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DEDICATION

 

For Randall and Tara Bills. Welcome to the neighborhood!

 

At the time of this writing, many BattleTech® fans (of which I am one) are breathing heavy sighs of relief to find out that the game universe will continue. FASA has closed its doors, but WizKids Games has stepped in at the fore. The exact details are still being worked out, but my confidence is very strong that we’ll see more game products and novels. This novel, Endgame, would never have happened without contributions from the following people:

My thanks to Jordan and Dawne Weisman, Ross Babcock, Mort Weisman, Donna Ippolito, and Maya Smith for their support and hard work behind the scenes. Also to all the new people at WizKids Games (some of whom I am meeting again for the first time) Sharon and Mike Mulvihill, Pam, Mikey, Scott, and others who I hope to know well. Big welcomes for Janna Silverstein as well.

Special appreciation to the rest of the “Final Five,” who all signed on to bring the Civil War to its end. Randall Bills, Blaine Pardoe, Thorn Gressman, and Chris Hartford. And Mike Stackpole, a continued friend of the court.

Also a thanks to Yurie Hong, who helped me with the Latin, Tracy Yerian in chemistry, and Oystein for the very cool maps.

Love to my family: Heather, Talon, Conner, and Alexia.

Special mention for the cats—Rumor, Ranger, and Chaos— who all think they make great paperweights and lap-warmers. At least they are half right.


 

 

 

 

CASTLING

 

So many paths led to our civil war. So many wrong decisions and desperate acts, by both sides, as my sister and I played the game of appeasement and escalation. She seemed willing to embark on whatever course of action she thought would safeguard her power. I needed time, and I continued to hope for peace. I thought that with the evidence to link her to our mother’s assassination, I might eventually topple her tyrannical rule without the call for war and bloodshed.

I no longer think that.

I no longer believe it was ever possible.

 

—From the journal of Prince Victor Ian Steiner-Davion, reprinted in Cause and Effect, Avalon Press, 3067


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Christopher Pierce. I knew the man vaguely, which is to say that I remembered his name. His service jacket lists the failed defense at Salat as his last contribution to the civil war, but there was one other, later.

 

—Cause and Effect, Avalon Press, 3067

 

Salat, Tikonov 

Capellan March 

Federated Suns 

26 June 3065

 

Sergeant Christoffer Pierce moved his seventy-ton JagerMech along Kowloon Avenue, the main street of downtown Salat, searching the dark city canyons. The heavy rain pounding like a thousand tiny mallets against the sculptured armor of his BattleMech enfolded the streetlamps, dimming their brilliance. Each city block was a black corridor broken up by small, glistening stretches where the subdued light shattered across the ferrocrete, winking at him in place of absent stars.

The drum of rainfall, the swaying gait of the JagerMech— any other time Pierce might have found them soothing. Not tonight. The constant background chatter bleeding over his communications systems spoiled that, a continual stream of new warnings mixed with fragments of orders and battle reports. The Fifteenth Deneb Light Cavalry had breached another sector of Salat.

“... didn’t see them. We’re losing thermals in the downpour.”

“Two tracks, one hover, and a Penetrator. Southwest quarter, sighted from Di-san and Huar. That’s Third and Flower.”

“Calling for support at the industrial yards.”

“... being pressed back ...”

“Hit that damn Typhoon with everything you got!”

And the battle for Tikonov continued.

Christoffer belonged to Sixth Company of the Third Crucis Lancers—Colonel Patricia Vineman’s Tsamma Lancers—one regiment among several vying to control the world of Tikonov, be it in the name of Prince Victor Steiner-Davion or his sister, Katherine. Three months earlier, this had been the battle of the civil war, with Prince Victor on-planet and three times the number of troops rallied to either side. It was to be Victor’s big push, designed to leapfrog over the embattled space of the Lyran Alliance and to win a strong base of operations in the Federated Suns for the allied forces. The beginning of the end, Colonel Vineman had promised. A welcome idea after two and a half years of hard, desperate fighting.

Then the prince had left, abandoning Tikonov and falling back into Lyran space. To regroup, according to the official word. To recuperate, said grapevine gossip. It was rumored that Victor Davion was so hard hit by the death of Omi Kurita that he had lost the will to fight. Pierce didn’t believe that. He couldn’t, and obviously neither could a number of like-minded warriors. They knew that Tikonov was an important world in its own right, but against the greater backdrop of the civil war, it was only one of several possible stepping stones on the path to New Avalon, capital of the Federated Suns and Katherine’s seat of power. What would be the point of fighting on in Prince Victor’s name if he were never coming back?

Salat was the latest battlefield testing their belief. The city sat astride an important travel corridor, one of several dominoes that had to fall before Katherine’s loyalist ground forces mounted a serious assault to take back Arano Bay and its BattleMech production facilities. Sixth Company had been given only enough resources to postpone Salat’s fall, but that would never be enough to hold the city indefinitely. They were a picket force, their job to delay the advance of Katherine’s loyalists and give Victor’s forces time to prepare a stronger defense farther along. A distraction.

Expendable.

Pierce shook his head, feeling the strain where his neuro-helmet sat heavily against the padded shoulders of his cooling vest. He held on to his control sticks with a desperate grip, his fingers aching as they rode the triggers at the edge of their pull. Searching for the enemy, his eyes darted from his heads-up tactical display to the monitor selected for thermal imaging to the rain-spattered ferroglass shields that surrounded the ‘Mech’s cockpit. They were out there, the Fifteenth Deneb, scattered through the city and pushing back the Tsamma Lancers. As if he needed further proof, neutral blue icons suddenly flashed over his display. They showed a Lancers medic company turning onto Kowloon Avenue behind him, retreating for the southern edge of the city with more of the wounded. As they came, he saw that it was a long column of rescue vehicles and transports. Pierce guessed that they might be pulling out the remnants of a shattered infantry company lost when the Fifteenth Deneb stormed Salat’s eastern parkway. And the rest of the Fifteenth would not be far behind.

