’s sister, Romano Liao—he made a special effort to let us know his feelings and hopes for each of us. He might not always have been right there because of official duties, but he made certain we never felt abandoned or unwanted.

      Wendy stood again, grasping the small gray stick in both hands. “Your mother is the leader of a sovereign nation that she mostly rules from New Avalon so she can be with your father, but no matter how many summers you all spent together on St. Ives, it must have been hard sometimes.”

      Something in her eyes pleaded with him to speak, but he couldn’t. There’s no denying I had anything but a normal family life, but who’s to say what’s normal? I grew up knowing both my parents loved me and wanted to give me every opportunity to make the best of myself Kai swallowed past the lump rising in his throat. They always taught me that nothing was beyond my reach.

      “My God, Kai, say something.” With a sharp crack, Wendy angrily broke the piece of driftwood in two. “Romano Liao spends her time trying to kill your parents or your aunts and uncles. Dan Allard is off running the Kell Hounds, and your aunt Riva won a Nobel prize for her work with neurocybernetics! All these people have so much power, but none of them could take off a little time to be here for your graduation! How could they do that to you?”

      Wendy sank to her knees as tears of frustration welled in her eyes. She flung the broken pieces of wood away from her. “No, dammit! I told myself I won’t let this happen.” She looked up at him. “All I wanted was for you to join the Heavy Guards, to become part of my family. I wanted to make a place where you could feel confident and secure. I was so happy that day we filled out our assignment requests and both listed the Heavy Guards as our first choices.”

      She hung her head, letting her hair fall forward to hide her face. “Then, today, I saw the assignment lists. I’m in the Heavy Guards, and you’ve been assigned to the Tenth Lyran Guards.” She spat out the name of the Commonwealth regiment as though it were some bitter poison. “You’ll be stationed on Skondia in the Isle of Skye. What did I do to drive you so far away?”

      Kai shook his head. “You did not drive me away.”

      She snapped her head up sharply. “Then why did you change assignments?”

      Kai hesitated, heart pounding. “If I had taken my first choice, we would not have served together.”

      Anger pulsed through the vein in her forehead. “What are you talking about? You’re fifth in the class. Your grades guarantee your choice of assignment, and I saw you list the Guards—the Heavy Guards—as your first choice!”

      Her rage slammed into him like the waves against the beach. “If I had taken my first choice, we would not have served together,” he repeated in a whisper. Even as realization of what he was saying dawned on Wendy’s face, Kai droned on like a machine. “My father met me to congratulate me on my posting before he left with Prince Davion to attend Victor’s graduation. When I saw the listing for the Heavy Guards, your name was first on the alternates list.”

      He turned away as she covered her face with her hands. Just for a moment, Kai. Let her regain her composure, he told himself. But it was a lie, and he knew it. He was the one who needed the time to rein in his own racing emotions, but he forced himself to believe that everything would work out right.

      Wendy’s voice was barely audible over the screams of the sea birds hovering over the shore. “You did that for me? You threw away the best assignment in the Armed Forces of the Federated Commonwealth for me?”

      “The regiment is your home, Wendy.” It was my performance in the La Mancha scenario that skewed the grade curve. If not for that, you would have had the grades to get into the Guards free and clear. Kai reinforced his voice with a confidence he could never feel about himself. “There have been Sylvesters in the Heavy Guards since before the fall of the Star League. I could never usurp your place in the regiment.”

      “But, if I couldn’t get in on my own—”

      Kai whirled, making his anger at himself burn in his dark eyes and fill his voice. “Don’t talk nonsense. Openings in the regiment fluctuate from year to year—we both know that. We also know your grades and test scores were better than half the people who entered that unit from NAMA last year. You’ve lived and breathed the Heavy Guards for as long as you can remember. To deny you the chance would have been a crime.”

      “But why did you get posted to a unit so far away?” Wendy said. “Why didn’t you get an assignment here on New Avalon?”

      Kai looked away. “There were no other openings,” he lied.

      She reached out and laid a hand on his arm. “I won’t believe you unless you look me in the eye when you say that.”

      He refused to meet her stare. “Believe it, Wendy. It’s true.” It’s for the best. It’s your family’s tradition to marry someone from within the Heavy Guards. You grew up dreaming of just that. It might not be a problem at first, but sooner or later, it would. And if not that, then you’d begin to resent the fact that you owed your position in the Guards to me. I don’t see how we could withstand those strains. Better for us to be apart but keep our happy memories.

      Her hand withdrew. “I see.” She straightened up and brushed the sand from her trousers. “That’s it, then, isn’t it?”

      Kai nodded.

      Wendy mimicked his nod. “Well, let me leave you with this, Kai Allard. Somewhere inside of you, you’re terribly afraid. I don’t know what you have to fear because you’re brilliant and hard-working. I’d hoped that together we could conquer your demons, but that’s impossible now—by your choice.”

      She moved closer and kissed him on the cheek. “No matter what, I wish you the best of luck, but mostly I hope you discover what you’re afraid of and how to deal with it. Until then, how will you ever be truly happy? Goodbye, Kai. I’ll always love you.”

      Kai stared at the spray from green waves crashing against the wet black beach. He desperately wanted to turn and run after her, to bring her back and explain everything, but he didn’t. She would only try to solve the problem, and she cannot. That would not stop her from working at it, forever if need be, and the effort would destroy her. Better she leave now and recover from it while she can. It is best.

      Kai dropped to one knee and picked up the two halves of the driftwood stick that Wendy had tossed down toward the shoreline. He tried to fit them back together, but the broken ends, swollen from the brief soaking, no longer fit with one another. Angry, he jammed them together, then one cracked and slipped, driving a jagged wooden splinter into his left hand.

      “Damn it!” Kai plucked the wood from his palm and sucked at the wound. The blood tasted bitter in his mouth. Idiot! How can you be so stupid?

      He sagged down onto the sand and lay back. “Why couldn’t you see that what you wanted for me would have destroyed me? You wanted me to become one with the Heavy Guards. You wanted to welcome me into that family and have me take pride in their traditions and to uphold their honor.” He shook his head. “Why couldn’t you see how that would have made the house of cards called Kai Allard-Liao collapse?”

      Kai lay his left hand on the beach where advancing waves could wash over it and the wound in his palm. Speaking to no one but the gulls who mocked him, he let his pain infuse his words. “You said you hoped I’d discover what it is I’m afraid of. Well, I know. I’ve known ever since it dawned on me what the name Allard-Liao actually means. You were afraid I had no family, no anchor for my life. The fact is that I have two anchors, and their combined weight is what drags me under.”

      The brine pouring over his hand burned like fire, but Kai consciously overrode his body’s reflex to pull his hand back from the sea. He savored the pain and the minor victory over himself it represented. “I already have so much to live up to that I don’t know if I can stand it. My mother was a successful MechWarrior and military commander before she took on duties within the government of the Capellan Confederation. She managed to survive within the lunatic asylum that was the Chancellor’s Palace on Sian, then left when things became unbearable. Her people, the people of St. Ives, chose to follow her when she left the Confederation—billions upon billions of them willing to endure the hardships of a possible civil war out of love for and belief in her.”

      Kai swallowed hard. “And my father. Already a decorated war hero, he agreed to undertake an incredibly dangerous spy mission that put him body and soul into the Capellan court. Before he could get there, though, he wandered off to Solaris, the Game World, and proved himself the best MechWarrior in the Successor States, despite having been maimed in a previous battle. Once at the court of Maximilian Liao, my father became his trusted advisor and managed to thwart all of Liao’s counterstrikes against the Federated Suns while the Suns ate up half the Confederation. Then my father returned to New Avalon and was proclaimed a hero by Prince Hanse Davion.”

      Kai chewed on his lower lip to stop it from trembling. “That’s why I couldn’t join you in the Heavy Guards. I already have so much to live up to. My parents, God love them, take pride in everything I do, and I struggle never to fail them. But that’s the problem. I know I will fail them.” He glanced down at his punctured hand. “In some way, some day, I will fail. I just don’t want you to go down with me.”

      Kai rolled onto his side and looked back, hoping perhaps that Wendy had returned and had overheard him. Instead of her smiling face, understanding and accepting, he only saw the long line of her footsteps angling back along the shore. The waves had already stolen those footprints nearest him and threatened to blot out all evidence of her presence.

      Kai nodded grimly. It’s for the best, Kai. In the Lyran Commonwealth, you will be alone. You can be yourself and that way, when you stumble and fall, no one will be hurt but you.
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      Tyra’s mouth soured with fear as the Jarlwards opened the door and pushed Phelan Kell—half-naked and barefoot—into Varldherre Tor Miraborg’s waiting room. The mercenary stumbled forward a few steps, his normal, long-legged gait hobbled by the chains. He grunted and tried to straighten up, but the cruelly short length of chain binding the leg irons to his handcuffs snapped taut and kept him hunched over.

      Tyra shuddered at the sight of the man who had been her lover. My God, Phelan, what have they done to you? Dozens of purplish bruises mottled the smooth flesh of his muscular chest. Both his eyes had been blackened, with the left one nearly swollen shut. Phelan, still fighting the chains, moved slowly and stiffly, his face a defiant mask to keep his captors from knowing how much he really hurt.

      Then he saw her, and the mask shattered to reveal the agony and fear in his eyes. He started to tip off-balance, but managed to catch himself quickly enough to slump indecorously onto the red leather bench next to the wall.

      One of the Jarlwards raised a hand to cuff him, but Tyra barked an order before he could strike. “No!” The man stopped, hand quivering, and looked at her. “Free him.”

      The Jarlward straightened up and shot a grin at his partner. “I am not obliged to obey you, Kapten.” The man sneered officiously. “I serve the Corrections Ministry, which puts me outside your command.”

      Tyra stared at him furiously. “Do you really want to see how fast I can arrange for a transfer?” She shifted her gaze to the other Jarlward, whose sneer died at birth. “The same goes for you. Now free him.” She smiled humorlessly. “And give him your jacket.”

      The second Jarlward stiffened, but broke beneath her cold gaze and unfastened the clasps on his scarlet-trimmed, gray wool jacket. As one man knelt to free Phelan of the chains, the other settled his jacket over the mercenary’s shoulders. Staring into space, the Kell Hound pulled it tight, but did not slip his arms through the sleeves.

      Tyra dismissed the Jarlwards with a wave of her hand. Both hesitated and looked at the door leading into the Varldherre’s office. The anteroom’s recessed lighting burned reddish highlights into her long, bronze hair. “There will be no trouble. Leave us.”

      As the door clicked shut behind them, she crossed to the bench and sat next to Phelan. She started to reach out to him, then hesitated. “I want to hold you, but I’m afraid it will hurt.”

      Phelan’s mouth smiled, but any reflection of that smile in his eyes was lost within the bloated, discolored flesh surrounding them. “You can’t hurt me, Tyra. Just go easy on the ribs. I could definitely use a hug. Your basic Jarlward is not a well of human kindness.”

      “Jarlwards are not born,” she quipped, pulling him close. “They’re grown in vats of dung with mushrooms and other semi-intelligent fungi.” Tyra held him as tightly as seemed safe, stroking his hair with her free hand. After several moments, she leaned back and tipped his face up so she could look into his good eye. “How did this happen?”

      He shrugged. “I was off the reservation and got jumped by a bunch of folks. They knew about us and that I’d asked you to join the Kell Hounds. They took exception to that. A big guy with a Radstadt Academy scar on his left cheek organized the little party.”

      Tyra saw something flash through the malachite depths of Phelan’s right eye. You call it a Radstadt Academy scar, but you know what most people call it. It’s a Miraborg scar, just like the one the Varldherre has. Many of our warriors wear it as a symbol of their willingness to make the same sort of sacrifice as he did in the name of nationalism. She stroked the right side of Phelan’s face with her left hand. “Tall and blond, I’ll bet. It must have been Hanson Kuusik. He was out last night, and seemed very pleased with himself this morning.”

      Phelan nodded wearily. “I thought I recognized him from that first liaison meeting I attended on your base.”

      “You should have told me.”

      The Kell Hound sighed. “What good would it have done? My word against his, and no jury of his peers would believe a mercenary against a loyal aerojock.” Phelan’s characteristic smile struggled to return. “Besides, I figured I’d look him up and settle our account after we returned from the Periphery.”

      Tyra flinched at Phelan’s use of the word “we.” His good eye shut and he turned away from her. “I guess I was wrong when I said you couldn’t hurt me.” He hung his head. “You’re not coming, are you?”

      Tyra looked down at her hands. How do I tell you this? “I am honored and flattered that you managed to make room for me in the Kell Hounds…”

      “Hey, don’t imagine it was my word that got you the offer,” Phelan cut in. “I suggested that Captain Wilson take a look at you, and she liked what she saw. I’m not an officer, and being my father’s son makes things lots harder for me—just as her knowledge of our relationship made things tougher for you. Despite that, she made you an offer.”

      Tyra nodded and rubbed her right hand up and down Phelan’s hunched back. “I know, love. I know.” She paused, choked up with emotion. “All that we discussed is true: my skills are not being fully realized here in the Gunzburg Eagles. And it’s not that I can’t stand the idea of being a mercenary...”

      “Could you, Tyra? Could you really accept being a mercenary?”

      It was a question she’d pondered deeply so many times since knowing Phelan, but it was still a hard one to answer. “I think I could,” she said, continuing to stroke his back, “despite the prejudice I’ve grown up with. Even here, all the stories about Wolf’s Dragoons, the Kell Hounds, and the Eridani Light Horse work their magic. No matter how suspicious many people are of mercenaries, some units still have that aura of the noble outlaw about them.”

      Phelan scratched gingerly at his left eye. “That makes me feel better. I’d hate to see what folks here do to mercs they don’t like.”

      Tyra ignored Phelan’s comment. “It’s not that I couldn’t handle the idea of being a mercenary. It’s the idea of becoming a person without a nation that I couldn’t live with.”

      Phelan frowned. “What are you talking about? I was born on Arc-Royal. I’m a citizen of the Lyran Commonwealth. I have my loyalties…”

      Tyra’s blue eyes narrowed. “Do you? Phelan, I’ve come to know you intimately in the three months the Kell Hounds have been marooned on Gunzburg. I think you have loyalties, but not to any nation. You’ve told me yourself how much traveling you’ve done in your life. The Hounds have seen service in the Federated Suns, the Lyran Commonwealth, and then the St. Ives Compact since your birth. You’ve spent more time on the Dragoons’ baseworld of Outreach than you have on Arc-Royal. You have loyalties, but they are more to your family and your friends than to any place.”

      “Is that bad?” Phelan said quietly.

      Tyra took his left hand in hers and gave it a squeeze. “No, not in itself. But it can get you into trouble. It got you bounced from the Nagelring…”

      Phelan’s face closed. “And it made me lose you.”

      Tyra took Phelan by the shoulders and twisted him around to face her again. “Yes, but not in the way you mean. I can no more give up being Rasalhagian than you can give up being a Kell Hound. Both of us are tied strongly to our backgrounds because it’s shaped us and given us our sense of justice, our sense of right and wrong.”

      She reached into the pocket of her silver flight jacket and removed a paper-wrapped object. Placing it in Phelan’s left palm, she folded his fingers over it. “You’ve made me think about many things, Phelan, and for that I am far more grateful than you could ever know.” She swallowed hard again. “The reason you couldn’t find me last night was because I’d gone to my father’s house to finish making this for you.”

      Phelan slowly unfolded the paper, then stiffened as the treasure within it fell into his open palm. Cast in silver, the belt-buckle took the form of the hound’s-head crest of the Kell Hounds Regiments. Inlaid onyx filled the face of it and malachite colored the Hound’s eyes a fierce, cold green.

      Phelan’s mouth hung open. “God, Tyra, this is beautiful. How can I ever...”

      She pressed a finger to his lips, then quickly kissed him. “I know the hound’s eyes are supposed to be red to match the unit crest, but I used malachite to match your eyes. I made it to fit your gun belt because you like to wear a sidearm while piloting your ’Mech. I want it to keep you safe.”

      Phelan swept Tyra into a bear hug, hanging on tightly until she actually felt the tremors of strain in his body. She rubbed both hands on his back, then eased herself out of his grasp. “We’d best head into the office for our joint audience.”

      Clutching the belt buckle in his right hand as if drawing strength from it, Phelan rose stiffly. “Whatever happens in there—and I’m making no promises—I want you to know that my loyalties include you as well.” He shook his head. “I guess we should have believed it when everyone said it couldn’t work—that nothing but trouble could come if a mercenary and a daughter of Free Rasalhague tried to get together.”

      Tyra smiled gently. “But it did work, Phelan...for three months. Can’t we be thankful for that?”

      Phelan was smiling again. “We did defy the odds, didn’t we?”

      Tyra winked, took his left hand, and led the way into the Varldherre’s office.
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      Seated behind a massive mahogany desk, Tor Miraborg did not look up as they entered. Trimmed with gold piping, his gray jacket matched the color of his hair and beard except for the black whiskers running down either side of his mouth. Miraborg’s dark eyes glittered as he closed the folder he was reading and set it atop the data monitor on the corner of his desk. As he looked up to see Phelan and Tyra holding hands, his scarred face openly displayed his anger.

      “I trust you found our accommodations to your liking, Herr Kell.” Sarcasm laced Miraborg’s deep, rich voice.

      Phelan straightened up as though his body didn’t hurt at all. “Room service is less than stellar, but the complimentary massages were great fun. And I also enjoyed teaching the cockroaches to do tricks.”

      Miraborg’s head came up. “Indeed? And how is that done?”

      Phelan laughed. “It’s not hard. First off, though, you have to be smarter than the cockroach.”

      As the mercenary’s cut hit home, Miraborg’s eyes glowed with anger. “Be careful, Herr Kell, that someone doesn’t mistake you for a cockroach. And here, cockroaches often get stepped on and crushed!”

      Miraborg rolled himself back from the desk, bringing his wheelchair into view. The sight of it killed Phelan’s cruel riposte before he could vocalize it, but Tyra and the Varldherre read it in his eyes. No, Phelan, don’t…

      Miraborg’s eyes narrowed to black slits in his pinched face. “That’s right, Kell. I cannot do the stepping and crushing, but it’s the fault of your kind that I cannot! I did not hire you mercenaries to protect us from the Periphery pirates, nor did I welcome your presence on my world!”