At the next corner, a blur against the dark backdrop of the streets caught his attention. Thermal imaging wasn’t much help in this downpour, the drenching rain muting most temperature variations to only a few color-shades of difference, but it beat magnetic resonance in a city full of girders and rebar. It was good enough for him to ID the vehicle as a Hunter light support tank. He dropped his targeting crosshairs over the shadow, then yanked the reticle away as it flashed from dead-black to a warning-red. His HUD tagged the vehicle’s icon as a Lancer tank, one of his own support units in Salat.

He made the identification in time to prevent a terrible mistake, but not in time to help the Hunter. An enemy gauss slug skipped up off the ferrocrete street and into the tank’s right side, derailing one of its tracks and stranding it in the middle of the intersection. From back around the corner, twin lances of scarlet laserfire stabbed down and through the ruptured armor. They gutted the Hunter in less than a second, cremating the tank crew and rupturing ammunition bins. The top of the tank split open like a crushed pod, spilling a blossom of angry fire over the entire intersection.

Shards and shrapnel pinged off the JagerMech’s lower legs. Pierce rode back on the throttle, toggled both rotary autocannon into his primary trigger, and pulled his crosshairs over the hidden street just as an enemy Cestus stepped forward into the intersection. Like his JagerMech, the Cestus had a vaguely humanoid shape, with a thick torso and hunched shoulders. Kicking aside the ruined shell of the Hunter, it stalked forward through the intersection. The khaki-painted BattleMech was scarred along its right side from earlier damage. Careful of the buildings behind the Cestus, Pierce worked to lock his targeting computer over the wounded flank.

The targeting crosshairs burned a deep golden hue, and he pulled into the trigger. Both of his rotary cannon spat out several hundred rounds, the slugs tipped with depleted uranium for ‘Mech-stopping power. The left-arm autocannon missed wide and chewed into the brick facing of a deserted hardware store, but the rotary AC in the JagerMech’s right arm pounded home with a long, destructive stream. Shards of armor rained over the streets to mix with glass splinters, stone chips, and puddles.

But the Cestus was not as seriously damaged as Pierce would have liked. It stood up under the savage assault, rocking back on its left leg. Then it straightened and threw back everything it had. Its main lasers drew molten weals down Pierce’s left flank, and the gauss rifle spat out a nickel-ferrous slug to cave in the JagerMech’s, centerline armor. Short-lived spears of ruby light from the Cestus’s secondary lasers splashed away more armor from his left arm, the hissing spatters dropping onto the wet-black streets. The JagerMech staggered to the right, its left foot swinging up too far for safety, and Pierce ducked left in an exaggerated, hunching motion. The bulky neurohelmet translated his equilibrium into a signal that was fed to the ‘Mech’s gyroscope. He heard a whining complaint as the gyro stressed itself to maintain the JagerMech’s balance. It rocked back onto both feet, and Pierce throttled down and reversed into a backward walk.

“Pierce, on Kowloon,” he said. His voice-activated mike picked up his words, broadcasting them over the general frequency. “One Hunter down. Engaging Cestus.” There was no direct answer, just the continued fragments of other battles.

The JagerMech shook again as the Cavalry Cestus worried it with lasers, slicing off all but a thin layer of armor on its left arm and leg. Pierce’s targeting computer couldn’t grab an angle on the Cestus’s already-damaged side, and his crosshairs flashed the alternating gold and black of partial lock. He pulled into extra-long bursts from his rotary autocannon, spending ammunition at wholesale rates, chewing armor from the Cestus’s left knee to its right shoulder and from its left hip up to its bulbous head.

Though Pierce doubted it was enough to take the Cestus out for good, the abuse he’d heaped onto the enemy ‘Mech’s plate proved too much for the moment. The Cestus pilot lost positive control of his sixty-five-ton machine. It rocked back, then over-compensated by diving forward, accidentally kicking a parked car as its right foot shot out from under it. Its shoulder knocked down the nearest streetlamp, which ended up buried under its armored bulk as the ‘Mech sprawled out over the street. By now, a new threat wailed for Christoffer’s attention.

Another BattleMech walked toward him from farther down Kowloon—a hulking shadow that filled the dark corridor. Whether it had been masked by the Cestus’s presence or had just now turned onto the avenue from a side street mattered very little. What did matter was the information tagged onto the HUD’s threat icon. Pierce’s mouth dried to the metallic taste of fear as he read the tag. BNC-6S.

A Banshee.

“Command ‘Mech,” he called out as he short-cycled his autocannon and jerked at the trigger. Pressed too hard, too fast, his right-arm cannon jammed. The other spat a long tongue of fire toward the advancing ‘Mech, smashing eighty-millimeter slugs into its chest. “Banshee, 6S. On Kow—” It was all he had time for as the Banshee’s heavy gauss rifle flashed with coil discharge and accelerated 250 kilograms of nickel-ferrous material up toward hypersonic speeds straight into his JagerMech’s right side.

Even in pristine condition, the Jag’s armor couldn’t take that kind of punishment. Plating shattered under the impact, raining down in thick shards and knife-edged splinters to the street. Supports of foamed titanium bent, twisted, and collapsed with the shriek of tortured metal. One broken support carved a gouge through his reactor shielding, bleeding waste heat into the ‘Mech’s interior. Another speared through his massive targeting computer, destroying the valuable piece of equipment. A shower of sparks flooded the wound and drifted out, to be quickly extinguished by the downpour.

“Pierce!” The voice of Captain Kremmins was nearly lost in a flood of static. From the poor quality of the transmission, Pierce guessed that the company commander had to be near the other side of the city, blocked in by taller buildings. “Pierce, fall back to... city’s edge.”

Except there was nowhere for Pierce to run. Behind him, the line of retreating infantry and medic vehicles continued to stagger from the cross street. Cutting out now would leave them vulnerable, and he held no illusions that the loyalists would honor the retreat. They wouldn’t target medical units, not directly, but the rest of them would be fair game, and if the medics got in the way...

Waste heat bled up through the cockpit deck plates, drawing sweat from his exposed skin. Then, another slug smashed into his JagerMech from the Banshee’s heavy rail gun, taking his right arm off at the shoulder. With it went his rotary AC, which fell to the ground, a mangled length of steel. Fortunately, that was the jammed weapon and useless to him anyway. He pulled his crosshairs back over the Banshee’s silhouette, and drilled into it with several hundred rounds from his center-mounted pulse lasers. They stung out like emerald wasps, the fire from one splashing impotently off the rain-slick streets and the other doing little more than digging a small wound in the Banshee’s left leg.

The Cestus raised itself up onto its left arm and fired a gauss slug into the JagerMech’s right leg and a laser into its flank. The Banshee also opened up with its autocannon, the ten-centimeter bore suddenly alive with flame and lethal metal. Uranium-tipped slugs pounded Pierce’s right leg, punching through the last of his armor and shattering the leg actuator hidden behind the JagerMech’s knee.

How Pierce kept the beleaguered ‘Mech on its feet he never knew. The loss of the right arm pulled it in one direction, and the damage to its leg rocked it in another, the two actions roughly canceling each other out. Very roughly. Strapped into his command chair, shaken by the hard assault, Pierce felt like he was tumbling through the back of a cement mixer. He knew that he was all that protected the retreating column, but there was no conscious effort to cheat gravity this time. It was luck, and he was due a small piece.

“We’re clear!” someone called from the column. It had turned off Kowloon and was out of immediate danger. “Get out of there, Sergeant.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Pierce said softly, not sure if his mike picked it up or not. Triggering his pulse lasers, he carved armor off each leg. Then he tensed for the answering assault as the Banshee’s autocannon lit up with a determined fire. Tracers chewed through the downpour, bits of white-hot fire connecting the two combat avatars.

When the first tracer ricocheted off his ferroglass shield in a burst of white flame, Pierce almost laughed at the ineffective gesture. But then the full force of the ten-centimeter autocannon hammered in behind, starring the shield as the Banshee walked destruction across the JagerMech’s head. It was worse than before, and the cockpit shook under the murderous force while hammering echoes of the slugs mocked the earlier pounding of hard rain. Thrown against his restraining harness, Pierce nearly blacked out when a hard hammer-blow slammed into the side of his neurohelmet, but he was shocked back to consciousness by the jarring, painful fists that shook his entire body. He knew an instant of perfect clarity, staring at the holes in the ferroglass and watching as the rainwater leaking into his cockpit mixed with blood-spatter on the inside of his shield.

He felt the biting pain first in his right knee, then in his arm and shoulder. His hand had dropped from the control stick. Glancing down, he saw that it was partially severed at the wrist and had nearly fallen off his arm. Blood jetted out in warm spurts, splashing against his bare thigh, the chair, his smashed control panel. Pierce lifted his gaze to the ferroglass shield again, staring out through the rain at the Banshee’s hulking shadow as it continued to lumber forward. By the light of a streetlamp, he could just make out the Fifteenth Deneb’s insignia of a chess knight. He frowned. “They aren’t even a Steiner unit.” In those last few seconds, he tried to remember why the Tsamma Lancers were fighting another command that was, nominally, also part of the Federated Suns.

Then the Banshee’s heavy gauss rifle cut his crippled leg out from under him, and he thought of nothing else but the fall and the jarring impact at its end.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

When Katherine finally turned to the military to solve her problems, we thought it would be her greatest mistake. But she persisted. Perhaps it is more proof of the old saw that “everything, at its core, is politics.”

 

—Cause and Effect, Avalon Press, 3067

 

AFFS Watchtower 

Avalon City, New Avalon 

Crucis March 

Federated Suns 

21 July 3065

 

A mix of several conversations leaked from the soundproof room, changing quickly to respectful silence as the cracked door was pushed wide open. Though preceded by her Champion and her Marshal of the Armies, Katrina Steiner-Davion noted that it wasn’t until she entered the situation room that the twelve other members of the AFFS High Command stood to attention. So they had been briefed on the Archon-Princess joining them today. She spent a sharp glance on Jackson Davion, almost but not quite an accusation, but her Marshal of the Armies was far too satisfied with himself to be disturbed by such a lesser display of her displeasure. But for the fact that her cousin was so hidebound by his personal honor, Katrina might have considered him a threat to her rule of the Federated Suns.

Jackson stood just inside the door, then closed it and switched on the white-noise generator once she had entered the room. Katrina, meanwhile, gathered what information she could on the others as she moved toward her seat at the open-box arrangement of tables. The slender needle of the Watchtower was the military’s corner of her Royal Court here on New Avalon, and she had called together the commanders of every major military department in the Armed Forces of the Federated Suns as well as representatives for her three March field marshals. Those who practically jumped to their feet she numbered as insincere. Most rose with casual respect and proud bearing, and that was safer. Then there were the last two or three, who stood slowly and with calculated defiance. One of these was a female general standing in for Duke James Sandoval, Field Marshal of the Draconis March, and Katrina immediately tagged her as a closet supporter of the duke’s renegade son, Tancred. She would bear closer scrutiny in the future.