      “Ha!” Phelan’s explosive laugh echoed off the glass wall behind Miraborg. “You wanted us here, all right. You wanted us right here on your world so you could torment us. You could have given us the liquid helium we needed to repair the Cucamulus the second we showed up in your system and blew that seal. I stood here in this office when Captain Wilson made her request, but you said that you couldn’t give us the helium because it was a strategic stockpile—even though we offered to pay for it and replace it!”

      Miraborg’s chest swelled with outrage. “Who are you to question me? Your history of disrespect for authority and lack of responsibility is disgraceful. You were thrown out of the Nagelring for dereliction of duty, and you have logged more violations of the curfew and quarantine restrictions on this planet than everyone else in your unit combined.” He leaned back, steepling his fingers. “I’m glad you liked teaching cockroaches tricks, Kell, because you’ll have plenty of time to do it.”

      Phelan scoffed at the older man. “We’re leaving today.”

      The Varldherre shook his head. “The Kell Hounds are leaving today, but you’ll not be with them. You’ll be bound over for trial.”

      “No!” Tyra’s voice filled the room and shocked both men to silence. “No, you will not bind Phelan over for trial.”

      Betrayal threaded through Miraborg’s voice. “How dare you speak to me in that tone?”

      Tyra took a deep breath and approached the man in the wheelchair. “I dare, Father, to prevent you from doing something that would disgrace you and Gunzburg.”

      Muscles bunched at Miraborg’s jaws. “How could I be more disgraced than to have my daughter sleeping with the same scum that crippled me?”

      Tyra’s slap rocked Tor Miraborg’s head back, and she stood staring down at her father. How could you? How could you imagine that I would intentionally do anything to hurt you? She turned and walked away from him, immediately aware that Phelan had taken several steps in her direction. Though she desperately wanted to feel his arms around her, she held out a hand to keep him back.

      Her father’s voice, softer and uncertain, reached out to her. “I’m sorry, truly sorry, Tyra. I didn’t think.”

      Inside her, it was as if a dam broke, but somehow she held back the torrent of emotions. “Phelan, please leave us.” She did nothing to keep the strain from her voice.

      Her father’s tone had regained its edge, too. “Yes, Kell, leave us. The charges against you will be dropped,” he said, reaching into a desk drawer. “Oh, and I believe these are yours.” The clatter of plastic and metal bouncing across the desktop brought Tyra around to see Phelan’s sunglasses roll to a stop beside the monitor.

      Phelan’s hands convulsed into fists. “You bastard! The people who attacked me took those from me last night. You know who they are.”

      Miraborg shook his head nonchalantly in a sham denial of the charge. “I know nothing about that. These were turned in to me by a good citizen wanting to make sure you left nothing behind here on Gunzburg.” He pushed the glasses at Phelan.

      Phelan glanced at Tyra, then shook his head. “No, Miraborg. You keep them. To the victor go the spoils. You’ve won this round, but someday I’ll come back for them.”

      Miraborg laughed harshly. “You do that.”

      The mercenary turned, then rested his hands on Tyra’s shoulders. “I’m sorry the way things turned out, but I’ll never regret what we had.” He kissed her on the forehead and then was gone.

      As the door shut behind Phelan, her father smiled coldly. “Good. Now things can return to normal around here.”

      Despite her pain and hurt, Tyra kept her voice even. “I don’t think so, Father.” She felt a great sense of relief, knowing she was doing this for herself, not to hurt him. “I will be leaving Gunzburg.”

      “What!” He shot a horrified glance at the door. “I thought... You cannot go with them, Tyra. I will not allow it! How could you do this to me?”

      With each word, she saw her father growing smaller and smaller. You’ve been living with hatred for so long, Father, that it’s become part of you, like something in your blood that rules you. “Not to worry, Father, the great Tor Miraborg did not lose a contest of wills with a mere mercenary. I am not joining the Kell Hounds, though their offer did sorely tempt me. I am too much your daughter to do that.”

      Miraborg’s eyes narrowed. “If that were true, my daughter, you’d not have taken up with him in the first place.”

      She stared at him in disbelief. “You still don’t understand, do you? I met Phelan at the Allt Ingar the night Lars Pehkonin played there. Neither of us knew anything about the other. And if we had, our prejudices would have made us bitter enemies from the start. How could a mercenary let himself be attracted to the daughter of Gunzburg’s Iron Jarl? Especially someone like Phelan? He and Lars talked about music and about building synthesizers and whole universes of things that being here on Gunzburg denies me. I only learned his first name that night, but I thought of him often until we met again.

      “It wasn’t until two weeks later, when the Kell Hounds were formally introduced to the Eagles, that I learned Phelan’s real identity. Neither one of us expected things to develop the way they did, but neither did we try to prevent it. When Captain Wilson offered me a place in the Kell Hounds, I knew that I couldn’t accept it. What surprised me, though, was the intensity of my desire to leave Gunzburg.”

      Her father’s face had gone ashen. “Why? I’ve always tried to make things good for you.”

      Tyra looked at her father sympathetically. “Yes, Father, you have, especially after mother died. You’ve been loving and considerate, but you’ve also changed.”

      Miraborg caressed the steel chair that served as his legs. “I had to adapt after the incident.”

      Tyra nodded. “I know, but that was only the beginning of the change. You became stronger, accepted more authority and responsibility.”

      “Someone had to do it.” He turned to look out the glass wall behind him. “Chaos came with independence. With the Kurita administrators gone, every halfwit with a vision of Utopia staked out a new nation and declared himself emperor for life.” He took in all of Stortalar City with a wave of his left hand. “There were constant food shortages and riots. I had to do something.”

      “I remember, Father. I remember being proud of you when you went out one morning saying you would restore order. People rallied around you, as well they should have, and you reestablished order...”

      Miraborg cringed and said the next word for her: “But...”

      “Yes, but,” Tyra repeated. “You became a symbol. People looked to you to lead them and they adopted your cares and concerns. Because they thought you hated mercenaries, they hate mercenaries. No, don’t look away. I remember, Father. I remember that you didn’t blame all mercenaries for your wounding, and once you even told me that Colonel Vinson had been right to pull his Vigilantes out when the terms of his contract had been met. There was once a time when you recognized that fact.”

      She shook her head. “You’re smart enough to know that a leader must be attuned to his people, but you let their feelings and impressions affect you. Because of their hatred of mercenaries, your own hate seemed to become even greater. You championed the necessity of sacrifice in the name of our fledgling nation, and you became a model anyone would be proud to follow. Unfortunately, you also revel in perversions of that symbol.”

      She pointed to the scar on the left side of his face. “Young men and women maim themselves to look like you, and proclaim their willingness to sacrifice themselves for Gunzburg as you did.” Her right hand brushed a tear from her unblemished left cheek. “I have never done it because I hoped you already knew how much our world and our nation mean to me without any melodramatic display.”

      An air of defeat hung over Tor Miraborg as he nodded slowly. “I did think that before all of this.” He turned his chair and faced her. “Now you say you are leaving. How will it look to the people that my daughter has deserted me?”

      “Fear not, Father. I will still make you proud.” She straightened up. “I have requested and been granted a transfer to the First Rasalhague Drakøns.”

      The hint of a smile graced her father’s lips. “The Prince’s Honor Guard...”

      Tyra nodded solemnly. “Yes, a promotion that should make you proud. Again, you sacrifice part of your life for the greater good of Free Rasalhague. Anika Janssen is going with me.” She glanced at the mirrored sunglasses on his desk. “I imagine you will promote Hanson Kuusik to replace me.

      Tor Miraborg looked at the glasses, then lowered his eyes in shame. “Will you ever come home?”

      Home is where the heart is, Tyra thought, and winced to realize she no longer considered Gunzburg her home. “I don’t know. I have much to think about, much to see. Perhaps someday, you’ll understand.”

      Tyra waited for her father to speak, but the emotions playing across his face seemed too much. He stared up at her, then closed his eyes and turned his chair away so she could not see him weep.

      Having burned her last bridge on Gunzburg, the Iron Jarl’s daughter left the world of her birth.
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      Tai-i Shin Yodama heaved his duffel bag from his shoulder and tossed it onto the rickety, iron-framed cot, whose springs squealed and creaked in protest.

      Kashira Kenji Yamashima looked up in dismay. “Sumimasen, Yodama-san,” he said. “Tai-i Buford preferred the cot…” He shrugged, indicating distaste for the previous occupant of the cinderblock-walled room. “If you desire, I will obtain proper bedding for you.”

      Shin smiled to himself and bowed slightly. “Yes, tatami, please, Yamashima-san. When the rest of my things are offloaded from the DropShip, you will see that they are brought up here?”

      Yamashima bowed his graying head. “Hai. Shall this unworthy servant have your things unpacked for you?”

      Shin smiled. Your mouthing the old courtesies is music to my ears after the weeks spent traveling here in that independent freighter. Shin noticed the absence of several joints on the man’s little fingers and the multi-colored head of a snake against the yellow flesh of his neck. But I should not have expected anything less of you, should I?

      “That will not be necessary,” he said, “but I am honored by your concern. I will see to the unpacking later.” Glancing at the full-length mirror on the back of the door, he straightened up, trying to shake off the slump of weariness left from a week traveling to Turtle Bay from the system jump point. There were slight discolorations beneath his eyes, too, but no one else would notice them. He combed his short black hair with his fingers, then smiled at Yamashima. “I think I should pay my respects.”

      Yamashima smiled like a tutor pleased with a pupil who has learned his lessons well. “Tai-sa Tarukito Niiro asked that you join him for cha once you were settled. While you are meeting with him, I shall arrange your visit with the Old Man.”

      Shin cocked his head inquiringly. “Old Man?”

      Yamashima began to speak, then caught himself. His dark eyes darted from Shin’s unblemished hands to the lapel of his black service tunic. “Excuse me, Tai-i. I presumed knowledge where I had only rumors. I meant no offense.”

      Shin returned the sergeant’s deep bow. “You were not rude, Yamashima-san. You were not in error. I was not aware that the yakuza in Edo used that title for their lord.” Yamashima straightened up, relief clearly visible on his seamed face. “So, after you take me to the Tai-sa,” Shin said, smiling, “please do arrange my visit to the Old Man.”
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      Shin Yodama entered Tai-sa Tarukito Niiro’s office and knelt on the tatami mats before sliding the shoji-paneled door closed. The translucent panels of lacquered paper, especially those forming the southern wall opposite the door, let in enough light to brighten the entire room. He keeps his sanctuary uncluttered and simple. He draws his strength from this room. I can feel it.

      Shin bowed first to Tarukito Niiro. Easily twenty-five years Shin’s senior, the Tai-sa had not let vanity get the better of him. Instead of dyeing his salt-and-pepper hair black, as another might have, he wore it short and shaved back away from his temples for better contact with the neuroreceptors in his BattleMech’s neurohelmet. His dark eyes met Shin’s directly and without judgment, then he lowered his gaze so that his subordinate would not think him ill-mannered. Though the Tai-sa did not smile, Shin felt instinctively that he appreciated the depth of his bow and the respect it implied. Tarukito returned the bow fully and gracefully.

      Shin then bowed to the other man in the room. It was slightly disturbing to Shin that this man, who was obviously his junior, should hold the rank of Sho-sa, making him a superior. The only reason he would be here is because he is my commanding officer. I thought the reforms had done away with commissions being awarded on the basis of social rank alone. All I need is this kid giving me orders inspired by flower arrangements or using plans concocted as a result of consultation with the entrails of a teyexta. Despite his misgivings, Shin took comfort in the grace and respect in the younger man’s return bow.

      Tarukito spoke in a low voice, but one resonant with power and self-control. “I trust your journey in-system was not too difficult.”

      “No, Tai-sa. The pilot was most skilled, and successfully threaded the needle between two bad storm systems.”

      “Good.” Tarukito turned and drew Shin’s attention to the other man with a casual gesture. “Forgive my poor manners at delaying the introductions. This is your immediate superior, Sho-sa Hohiro Kurita.”

      Shin’s heart leaped to his throat, and he failed utterly to keep the surprise from his face. Theodore Kurita’s eldest son! He looks so different from holographs I’ve seen. Shin bowed again, this time deepening the gesture and holding it longer. “Excuse me, Kurita-sama. I should have recognized you.”

      Hohiro returned the bow, a smile beginning on his face. “There is no reason you should have known me, Yodama-san. Most of the official holographs were taken years ago, and not been updated for security purposes.” Though the smile remained, the look in Hohiro’s eyes and his tone of voice shifted the conversation to a more serious level. “I should also tell you that, even as your superior officer, I would appreciate all advice and help you can give me. In addition to your skill with a BattleMech, I hope you will avail me of your vast combat experience as well.”

      Shin bowed his head. “You honor me, Sho-sa, but I am not worthy of such praise. I am, after all, only two years your senior, and I have not had the benefit of a Sun Zhang Academy education.”

      Tarukito Niiro smiled and opened a folder lying on the low, black-lacquered desk. “Your lack of a formal education would be considered a plus in many categories, Yodama. As Hohiro has aptly pointed out to me, your career as a warrior already spans twenty years. That means you possess a considerable storehouse of martial knowledge.”

      Shin shook his head. “Again I am honored, but I think you read too much into the accounts of my early life. Yes, I was orphaned during the fighting on Marfik in 3028, but I was only seven years old at the time. I was among those who fled the advancing Steiner troops, but it was only by purest luck that a group of guerrillas found and kept me with them as an omen of luck. I will admit to planting the satchel charge that destroyed the bridge at Pawluk’s Ford, but that was because I was the only person small enough to crawl through the drainage pipe.”

      Hohiro shook his head slightly. “Neither of us placed much weight on the accomplishments on Marfik, because we realized that, while they required courage and cunning, they merely attested to your ability to follow orders. No, we were more impressed by the raid you organized against the stronghold of renegade units on Najha during the Ronin Wars. It was an extremely well-organized and executed ’Mech action for a leader who was only eighteen years of age.”

      “Again you credit me for what was my good fortune.” Shin felt the hot flush of embarrassment over his cheeks. “When the renegades tried to destroy our unit’s training center because they hated us for being yakuza, it came down to giri. It was my duty to my compatriots and to those who had given us the honor of becoming MechWarriors to lead my cadet company’s defense. Had the renegades known the base area as we did, or if their ’Mechs had not suffered equipment failures during the fight, I would not be here talking to you.” The memory of a Centurion pointing its autocannon at the cockpit of his Panther suddenly hit Shin. If that cannon hadn’t jammed, I would have been killed.

      Tarukito watched Shin for a moment, then bowed his head slowly. “After so many years of soldiering with arrogant warriors who seek nothing but personal glory, your humility is as refreshing as it is undeserved. Your career since Najha has been exemplary. I look forward to your taking command of Hyo company.”

      Hohiro nodded at Tarukito’s assessment. “We will have it your way, then, Yodama-san. I hope, in addition to your skill and experience, you will grant me some of your good luck as well.”

      Shin bowed. “I pledge all that I have and am to your service.”

      Tarukito smiled broadly. “Excellent! Now we need fear no one.” He clapped his hands twice. “You were summoned here for tea, and that is what we shall have. After that, Tai-i Shin Yodama, you will have the run of Edo, and a chance to become acquainted with your new home.”
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      The rings around the world of Turtle Bay were etched across the night sky from horizon to horizon. The world’s shadow slowly blackened the rings as evening wore on, but the furthest reaches still caught enough sunlight to burn brilliantly in crimson, purple, and gold. Though Shin had witnessed the effect during the DropShip trip coming in-system, it was entirely different looking up at the colors from the ground than from in space.

      Shin stopped where he was, gawking like a tourist. This world is certainly more beautiful than any other where I have lived. I hope never to lose my sense of wonder for a sight so magnificent.

      After some moments, Shin shifted the unopened bottle of sake from his left hand to his right and set off again, carefully reading the street signs directing him through the hilly Edo landscape. With all the planet’s heavy industry in space, mining the asteroids in the rings and refining the ore into the raw materials, the city of Edo was lovely and serene and free of large industrial complexes. He caught himself remembering the words of his oyabun back on Marfik. “We are civilized, Shin,” his chief used to say, “and therefore should live in a civilized way.” My oyabun would have loved this place.

      Shin’s path took him down a hill and through a darkened gate. He heard the hum of electronic equipment in the shadows, but nothing and no one kept him from passing through.

      The roadway wound off to the left and up the hill. As he turned the corner, his destination came into view.

      The building had been styled after castles raised in Japan fifteen hundred years before. Massive stone block walls formed the foundation of the seven-story-high tower. Each level covered slightly less area than the one below it, tapering the structure gracefully to bring the hill’s natural lines to fulfillment. The eaves of each level curled up at the corners into ferocious dragon heads that stared down at the approaching MechWarrior. Beneath the eaves, the gentle flickering of candles showed through the shoji panels to silhouette the intricate patterns of the wooden guard-rails around each level’s balcony.

      Shin let himself smile with true pleasure at the building. The way the rings hover overhead and how the two stands of pine on each side balance the castle is perfection. The architect was a genius and the landscaper an artist. He mounted the steps up to the broad, flat courtyard before the towering building, then soundlessly crossed the wooden bridge over a white-stone river to the entrance.

      Two men bowed to him as he entered the foyer. As Shin returned their bows and slipped his boots off, one man carried the bottle of sake away. Shin frowned, but a reassuring look from the remaining man told him the rice wine would be decanted and presented at the appropriate time. Just so long as they satisfy themselves that it is not poisoned.

      Shin pulled a pair of black slippers from an alcove above where he had placed his boots and donned them. Wordlessly, he followed the remaining servant through the house, marveling at the beauty of the place. Someday, somehow, I will live in a palace like this.

      The beautifully painted shoji divided rooms from the wood-floor hallways. In some rooms, the furnishings were quite modern and contained everything from tables and couches to holovid viewers and even holographic gaming tables. With one exception, the young men lounging in the room laughed and drank raucously.

      The one dour individual wore no shirt, but Shin had to look twice to be absolutely certain of the fact. Though the man was attempting to be stoic, his expression suggested that he wanted to scream aloud, and that he probably would have if his peers were not in the room. On the left side of his chest, a black line-drawing of a dragon coiled from shoulder to waist and around—Shin surmised—to his spine in the back. The dragon’s tail ran down the man’s arm to just below his elbow.