“Good afternoon,” Katrina said, greeting them all impartially as she and her two seniormost officers found their seats at the center table.

This was one of the larger situation rooms in the Watchtower. An impressive flat-screen monitor covered one whole wall, while the other three were paneled in ash-blond wood. Flagpoles marched down two sides of the room, bearing world banners for every district capital in the Federated Suns and the Lyran Alliance. Near the door, a portrait of Katrina hung between the flags of New Avalon and Tharkad, the capital worlds of her two interstellar nations. The room smelled of cigars and cheap cologne, a scent Katrina identified as male, despite the presence of four women among the High Command. Yet another reason, among many, why Katrina rarely visited the Watchtower. There was far too much martial precision and calculated aggression for her to feel comfortable here. Besides, as the Archon-Princess, she had enough security advisors, intelligence aides, and generals who regularly attended her at the Davion Palace.

Katrina nodded, and everyone sat down quickly, with an economy of movement that suggested it was something they might have practiced. Knowing she would spend a good part of her day in the company of uniformed officers, Katrina had chosen a conservative suit styled after a paramilitary design. Ivory, with gold buttons and belt, the double-breasted jacket was similar to a fencing jerkin, while the knee-length skirt flattered her slender figure. She wore gloves to suggest at least some softness, but had pulled her golden hair back into a severe braid in a style similar to that favored by career-military women.

Strong, but not strident.

“Today,” Katrina said, calling the room to business, “this very morning, in fact, the New Avalon Daily ran a headline certain to be picked up by other worlds. ‘Where’s Victor?’ it asked. This is a question I myself have been asking for several months, ever since General McDonald forced my brother to abandon Tikonov and retreat back into the Lyran Alliance.”

Halfway down the left-hand table, Field Marshal Stephanie Day, head of the Department of Military Intelligence, leaned forward in her seat. “Highness, the DMI has been working on that, but it is a low-priority concern at this time.”

Katrina placed her hands flat on the table’s smooth surface. Her ivory gloves seemed to float above the dark walnut grain. “Would you please elaborate?”

“We have battles taking place on over forty different worlds, and tensions that may erupt into open fighting on a hundred more. The DMI hasn’t seen this kind of workload since the Fourth Succession War. Your Ministry of Intelligence is cooperating with us, as they did then. They have agreed to shoulder most of the investigation to find your brother, as he is currently ... a noncombatant.”

Day’s pause spoke volumes to Katrina. The assassination of Omi Kurita had become common knowledge shortly after Katrina’s enjoyable disclosure of that fact to Victor. No one doubted that her brother had been hit hard by the news that his “lotus blossom” had been clipped. All reports read fairly close to the same.

“Because he is not fighting in a BattleMech does not mean that he is not still an enemy of this nation.”

Jackson Davion picked up the gauntlet, as Katrina had known he would. “Highness, this civil war is more than a personal struggle between you and your brother.” He was one of very few she allowed to argue so openly, in front of witnesses. It was his way, and she needed him more than his contrariness upset her. Not only was he Marshal of her Armies, he was also a Davion and carried a certain presence. With his ruddy-white hair and deep blue eyes that always reminded Katrina and everyone else, no doubt, of her father, Jackson’s support only added to her legitimacy. “It started without any aid from him at all, if you remember. A dozen worlds broke into open rebellion before Victor announced publicly that he would oppose you. He was still with ComStar at the time.”

She nodded. “Serving as their Precentor Martial.” Even in exile, Victor had been unable to give up the warrior’s life. If only he had stayed away, Katrina believed those rebellions would have been short-lived, never developing into a full-fledged civil war. “Are you saying that my brother is not leading the opposition against me?”

Simon Gallagher, her Prince’s Champion, tossed square-lensed glasses onto the table in front of him and then smoothed down the strands of hair he combed over his obvious baldness. “The easiest way to be perceived as a leader is to determine which way the mob will go and then jump out in front.” Which adequately summed up his own rise to power in the AFFS. “Your brother may be seen as the leader, but even without him, there is still fighting on half a hundred worlds.”

“But how many of those fights are truly important?” Katrina asked. She saw Jackson’s frown, and knew his answer.

“Any opposition to your legitimate rule is important, Highness, but I take your point.” He picked up a small stylus, tapped the corner of the table’s glass inset. The touch-activated screen lit up with a menu of options, and Jackson quickly sorted through them to display a basic map of the Inner Sphere against the giant wallscreen. The realms of House Kurita, Marik, and Liao, as well as the occupied territories held by the Clans, remained blanked out in solid, primary colors, serving as a frame for the two halves of the Federated Commonwealth, the superstate conceived with the marriage of Katrina’s parents. Like an hourglass tipped to one side, the Lyran Alliance formed the upper bulb and the Federated Suns the lower. Connecting them was a small stretch of unaffiliated systems known as the Terran Corridor.

While lacking the full definition of a holographic star map, it was still familiar enough to all present. Jackson uploaded the most recent data, and stars began to glow in a variety of colors, revealing at a glance the status of the civil war. Systems supporting Victor burned with a golden hue, those in favor of Katrina a calm blue. Red indicated fighting or, at the very least, severe political unrest.

Jackson Davion nodded to her. “The state of the civil war is that you, as the Archon-Princess, currently control more worlds than your brother. That said, there are still more contested worlds than either of you directly control, and many of these worlds have a profound bearing on the civil war. Kathil, with its shipyards, is one such planet, and so far, both you and Victor have spent several regiments each trying to hold it.”

Katrina did not want to think about Kathil. It was a grinder, tearing to shreds any unit she or Victor sent in. The same with Tikonov so far, and Dalkeith, in the Lyran Alliance. “Still,” she said, “there must be a hundred worlds with no direct effect on the civil war.”

“Define ‘direct effect,’ Highness,” Jackson said. “Political support, men, materials—every world has some stake in the civil war and something to offer.” He used the stylus to draw a large arrow across the map display. It began at distant Mogyorod, on the far edge of the Lyran Alliance, jutted up to Newtwon Square and then across to Winter. “This was Victor’s movement in the earliest wave of fighting. Starting out from Mogyorod, he picked up the Thirty-ninth Avalon Hussars on Newtown Square, then swung the Seventh Crucis Lancers on Winter to his side.” Jackson continued drawing arrows as he talked, one of them shooting almost to the center of the Alliance. “From there, his force split into two drives. The Lancers secured factories on nearby Inarcs, while Victor eventually made his way to Coventry, where he rallied both men and materiel from that important production center.”

From Coventry, he drew a new arrow, this one leading first to Alarion, then sweeping across the last of the Lyran Alliance to the Federated Suns world of Tikonov. “This was the Third Wave, where Victor picked up at least two more regiments that we know of from distant garrison duties. On Tikonov, we stopped his advance, and by the end of Wave Four, he had fled the Federated Suns to regroup. At the time, we presumed he was on Thorin.” As he spoke, Jackson reversed the arrow back through the Terran Corridor, where it stopped between the two gold-tinged stars of Thorin and Muphrid.

“Why Thorin?” Field Marshall Angela Kouranth asked. As head of the Department of Military Education, she had a less solid grounding in strategic planning. “He could simply have moved laterally to Algol and remained in the Federated Suns.”

Simon Gallagher took the question, always eager to stay on near-even footing with Jackson. “The populations of Thorin, and nearby Muphrid, are securely behind Victor. He also has his logistics network routed through those worlds.” Gallagher’s best claim to any glory came with his background in logistics. “And with the Skye Province at his back”—Gallagher glanced warily toward Katrina—”Victor had a shield against any large-scale offensive. Until recently, at least.”

Katrina nodded at her Champion’s veiled reference to the recent Free Skye rebellion. “Skye was a fight waiting to happen ever since the days of my mother’s rule,” she said. “We only narrowly averted a rebellion in ‘56.” By we, she actually meant Victor, but she refused to acknowledge her brother as the onetime ruler of the superstate that was the Federated Commonwealth before it split back into the Lyran Alliance and the Federated Suns. “It took Ryan Steiner’s mysterious death to quiet that trouble, but then his son, Robert, started up with his father’s old tricks. Robert’s games of brinksmanship have prevented us from moving large forces through Skye for far too long.” Of course, the fall of rebellious Hesperus three days before meant that Katrina was almost in a position to cease worrying about such threats. And the cost...

She shook her head in wonder. “Who would have thought the Gray Death Legion would fold so quickly? At least they held the world and drained too much from Robert’s force before they collapsed. Which leaves only one itch left to scratch.”

“New Syrtis,” Gallagher said, again jumping in ahead of Jackson Davion. “Do you still believe that Duke George Hasek will throw in with Victor?”

Katrina intertwined her fingers and set her clasped hands on the table in front of her. Her ice-blue eyes found those of General Franklin Harris, her analyst who currently supervised all actions taken by the Field Marshall of the Capellan March. He nodded in reply to her silent question. “No. But he will refuse to support me, which amounts to the same, Simon. Duke Hasek made it clear enough that he no longer views me as the sovereign ruler of his people.” The memory of Hasek’s outrageous defiance at last year’s Star League conference still rankled. “He is second on my list, after Victor. Which brings me back to my earlier question.

“Where is Victor?”

“On Thorin, it would seem,” Gallagher said.

“It would seem that way.” Katrina speared her Champion with a glance, reining him in from too-quick answers. “But Jackson doesn’t think so anymore.” She nodded once, regally. “Bring him in,” she commanded, and Jackson used a nearby intercom to buzz the adjacent room.

A side door concealed behind the flag of Woodbine opened, and an elderly man entered the situation room. He made his way unsupported but still with the determined care of the aged to the head of the table, where he stood next to Jackson Davion. His white hair had thinned since his previous time on New Avalon, but his gaze was as blue and diamond-hard as ever. He bowed respectfully to Katrina, and nodded to the few others around the room whose faces showed any recognition.

“For those who have never met him,” Katrina said by way of introduction, “this is Quintus Allard. He was my father’s Minister of Intelligence, and helped engineer some of our greatest victories in the Fourth Succession War before turning over the position to his son. I asked Quintus back from retirement almost specifically to handle this question.” She smiled. “Welcome home, Quintus.”

He smiled back in avuncular fashion. “Thank you, Katherine. Your invitation was hard to refuse.”

She kept her emotions, and any immediate reply, in check. Quintus’s comments could so often be taken two ways, which was only one of the irritations Katrina experienced in the presence of the old man. Even more cutting was his continued insistence on using her given name. In adopting Katrina, the form of the name used by her grandmother, one of the strongest Archons ever to rule the Lyran state, she had gone a long way to solidify her early power base. Quintus’s refusal to call her Katrina could be chalked up to the set ways of an old family friend. She doubted that, but it could. Katrina had to balance on the edge of fond consideration for an old man and suspicion that he was subtly undermining her in whatever way he could.

“You have some input on the subject of my brother, I believe?”