      That is the first stage in getting a tattoo in the old way, with paint and a bamboo needle. If that fellow thinks it hurts now, wait until they go back in to give the dragon color and life. Shin grinned and nodded a salute to the man, which seemed to briefly relieve his pained expression. He must have done something special for his oyabun to authorize a tattooing.

      Shin’s guide led him up a cedar stairway, then paused next to a shoji panel. He drew it aside and waited for Shin to pass into the chamber before closing it and departing silently.

      Shin knelt and bowed to the room’s only other occupant. “I apologize for intruding on your valuable time. My gratitude knows no bounds that you have made this visit possible.” Shin brought his body up, but did not make eye contact with the other man. “I am Shin Yodama, born on Marfik in the seventeenth year of Takashi Kurita’s reign.”

      The skeletally thin old man across from him bowed respectfully, but remained aloof. “In the name of the Ryugawa-gumi, I, Ryoichi Toyama, welcome you to Turtle Bay and Edo.” He slipped his left arm from the gray silk kimono he wore and bared the left side of his body. “This I got when admitted to the Dragon River Gang in the first year of Takashi Kurita’s reign.”

      Though similar in design to the infant tattoo Shin had seen downstairs, the oyabun’s tattoo showed an artistry from another era entirely. Even the bullet-wound scar on the older man’s stomach could not rob the forty-five-year-old design of its exquisite power. The dragon, as it rose and fell with the old man’s breathing, seemed to come alive. Shin could have sworn he heard the rustle of scales and the scraping of the beast’s talons across the man’s ribs.

      Shin forced himself to look away. “Excuse me, Toyama-sama. I am a lout who knows only gutter-etiquette. It is beautiful, but its power comes from you.”

      Toyama said nothing as he pulled his kimono back into place. He tightened the obi sash once again, then looked at Shin expectantly. “I see you have lost no fingers.”

      Shin bowed his head. “My masters have turned a blind eye to my failures.”

      “You do not wear a lapel pin to mark your affiliation.”

      “Forgive me, Toyama-sama, but the commander at my last station forbade us to wear tokens of our families.”

      Toyama smiled and bowed his head. “Tai-sa Niiro and I have reached an understanding about that. Here, however, you must wear a device that identifies you with us in Edo. I will grant you such if you do, indeed, prove to be Shin Yodama.”

      Shin sat up straight and removed his uniform jacket. He folded it carefully and set it down on the tatami to his right before unfastening the buttons on his shirt. As the Chief of the Ryugawa-gumi had done before him, Shin bared the left side of his chest. “I am Shin Yodama, and I belong to the Kuroi Kiri of Marfik.”

      “The Black Mist!” the old man hissed in awe. “I have heard, but could scarcely believe…”

      Shin’s tattoo entirely covered his left torso and arm to just above his wrist. Stylistically traditional, the design consisted of a boiling black cloud. Gold flecks and lines curling in and out of the design defined the cloud’s different parts and levels. Yet, even as the gold was very much part of the cloud, it was also something on its own. Its curving, sometimes jagged, lines followed the smooth muscles of Shin’s chest, stomach, and arm, mechanically marking him as a man, yet clearly transforming him into something else, something more.

      Toyama bowed deeply. “Then it is true. You are Shin Yodama, and you are a buso-senshi.” A proud smile spread across the old man’s face. “It is I who am honored by this visit.”

      Shin returned the bow, relishing the respectful tones in Toyama’s voice. Buso-senshi—a MechWarrior. I am part of the bargain struck between the yakuza and Theodore Kurita in his drive to save the Draconis Combine. Because of the services of the Kuroi Kiri in the war, we were given the honor of supplying the first of the new yakuza MechWarriors. I am one of those—one who fights for more than honor.

      The sharp clap of Toyama’s hands snapped Shin from his musings. “Come, Yodama-san, we will drink your sake properly, and then I will show the wastrels working for me what a real yakuza is like. You are one of us now, one of the Ryugawa-gumi. Whatever you need, ask, for you embody the hope of the Dragon—and we will not let that hope die.”
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        TRIAD, THARKAD CITY

        THARKAD

        DISTRICT OF DONEGAL

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        20 JUNE 3049

      

      

      “Trellwan!” Victor Steiner-Davion’s face locked in a feral snarl. “I don’t care if Kanrei Theodore Kurita stations his eldest son on Atreus to drool over Isis Marik. I don’t see why his posting means I get exiled to some backwater!” That the others in the room watched him with amused smiles only deepened his dark mood. “I want to be on the Combine border, or even down near the Capellan Confederation. I want to be stationed where I can see some action!”

      Morgan Hasek-Davion raised an eyebrow. “You’ll see plenty of action out there, Victor.”

      Victor snorted derisively. “Sure, Periphery pirates, and the occasional raid by some loony Rasalhague unit wanting to prove they’re tough. There’s been no trouble on Trell since the birth of the Gray Death Legion…” He looked over at Justin Allard. “Hell, the Kell Hounds have dispatched one company from their Second Regiment to take care of the pirates up there. That’ll leave me nothing to do but cool my heels.”

      Justin Allard glanced at Prince Hanse Davion, then allowed himself to smile. “I see you’ve been studying the troop assessment reports.”

      “Damned right, Justin.” Victor pointed to the map of the Successor States tacked up on the wall of his room. “I know where we’ve got what, and I’ve a fair idea of what the Draconis Combine has going up against us. You don’t need troops up here in the hinterlands. Hell, a troop of Youth Scouts could defend that area against anything coming in from the Periphery.”

      He stabbed his finger at the border between the Commonwealth’s Isle of Skye and the Combine’s Dieron Military District. “This is where you need me. We all know that when trouble erupts between the Combine and our forces, it’ll be here. You’ve got the Tenth Lyran Guards stationed on Skondia, Justin. I saw the reports listing Kai as being assigned there. And Morgan, I know you’re rotating the First Kathil Uhlans to Skye in the next six months. Why am I being left out? Dammit, I trained to be a MechWarrior. I want to go where that’s what I can do. Posting me out in the middle of nowhere because Theodore Kurita did the same with his son offends me.”

      Hanse Davion shook his head. “Ah, the impetuosity of youth.”

      At that, Victor gave both his father and Justin Allard a withering stare, then turned to his cousin to plead his case. “I don’t expect those two fossils to understand, Morgan, but surely you can. You remember what it’s like to be ready to take what you’ve learned and turn it into action.”

      Morgan nodded slowly, and clasped his hands at the small of his back. “I do recall what it’s like to be young and eager, cousin.” He glanced at Hanse. “I also recall that your father held me back until the time was right.”

      Victor winced. So much of your history is wrapped up in the exploits of the First Kathil Uhlans—the Lions of Davion—that I keep forgetting how long you waited for your chance. I can see in your face that you sympathize with me, but that you also feel my father’s plan is a good one.

      Resignation written all over his face, Victor pulled his dress jacket from the rack and shrugged it on. “Why is it so important for me to be stationed on Trell I?” He held up his hand to forestall an immediate answer. “And you can spare me the explanation about the Twelfth Donegal Guards being an excellent unit. I’ve read the files and I agree that they’re good. On the off chance we do see some action, the enemy will have to be plenty tough to drive us off.”

      Hanse Davion’s blue eyes narrowed. “I believe you are well aware, my son, that dealing with the Draconis Combine has never been easy. In the past, all we needed was to understand how their culture measures honor and embarrassment, or balances duty and compassion, and we could predict what they might do and how they would react. In the past—up to fifteen years ago—we could count on retaliation for every raid and a countermove for every one we made. Their troops would mount suicidal and foolish attacks just for the sake of winning honor for their families. More than once, a leader betrayed by his superiors committed suicide because he could not live with the shame of failure, even though that failure was not his own doing. It was madness, and we benefited from the predictability it gave their actions.”

      The Prince rose from his seat at the foot of Victor’s bed and stared at the map. “Over twenty years ago, before the war, Takashi Kurita ordered the creation of two new ’Mech units: the Genyosha and the Ryuken. The Genyosha was an elite unit about the size of a reinforced battalion. Its MechWarriors were the cream of the crop, and were trained to see honor as something on a grand scale, not a personal one. Their glories were the unit’s glories, and the unit’s glories were the Combine’s glories. Under the leadership of Yorinaga Kurita, a brilliant MechWarrior, the members of the Genyosha fought as a unit rather than as individuals seeking personal glory. And that made them deadly.”

      Hanse’s eyes focused beyond the map. “The Ryuken was a unit several regiments in size. It was built up to parallel Wolf’s Dragoons, and its training style matched that of the Dragoons. As such, MechWarriors in that unit also worked well together. They learned how to support one another, and mastered tactics that made them formidable. When they faced their mentors in 3028—on a world appropriately named Misery—both sides were savaged. The Ryuken were not fit enough as a unit to take part in the Fourth Succession War when it broke out, but the Genyosha were. At the war’s end, remnants of the Genyosha pledged themselves to Theodore Kurita.”

      The Prince turned back to his son. “The Genyosha felt that Theodore’s father, Takashi, had mistreated and dishonored their dead commander. A few Genyosha warriors even defected to the Kell Hounds. It was also at this time that Theodore drew to himself the remnants of the Ryuken, who had also lost their commander. He quickly organized training battalions around the Genyosha and Ryuken survivors, and also recruited heavily from among the yakuza. Even though his father ordered the dissolution and division of the Ryuken and Genyosha, Theodore had put together an excellent military force.”

      Justin cleared his throat. “In fact, the break-up of the two elite units seems only to have spread Theodore’s new military philosophy further instead of destroying it, as Takashi had hoped. While old-liners did mount some revolts—and were largely responsible for what they call the Ronin Wars when Rasalhague went independent—Theodore’s new and more efficient military doctrine won out.”

      Victor chewed his lower lip. “It was this new military doctrine that let Theodore pound us back in 3039?”

      Hanse hesitated, a bit stung by the question. “That did, indeed, contribute to the military reversal we suffered. More important than that, however, was the number of ’Mechs the Combine had available for use. Theodore obtained reinforcements at an incredible rate, despite the fact that his father saw him as a threat, and did things like trying to hold up delivery of spare parts and munitions.”

      Victor frowned. “That was stupid. He was cutting off his nose to spite his face.”

      Morgan glanced at his chronometer and then straightened the line of his black and gold dress jacket. “That, Victor, is what we thought, which is why we moved when we did. Theodore has proved his worth, and since that time, we’ve been watching each other closely.”

      Hanse walked over and straightened the sunburst epaulet on Victor’s left shoulder. “When Theodore posted his son to Turtle Bay and the Fourteenth Legion of Vega six months ago, I felt he was sending us a signal. At first, we feared that a buildup in the area would oblige us to reinforce the Rasalhague border, and that would be politically bothersome…”

      Victor saw a look of distaste wash over his father’s face. Ryan Steiner’s meddling again, I would guess. He’s only my mother’s second cousin—and the same relation to me as Phelan Kell—but he causes enough trouble to be in a direct line for the Archon’s throne.

      An odd thought struck Victor and made him smile. I wonder if it’s the province of second cousins one generation removed to cause trouble? Phelan got himself kicked out of the Nagelring, and Ryan married Morasha Kelswa to strengthen his power base with her claim to the throne of the Tamar Pact. As half the Pact became a chunk of the Free Rasalhague Republic, it would be difficult for my father to build up troops in that area while still denying Ryan’s requests to go to war to regain his wife’s holdings.

      Victor looked up. “I take it Theodore did not increase troop or munitions shipments to his son’s unit?”

      Justin nodded. “As nearly as the Ministry of Intelligence can determine, he has not. It looks as though shipments to that garrison are sufficient to replace materiel lost fighting pirates and nothing more.”

      Victor stepped back from his father and tugged at the wrists of his coat. “So you will send me up there to suggest to Theodore that you will answer him in kind?”

      Hanse shook his head. “Both you and Hohiro Kurita are very good at what you do. Hohiro’s scores from the Sun Zhang were leaked to us as a courtesy, and they were excellent. We have given Theodore a similar look at your file. If he wishes our differences settled by the two of us, he will strike at the Isle of Skye. If he wants to leave our conflict to future generations…”

      “His son will strike at me.” Victor’s blue eyes narrowed, unconsciously mimicking the face his father made when concentrating. The analysis is flawless, as I have come to expect from these three. The challenge is there, as I have been trained to expect from Theodore Kurita. “What of you, Father? Do you wish the fight to fall to your next generation?”

      Hanse threw back his head and laughed while his two advisors exchanged amused glances. “Yes, gentlemen, you were right. He did ask.” His smile faded as he rested both hands on Victor’s shoulders. “I fought a war before you were born, and recovering from it was long and hard. Deciding to attack the Draconis Combine ten years later was probably a mistake, and I should be thankful to Theodore for making that so evident.”

      The Prince looked down into his son’s face. “In my day, some considered me a military genius, but it seems the title is generational in nature. My tactics in the Fourth Succession War worked because they hit at weaknesses my enemies had not recognized in their defenses. Just ten years later, in the War of 3039, Theodore Kurita saw the flaws in my tactics, and pointed them out to me in a most dramatic manner. It’s true that we soft-soaped the whole story for public consumption, and given the nearly even exchange of worlds, the war looked like another stalemate. But those of us gathered here know how shocked we all were that Kurita could so successfully turn back the combined armies of the Federated Suns and the Lyran Commonwealth.”

      Hanse sighed heavily. “The time for me to plan and execute a war is passing—passing to Morgan and to you.” A small smile tugged at the corners of the Prince’s mouth. “Let the wars pass to your generation, and when you take the throne, you can decide when or where or even if to strike. If you become a great warrior, if you reunite the Successor States to form a new Star League, you will make me very proud. If you never fight a war, I will be just as proud.”

      Again Morgan looked at his chronometer. “It’s past time, my friends. I will agree with you that this discussion is more interesting than the Archon’s Liberty Medals Banquet is likely to be, but I also think it would be better held in a properly secure briefing room.”

      Hanse stood up and began to straighten his own jacket. “The only real problem with shuttling court back and forth between New Avalon and Tharkad is that every night is taken up with awards banquets and other ‘cultural events’ of questionable merit.” He winked at Victor. “But if we miss them, your mother will have our heads.”

      Victor pointed toward the door. “Then let’s go.” He turned to his father. “Do you think I’ll have to preside over similar occasions on Trell I?”

      Hanse shook his head. “Out there? I doubt it.”

      Victor laughed and closed the door behind them. “Then there’s a silver lining to this cloud after all…”
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        GEARADEUS BASE

        SKONDIA

        ISLE OF SKYE

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        30 JULY 3049

      

      

      Kai Allard covered his mouth with one fist as he yawned. “I’m here, Sergeant. What’s the big problem?”

      The small, blocky man looked terribly apologetic. “Jeez, Leftenant, I didn’t expect you to show up right now. I mean, I just wanted you to appear sometime today. I know you wanted to get some shut-eye after that trip in on the Argus.”

      Kai shook his head. “Not a problem. With all my traveling, I’ve mastered the trick of sleeping on DropShips even as they enter atmosphere.”

      DropShips, incapable of interstellar travel by themselves, moved passengers and cargo from planets to JumpShips. With its Kearny-Fuchida jump drive, a JumpShip was able to warp space around itself and its DropShips, traveling instantaneously to another star system up to thirty light years distant. Transit time between planet and jump point varied according to the type of star, but no one counted such journeys as pleasant or restful.

      The Sergeant glanced down at his noteputer. “The end of the month is coming up, and I need to get you checked out on your ’Mech. I mean, we need to make sure nothing shook lose. Besides, your ’Mech is hardly stock…” He half-turned toward the ’Mech bay, then waited for Kai to follow him into the cavernous home of the most fearsome weapons ever developed by mankind.

      A thrill ran up Kai’s spine as he stepped into the bay’s shadowy interior. BattleMechs ranging in height from nine to almost twelve meters towered above him. The white and blue camouflage designed to hide ’Mechs in Skondia’s icier reaches softened some of the machines’ harder edges, yet Kai thought it also made the ’Mechs seem colder and more forbidding. Some were of humanoid design, with the look of men encased in giant, powered armor. Others resembled fierce animals or monstrous insects.

      A third category of ’Mechs looked equally daunting. Most of them stood on birdlike legs, but the resemblance to living creatures ended there. Their squat, compact bodies sprouted stubby wings that bristled with laser ports or missile pods in most cases. The most fearsome of these, the Marauder, stood hunched over, with its twin arms ending in blocky weapon pods that contained lasers and terrifying particle projection cannons. Augmented by a cannon mounted atop the jutting torso, that arsenal made the Marauder one of the most deadly BattleMechs ever produced.

      The noncom led Kai back through row upon row of ’Mechs. At one point, he plucked a thick vest from a basket and tossed it back to the MechWarrior. Gray ballistic cloth formed the garment’s outer layer, and Kai found its weight reassuring. Unsnapping the four clasps, Kai opened the jacket to reveal the interior layer of black Gore-Tex lining the vest. Sandwiched between the goretex and body armor ran tubes of coolant fluid. The garment, when plugged into a ’Mech’s command couch, helped the pilot’s body deal with the incredible heat build-up in the BattleMech’s cockpit.

      Kai had stripped off his shirt and donned the cooling vest by the time he and the Sergeant reached their destination. The smaller man stopped abruptly, but Kai neatly avoided running into him. “This is it, isn’t it, Leftenant? I mean, this is the real Yen-Lo-Wang.”

      Kai nodded solemnly. “The real thing. This is Yen-Lo-Wang.”

      The Centurion standing before them lacked the bulkiness of some other humanoid ’Mechs. Though its slender lines made it seem more alive, the autocannon muzzle that replaced its right hand would never let anyone mistake it for a living creature. The head had been designed with a crest reminiscent of an ancient Roman helmet, but both Kai and the Sergeant knew it was more than decoration. The crest had been fitted with thousands of sensors that, in fact, made it the giant war machine’s eyes and ears.

      Yen-Lo-Wang did not share the other ’Mech’s ice and snow camouflage. Until recently, it had been kept on the planet Kestrel, the Allard ancestral holding. It had been painted in a mottled brown and black pattern, with some blue near the faceplate, mimicking the coloration of a falcon. Over the left breast, the falcon rampant crest of the Kestrel Militia had been stenciled in black.

      The smaller man shuddered. “I saw it in its first fight, you know.”

      “You were on Solaris twenty years ago?” Kai smiled solicitously.

      The man shook his head. “Well, I wasn’t actually there. I saw the ’Mech go against Peter Armstrong’s when the fight was first broadcast. Let’s see, I was stationed on Cor Caroli at the time. I remember watching Armstrong’s Griffin—I think he called it Mars...”