Quintus nodded. “Victor Steiner-Davion is not on Thorin.” Though his voice had a papery thinness, his tone was sure.

Field Marshal Day bridled. Despite Day’s talk of working with the Ministry of Intelligence, Katrina knew of the rivalry between the two departments that went back several centuries. “How can you be certain?” she asked.

“Because I trust Morgan Kell to be smarter than this,” he said. Archduke Kell of the Arc-Royal Defense Cordon was probably Victor’s strongest support in the Lyran Alliance. “The Prince’s Men, Tiaret, the Outland Legion all have been sighted on Thorin. Too many fingers point there.”

“Perhaps that is just what Morgan wants you to think.”

Quintus shrugged. “In which case, I would expect him to be even more blatant. Morgan Kell is a good commander and a fine leader, but he is not a trained intelligence agent. That level of subtlety is beyond him.”

Katrina stopped the spiraling argument before it could get out of hand. Also, she didn’t need Quintus extolling the virtues of Morgan Kell. “So where is Victor, then?” she demanded.

“I would hesitate to guess, Highness.”

“Don’t hesitate, Quintus. You were asked here to make such guesses.”

He didn’t even blink at the thinly veiled command. “The obvious worlds are Muphrid, Arc-Royal, and Alarion. Muphrid, as it is the sister world to Thorin. Arc-Royal, as it is the world Morgan Kell can protect with the most forces. Alarion, for the same reason with Victor’s loyal forces. Because they are obvious, I’m not certain if anyone could make an educated guess as to which is more likely than another.”

“And of all the nonobvious worlds,” Katrina said, “we might as well take a blind stab at the star chart?”

“All but one,” Quintus said then. His voice was low and speculative. “There is a world that is almost too easy to ignore as a candidate.”

“New Avalon?” Stephanie Day asked, her overly serious tone mocking the old analyst.

Quintus shook his head, ignoring the offense. “Tikonov. Who’s really to say whether Victor ever left?”

An interesting theory, Katrina decided. Given the deep frowns of half of her High Command, Quintus had just given them all the more to think about, which meant postponing a decision that much longer. She was starting to think that the old man would tell her enough to prove that he was no immediate danger, but not so much as to be truly useful.

She nodded. “Thank you, Quintus. We appreciate your analysis.”

“My family has always been at the disposal of House Davion,” he said, with another of his formal bows. Then he withdrew with the same studied care as in entering the room.

Katrina waited for the door to snick shut behind him. “So how much of what he says do we believe?” Her voice was careful not to display any paranoia, just the careful evaluation of untried information.

Jackson Davion tapped his stylus against the table’s dark wood. “Your father trusted Quintus implicitly. Is there any reason we should not do the same?”

“Because the man was nursed on suspicion and can invent three lies in the time it takes anyone else to draw breath,” Katrina snapped.

Field Marshal Kouranth frowned. “Then why ask him here at all?”

“Because I want Quintus Allard where I can watch him most carefully. His family could cause too many problems, but they’ll think twice while Quintus is a guest on New Avalon.”

Jackson Davion started in surprise at those words, but Katrina ignored it. She stood up, braced her arms against the table, and gazed around at her senior officers. By coincidence, of course, her cool gaze came to rest on General Tahmezed from the Draconis March. “It is time to start exerting control over those who might help my brother.” She looked at General Harris. “Or those who will stand against me for their own gain.”

“Back to New Syrtis again?” Jackson asked, edging out Gallagher this time with a touch of frustration in his voice.

“You spent the better part of last week explaining to me how Victor had been neutralized, Jackson. Do you still affirm that as the situation?” Katrina knew that everyone in this room had come here with their own agenda. She had several of them herself, in fact. By playing into Jackson’s strengths for analysis and compromise, she had set him right where she needed him for this one. In reply, he nodded, though reluctantly.

“Then the time has come to turn more attention to other pressing problems. Yes, Quintus becomes a hostage against his family’s good behavior, and you don’t have to like that to know it is necessary. His family might throw support behind Victor or George Hasek. That would be unacceptable.”

Jackson sat forward slightly. “So you intend to force the issue with both the Allards and the Haseks?”

“The Allards are sidelined,” she explained, “and George Hasek forced the issue with me. Fortunately, we have a military plan in place to deal with the Capellan March. Is it ready?”

He nodded stiffly. “It was ready months ago. Although it was predicated on the idea that Hasek would use at least one of his New Syrtis regiments to strike first at you.”

“Then we lure a command off-planet.”

“Or turn one to our side,” Gallagher said, stepping in on cue and instantly garnering the attention of every officer in the room. He smiled thinly. “The Vanguard Legion on New Syrtis is a mercenary regiment under the aegis of Duke Hasek but in AFFS employ. They have traditionally shown anti-Steiner tendencies, but they’ve got a new commander. I think the timing is perfect to sway his loyalty.”

“So, we buy them off,” said Field Master Carlos Post, Director of Mercenary Relations for the AFFS, nodding slowly. “We can hide very ... favorable ... terms in a new contract. If Colonel Dean will go for it.”

Gallagher stood up alongside Katrina. “I can handle this, Highness. I’ve never met a mercenary who wouldn’t sell his brother for spare BattleMech parts.”

“I have.” Katrina said, thinking specifically of Morgan Kell. Besides, there was no need to show herself too much in accord with Gallagher.

“Yes, we’ll offer them new parts and supplies,” he said. “And new ‘Mechs, a favorable posting, triple combat pay—whatever it takes to buy us the key to New Syrtis. I will get this done, Highness.”

Katrina looked from Jackson Davion, who clearly did not relish this particular strategy, to Simon Gallagher, who wanted it. That was precisely the reason she had promoted Simon as her Prince’s Champion. To get around Jackson in a diplomatic way, as the need arose.

“Handle it, Simon. Bring me George Hasek. That leaves Jackson free to bring down my brother and finally put an end to this civil war.” Katrina smiled to herself. Each to his own strength, just as she had planned from the beginning.

She sat down again, leaning back in her chair as she glanced around at her command staff.

“Any new business?”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

I don’t remember much about the battles fought on Muphrid or anywhere else during my time in seclusion. I read the reports, I remember sending off responses, through Morgan, but no details. I’m not certain whether to attribute that to shock, or to progress.

 

—Cause and Effect, Avalon Press, 3067
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With a cramp in his side and his leg muscles burning from exertion, Victor Steiner-Davion worked to maintain an even pace as the vineyard path turned up a gentle slope. He breathed in rhythm to his running step, sucking great lungfuls of sweet, morning air past the invisible steel bands wrapped around his chest. Stray vines slapped at his bare arms when he strayed off the path, but never too far. Like walls to a maze, tall, vine-covered trellises penned him in on either side.

A fairly simple maze, of course. The vineyards of Hawkins Estates—the largest on Muphrid—covered several dozen square kilometers, but the grapevines stretched over their steel frameworks in long, parallel rows. Victor could run up one path, then down another. Not a lot of variety, but then he wasn’t looking for complications. He wasn’t really looking for anything—wasn’t trying to do anything but keep up with Kai.

Kai Allard-Liao, Victor’s longtime friend and heir to the St. Ives Commonality, ran in the next row over, pacing Victor, giving him an encouraging nod at every break in the trellis system. Between breaks, Kai was little more than the flash of an ivory-and-gold running suit glimpsed through harvest-thinned arbors. It had been Kai’s idea to start these morning runs and get Victor back into a light exercise regimen. The vineyard was the perfect site. With the harvest workers gone, there was little concern for security. The vine-covered trellises were tall enough to hide the two men, and a few security agents posted at the perimeter entrances guaranteed them privacy.

As Victor worked on lengthening his stride, working into a long, loping glide that ate up the ground, his body remembering. Keep your feet close to the ground and come down lightly on the heel to maintain a smooth momentum. Hold the arms loosely— no need to expend energy by excessive pumping or holding tight fists. Left foot, then right, just one foot after the other. No, he didn’t need to think about running, but he did regardless. It beat the alternative: thinking about anything else.

Running was safer. Running was all technique and endurance. No political fallout if he didn’t follow the correct path. No one’s life hanging in the balance if he didn’t finish on a critical timetable. No logistics concerns over ammunition and armor or where transport could be arranged for a regiment of infantry. If he started worrying about the civil war, he’d run into the problems of his troops stalemated on Thorin and a dozen other worlds of the Lyran Alliance and Federated Suns. He’d remember Tikonov, his forced departure and, worse, what had caused that retreat. He’d remember Katherine’s oh-so-innocent expression as she sadly told him about Omi’s death ...

He stumbled and nearly pitched headlong onto the ground. Running top-heavy for a couple of seconds, he got his feet back under him.

“You all right... over there?” Kai spoke in cadence with his regular breathing.

“Fine.” His form shattered, his side aching, Victor labored to regain a solid pace. Omi...

“Just perfect,” he muttered, mostly to himself.

“Good,” Kai said. A break in the trellis system allowed him to glance over to check on Victor. “Race you ... the last leg.”

Victor almost shook off the challenge. Kai would beat him easily. He was in better shape and had a longer stride to boot. But coasting along only invited more idle thought, more memories. Deciding to race, he drew on his reserves and focused toward the next break, where several paths opened up into a cleared area. It seemed very far away. Now Victor pumped his arms vigorously, driving himself, breathing shallow and rapid as he pounded up the slope. He didn’t see Kai through the trellis gaps, and assumed his friend had pulled farther ahead. Victor didn’t mind losing, but a small spark buried deep inside him flared to life at the possibility of losing a challenge without giving his best.

Victor ran faster.

The clearing was a small area that had served as a work hub during Muphrid’s early harvest season. Here the workers brought their bushels of grapes to be stacked and loaded onto pallets for a small forklift to run back to the winery. There was also a wooden bench for resting, and a small station tied into the irrigation network that provided a faucet for fresh drinking water. Victor sprinted into the cleared area, then quickly stumbled down into a jog that carried him through the clearing and onto the start of the next path. He windmilled to a stop, and then walked back in time to see Kai enter the clearing at an easy jog.

“You ... didn’t... race,” Victor panted, doubled over with his hands braced against his knees.

Kai smiled, his Asian features taking on a devilish cast. “I guess you win,” he said, breathing much easier than his friend. He walked a few turns around the clearing to cool down his system.

Victor sat down hard on the bench. “Low, Kai. Very low.”

He drew in deep breaths to fight the fire burning in his lungs and clamped one hand over the cramp in his side. The air here tasted of warm grape; fruit dropped and crushed under the feet of the harvest workers and left to cook in the sun. The hard-beaten ground was stained in a mottled pattern of reds and purples. A few late yellow jackets drifted through, searching for any remaining food.

Kai finished walking, shrugged, and settled into a routine of basic stretching exercises. “You held good form today, from what I saw.” Though obviously not from what he’d heard. “I think we did about three kilometers.”

“Not that hard,” Victor said, finally regaining his breath. “Just putting one foot in front of the other.”

His friend nodded. Kai’s darker skin was still flushed from the run and stood out against his tracksuit. He had inherited his mother’s gray, almond-shaped eyes, but his lanky frame and easy smile, those were definitely Kai’s father looking out of him. Victor remembered Justin Allard as an intense but agreeable man, devoted to his nation and his family.