      “Ares,” Kai gently corrected him.

      “Yeah, Ares.” The Sergeant shrugged sheepishly. “Hey, all them old god names get confusing, you know? Isn’t Yen-Lo-Wang a god, too?”

      “The Chinese god of the dead,” Kai whispered. “The King of the Nine Hells.”

      The Sergeant smiled broadly. “Yeah, that’s it. That’s why the holovids of that fight were billed as ‘The Battle of the Gods.’ Well, I saw it all. On a whim, I bet on your father—mainly ’cause the other guys gave me great odds. When your pop blew the hell out of Armstrong, I cleaned up. Got doubled odds because he killed Armstrong.”

      The man’s ebullience made Kai’s mouth run sour. I remember the time I sneaked a viewing of a holovid of that fight and started bragging about the fact my father had killed a man. I must have been, what, six years old at the time, and was using the holovid to win one of those “my father can beat up your father” fights with a kid from school. It upset the other kid so much, they had to send him home from school. That night my father sat me down for a long talk. He held me close as we both watched the fight again, and I could feel him tremble. He told me what he’d been thinking as the faceplate on Armstrong’s ’Mech exploded out. He wanted Armstrong to punch out, to escape the death of his ’Mech, but when fire filled the cockpit and shot out in twenty-meter long gouts of flame, my father’s heart sank.

      “Killing a man is not easy, and never should be,” he told me. I was too young to fully understand, but I’ve learned since then, and have never forgotten. Killing is, ultimately, a failure of all other methods to influence and change someone. That it is sometimes the only way to protect yourself does not give to it any more sanctity or merit.

      The Sergeant patted Yen-Lo-Wang on the foot with an affection another man might lavish on a pet dog or horse. “I never thought I’d ever see this baby up close.” He grinned sheepishly as he turned back to Kai. “If you have no objections, sir, I’d like to take care of your ’Mech personally. You know, sort of become your personal Tech—in addition to my other duties, of course.”

      Kai returned the Sergeant’s smile, his thoughts and feelings deflected from their somber course. “It would be my pleasure, Sergeant, to have you work on my ’Mech.” He glanced up at the Centurion. “And I’m sure he won’t mind at all.”

      The Tech nodded and patted the ’Mech’s foot again. “Don’t you worry, sir, old Marty Rumble and Yen-Lo-Wang are going to become the best of friends. I’ll have him running tip-top.” He moved to steady the rope ladder running from the Centurion’s cockpit to the ground. “First, let’s get you up there and see what he can do. I’ll be in the targeting course control tower. Call me on TacCom 27 when you’re ready to roll.”

      Kai mounted and quickly scaled the ladder. Once inside the cockpit, he waved Rumble away from the ladder and hit the retraction switch. With the ladder reeled into the storage space in the ’Mech’s chin, the polarized faceplate slid down and clicked into place. Sealed tightly, the cockpit pressurized itself, making Kai’s ears pop.

      Kai dropped into the ’Mech’s command couch and removed his long woolen trousers, leaving on his standard-issue shorts. The chill air raised goose bumps on his legs, but as he flipped the switch that started the fusion reactor burning in the ’Mech’s chest, he felt warm air currents eddy up into the cockpit. Well he knew that the cockpit could become so stiflingly hot that his shorts would be all he could stand to have on.

      After fastening the crisscrossing safety belts, Kai pulled the cooling vest’s power cord from the small pocket on its left side and snapped it into the coupling on the left side of the command couch. It took a half-second for his flesh to get used to the sensation of a million worms crawling over it as the sluggish cooling fluid started to flow within the vest. Then he smiled, recalling one instructor’s comment: “Better caressed by worms than parboiled.”

      Kai opened a panel on the right side of the command couch and pulled out four short cables and a strip of shiny paper. He peeled the medical-sensor adhesive pads from the paper, and pressed one each to his thighs and upper arms. He then snapped the rounded ends of the cables to the four sensor pads and threaded the plug ends up through the loops on his cooling vest. The plugs clinked against one another as they flopped loosely near his throat.

      Reaching up and behind his head, Kai pulled his neurohelmet from the shelf above the command couch. He settled it down over his head, letting the bulk of its weight rest on the cooling vest’s padded shoulders. He worked it around, adjusting it so the ring of neurosensors built into the helmet fitted snugly against his skull. It gave him a bit of trouble, but he finally got it seated correctly. Guess I need to get my hair cut again...

      He inserted the medsensor plugs into the four sockets at the helmet’s throat. Moving his head around for a test, he satisfied himself that the helmet’s hexagonal faceplate was indeed centered. He pressed down on the velcro tabs that kept the helmet in place. Ready for the next step, he reached out and touched a glowing yellow button on his command console.

      The computer’s synthesized voice filled his neurohelmet. “I am Yen-Lo-Wang. Who presents himself to the King of the Nine Hells?”

      “I am Kai Allard-Liao.”

      White noise played through the speakers for a moment before the computer replied. “Voiceprint pattern match obtained. What is the one immutable law?”

      Kai swallowed hard. “Honor thy mother and thy father.”

      “Authorization confirmed. Know well, Kai Allard-Liao, that you have made your parents proud.”

      Kai rocked back in his couch, barely noticing as the war machine’s monitors blinked to life and the computer brought all the weapon systems online. The computer’s not programmed to say that! Then he remembered his father wanting to climb back into the cockpit “one more time” when they met before the senior Allard departed for Victor’s graduation ceremony. I should have known he was up to something when he insisted on marching Yen-Lo-Wang into the belly of the DropShip that brought me here. I’ve not been in it since then.

      A lump rose in his throat. His allowing me to take Yen-Lo-Wang and use it for my tour of duty was one hell of a graduation gift, but that...that was something else. The words only barely choking out, Kai made a whispered vow. “I will do nothing to betray your faith in me.… Nothing!”

      He keyed the radio. “Centurion to Course Control. Can you read me?”

      Rumble sounded a bit breathless. “Just got here, Leftenant. CorCon ready. Are you all set?”

      “All systems go.”

      “Good. Turn to heading one-eighty and proceed south. Just walk it for the first klick, then you can take it up to cruising speed. The gunnery course isn’t very sophisticated. Mostly scrap steel structures with sensor pods that will make your ’Mech put targets up on the display.”

      “Roger.” Kai hit two buttons on the command console to the right. “I’m sending you diagnostic feeds on TacCom 30 and 31. That’s mechanicals and gunnery, respectively.”

      Rumble sounded impressed. “You can do that?”

      “Yeah. It’s a special option used on Solaris so the bookies can monitor a ’Mech’s performance during a fight. It lets them lay off bets when a ’Mech takes internal damage that isn’t clearly visible to the spectators. Feed starts now.”

      Streams of data poured across Kai’s secondary monitor. He watched it long enough to assure himself he was sending the right information out on the correct frequency, then called up another program that presented a computer diagnostic view of Yen-Lo-Wang on the monitor. The computer reported the ’Mech’s trio of active weapon systems were primed and ready. Because of the ’Mech’s special modifications, especially the Pontiac 1000 heavy autocannon replacing the lighter Luxor AC in its right arm, and the added weight, the Centurion no longer carried a long-range missile launcher and ammo bays for the same in its chest. Ammo for the autocannon was stored in the Centurion’s right breast. Yen-Lo-Wang also sported twin medium lasers forward and aft in its center torso.

      The neurohelmet fed Kai’s sense of balance directly into the computer, enabling the 50-ton metallic giant to lumber forward and execute the turn to the south with amazing agility. At the pilot’s direction, the computer instantly translated micro-electric pulses into gross motor movements by sending out jolts of electricity to contract and expand the ’Mech’s myomer muscles. With his many years of training, Kai made the death machine carry him along almost effortlessly.

      The Centurion strode from the ’Mech bay boldly and smoothly, but Kai detected and berated himself for tiny errors. He wouldn’t allow himself the excuses of a two-month layoff because of his transit to Skondia or his general level of fatigue, but pushed himself to do better.

      Concentrate, Kai! Your father handled Yen-Lo-Wang as though he’d practiced with it every day for the past twenty years. He marched into the Argus as smartly as any elite drill team member. You’re sloppy and slow. You have to do better.

      Kai punched another button on the command console with his right hand. A meter from his face, running from the cockpit’s low ceiling down about a meter and a half and measuring two full meters from side to side, a computer-generated data display burned to life. Though the curved display took up only a 160-degree arc, it provided a full 360-degree view of the area surrounding the Centurion. Faint lines broke the display into forward, left, right, and rear arcs of fire, and two gold targeting crosshairs hovered in the center area.

      The translucent display allowed Kai a clear view of his command console, its data monitors, and the all-important heat-level displays. By focusing beyond it, he could see out through the Centurion’s faceplate, but the view from ten meters up tended to be a bit distorted. The initial display showed the terrain outside in a magnified form using visible light, making it the rough equivalent of looking through a pair of weak binoculars. The program used by the computer to digitize the external visual feeds exaggerated crucial detail and included labels for items identified. In this case, it meant an increase of resolution for the gunnery-range warning signs and the identification of a passing aerofighter as a friendly 65-ton Lucifer on maneuvers from the base.

      Kai keyed the radio. “I’m a klick out. I’m going to take Yen-Lo-Wang up to top speed.” Without waiting for confirmation from CorCon, Kai leaned the ’Mech forward and started its legs pumping. Huge metal feet pounded into the snowy ground, crunching through the icy crust of early winter snow and actually digging up dirt from below. As the speed crept up to the ’Mech’s maximum ground speed of 64.8 kph, Kai felt his heart begin to race. After two months of doing nothing, this feels great.

      Rumble’s voice crackled as it came out of the speakers. “All systems reporting fine, Centurion. Fifteen seconds to range on my mark. You’ll get no artificial visuals on vislight scan, only magres or infrared. Labels on all three. Mark. Good luck.”

      Kai dropped his hands onto the joystick controllers on the arms of the command couch. The control in his right hand directed the crosshairs that targeted for the autocannon and the forward laser, while the other joystick handled the aft-arc laser. The button under his right thumb triggered the autocannon, while the index finger triggers on both controls fired the lasers.

      Warning klaxons heralded his entry onto the gunnery range with hideous shrieks. Snowshoe hares sprinted away from the small wooden shack the computer labeled a Goblin medium tank. Kai dropped the forward crosshairs onto its projected image, let them pulse bright gold for a second, then stabbed his thumb down on the firing button.

      With a thunderous roar, the Centurion’s autocannon sprayed out a stream of depleted-uranium projectiles. They traced a line up the hill and into the shack. The door exploded in a cloud of splinters, then the roof disintegrated, spreading shingles all over the snowy hilltop. For the barest of moments, the unsteady structure remained standing, despite looking as though an invisible buzz-saw had split it right down the middle. Then, as Kai fought the autocannon’s tendency to rise, the metal storm blew the rest of the building to pieces.

      Almost instantly, off to the left, the computer painted the rusting skeleton of a bent and broken oil derrick with a label marking it as a Valkyrie. Kai swept the gold cross over to cover it, and snapped off a shot with the chest-mounted medium laser. The ruby beam shot low, vaporizing snow into great gouts of live steam. They rose up to form a thick white cloud that hung over the derelict tower, obscuring Kai’s line of sight.

      With his left hand, Kai shifted the display from vislight to magnetic resonance. The display went from normal visual analogs to a vector graphic picture of the landscape. For a half-second, the derrick appeared as it truly was, then the computer scrambled its lines and reformed them into the silhouette of the light ’Mech the derrick was supposed to represent.

      Kai brought up the crosshairs and triggered the autocannon again. Through the display, he saw steel cross-braces spark and snap as the heavy weapon’s shells slammed through them. The computer’s projection, taking into account the nature of the damage that would have been done to the Valkyrie, sent shards of armor flying from the ’Mech’s chest. Kai saw the Valkyrie stagger as reports of the incredible damage done to it scrolled by on his primary data monitor.

      The Valkyrie collapsed as its real-world analog sagged slowly to the ground. Beyond it, the computer identified another imaginary threat and another one after that. Kai, acting without thinking, sped through the targeting range. When the heat build-up in his ’Mech caused the heat monitors to rise from blue to green and then to yellow, he temporarily abandoned use of the autocannon and concentrated on using the lasers. Though they could do less damage—and the forward laser had a tendency to shoot low—they also produced less heat for the ’Mech to dissipate.

      At the end of the run, sweat pouring off him like rain, Kai laughed aloud. “I feel like I’ve been resurrected from the grave. That felt great!”

      Rumble’s reply fed back the enthusiasm in Kai’s voice. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, that was bloody incredible. Your time/score ratio is only twenty points behind the base record—and that was with you compensating for a misaligned forward laser!”

      Kai smiled broadly. “Thank you, Mr. Rumble.” He wanted to make another comment, but hearing the pleasure in his own voice sent a haunting echo through his mind. That was easy, Kai, because those targets weren’t shooting back. You’ve excelled at a game, but nothing more. One mistake, one misstep in battle, and you’ll be very, very dead.

      He sobered up. “We’ll have to realign and recalibrate the forward laser. And I can’t bypass a target, then take it out with the rear laser…”

      Rumble sounded confused. “But you did that after you executed the standard maneuver to evade fire from a Savannah Master hovercraft. That’s the toughest target we have on this course, and you snagged it with a clean shot.”

      “It was sloppy and stupid. That’s the sort of thing you might expect to see in an Immortal Warrior holovid.” Kai caught himself, and filtered the anger out of his voice. It’s not his fault, Kai. You got carried away and got lucky. He’s just commenting on your performance. He forced some levity into his voice, though he no longer felt pleased with himself. “Have to remember the basics, Sergeant, and that’s what these training runs are for. Let’s leave the flashy moves for fighters on Solaris and the holovids.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And let’s downplay the fact that this is Yen-Lo-Wang and how well I did on this run. In fact, if we could downplay who my father is, I’d appreciate it. I don’t want some idiot who thinks he’s a hero to be challenging me to timed runs through this course just to prove how tough he is.”

      “Got it. See you down in the ’Mech bay, Stall 1F00.”

      “Roger.” Kai switched off the radio as he turned the Centurion and headed back into base. Be careful, Kai, and stay in control at all times. Your father programmed this ’Mech to remind you that he and your mother are proud of you. Don’t do anything to change that.
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      “Hound Deuce to Hound Leader. I have positive contact.” Phelan punched an increase in magnification into the computer of his Wolfhound. “Kenny Ryan might think he’s a chip off the old block, but we’ll put an end to that lie right now.”

      Lieutenant Jackson Tang answered immediately. “Copy that, Deuce. Is this confirmed?”

      “Affirmative, Leader.” Dammit, Jack, I know the amount of iron in this rock has been playing hob with our sensors. “I have a vislight image at one thousand mag. I mark one Locust and one Griffin at a klick. Their gold paint scheme and red insignia stand out against the rocks. Want me to count pores on the pilots for you?”

      The tone of Tang’s reply was apologetic. “Negative, Deuce. Good work. I’ve got your position. We’ll be working our way up.”

      Phelan glanced at his auxiliary monitor, where the computer displayed a diagram of the star system for a myriameter in radius around his position. Up near the top of the display, Phelan saw the icon representing the JumpShip Cucamulus, but it was only shown at half-intensity green. That meant the asteroids between Sisyphus’s Lament and the ship prevented communications between it and Tang’s lance of four ’Mechs. Likewise, the half-intensity red icon used to mark the last-known position of Captain Wilson and the company’s other two lances meant those other ’Mechs were incommunicado.

      “Hound Leader, do I sit put until we establish a commlink with the base, or do I move in? I have cover out another five hundred meters.” Phelan punched up a data feed and had the computer relay it to Jack Tang’s Blackjack.

      “Hold on, Deuce. The data feed is coming across fuzzy. Let’s try to stick together on this. Don’t want you jumped like you were back on Gunzburg. I’m one ridge behind you. Trey and Kat are coming up to your left.”

      The young mercenary frowned. Guess I deserved that. “Roger, Leader.”

      Phelan wiped his sweaty palms against the ballistic cloth covering of his cooling vest. His right hand brushed the cool metal of the belt-buckle Tyra had given him. He smiled and adjusted the Mauser and Gray M-43 needier pistol on his right thigh. He knew that if his cockpit module were breached, this cold rock had just enough of an oxygen atmosphere to rust the rocks and let him freeze to death if no help came. Even if I could draw the pistol with frozen fingers, it wouldn’t do me any good. Somehow, though, it is comforting to wear it. It must be the superstition of routine that makes me feel that way. Strapping the thing on is the only normal piece of this whole operation.

      The Cucamulus had arrived in The Rock system at a pirate jump point. Because of the massive gravitational forces and subsequent warping of space around stars, JumpShips were limited to entering star systems at a “safe” distance—“safe” being dependent on the size and energy level of the star. Most JumpShips appeared at the apex or nadir jump points located directly above or below the stellar poles because those were the most efficient places to unfurl the ship’s solar collectors to recharge the Kearny-Fuchida jump drive. While the Jump Ship recharged, the DropShips made the long journey in-system from the jump point.

      Pirate points were jump points a safe distance from the sun, but calculated to be on or near the star’s orbital plane. This placed the JumpShip much closer to a system’s planets, but also put the ship at much greater risk during jump. Pirate points had to be calculated exactly because of the increased amount of matter located in and around the planets. In a system consisting mostly of asteroids, like The Rock System, a JumpShip captain had to be a genius or crazy to bring his vessel in at a pirate jump point.

      Janos Vandermeer, Captain of the Cucamulus, could qualify as either. He’d brought the Cu in close to the largest asteroid. Known as The Rock, it had given its name to the whole system. It had an atmosphere that made it habitable, and aside from the need to harvest water from the ice balls floating in the asteroid belt, it was supposed to be a pleasant place. Kenny Ryan’s pirates had just begun to use it as a base, and the Kell Hounds hoped to catch them by surprise by bringing the Cu in close.

      When the ship appeared in-system, the initial scans picked up no communications at all from The Rock. Vandermeer had ordered an immediate scan of the surrounding area and got snippets of radio contacts from several sites in the asteroid belt. Captain Wilson deployed her forces and slowly began a sweep of the asteroids best suited to supporting a pirate band’s secret haven.