“Do you miss your father?” Victor asked suddenly.

Kai blinked. “What kind of question is that?” But he nodded. “Every day,” he admitted. “Some days more than others.” Victor would have let it go with that, but Kai decided to go further. “You’re thinking about Omi, aren’t you?” He spoke gently, tentatively. “I loved my father very much, but I think it’s different between a man and a woman.”

“Omi and I hardly spent any time together,” Victor said, peeling off his light jacket, throwing it aside.

“Doesn’t matter.” Kai stripped down to the waist, doing a few last stretches to ready himself for some hand-to-hand sparring. “Omi Kurita was the best thing to ever happen to you, and don’t tell me the two of you never discussed building a life together. You don’t invest that kind of emotion in someone so easily.”

All true. Victor winced as the wound tore open again and raw pain welled up. He and Omi had met on Outreach while the Inner Sphere was trying to come up with some defense against the Clan invasion. From the start, he’d felt an irresistible attraction, made extremely complicated by their birthrights. A Steiner-Davion and a member of House Kurita? With both families set against them from the start, friendship was rocky enough. That they had won through most of the opposition to kindle their friendship into something more had been proof enough for them that it would last And it did, until an assassin’s hand took Omi from him forever.

Katherine was behind it, of course, and it wasn’t the first time she had relied on an assassin. The first—that Victor knew of— was when she’d paid to have their mother killed. She may even have used the same man to get their brother Arthur out of the way, though Victor had to admit that was only guesswork. Reasonable guesswork, though. Arthur had been gaining far too much popularity for Katherine to ignore him forever.

And Omi? Omi’s death was nothing more than petty vengeance. A way to hurt Victor like nothing else could. Theodore Kurita, Omi’s father and Coordinator of the Draconis Combine, had kept the news secret for half a year, but Katherine had known. She’d hoarded the information, no doubt savored it, until she could drop it on him for the most damaging effect. Victor knew this, but it didn’t prevent Katherine’s tactic from working. Omi’s death hit him so hard that his officers had finally been forced to pull the plug on Tikonov and pack him away somewhere safe.

“Safe” meant divorcing Victor from the bulk of his personal escort force and installing him on Muphrid, the sister system to Thorin. A single battalion from the Twenty-third Arcturan Guard formed his security force, but they were busy luring off a full regiment of Katherine’s loyalists in the wilderness region of the Great Tundra. A few security agents, and Kai, were all that was left to safeguard Victor. Hiding in plain sight, Morgan Kell had called it. So far, it was working. Life on Muphrid was barely touched by the civil war, and one could almost believe that the fighting was a fiction of the media.

Almost.

Kai finished stretching as Victor finally levered himself up from the bench. He stood opposite Victor and bowed, then took up a fighting stance. Victor mimicked him, never breaking eye contact. To the casual observer, the fight would have looked uneven, with Victor’s mediocre height pitted against Kai’s eight-centimeter advantage. He nodded his readiness, and Kai moved in to attack. With no mats and no safety gear, their sparring was limited to light contact only, and each man was on his honor for scoring. The first half-point was no debate. Kai came in low and fast, feinted a backfist to Victor’s head, and then caught Victor in the midriff with a side kick.

“You aren’t concentrating,” Kai said, resetting himself on his invisible mark. “My mother could hold you off.” They nodded at each other, and this time Victor pressed a halfhearted attack.

“Your mother is also a thirty-year master of tai chi chuan,” Victor said, stumbling back as Kai threw a crescent kick right in front of his face. He gave his friend the point, then stepped back to ready himself again. “Just got a lot on my mind.”

This time, Kai swept in with a roundhouse that Victor caught, throwing Kai to one side. They pushed each other back and forth across the clearing, Kai with an advantage on reach and Victor making short flurries meant to overwhelm his opponent.

“Isis will be here in a week,” Kai reminded him. “Maybe she’ll have some information for you.”

Isis Marik had been Omi’s guest on Luthien. The daughter of Thomas Marik, Captain-General of the Free Worlds League, she was a peer and a friend. Victor shook his head. “She shouldn’t be coming here.” He lunged in, pulling back his punch just as it touched Kai’s ribs.

Kai stepped back. “Why? We can cover her security arrangements.”

“That’s not it.” Victor drew in a deep breath and expelled it in a long sigh. “I’m certain she does have more information about Omi’s death, Kai. I don’t know if I’m ready for that yet.”

“Which is why you sent Cranston—I mean, Cox!—to Luthien? Because you didn’t want to know more?”

Victor smiled as Kai stumbled over the real name of Galen Cox, who had been forced to hide behind a new identity after he had run afoul of Katherine’s plans. The deception had been exposed at the recent Star League conference. Victor also stumbled over the names from time to time, having known Galen far too long as Cranston.

“I sent Galen to Luthien to help with the investigation. At the time, I thought I had some insight about where the assassin might be hiding.” Victor remembered how he’d suddenly felt so sure that the assassin had gone to ground on Luthien. “I think I was feeling guilty, and wanted to convince myself that I was doing something—anything—to help.”

Kai had started to move in on an attack. Now he paused. “Guilty? Victor, why would you feel guilty?”

“It’s the same assassin, Kai. The one my people caught on Solaris VII after my mother was killed. The same one we used to take out Ryan Steiner in retribution. He got away from us right after. We know he got involved in the resistance movement on Zurich, during the Offensive of ‘57. He’s the same man who attempted the hit on Omi on Mogyorod. If I thought he could ever get close enough to Omi to harm her again, I would never have sent her first to Tukayyid and then home for safety.”
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