      And we got Sisyphus’s Lament. After five hours of humping up and down these iron mountains, thank God we got something. Phelan glanced sourly at his display, then punched up another increase in magnification. “Holy Mother of God, Jack, I mean Hound Leader. Ryan’s folks are running from something. I have definite visuals on lasers going in and out and something I mark as long-range missile fire incoming.”

      Over across the valley, Phelan saw a small, birdlike Locust ducking and dodging between reddish mounds of rock. The awkwardness of its gait was accentuated by the large hops the asteroid’s lighter gravity allowed it. Missiles arced up and over the hills behind it, peppering the whole area around the fleeing ’Mech with explosions. Staggered barrages herded the Locust diagonally across the hillside, then another ’Mech appeared in a narrow pass between two bluffs.

      Phelan frowned heavily as the computer sharpened and tried to label the image of the new ’Mech. Confused, the computer identified it first as a Catapult, then almost immediately reclassified it as a Marauder. It’s got that hunched-over torso with the bird legs common to both designs, all right. And it’s got the Catapult’s wing-mounted LRM launchers, but it also has the Marauder’s weapon pods. And I’ve never seen that flat gray color scheme before, either. Who and what the hell is it?

      The unidentified ’Mech jabbed both blocky pods at the Locust, sending out twin ruby lasers to skewer the fleeing ’Mech’s right flank. The first beam melted the armor from the Locust’s torso, making it drip steaming to the asteroid’s surface while exposing the ’Mech’s skeleton and internal structures.

      The second beam stabbed through the hole the first had made. Its fiery touch ignited the machine gun ammo stored in the chest, then destroyed the Locust’s gyrostabilizers. As the light ’Mech’s right side sagged in on itself, it stumbled and rolled down the hillside. Its headlong spill ended with a jarring collision against a huge iron boulder the color of dried blood.

      Three more of Ryan’s bandit ’Mechs broke from cover and tried to rush across the valley toward Phelan’s hidden watch position. Two of them, the humanoid Griffin he’d seen earlier and another humanoid ’Mech, a Panther, darted from cover to cover. Both pilots used their ’Mechs’ jump jets to quickly cross areas strewn with rocks too small for cover, but large enough to slow their sprint speed. Bringing up the rear came another humanoid ’Mech. Instead of arms, it sprouted twin-barreled weapon pods. Larger than either the Griffin or Panther, and without jump jets, it moved more slowly than either of its compatriots. Phelan sensed the pilot’s panic as he guided the Rifleman down the hillside and discovered he’d boxed himself in.

      “Hound Leader, continue your present heading to make the plain. We’ve got help trapping the rats.”

      Confusion rang through Jack’s voice. “Who…what?”

      Phelan shrugged and moved from cover. “I can’t identify our help, but they’re on the ridge a kilometer off, driving Ryan toward us.”

      Tang laughed lightly. “Enemy of my enemy is my friend?”

      Phelan saw Tang’s black and red Blackjack appear down on the edge of the plain. Tang’s barrel-chested, humanoid ’Mech had arms that ended in the autocannon muzzles, with the muzzle of a medium laser riding piggyback on the outside of the forearm. The scout lance leader wove his ’Mech through the dolmen at the nearest edge of the plain, closing on Ryan’s ’Mechs without being seen.

      Opposite Tang’s position, two more strange-looking ’Mechs entered the battlefield. Phelan’s computer again vacillated in assigning a label to the new machines. It’s calling them Warhammers because of the chassis type, but the addition of Marauder-type arms instead of the particle projection cannons is giving it fits. Both ’Mechs moved in on the trapped Rifleman.

      Ryan’s Griffin turned its attention to Tang’s approaching Blackjack. Phelan tightbeamed a warning to his Lieutenant, then brought his ’Mech around from behind the outcropping he’d been using for cover. Opening a widebeam broadcast, he snapped a challenge at the pirate captain. “Over here, you excuse for retroactive birth control. We’re the ones you said would never get you. Move it. Let’s prove natural selection was correct.”

      The Griffin reoriented itself toward him, then Phelan saw it freeze for a moment. The Wolfhound Phelan piloted had a humanoid form arid walked upright, but its unusual silhouette gave most enemy pilots reason to pause. Its right wrist ended in the muzzle of a large laser, and three medium laser ports dotted its scarlet chest in a triangular pattern. Most startling, however, was the ’Mech’s head and cockpit assembly whose design accented and heightened the implied threat of the Wolfhound’s lean deadliness.

      The head had been crafted for both image and function. Its jutting muzzle and twin viewports combined with the up thrust triangular sensor panels on either side to give the Wolfhound a canine appearance. Phelan had taken the image one step further and painted the ’Mech’s muzzle to appear that the war machine was baring white fangs in a fierce snarl. Aluminum strips inlaid beneath the paint job outlined the teeth so that the ’Mech’s wolfish grin appeared even on magscan and infrared sensor modes.

      Phelan started his ’Mech down the hillside as Tang’s Blackjack broke from cover and raised both its arms. The ’Mech’s twin autocannons fired salvos at the pirate Panther. Phelan’s computer marked the distance between the Blackjack and the Panther as 800 meters, putting the shot at the extreme edge of Tang’s effective range. Despite the difficulty, Tang hit with one of his two shots, pulverizing armor plates over the Panther’s heart.

      Picking up speed, Phelan worked his way through the debris scattered over the plain’s near side. As he saw it, Ryan seemed more intent on running from the ’Mechs pursuing him than evading the Kell Hounds. It’s his funeral...

      With each jump, the Griffin came closer and closer to Phelan. As the range dropped to 600 meters, Phelan brought his ’Mech to a stop and crouched behind the last house-sized boulder between him and the smooth valley floor. One more jump and you’re mine. Five hundred meters may top out my range on this large laser, but if Jack can hit at max, so can I. Come on, Kenny Ryan, let’s get it over with.

      Phelan’s right hand moved the joystick that dropped the golden crosshairs onto the Griffin’s broad chest. A dot in the center of the cross flashed red. Phelan hit the firing stud beneath his right thumb and felt a wave of heat wash through the cockpit as the large laser unleashed its beam of coherent light.

      The coruscating beam stabbed into the Griffin’s left shoulder, blasting away steaming shards of half-melted ceramic armor. As though unsatisfied with the armor it had destroyed, the beam’s terrible energy cut through the myomer muscles on the ’Mech’s upper arm, which split like hunks of meat being torn to pieces by some beast. Lastly, the beam heated the ferro-titanium humerus to the point where it glowed white, further melting myomer muscles.

      Ryan hit his jump jets at the last second, but it did nothing to mitigate the damage. The abrupt take-off wrenched the damaged arm badly, snapping the metal bone and sending the severed limb flying. Suddenly unbalanced, the Griffin reeled like a drunken acrobat and slammed into the ground on its right shoulder. The jump jets pushed the one-armed ’Mech across the plain, leaving sparks and armor plates in its wake until Ryan finally shut them down.

      Phelan stared at the Griffin’s wreckage. My large laser shouldn’t have done that much damage! Those other guys must really have softened them up. Phelan shifted his vision to the Panther Tang was sparring with. Yeah, it’s been hit all over, but most of the damage has been done to the legs and arms.

      A cold chill ran down his spine as Phelan realized the Griffin and the Rifleman had been similarly savaged. Either those other guys are very unlucky, or they’re placing shots with greater care than almost any MechWarrior this side of Jaime Wolf or my father.

      As if they had read his thoughts, the three unknown ’Mechs moved in. The one that had brought the Locust down came to a stop just over nine hundred meters from the Panther and brought both pods up. Twin large-laser beams flashed out and caught the Panther in the back of its thighs. What little armor still remained on the pirate ’Mech’s legs vanished in a cloud of ceramic steam. Myomer muscles ran like water and boiled away where they touched the titanomagnesium femurs that held the Panther upright. The lasers amputated the ’Mech’s legs with surgical precision. Its support cut out from under it, the Panther smashed flat on its back and did not move as the dust stirred up by its fall quickly drifted down to coat it with a red blanket.

      “Blake’s Blood! Did you see that, Phelan?” A tremble in Jack Tang’s normally calm voice betrayed his unease.

      Phelan stared at the computer projection of the range and damage done to the Panther. Seven hundred meters for a large laser! That’s impossible! They can only hit at 450 max. He hit a button that opened a tight channel between him and Hound Leader. “I don’t like this, Jack. Keep Trey and Kat out of this. Jesus Christ Almighty, look at what they’ve done to the Rifleman!”

      The twin ’Mechs moving in on the last operational pirate machine simultaneously let fly with short-range missile barrages and bursts from their dual autocannons. The missiles covered the trapped Rifleman with explosions. The blasts staggered the machine and opened cratered wounds in its armor, which oozed melted metal. The pilot, fighting for control, somehow managed to keep the ’Mech on its broad, flat feet.

      Phelan suddenly found himself hoping for the impossible, that the Rifleman could win out.

      The gray ’Mechs it faced did not give the pirate a chance. Sparks lanced from the barrels of his guns as one of the pilots walked his autocannon fire along them and into the Rifleman’s right shoulder. Armor flew in a blizzard from the damaged limb, then an explosion flipped the arm up and out. It cartwheeled through the air, bouncing off several rocks before it crashed to the ground.

      The second mystery ’Mech raked one stream of autocannon shells across the Rifleman’s belly. The projectiles ripped jagged scars in the ’Mech’s armored flesh while the other autocannon’s destructive fire gnawed at the Rifleman’s already-mauled left shoulder. It sliced through the remaining armor and drive mechanisms with the ease of a razor carving flesh. The ’Mech’s left arm lurched, then dropped toward the ground, only to be jerked to a halt by useless drive chains and belted links of autocannon ammo. Swinging slowly back and forth, the arm dangled like an ornament, mocking the Rifleman’s once-formidable destructive capabilities.

      “Hound Deuce, I’m going to hail these guys. I’ll offer them the salvage on these ’Mechs. Maybe they’ll give us Kenny to take back and collect our pay.”

      Fear boiled up from Phelan’s gut. “Jack, don’t. Get the hell out of here.” He started running the Wolfhound forward. Move it, Jack! They’re up to something!

      “Get back here, Phelan! That’s an order!” Anger rippled through Tang’s voice. “Dammit, follow my orders just for once!”

      “And let you die? No way. Move it, Jack! Jump out of there!”

      The two ’Mechs that had dusted the Rifleman locked their weapons on the Blackjack in the plain below them. As they triggered their bursts, the Rifleman shot at both of them with its torso-mounted medium lasers. At the same time, Tang hit his jump jets, sending his ’Mech into the thin atmosphere on silvery ion jets.

      The Rifleman’s attacks caught the mystery ’Mechs by surprise, spoiling their aim somewhat. Still, despite the distraction, the range, and Tang’s jump, one of the pilots managed to hit with both autocannon shots. The depleted-uranium slugs zipped up the back of the Blackjack’s left leg. Its armor peeled off and fell away as if it were diaphanous silk instead of tons of ceramic armor. A silver spray of ions shot out at the back of the Blackjack’s thigh, starting the ’Mech into a slow spin.

      “Feather the right jet, Jack! This rock’s light gravity and thin air mean you can go further. Get clear!” He’ll make it if that other ’Mech doesn’t take a shot at him! Bursting into the open, Phelan turned toward the first gray ’Mech he had seen. He brought the Wolfhound’s large laser up and triggered it, but being beyond his maximum effective range, the shot did nothing.

      The first gray ’Mech launched two flights of LRMs at the slowly spinning Blackjack. Moving at ten times the damaged ’Mech’s speed, the lethal rockets slammed into it mercilessly. Explosions wreathed both legs in golden-red flame, then a silver corona ripped the fireball in half. As the brilliant light of uncontrolled jump jets vanished, taking the Blackjack’s legs with it, the airborne ’Mech’s arms flailed helplessly to counter the backward somersault the missiles had given it.

      Phelan tried to turn away as Jack’s ’Mech tumbled to the ground, but he could not tear his eyes from the display. The ’Mech’s leg stumps slammed into the ground first, scoring deep furrows in the planet’s surface. The sudden stop reversed its rotation and smashed it face-first against a rusty hillock. Armor flew whirling in uneven clumps, then the Blackjack’s domed head sheared off. It bounced halfway up the hill as the torso flipped and twisted awkwardly. The Blackjack’s body ripped itself apart as the autocannon ammo nestled in its breast detonated.

      Hot, salty tears poured down Phelan’s cheeks as he cut his ’Mech to the right. The first ‘Mech’s twin lasers burned parallel tracks through where he had just been, reducing iron ore to glowing slag. There, dammit, you missed! You’re not invincible.

      Something inside his head screamed at him that what he was doing was suicidal, but another part of him didn’t care. Yet his awareness of the hideous threat posed by these unidentifiable ’Mechs made him key a dump of his battle recorder’s data and create a simultaneous battle-feed to a widebeam broadcast. He pumped extra power into the broadcast, draining it away from the Wolfhound’s rear-arc medium laser. “Trey, Kat, anybody. I hope like hell this makes it out. Get clear. This data is more important than getting killed to avenge either one of us.”

      Phelan dipped the Wolfhound’s left shoulder as if preparing to cut back that way, then broke even more sharply to the right. The ’Mech he faced again sent two laser blasts sizzling through the space he should have occupied.

      “Your average is falling, friend, and your heat has to be building up.” Phelan glanced at his own heat levels and found them hovering on the edge of the yellow cautionary zone. “You can dish it out with all those weapons, but that means you can’t be carrying much armor. Now let’s see if you can take as good as you give!”

      The computer’s range indicator put Phelan at 350 meters and closing fast. Phelan planted the Wolfhound’s right foot and cut to the left, then only two steps later, planted the left and dashed straight in at his target. The other pilot, determined not to miss a third time, had spread his ’Mech’s arms apart to have one weapon available no matter where Phelan moved—as long as it wasn’t straight up the middle.

      Laughing triumphantly as the enemy’s large lasers flashed past on either side, Phelan dropped his targeting sight straight on the ’Mech’s jutting beak. He stabbed his thumb down on the large laser’s firing stud and tightened his fingers on the buttons for the medium lasers. Got you!

      The large laser hammered into the enemy ’Mech’s left side. It peeled back armor, and for a moment, Phelan hoped against hope it had pierced the ’Mech’s armored hide. As his medium lasers stitched the ’Mech’s left arm and leg with stinging ruby bolts, his heart began to sink. All I’m getting is armor! But that’s impossible... Any ’Mech hauling that much of an arsenal should have paper-thin armor. It’s crazy!

      The gray ’Mech’s two gunnery-pods converged and focused on the Wolfhound. The dual large lasers vaporized all the armor on the Wolfhound’s broad chest the second they touched it. Phelan’s computer barely had time to update the diagnostic display on the secondary monitor when four medium lasers, two mounted beneath the larger lasers on the arms and one each on the sides of the ’Mech’s chest, impaled the Kell Hound ’Mech. 

      Searing waves of heat swirled up through the Wolfhound’s cockpit as the lasers destroyed the magnetic shields controlling the ’Mech’s fusion-reaction power plant. A rainbow of warning lights ignited the command console and a warning siren began to wail.

      “Reactor detonation imminent,” shouted the computer. “Eject, eject, eject!”

      Phelan slapped his right hand on a large square button. He heard two explosions beneath him, and felt them jolt up through his command couch and pound his insides into aching jelly. An invisible hand jammed him down into the couch and snapped his helmeted head back against the padded headrest. A roar filled the cockpit, drowning out the warning siren’s screams, and the Wolfhound’s escape module lifted free of the ’Mech’s doomed torso.

      Phelan jammed his right foot down against the pedals at the foot of his command couch. That boosted thrust through the control jet on the right side of the Wolfhound’s head, hurling the escape pod up and to the left. He pushed the burn for three seconds, then poured on the left thrust to get as much altitude as he could.

      Below, on the asteroid’s surface, the headless Wolfhound lumbered forward. The fires burning in its chest silhouetted the ’Mech’s skeleton. Then a roiling ball of argent plasma freed itself from the engine casings and engulfed the Wolfhound’s torso. In a flash of blinding silver fire, it consumed the ’Mech from the knees up and let the lower legs trip and pinwheel across the ochre plain.

      Phelan fought against the shockwave of the fusion engine’s explosion, but it shook the Wolfhound’s head furiously and upended the muzzle. It also caused the escape pod to prematurely deploy its parafoil, which failed to expand properly in the thin atmosphere and became fouled as the pod slowly flipped up and over in a lazy imitation of the dying Blackjack.

      Phelan pulled his feet off the thrusters and snapped the gyrostabilizers online with the press of a button. The asteroid’s inhospitable surface filled his viewports as a massive spark arced across the command console. Controls flickered and monitors died in a puff of acrid white smoke. As thick as it was, the smoke could not obscure the vision of the asteroid as it grew larger and larger.

      Stabbing both feet down on the thrusters, Phelan threw his head back and braced for a collision. Hope it’s just the monitors that shorted out, not the jets themselves. This better work!

      Phelan Kell never found out if his effort did succeed, for the escape pod’s third bounce across the surface tossed him against his restraining belts and one of them parted. Slewed half out of the command couch, he could do nothing to help himself as the fourth bounce smashed his neurohelmet against the command console and blackness stole his sight.
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      Myndo Waterly, Primus of ComStar, extended a hand to her visitor. “The Peace of Blake be with you, Precentor Martial.”

      The tall man genuflected with the same crisp motion he might have used to salute another warrior. Then he took her hand, allowing her fingers to curl over his index finger, and raised her hand to his lips. “Thank you, Primus,” he said, straightening up. “And with you as well.”

      The ramrod-straightness of his stance made her marvel at his body’s power, despite age and the traumas inflicted in a long career. The black thong of his eyepatch circled his head, holding his flowing white hair in check and covering the empty socket of his right eye. The crow’s feet radiating from his left eye might have hinted at his age, but the sense of inner peace Myndo read in his stance contradicted it.

      I fear my time as Primus has not allowed me to age as well as you. A soul-sucking weariness seemed to fill her bones with lead and make her feel as though each breath were drawn from a vacuum. Your calm is your power. Is this something the years in that Combine monastery granted you, or did you pick it up during your training in the ways of ComStar?

      Myndo forced herself to smile as she slipped her right hand into her left sleeve. “Before we begin, I wish to congratulate you.”

      The Precentor Martial looked confused. “Congratulate me?”

      “Today you are 78 years old. That is quite an achievement, Anastasius Focht.”

      Focht folded his arms across his chest as though warding off a chill. “I suppose it is. My birthday, that is. That is so much a part of my old life, though, that I hardly consider it. Really, I mark my life as starting with my conversion.” A smile caught at the corners of his mouth. “That makes me less than a quarter of my chronological age.”

      Hiding her envy behind a mask of friendly pleasure, the Primus said, “Then you are truly blessed with the Peace of Blake.”

      The Precentor Martial acknowledged her kind words with a courteous bow, but his grin faded. “I came as soon as my staff and I had completed our preliminary study of the material you sent. The suborbital plane had to change its reentry vector to get around some bad weather in the gulf, or I would have been here sooner.”

      “Did you find the material as disturbing as I did?”

      “Yes, Primus. Perhaps even more so. I found the reports of fighting in the Periphery curious.”

      Myndo arched a brow. “Obviously. If I had not found the messages entrusted to our center at Verthandi unusual, I would not have sent copies down to you and then summoned you away from the training exercises in Azania. My concern was due to the Kell Hounds spending so much of their own money to transmit a message to their home base.”

      Focht opened his hands. “Battling in the Periphery, especially in the area of the Oberon Confederation, is not at all remarkable. The warring bands of pirates out there generally let people know when they’ve stomped on a rival or sent a mercenary unit home with a bloodied nose. Granted, their reports seldom check out in terms of casualties or ’Mechs lost for either side, but the outcome of the battle is seldom in error because the losers cannot afford to advertise their weakness.”

      The Precentor Martial began to pace, his white robe clutching at his long legs as he moved back and forth. “In this case, we’ve not heard from Kenny Ryan, which means he did not win this contest with the Kell Hounds. Nothing short of his death would prevent him from bragging about a victory. The Kell Hounds themselves have acknowledged defeat, but deny it came at the hands of Ryan’s band. That rings true, despite the fact that the Hounds only sent out a company to chase the pirates. Even without Morgan Kell, his nephew Christian, Dan Allard, or Akira Brahe leading them, the Hounds would have been more than a match for that lot of bandits.”

      Myndo found herself becoming irritated. “Your analysis eliminates some of the more obvious answers to the mystery, Precentor. Could it be that Captain Wilson lied in her report to cover Phelan Kell’s death? Certainly, the death of his son would make Morgan Kell very angry.”

      Focht’s left eye narrowed as if summoning up an ancient memory. “That is true, and an angry Morgan Kell is not someone I would want to deal with, no matter what the circumstances. I would accept your explanation had the battle recorder data not been appended to the message they asked us to send.”

      Myndo shook her head, then hooked a lock of hair back behind her left ear. “Not being a MechWarrior, perhaps I don’t understand the significance you attach to that information.”

      Focht smiled indulgently. “Aside from the data being unique, the fact that it was broadcast is remarkable. Each ’Mech has a battle recorder that keeps track of everything from sensor inputs to a complete diagnostics record for it. After a battle, providing the recorder remains intact, the action may be reviewed. When plugged into a simulator, for example, pilots can see exactly what happened in the battle, including all their monitors and instruments.”

      The Precentor Martial pressed his hands together. “Kell’s broadcast was a desperate move, because sending the data out on such a widebeam meant his enemies as well as his friends could get it. Granted the transmission quality was bad, but that is more due to the electromagnetic properties of Sisyphus’s Lament than any problem with the equipment at that point.”

      Something dreadful tugged at the corners of her consciousness, but the Primus could not identify it. “So, Morgan Kell’s whelp does not have his father’s nerves of steel and panicked…”

      Focht raised a hand to stop her. “Phelan may not be his father, but that battle tape shows no lack of nerve. He identified the forces he faced as unusual in the extreme, and realized he would not escape that encounter. His broadcast was a message from the dead—a warning to those who survived.”

      The Precentor Martial clapped his hands once. “Computer, project the holographic reconstruction of the primary BattleMech from the Kell tape, clarified and at one-tenth scale.”

      In silent compliance, the computer materialized a holographic image of the Catapult/Marauder bastard that had broken the Locust and destroyed Phelan Kell’s Wolfhound. Even at only a meter in height, the machine’s image retained all its menace. It feels so malevolent. A shiver ran down Myndo’s spine, and she fought to keep revulsion from her face.

      The Precentor Martial, however, was not looking in her direction. He slowly circled the projection like a wolf stalking prey, his gaze flicking from point to point seeking out flaws in the design. When he found none, a smile crept onto his lips and he nodded with admiration and respect.

      “Primus, I have taken to calling this model the ‘Mad Cat.’ As with the Catapult ’Mech, the machine boasts two long range missile pods, one on each side of the forward-thrust torso. It walks on bird’s legs, which gives it a hopping-bobbing gait, though this pilot seems to have been able to conquer that tendency. Quite an achievement, with the low gravity on the asteroid. In addition to the standard Catapult features, two Marauder-type weapons pods have been added. They have large lasers over medium lasers. Two more medium lasers, one on each side of the torso and two machine guns mounted in the center torso, round out the weapons selection. Yes, a most impressive machine.”

      Indeed. With an army of such ’Mechs, we could make Blake’s dream of a united humanity a reality in short order. Myndo stared through the image at Focht. “I shall order our armorers to modify our existing Catapults to this configuration.”

      Anger creased the Precentor Martial’s brow for an instant, then disappeared as if banished by the force of his will. “I am afraid that is not possible, Primus. As you saw in the battle tape, Phelan Kell attacked the machine, but failed to damage it. Were we to create a ’Mech with such an array of weapons, we would be unable to armor it sufficiently. On the other hand, if we gave it the armor it needed, the ’Mech would be unable to move because of the current power-to-weight ratios available in our fusion engines. In short, either this ’Mech has incredibly light but durable armor, or it has a power plant of a design surpassing anything we have to offer.”

      Myndo’s mouth went sour. New technology in the hands of someone other than ComStar! “That’s terrible!”

      Focht’s grim nod echoed her concern. “It gets worse. The ranges at which these new ’Mechs were able to hit their targets is 300 to 400 percent better than what our current targeting and delivery system allows. It also appears that their heat compensators are much better or else their pilots can tolerate higher levels of heat, because the rate of fire shown would have virtually fried any ’Mech known in the Successor States.”

      Myndo chewed her lower lip to stop it from trembling. “Explanation?”

      The Precentor Martial shrugged. “Their ’Mechs show evidence of technology beyond what we know. My advisors and I wrestled with the question of where these ’Mechs might originate and who piloted them right up until the time I left to join you here.”

      The Primus’s dark eyes half-closed. “Are they Kerensky’s army come back to haunt us?”

      The Precentor Martial took a deep breath before answering. “That was one of the more popular theories we came up with, but some of the surface evidence seems against it. These ’Mech designs are alien to those the Star League army had when it abandoned the Inner Sphere three hundred years ago. When Kerensky’s people left, they took with them support personnel, but no research scientists and no manufacturing facilities.”

      “As nearly as we know, Precentor Martial. With the slaughter of the intelligentsia that preceded the First Succession War, we cannot be certain who died that way and who had vanished beforehand.”

      Focht bowed his head to his Mistress. “Your point is valid, Primus. There are other reasons, however, and they also cast doubt on the Kerensky solution. For example, the paint scheme on the mystery machines is unlike that of any known Star League unit. More important, the most thorough scouting missions carried out on Kerensky’s trail lost track of him more than 130 light years beyond the Periphery borders. General Kerensky and his people are long gone from here.”

      Myndo’s head came up. “Surely you cannot dismiss the return of Kerensky’s people that easily.”

      Focht shook his head. “If I gave you the impression that we had easily ruled out the return of the Star League Defense Forces, I apologize. No, we considered it long and hard before setting it aside. Still, Primus, you should understand that ‘the Return’ is a bogeyman used to explain every unusual group that shows up in the Successor States. Wolf’s Dragoons, for example, are the latest in a long line of groups tagged as having come from Kerensky—the Black Widow’s surname adding much fuel to that fire. Even so, even if it were true, the Dragoons—and all the other groups before them—have only had ’Mechs with designs and features that date from the time of the Star League. Again, we have no evidence that Kerensky’s people had the information or means to produce these new ’Mechs.”

      “I see.” Myndo clasped her hands together, holding them at her waist in a pose of forced calm. “What, then, is the explanation you favor?”

      The Precentor Martial hesitated for a moment. “Most of the explanations were mundane and ranged from a Periphery pirate band running across a hidden, Star League-vintage research station to a variation on any of a hundred ‘lost colony’ tales. Still, none of them possessed technology beyond that of the Star League era. We need more evidence before verifying any conclusion, but I believe we must not rule out the possibility that these are non-humans.”

      That’s impossible! Myndo’s mind reeled at the thought of another sentient race because it pounded away at the foundation of her reality. She had been taught that mankind was the pinnacle of evolution, and was meant to rule the stars. ComStar, of course, would lead mankind to the fulfillment of its destiny. Her thoughts insisted that there could be no other sentients in the universe—but if there were, they would have to be destroyed.

      Myndo glared at Focht “Why would another species use ’Mechs so similar to ours?”

      The Precentor Martial’s quick smile unsettled her. “It is as simple as it is horrifying, Primus. This is a race that has mastered the ultimate evolutionary tool: conscious genetic manipulation. They adapt quickly and efficiently. They mold themselves to their environment and then, like any sentient species, they manipulate the environment to broaden the niche they have chosen.”

      Before she could voice an objection, Focht continued his explanation. “Recall, if you will, the protonaria from the Davion world of Gambier. Those multi-celled creatures ingest and co-opt genetic material from their meals. In this way, when food is scarce, they eat plants and develop chloroplasts so they can produce their own food. When Gambier’s orbit places that dust cloud between it and the sun, the protonaria live off the scavenger bacteria that live off the dying plants.

      “If you remember, protonaria were in great demand as a novelty item forty years ago. People would raise them in an aquarium and feed them virus-laden solutions. The different viruses would contain the genes for coloration, including lucifrase, so a tank of protonaria would be a multicolored, swirling mass that could even glow in the dark.”

      Myndo’s anxiety locked a frown onto her features. “Those are simple creatures, Precentor. Protonaria could hardly pilot ’Mechs.”

      Focht’s quick nod marked his agreement with her. “Imagine a higher creature, Primus, one capable of more complex genetic assimilation. It would only need to obtain human genetic material to be able to assume our form. If it could consciously manipulate its development, it could even begin to maximize its new potential.”

      Myndo shuddered. “How would it get... Blake’s Blood—Kerensky!”

      The Precentor Martial nodded sadly, mourning the demise of a superior military mind. “As wild as it seems, we cannot discount the possibility that somewhere out there, Kerensky and his people settled on a world that harbored these things, and that it spelled the end for them. As we’ve not heard from Kerensky or his people, this could easily explain what happened to them.”

      His expression grew pained and his good eye focused distantly. “The assault could have come in any of a million different ways. To my mind, the most gruesome comes as a perversion of everything we hold dear. Imagine one of these creatures digging down into a grave and consuming just a piece of a dead body. Within a week or a month or a year—however long it took—the creature would become the person whose DNA it ingested.”

      Myndo’s hands fell to her sides and clenched into fists. “The creatures would have been welcomed by the kin that had been left behind. Even if they remembered nothing of their former lives, their appearance would have been marked as a miracle.”

      “Worse yet,” the Precentor Martial told her. “They appear as children and are adopted into families. Just like humans, they are educated and acculturated. Because of their ability to adapt, they have an enhanced survival rate. Because they can adapt to the heat of ’Mechs, and can manipulate their genetic code to make them better pilots, they quickly move into the armed forces, and at some point, they go to war with humanity.”

      He pointed to the image of the Mad Cat. “They make technological breakthroughs that increase engine power while decreasing its size. They modify weapons systems to make their machines superior, and they destroy Kerensky’s people in a world-by-world campaign that borders on genocide.”

      “Why would they come here?” Myndo demanded. “Why would they backtrack Kerensky here?”

      Focht shrugged. “Many reasons are possible, but two suggest themselves right off. In doing what they have done, they have become human. They are coming here because we have the planets best suited to human life, and we have everything that makes up human culture.”

      Myndo’s expression eased as she realized a portion of the Precentor’s argument. “You’re saying that while they are likely to be bigger, faster, and stronger than us, they will be socially immature?”

      Focht winced. “That’s too broad a generalization, I think. Coming from a society of warriors, they are likely to be aggressive and militaristic, which is reason enough to respect and fear them. Though discipline bordering on the Draconis Combine’s code of bushido is very likely, I would also guess that braggadocio, carousing, and gambling will also be seen as nearly sacred. Honor will be everything, which means they will be unprepared for guile and subterfuge.”

      Myndo exhaled slowly, trying in vain to release the tension in her body. “We must determine what they want, and assess their ability to attain it.”

      Focht looked up. “I am prepared to head out any time, Primus.”

      “No. You are too valuable to ComStar.”

      “I beg to differ, Primus.” The Precentor Martial smiled warily. “My junior officers are more than capable of handling the training and drilling of our forces. I would also suggest, if this wildest of explanations is correct, that sending ComStar’s highest military official as your representative to them would be seen as an overwhelming sign of respect. It could open them up to allow us to influence them. If the truth is more plain, I would assume a liaison with ComStar still would not be unwelcome.”

      Myndo hesitated, then nodded. “Very well. You will leave for the Periphery immediately.” The Precentor Martial turned to depart, but Myndo stopped him. “Precentor, you said there were two possible reasons why the aliens would be coming to the Successor States, but you only stated one. What is the second?”

      She saw the ripple of revulsion shoot through Focht’s body as he faced around again. “It’s the same reason the Kell Hounds never found the bodies of Phelan Kell or the Ryan pirates.” He swallowed hard. “To maximize their potential, the aliens need more raw material. They are coming here to harvest mankind.”
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      Phelan Kell struggled impotently against the two men forcing him down into the chair. Where the hell did they get these guys? Though he’d never considered himself especially large or strong, he’d not been manhandled so easily since his childhood. Try as he might to twist his wrists free of his captors’ grasp, he could not. They almost seem happy that I’m struggling. I’m giving them something against which to measure themselves.

      His captors shoved him roughly down into the highbacked metal chair. They snapped cuffs over his forearms to hold his hands in place, then strapped his upper arms down and bound his legs. Both men moved with the efficiency of medtechs securing a patient, then stood and withdrew behind him, shutting the door as they left.

      Phelan decided against testing his bonds. These synthetic straps will give but won’t break, and I can’t do anything about the metal wrist-cuffs anyway. No sense wasting the energy.

      He quickly took stock of the featureless room. Roughly three meters by three meters, the room and the chair bolted to the floor had been painted in a flat gray. Recessed overhead lights glowed softly and allowed Phelan just enough light to see his reflection in the room’s only true feature. He sat facing a mirrored panel that made up the middle of the wall.

      Phelan chuckled to himself. Same color scheme as my cell and the hallway between here and there. The guys who run this home for wayward MechWarriors have no imagination. Still, it is nice to be free of that cell. If I have to spend another month talking to myself, I’ll go crazy.

      He glanced down at his right wrist. A bracelet woven from synthetic white cord encircled his wrist. The soft material did not irritate his skin, nor was it tight enough to cause him any physical discomfort, but he disliked it nonetheless. An ID tag or electronic locator I could understand, but a piece of rope? There’s something unusual going on here, and I definitely don’t like it.

      Static crackled through a speaker hidden in the ceiling. “Let the record show that this is the first interview with prisoner 150949L. The subject is male and appears to have recovered from the minor injuries sustained during his capture.”

      Phelan felt a shiver run down his spine as the voice described him in a detached, clinical way. Injuries? He felt a twinge of pain back between his shoulder blades, but he ignored it as old anger resurfaced. I know I must have suffered a concussion because I can’t remember anything after I hit Grinner’s ejection button. Everything is a blank, including whatever hurt me.

      A harsh white spotlight flashed on and stabbed its beam down from over Phelan’s head. A male voice clipped numbers and words off like an automaton. “150949L, state your name.”

      The voice paused, then repeated the request. “150949L, state your name.” Though it delivered the words in the same rapid-fire pattern as before, the tone had shifted almost imperceptibly from neutrality to a growing hostility.

      Phelan stared directly into the reflection of his own eyes. “Phelan Patrick Kell.”

      An edge entered the voice. “Deception will not help you.”

      Phelan sat back against the chair, but tipped his head forward to shade his eyes. He already felt heat from the light collecting in his mop of black hair. “I am Phelan Patrick Kell.”

      “Very well.” The tone implied belief that he was still lying, and suggested dire consequences would result, but it moved on. “Where is your codex?”

      Phelan blinked at his own reflection. “My codex?”

      “Where is your codex?”

      The young mercenary frowned. “Explain what a codex is.”

      “Deception will not help you. We will go on with this until we are satisfied.”

      Phelan forced himself to unknot his hands. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

      “Who is your father?”

      Phelan’s expression eased. “Colonel Morgan Kell, Morgan Finn Kell.”

      “Who is your mother?”

      “Salome Ward Kell.”

      The inflection change in the voice surprised Phelan, almost as much as his answer seemed to surprise the questioner. “Deception will not help you. Who is your mother?”

      “Salome Ward Kell.”

      Another voice, clearly male, came through the speaker. “Does your mother claim a Captain Michael Ward of the Star League Defense Forces?” The second voice gave off more feeling, and Phelan almost instantly felt a desire to please that person with his answer.

      Easy, Phelan. Be careful. This is the standard good guy/ bad guy interrogation technique. He stared forward at the glass. “Yes, on both sides of the family. Her father and mother were distant cousins.”

      The harsh voice snapped a quick question. “What does the name Jal mean to you?”

      The irritation in the harsh voice infected Phelan. “How the hell should I know?” Even as he snarled his answer, something nibbled at the back of his mind. “Wait! Jal was Michael Ward’s son. Someone said he took off with General Kerensky in his father’s place.”

      Curiosity seemed to fill the pleasant voice’s next question. “Are you sure of this?”

      Phelan shrugged as much as the restraints would allow. “As sure as I can be of ancient family history. We have it all written down somewhere, so I never bothered to memorize it.”

      The harsh voice returned. “Where is your codex?”

      Phelan ground his teeth. “What is a codex?”

      Neither voice answered his question. The speaker went dead, and for a second, the irrational fear that he had been abandoned shot through Phelan like a laser bolt. Get a grip! You’ve been in solitary confinement for so long that any contact seems like a godsend. He looked up at his own reflection. Those questions and answers could have been programmed into a computer easily.

      Phelan grinned to himself and chuckled lightly. Hell, you were only twelve when you cobbled together that sound-activated synthesizer. When your mother opened the door to your room to check on you at night and the hinges squeaked, the synthesizer made those sleepy sounds and snores that convinced her you were asleep. At least, it fooled her for a week while you learned how to play poker in the bachelor Officers’ Quarters.

      He glanced at the silvery mirror again. Nothing in those voices or words that proves them to be human-generated. Especially the harsh one. If that is a human voice, its owner has a serious attitude problem.

      The pleasant voice again crackled through the hidden speaker. “Please forgive the delay. I would like to keep this initial debriefing friendly. Do you think this is possible?”

      “Sure.”

      “Excellent.” Phelan heard some clicking over the speaker—the sound of fingers on a keyboard?—before the next question. “You are certain you have no knowledge of a codex.”

      Phelan shook his head. “It doesn’t manipulate a hologram for me. I’ve no recollection of ever having heard of it at all.”

      “A codex is a readout of your genetic pattern. It is quite important.”

      Phelan chewed his lower lip. “I still don’t know what a codex is, but I have had some genotyping. I mean, everyone in the mercenary company has. We use it for identifying people in the event of a death. But that’s all kept back with headquarters.”

      “Interesting.” The voice seemed grateful for Phelan’s frank answer. “You mention being a member of a mercenary company. What is it?”

      Phelan rocked back in the chair. “The Kell Hounds.” How odd. Everyone knows about the Kell Hounds. “I serve in the Second Regiment.”

      Shocked disbelief flowed through the pleasant voice. “Two regiments. This mercenary band has two regiments?”

      Unfocused dread gnawed at Phelan’s guts. He sounds surprised and unsettled by that news, but the Hounds have had a second regiment for the last nine years. When Katrina Steiner died, her will pledged enough money to raise another regiment for the Hounds. The original bequest left to my father and his brother by Arthur Luvon, Katrina’s husband, was how they formed the original Kell Hounds. Katrina’s money doubled the Hounds’ size, and gave us far more financial freedom than we’d known before.

      He looked up at the mirror and forced himself to keep his expression as relaxed and friendly as appropriate under the circumstances. Behind his eyes, though, his mind had already dropped filters in place to keep from spilling damaging data until he could assess the threat his captors posed. Phelan had assumed, when taken and imprisoned, that he was a captive within an internecine Periphery war. He was not so sure now.

      The pleasant voice had regained its composure. “You said you served with a mercenary band with two regiments. Are those BattleMech regiments?”

      Phelan nodded earnestly, ignoring the cold sweat running down his spine. “Yes. I know, that makes us one of the smaller merc units, but we try to make up in quality what we lack in quantity.” His heart pounded in his ears as he waited to see what effect his lie had on his interrogator.

      “And these units are truly that: mercenary? They have no allegiance to a lord?” Doubt had bled out of the voice, but an urgency seeped in to replace it, along with something else.

      Careful, Phelan. There’s a lot riding on this answer. The young mercenary swallowed hard. “As mercenaries, their loyalty is to their employer first. But,” he rushed to add, “many mercenaries will not accept offers from nobles they consider unscrupulous. Many don’t like doing crowd control or acting as a police force, either. Mercenaries fight wars, and that’s it.”

      The harsh voice returned full of triumph. “But was not your pursuit of the pirates a police action?”

      The condescending tone stung Phelan. “You ask that as if pursuing bandits is somehow less than honorable. If it is, why were you out there?” He snorted derisively. “At least my companion and I were evenly matched against our enemies. It would have been a fair fight without your interference.”

      The mirror shook as something hit it from the other side with a muffled thump. Phelan brought his head up and smiled broadly at his unseen interrogators. If they reacted so well to that small a verbal jab, wait until I really stick it to them.

      The pleasant voice resumed the questioning, but the lighter tone of the queries told Phelan he’d won some respect by nettling the owner of the harsh voice. Though the harsh voice did not return as the session wore on, Phelan realized from the way some of the questions were phrased that Hothead—as Phelan mentally tagged him—was still in the room and listening. Phelan’s defenses came up whenever he heard a hostile question, which happened often enough to make him give away very little information.
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      The middle-aged man leaned against his high-backed chair. His left elbow rested on the chair’s arm, his left hand stroking his white mustache and goatee. As his blue eyes followed the lines of text flowing up over his data terminal, the monitor’s amber glow brought golden highlights to his short white hair. As the information ended, he tapped a key with his right hand and shut the terminal down.

      He looked up, causing the room’s only other occupant to pull himself to full attention. With a slight wave of his right hand, the older man allowed the other to relax. “This is most interesting, Star Commander. Most of the intelligence our people have gathered from the Periphery’s inhabitants has been exaggerated nonsense based on centuries-old rumors, wishful thinking, and nightmares. This Phelan Kell, on the other hand, has knowledge and is intelligent enough to conceal it.”

      The Star Commander nodded in agreement. In the room’s muted light, his dark gray uniform appeared black, and the small red stars on his collar remained hidden until light flashed scarlet from them. “I agree, my Khan. The physicians who repaired the damage done to him estimate his age to be between eighteen and twenty-three years old, confirming his statement that he is eighteen. As we saw in the battle tapes of the engagement where we captured him, he handles a ’Mech with some skill.”

      The older man nodded sagely, his left hand again rising to toy with his goatee. “What do you make of his name being the same as that of the mercenary unit? Is he an orphan they adopted?”

      The Star Commander shrugged. “Neg, my Khan. It would be impossible for an adoptee to earn a name so quickly, quineg? It would seem to me that he is related to the family that owns the unit. I could further suppose that he is in some disfavor because he was given service in the Periphery. Perhaps, as we have done, the Kell Hounds placed a training cadre out hunting vermin.”

      “Possible, Star Commander. Very possible.” The older man smiled. “Do not reprimand either Vlad or Carew for their performances in the interrogation. Vlad’s outbursts were unfortunate, but he has given this Phelan a focus for his own anger. Vlad will continue to be part of the inquiry team for this subject. Carew’s surprise concerning the mercenaries caused Kell to be cautious, which tells us he has information he thinks is important. That, too, is valuable.”

      “Do they continue to question him as is?”

      The old man paused for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Aff. Let them work unaided for the next month. By the time the DropShip Orion returns here, the interrogators will have collected enough data to alert us to areas where he has information he does not want to give up. At that time, with more experienced people, we will do what we must to learn all that Phelan Kell can tell us.”
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        TWELFTH DONEGAL GUARDS HEADQUARTERS

        TRELL I

        TAMAR MARCH

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        19 OCTOBER 3049

      

      

      Kommandant Victor Steiner-Davion adjusted the picture of his family on the corner of his desk. Taken about a year and a half before he left the New Avalon Military Academy to return to the Nagelring, it represented the last time the whole family had been together. Victor, his father, and his hulking brother Peter stood in the back row. His mother sat in front of Hanse, with Katherine on her right, Arthur on her left, and little Yvonne sitting at her feet. Victor centered the portrait between his data monitor and the lamp clamped onto the right side of the desk, then leaned back in his chair to study its effect.

      With a frown, he leaned forward to shift the picture back to the other side of the walnut desk. Is having this picture going to rub it in that I’ve got a battalion command because of who I am? Renny and the others in my class graduated Leftenants and have lance commands. I’m a Kommandant, and get to oversee a whole battalion. The damnable thing is I know I can handle this responsibility, provided I get the chance. I want to be treated like everyone else in the Federated Commonwealth’s Armed Forces, but it just ain’t going to happen that way.

      A light knock sounded on his door, pulling Victor back to reality. He quickly twisted the picture so its back was to the door, then straightened his uniform. “Enter.”

      A slender, sandy-haired man stepped into the room and snapped Victor a quick salute. “Hauptmann Galen Cox reporting, sir.”

      Victor quickly stood, cursing himself for not having done so before Cox entered the room, and returned the salute crisply. He noticed the Hauptmann’s restless blue eyes taking in everything, but Cox’s face gave no clue to his thoughts. Extending his hand, Victor greeted his visitor warmly. “I am pleased to meet you, Hauptmann Cox. I am Victor Steiner-Davion.”

      Cox met Victor’s firm grip and pumped his arm strongly. It was not a contest of strength, but a comradely welcome that pleased Victor. No need to prove himself stronger than me, yet no desire to toady up, either. Good. I like that.

      Victor waved Cox to one of the two yellow leather chairs across from his desk, but the Hauptmann demurred. “Is there something I can do for you, Hauptmann?”

      “I’m reporting for duty, Kommandant. I am your aide.”

      Victor pressed his lips together into a thin line. “Hauptmann, don’t take this as an insult or any reflection upon you or the impression you’ve created, but I already told Leftenant General Hawksworth I don’t want an aide.” Victor pointed through the open door toward the other Kommandant offices further down the hall. “Just like the others, I’ll make do with a clerk.”

      Cox nodded easily, but Victor knew the man had not surrendered. “Begging your pardon, sir, but the Kommandant is not like the others.”

      “An accident of birth does not make me different, Hauptmann. I will not have an aide just because I am the Archon’s son. Do you understand that?”

      The Hauptmann dipped his blond head again and turned from Victor. For a moment, Victor thought he had won—which surprised him—but then he saw Cox close the office door. Victor smiled to himself. Now we’re into the trenches.

      Cox again appraised Victor openly. “Permission to speak frankly, Kommandant.”

      Victor extended his hands palms-up. “Have at it, Mr. Cox.”

      “When I said you were not like the others, I was not referring to your lineage. If we assigned an officer to every blue-blood in the AFFC, we’d double the size of the officer corps and drop its efficiency by an order of magnitude. And, just for your information, Leftenant General Hawksworth had nothing to do with my being here. He respected your wishes and made them known to the rest of the officers here.”

      Victor leaned forward on his desk. “If the General has not assigned you to me, and if you’re not here because of my bloodlines, what the hell is going on?”

      Cox’s grin grew wider. “I was selected by the regiment’s officers to be your aide.”

      “What!” Victor sank back down in his chair. “Since when did the army become a democracy?”

      “Since officers fresh from the Academy are given a battalion command.” Cox’s grin faded as his look became stern. “Being out here on the Periphery is a joke to people back on Tharkad. Hell, you probably didn’t want to be assigned here—which makes you exactly like most of the other officers in this outfit. Most of our lance commanders are fresh from school, just like you, and they’re full of that graduation glow. For them, this assignment is a chance to show their potential so they can win a more glamorous assignment like guarding the Draconis border or kicking around some Free Worlders.”

      Victor felt his face flush as he recalled how he’d protested his assignment.

      Cox moved toward the chair Victor had indicated earlier, but stepped behind it and rested his hands on its back. “Most Leftenants are easy to straighten out. We get into an engagement with pirates or bandits or a Rasalhague raiding party and step them through the fight. If they don’t freeze up or faint at the first exchange, we give them orders and they execute them. That first fight is always rough on them, and generally rougher on the men and women they command, but they survive it if they listen and do what they are told. It’s sort of military Darwinism in action.”

      Cox met Victor’s stare head on. “You, on the other hand, have a battalion to command. That puts more than thirty-five MechWarriors in your hands during a battle. There’ll be confusion and there’ll be chaos. If you can’t handle it, people will die.” He shrugged. “People don’t want to die, so here I am.”

      Victor found himself sitting with his legs crossed and his arms folded around his chest. “And if I issue an order dismissing you as my aide?”

      Cox’s grin returned. “I think you’ll find that order will get lost in the electronic shuffle around here.”

      Looking up, Victor felt himself being infected by Cox’s contagious grin. I want to be angry and insulted, but that’ll just prove I need the keeper I’ve been saddled with. I appreciate the regiment’s concern, and what’s more, I can understand their reluctance to follow an unproven commander into battle. I must earn their respect, so if I want to be treated normally, I guess I have to start now.

      Victor chewed his lower lip for a moment. “So, I’m stuck with you, whether I like it or not. Is that it, Hauptmann?”

      Cox’s grin became broader.

      “Then I better like it.” Victor stood and thrust his hand forward. “Pleased to have you as my aide, Hauptmann Cox.”

      Cox again shook his hand strongly. “Glad to be with you, Highness.”

      Victor waved off the honorific. “This is the AFFC, Hauptmann. Address me by rank or as Victor.”

      “Yes, sir, Kommandant.”

      Victor settled back into his chair. “How did they happen to select you for my aide, Mr. Cox?” He saw a strange spark in Cox’s eyes, but the Hauptmann smothered it before Victor could identify it. He could guess, though. “This wasn’t meant to be your command, was it? My appointment didn’t rob you of a battalion command, did it?”

      Cox shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t think so, or if it did, it was the best kept secret on base. I got this position because I volunteered for it.”

      Victor raised an eyebrow. “You volunteered to nursemaid me? Why would you do that?”

      Cox stretched out in the chair. “Well, when we got the news that you were coming to take over Kommandant Sykes’s battalion, lots of people started grousing. You know how it works—one guy talks to another and he talks to someone else. All of a sudden what started out as a minor irritation becomes a crisis. It’s like the story of the MechWarrior who needs to borrow an actuator wrench to make a repair on his BattleMech. As he’s walking back to the supply depot through a rainstorm, he becomes convinced that the Tech won’t lend him the wrench. The more he thinks about it, the more worked up he gets. When he finally gets to the depot and finds the Tech, he screams, ‘I don’t want your damned actuator-wrench anyway!’”

      Victor chuckled lightly. “‘I don’t want your damned actuator-wrench anyway!’ It’s been a while since my cousin Morgan Hasek-Davion told me that story, but I understand the situation completely. They had me built up into a monster that was going to get them all killed.”

      “But only after you’d transformed this unit into a bunch of kiss-ass courtiers waiting on you hand and foot,” Cox said with a devilish glint in his eyes. Even as Victor winced, he continued. “Anyway, I thought that was getting out of hand, so I looked up your school and service file. Scores on exams never stopped a particle beam, but yours looked good enough to deflect a few. I figured if you were going to get a chance to live up to all that potential, someone would have to cut you some slack.” He sat up tall. “Galen the Knife, that’s me.”

      That, Galen Cox, means more to me than you will ever know. Victor smiled and felt, for the first time since entering the Nagelring, that just a bit of the weight on his shoulders had been removed. “Thanks, Galen. I’ll do all I can to be worthy of your trust.”

      “You’ll do better than that, Kommandant,” the blond man said, rising to leave, “I’ve read your file, remember? I hope like hell the rest of us can keep up with you...”
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        LOCATION UNKNOWN

        DATE UNKNOWN

      

      

      Phelan Kell tried to focus his eyes, but the huge disk of light burning above the table he was strapped to sent searing photon barrages straight into his brain. The backlight was enough to illuminate some of the people standing around and over him, but he could recall no details nor keep track of how many there were. Doing its sponge-like best to soak up the chemicals being pumped into him, his brain no longer worked right. “State your name.”

      The harsh tone of the voice sparked faint recollections, but Phelan’s desire to rebel against the command was fleeting. He managed to speak, despite the clumsy thickness of his tongue. “Phelan Patrick Kell.”

      “Phelan? Do you know what your alleged name means? Don’t nod. Speak. Tell us what it means and why you have it.”

      “My name is Celtic and means wolf or ‘brave as a wolf.’” Phelan’s brow furrowed as he tried to remember what his parents had told him about choosing his name. “I was named Phelan for a friend of my parents and Patrick for my dead uncle.” Out of control, he giggled, “And I am a Kell ’cause I am.” A wave of vertigo washed over Phelan. They’ve juiced me good . I can’t let them know what I know... But stringing together even that much of a logical thought burned up his reserve of defiance, leaving him defenseless.

      “Phelan, you have seen service in Rasalhague. How many regiments does Rasalhague have under arms? Include mercenary troops in this total.” That new voice expressed a kind of dignified reserve that made Phelan label it the Confessor. And the other one, that’s Hothead.

      Phelan concentrated, letting his hatred of Tor Miraborg fuel his answer. “They have sixteen regiments under arms and a few mercenary companies, but those are employed mostly by independent lords.”

      Outrage filled Hothead’s voice. “Why did you lie about this before?”

      Hothead’s fury gave Phelan more pleasure than the drugs flowing into his body. He smiled gleefully. “Because fooling you was fun.”

      The Confessor’s voice cut off Hothead. “Phelan, how many regiments does the Draconis Combine have?”

      Sadness welled up inside Phelan, pooling dark and heavy around his heart. “I don’t know.”

      A soothing note entered the Confessor’s voice. “But you must have an estimate. It must have been discussed during your schooling.”

      Phelan jerked as though a raw nerve had been hit. “No, no schooling. I don’t like the Academy.”

      “Never mind the Academy. You do have an idea of the Combine’s strength? Yes, I thought you would. Just between us, what do you think it is?”

      Phelan tried to sit up closer to the silhouette he had assigned to the Confessor’s voice, but the head strap restrained him. Instead, he winked an eye in the voice’s direction and dropped his own to a husky whisper. “Officially, the Snakes have 100 line units, but they’ve rebuilt the DCMS mostly in secret so it’s hard to be sure exactly what’s going on. My father also said that with the Genyosha and Ryuken training programs, the Combine’s troops have become better.”

      “I see.” The Confessor’s tone dropped reflectively. “If the Combine’s troops are so good, why have they not retaken Rasalhague?”

      The young MechWarrior shrugged as best he could. “When Rasalhague went independent, Theodore Kurita fought for the Republic against his own renegade troops. Don’t know why. Ask him.”

      “What about the Lyran Commonwealth? What have they under arms?”

      Phelan squirmed uncomfortably at that question from the Confessor. The Commonwealth is my home! “I don’t know.”

      Phelan heard a new voice coming from outside the circle of light. “Spikes right to the top of the scale, sir. He is blocking.”

      “What does his SPL blood level look like?”

      “In the seventy-fifty percentile.”

      “Go to the eightieth, but give me a clock so I only keep him there for fifteen minutes.” The urgency and command in the Confessor’s voice drained away as he again addressed himself to his prisoner. “Phelan, we are all friends here. You can trust me. How many regiments does the Lyran Commonwealth maintain?”

      Phelan felt as though he’d been reduced to the size of a micron, then tossed to the winds. The corded wristlet felt like a diamond saw against his flesh. He saw the ribbons that had once been his legs twist together and twist and twist until they knotted up and pain burned in his thighs. Then his neck elongated and his head plunged back down past his feet, hurtling ever faster toward the ground. When it hit, he felt it would splatter like an overripe fruit.

      The Confessor snapped a command. “Back SPL off to the seventy-seventh percentile. He has no resistance, no chemoimmunity developed in him. He has a strong will. Nothing more.”

      Someone snapped his fingers. The sound was like a gunshot to Phelan’s senses, but Hothead’s voice quickly overrode it. “Tell me, Phelan, what happened to you at the Nagelring.”

      Phelan’s resistance crystallized instantly. “No!”

      “Freebirth!” cursed the man tending the interrogation monitors.

      “What? Are you getting spikes scaling up again?”

      “I wish.” A series of clicks came from the equipment. “Neg. Not a technical problem. I am getting full cycles off the scale here, not just spikes. He reacts as strongly to that question as someone does when forced out of their sibko.”

      Phelan latched on to the word sibko. I know I’ve heard that before. What? Where? When? Who am I?

      The Confessor’s voice helped him refocus himself. “The Free Worlds League has troops. How many regiments does it have?”

      Phelan closed his eyes. “Seventy, probably. Andurien lost most of their units when they seceded, in the war with the Capellan Confederation, and then when Thomas Marik took them back into the League. Marik still has to keep troops there to keep the peace.”

      “And the Federated Suns… How many regiments do they have?”

      Phelan frowned. The Federated Suns and the Lyran Commonwealth have integrated their commands. They want to know about my home!

      “Resistance building, sir. He has linked the Suns with the LyrCom.”

      The Confessor’s voice rasped quietly, sounding to Phelan like a knife being drawn from a sheath. “If you cannot tell me about the Federated Suns, we will have to know about the Nagelring.”

      “No! No, no, no, no, no...” Words falling meaninglessly from his lips, Phelan’s consciousness ricocheted around in his skull. No, no, no, not that. Shame burned on his cheeks, then his anger broke like a fever and tears rolled from his eyes. The Federated Suns is too big to hurt.

      “The AFFS has 103 regiments.”

      “He is still resisting.”

      Disappointment echoed through the Confessor’s voice. “103 regiments and...?”

      Phelan tried to hold his answer in, but cracks had developed in the dam he’d tried to build up. “The Davion and Steiner militaries have been merged into one and the whole thing is called the Armed Forces of the Federated Commonwealth.”

      “Good, very good, Phelan.” Someone patted his leg reassuringly. “Keep up the cooperation and we can end this soon. How many regiments does the LCAF have?”

      The mercenary’s whole body tensed. He tried to withhold the information, but a voice inside his head whispered seductive arguments that gnawed away at his resolve. What have the Lyrans ever done for you, Phelan? They humiliated you and cast you out of the Nagelring. They murdered D. J. with their stupidity. Think of all the times you vowed you would avenge her if you had the force. You don’t have it, but they do. All you have to do is tell them what they want to know, and your shame will be absolved.

      Phelan felt as if a million fire-ants were marching over his body, feasting as they went. He searched his brain for the information on the Lyran Commonwealth’s troop strengths, but instead he ran headlong into reasons why he could not give the Commonwealth up. My father and mother are fanatical in their devotion to the Steiner family. Victor Steiner-Davion is my cousin. To betray the Commonwealth is to betray them, to betray everyone I love. I cannot!

      The Confessor’s voice gained an edge. “Take him up to eighty and back down again immediately.”

      The mercenary heard the menace in those words and tried to brace himself for the drug’s effect, but he could never have anticipated it. He felt a tremor begin at his feet and knew that a wave had begun in the kilometers of ribbon that made them up. Moving up beyond his knees, it built in intensity and coursed through his thighs. He saw his whole body flapping in a technicolor wind. As the power of the wave increased almost beyond endurance, it suddenly broke like a mighty explosion in his brain.

      Over Phelan’s scream of agony, the Confessor repeated the question. “How many regiments does the Lyran Commonwealth have?”

      Phelan fought to resist, but the words had already reached his throat and tongue. “One-hundred fifty-three regiments. The sixty-five coming from Skye and Tamar are questionable in loyalty because the Archon has forbidden them to try to take back former Tamar Pact worlds from Rasalhague.”

      His body quivered and sobs wracked his chest, but nothing could free him from his bonds or his tormentors. Hothead’s evil chuckle underscored and mocked the Confessor’s strong voice. “Very good, Phelan. Now we will start again, from the beginning, and make sure everything tallies. Work with us and we will not have to hurt you again...”
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        SKONDIA

        FEDERATION OF SKYE

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        31 DECEMBER 3049

      

      

      Drenched in sweat, Kai Allard rested his hands on his hips and raised his face to the sky. These hills really make me wonder about my commitment to running. He laughed to himself. On Skondia, running isn’t a commitment. It’s a sentence! He snaked his hands under the hem of his red t-shirt, raising it to wipe his face.

      When he pulled the shirt down again, he saw her for the first time. Her black hair barely brushed the shoulders of the oversized gray sweatshirt she wore. The black and green body suit underneath hugged her long, well-muscled legs, the design’s green elements swirling up her limbs like long blades of grass. With her right heel resting on a park bench, she leaned over and grasped the toe of her right shoe and pulled herself forward to touch her nose to her kneecap.

      As she unfolded, she caught sight of Kai watching her and seemed to become self-conscious. Though she smiled, her blue eyes were wary as a cat’s. She brought her arms close to her chest, obscuring the New Avalon Institute of Science crest on the sweatshirt, and began to perform waist-twists. “Hello.”

      “Sorry to startle you,” Kai said. “I’d not expected to see anyone else here this early in the morning.” He glanced out over the misty green valley where he’d just run. “They’ve got a beautiful exercise course set up here, but you couldn’t tell that from the number of people using it.”

      He took a half-step forward and saw her drift back easily. He pointed at the tan canvas bag near her end of the bench. “Could you toss the bag to me? I’d like my towel.”

      Her reserve broke as she lofted the bag to Kai. “How well did you do?”

      Kai frowned. “Pardon?”

      She smiled, and Kai instantly decided he liked that very much. “Your shirt...it’s from the Twenty-fifty New Avalon Myriameter Run. How well did you do?”

      Kai pulled a white towel from his bag and mopped his face. “Uh, I finished in the fifties.”

      She lifted her other leg to the bench and began to stretch. “Was that place or time?” Her question came without challenge or skepticism and that pleased Kai.

      She’s not yet decided if I am a liar or a fellow runner whom she can trust. “Place. My time was 43:35. I should have done better, but I died late in the race.”

      She laughed easily. “Heartbreak Hill!”

      Kai matched her laugh with his own. “You know it? I mean you’ve run in the race?”

      Her black hair whipped back and forth as she shook her head. “No, not the race, just the course. I’m not much for competition.” She straightened up. “That hill is a killer. It may only be a kilometer and a half back through Davion Peace Park to the finish line, but it might as well be a light year after that hill.”

      Kai hung his towel around his neck and raised one of his legs to the bench. A droplet of sweat rolled off his nose as he bent forward to stretch out his hamstring. “You’re right. The hill is death itself. Still, running through the park, I got a lift from the Silver Eagle memorial.”

      “How is that?” She shuddered visibly. “That statue is so horrible. That dog’s all torn up and obviously in pain. Just as obviously the panther is going to kill it. I found it depressing.” Her face screwed itself tight with distaste. “It’s so violent I don’t see why it’s in the Peace Park.”

      Kai shifted legs and bent forward until the muscle in the back of his other thigh almost screamed. I remember when my Uncle Dan took me to the park and explained how the dog represented the Kell Hounds rescuing Melissa Steiner from a Kurita trap. Patrick Kell sacrificed himself to make sure his cousin Melissa could escape. The statue deserves to be in the Peace Park because people need to remember that great sacrifice is necessary for great gain.

      He looked over at her again. “I understand your point, but I differ with it. I think the child the hound is protecting—and the rope rising into the sky symbolizing the child’s imminent rescue—makes it a hopeful display.” He refrained from bragging about his family’s connection with the statue. “In the race, I felt as torn up as the dog looks, but I pushed myself because I knew it wouldn’t kill me, and because I felt I owed myself the best finish I could muster.”

      “And I see your point.” She stripped off the sweatshirt revealing the body suit’s clinging tank-top. The muscles in her bare arms were well-defined and her flat stomach and smallish breasts marked her as a dedicated runner. She tossed the garment down on the bench. “Is it safe here?”

      Shifting around, Kai leaned into the bench to stretch out his Achilles tendon and the muscles of his right calf. “Do you mean for you or the shirt?”

      She gave him a half-grin. “The shirt. I may be just off the DropShip, but I can take care of myself.”

      Kai chuckled lightly. “The shirt should be fine. Skondia’s criminal element would consider it beneath them. Since this world’s penal colony is located on that silvery moon over there, and the ambient temperature is zero degrees Centigrade, they go for the big stuff. An NAIS sweatshirt isn’t worth it.”

      She followed his line of sight to a small silver ball hovering between two jagged mountain peaks near the horizon. “Escaping from there requires more than carving a laser pistol from a block of sodium tallowate.” She turned back to Kai. “What do they call it?”

      Kai met her gaze squarely. “The crims call it the Last Mistress, but the locals just call it Justice.”

      She frowned. “That’s cold...”

      Kai laughed. “No pun intended.”

      She shook her head emphatically. “No, no pun.” She watched him for a moment, then nodded approvingly. “Not many people stretch out like they should after exercise. It’s a good thing you’re doing.”

      He nodded. “I don’t want to be a tightened-up old man.”

      She frowned sympathetically. “Is there a family tendency toward that sort of thing? I mean, how are your grandfathers?”

      Kai kept the smile on his face, but his mind was racing over his nearest ancestors. Grandpa Allard is fine. I know it’s a common story that he has a rare, untreatable form of Alzheimer’s Disease, but that’s so no one will try to kidnap him and pump information out of him. His years in the Ministry of Intelligence Information and Operations would make him a valuable resource to enemy intelligence agencies. But my mother’s father, he was nuts for years before he finally died. After hearing all the things he did, and seeing what Romano Liao—I still can’t warm to the idea of her as my aunt—has done to bedevil my mother, I can only hope I take after the Allard side of the family.

      “One is dead, but neither had real problems. I just don’t want to leave anything up to chance.” He wiped his face again with the towel, then stuffed it into his bag. “Well, enjoy your run. Five klicks out, you’ll hit a downhill stretch that looks inviting, but save something. Beyond it is a slope that makes Heartbreak Hill look like a speed-bump.”

      Suspicion crept into her voice. “And after that?”

      “The hill’s big brother.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” she tossed back over her shoulder as she headed off along the running trail.

      Kai watched until her head sank out of sight, then smacked the palm of his right hand against his forehead. Idiot. She said she was just off a DropShip. She’s probably not had time to make many friends, and you don’t have a date for the Marshal’s reception tonight.

      He glanced at her crumpled t-shirt and wished he had pencil and paper to leave a message with it. Slightly angry with himself, Kai started back up the road to the Military Compound and the small house he shared with another Leftenant in the Guards. He stopped at the crest of the hill and searched vainly for a view of her. Then he abandoned his vantage point and retreated home, silently berating himself for not even getting her name.
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      “Blake’s Blood, Kai!” Dressed only in a towel wrapped around his narrow waist, Bevan Pelosi pounded his fist against the door jamb. Steam still drifted from the shower stall beyond him, but his deep voice suffered no competition from the faucet’s constant dripping. “How could you let such a woman get away?”

      Kai shot his tow-headed housemate a daggered glance. “This is me we’re talking about, Bevan, not you. I do not have your vast experience with women. Give me an opportunity and I just screw it up.”

      Bevan’s hair hung in wet ringlets over his forehead but did not hide his frown. “I was thinking about this girl in the shower...”

      “Hence the smile on your face,” Kai quipped. “And the flush of your skin...”

      “Wise guy!” Bevan made a face. “Why the hell didn’t you just come back here and write a note, then drive back down to the park and leave it? You could’ve used my aircar. You know where I keep the keys.”

      Kai turned from the mirror and raised an eyebrow. “My dear friend, I actually thought of that this morning.” He glanced at a waste receptacle by his desk. “I would have done exactly as you suggest except that your guest from last evening had already taken the keys so she could go out and buy all those things she put into that omelet this morning.”

      Bevan shrugged helplessly. “And don’t think I don’t appreciate your helping me eat that thing.” He slapped a hand against his flat stomach. “Why is it that women want to fatten me up?”

      “They probably want to slow you down long enough to catch you.”

      Pelosi’s grin blossomed like a sunflower. “So many women, so little time…”

      Kai turned back to the mirror. So many women, so little nerve... He tugged at the collar of his green dress uniform and hooked it shut. “Is it fixed right, Bevan?”

      Pelosi closed his left eye, then nodded. “Don’t change the subject, Kai. How long has it been since you’ve had a date?”

      “You mean aside from the time I went out with Pamela’s cousin so you could be alone with Pam?”

      Bevan ignored the needling and stared wistfully into space. “Pam. Now there was a girl who really knew how to—”

      “Cook?” Kai offered wryly. He moved back from the mirror and sat on the edge of his bed. Flipping open a rosewood case, he pulled one of the silver spurs from their bed of ruby velvet. The spur was a simple U-shape with a rowelless spike at the lowest point in the loop. “At least Pam didn’t insist on putting quillar in an omelet,” he commented as he fastened the spur to the heel of his left boot with a black leather strap.

      Leaning against the door jamb, Bevan wrinkled his nose. “This from a man buckling spurs to his boots.”

      Kai ignored the jibe. “Why’d you stop seeing her?”

      Bevan shrugged. “I dunno. She just started grating on me. I think she liked you more than me anyway.”

      “Not surprising.” Kai tucked his trousers into the tops of his black boots. “I paid more attention to her than you did.”

      “Yeah. I felt pretty embarrassed when you got her that holovid for her birthday and I’d forgotten clean about it.” Bevan shook his head. “Wondered why you didn’t ask her out after we broke up. I wouldn’t have minded.”

      Kai stood and checked himself in the mirror. “It wouldn’t have worked—your permission or otherwise.” Kai stared into the mirror but saw only a long line of footprints along a black sandy beach.

      As though reading Kai’s mind, Bevan smiled sympathetically. “Hey, I know your thing with... ah, what was her name...?”

      Kai’s face remained impassive and his eyes distant. “Wendy. Wendy Sylvester.”

      Bevan looked down apologetically. “Yeah, Wendy, right, Well, I know how that ended and that you blame yourself, and all, but you can’t let it ruin your life. You gotta start living sometime. This girl today, she could have been an omen.”

      Kai shrugged. “If she was an omen, I already missed.”

      Bevan opened his arms expansively, lifting his palms to the heavens. “There are plenty of fish in the sea, Kai. You’re an eligible officer who also happens to have enough noble blood coursing through his veins to get him invited to the Marshal’s reception while us po’ folks have to fend for ourselves on this New Year’s Eve. There are women in the thousands who’d like to be seen on your arm, or in your bed, if you’d just give it a chance.”

      Before Kai could respond, Bevan cut him off. “I know what you’re going to say, but bottom line is this, Kai: You just have to open up and give yourself a chance. Hell, today’s the day.”

      Give yourself a chance. Somewhere deep inside that phrase struck a chord in Kai. Why spend your life avoiding things because you know they’ll turn out badly? You know you got along with Pam because she was with Bevan, which meant there was no pressure on you. You couldn’t screw that up. Give yourself a chance.

      “So resolved. As of January 1, 3050, Kai Allard will give himself a chance.” As he offered his hand to Bevan, a whisper of dread passed through him. Let’s hope the gods of retribution do not notice your boldness. If they do, you will reap what your temerity richly deserves.
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      “Yes, sir, I think it was three years ago we last saw each other.” Kai smiled as he took Leftenant General Andrew Redburn’s hand and shook it. “As I recall, it was at the anniversary party for my Aunt Riva and Uncle Robert. I enjoyed getting to see both you and Misha.” He looked around. “Is she here?”

      Andrew shook his head. “No, but she sends her love. She asked me to thank you for that kind hologram concerning her last book...” His deep voice and ready smile reminded Kai of when the Leftenant General—then just a Major with the First Kathil Uhlans—had brought his family to Kestrel for Dan Allard’s wedding. He’d made it his duty to ride herd on all the children present to keep them from getting underfoot during the preparations. Kai remembered fondly more than one colossal wrestling match where Victor Davion, Phelan Kell, Andrew’s son Thelos, and he had been wolves to Andrew’s bear—complete with roars and growls and playful swats on all sides.

      “I meant every word,” Kai said. “She and Jay Mitchell are the only historians around who have any sense for accurate battle reportage. Freedom’s Bloody Price really brought to life Rasalhague’s battle against the renegade Kurita forces during the Ronin Wars. The tactical descriptions of the battles read logically, and her judgment of the Gunzburg debacle placed the blame where it belongs: on the mercenaries and the politicians equally. I very much enjoyed the book, and felt I had to tell her so.”

      Andrew smiled and light glinted from the medals and campaign ribbons on the broad, black breast of his Uhlans’ uniform. “Your message arrived right after the book had been damned in a review, so your comments were most welcome.”

      “Then I’m doubly glad I wrote her. I just hope Misha is the one to chronicle any battles where I find myself. I know the victors write the history, but having a sympathetic historian in your corner can’t hurt at all.”

      “Excuse me.”

      Kai felt a jolt as he heard her voice and felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned from Andrew and stared straight into the deep blue eyes of the woman he’d met that morning. Maybe Bevan was right. Maybe she is an omen!

      She wore a black evening gown whose bodice was sewn with ebony sequins in a starburst pattern that flashed with the lights as she moved. The string of pearls around her throat matched her earrings and had enough of a blue tint to complement her eyes and dark hair.

      “You forgot your bag,” she said with an impish smile.

      “What?” was all Kai could think of to say.

      She laid her hand on his arm. “Your bag. The one with your towel in it? You left it on the bench. I waited after my run, thinking you might come back for it. There was nothing with your name so I couldn’t call you. I took it home and planned to get out to the trail early enough tomorrow to give it back to you.”

      Kai felt his cheeks flushing, and turned back to Andrew just in time to see a bemused smile spread over his face. “We met this morning, General. Out running. I would introduce you, but I...”
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