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BOOK ONE-UNFINISHED BUSINESS




CHAPTER ONE




Borealtown

Wotan, Jade Falcon Occupation Zone

11 December 3057




Now the Wolves belong to me.

As he regained consciousness, this was the first thought that came to him. It worked its way past the fiery ache in his left forearm and the scattering of other stinging annoyances on his arms and legs. He clung to that thought and made it the core of his life and universe. The rest are all dead, now the Wolves belong to me.

Vlad of the Wards slowly turned his head, alert for any pain in his neck that might signal a spinal injury. It seemed unlikely, what with his arms and legs faithfully relaying their discomfort to his brain, but with so much responsibility facing him he could take no chances. As he moved his head, dust and gravel raided off the faceplate of his neurohelmet, pouring more grit down into the collar of his cooling vest.

Through the dust Vlad thought he could see his left forearm, but it looked distorted and odd. He brushed the viewplate clean with his right hand and was able to correlate the bump on the top of his arm, and the bruise surrounding it, with the lightning-like shooters of pain emanating from that spot. Glancing up he saw the hole made in the viewport of his Timber Wolf when Wotan’s Ministry of Budgets and Taxation building had been blown to bits and buried Vlad in a smoking pile of bricks.

One of those bricks must have struck his arm and broken the bone that ran thumbside up the forearm. The bump meant the break was dislocated. Unset and unhealed, the injury rendered the arm all but useless. As a warrior buried beneath a building in an enemy zone, Vlad knew the crippling injury could easily be fatal.

For most warriors it would have been cause for panic.

Vlad smothered the first spark of fear rising in his breast. I am a Wolf. That simple thought was enough to forever tame his panic. Unlike the freebirth warriors of the Inner Sphere, or even those of the Jade Falcon and other Clans, Vlad refused worry or anxiety. Such emotions were, to his mind, for those who abandoned all claim on the future— those who preferred to exist in a state of fear instead of pressing on to a point where fear was banished.

For him there was no fear because he knew this was but one more twist in the legend that was his life. His existence could not end so ignominiously, with him dying of exposure or starvation or suffocation in the cockpit of an entombed BattleMech. Vlad refused to let that possibility exist in his universe.

The Wolves belong to me. That fact alone was vindication and confirmation of his destiny. Six centuries earlier, Battle-Mechs—ten-meter-tall, humanoid engines of destruction— had been created and come to dominate the battlefield just so that he might one day pilot one. Three hundred years ago Stefan Amaris had attempted to take over the Inner Sphere and Aleksandr Kerensky had vanished into the Periphery with most of the Star League’s great army precisely so Vlad would one day be born into the greatest of warrior traditions. The Clans had been created by Nicholas Kerensky to further his father’s dream, and Vlad had been born a warrior among them expressly so he could guide the Clans to the ultimate realization of that dream.

Such thoughts allowed him to soar beyond the pain in his body. Vlad cared little how someone else might view this vision of himself as the end product of six hundred years of human history, for he saw no other way to interpret his life. He shied from the mysticism of Clan Nova Cat, and examined the events with cold logic. Occam’s razor sliced his conclusion from events cleanly—his reasoning, as extraordinary as it might seem, had to be true because it was the most simple explanation that wove everything together.

If his view were wrong, the Clans would have returned to the Inner Sphere a century before or after his lifetime. If it were not true, he would never have suffered humiliation at the hands of Phelan Kell—a humiliation that allowed Vlad to see the true evil the man represented while the ilKhan and Khan Natasha Kerensky had not. The trauma of that defeat had left him immune to Phelan’s charm and made Vlad the last true Wolf in the Clan.

Ulric knew that, which is why he entrusted the Wolves to me.

A cold chill sank into Vlad. He had come to Wotan with ilKhan Ulric Kerensky and had led him to a battlefield chosen by Vandervahn Chistu, Khan of the Jade Falcons. Ulric and Chistu were to fight a battle between them, a battle in which Ulric would have prevailed had Chistu not cheated. The last Vlad had seen of the Wolf leader was the fire-wreathed silhouette of a Gargoyle pressing one step closer to the enemy despite the withering missile firestorm engulfing him.

Lying on his back, Vlad glanced up at the dead instruments in his cockpit and smiled. Not only had he witnessed the Falcon Khan’s treacherous murder of Ulric—he had recorded it. Chistu had to know that the incriminating evidence existed in the cockpit recorder. Had it been Vlad, he would have recognized the threat immediately and poured fire into the midden that had swallowed Vlad until all that remained of him or his Timber Wolf or the building was a huge crater. That Chistu had not done so marked him as even more a fool than Vlad had thought.

This means they will be coming for me. Chistu would not order the destruction of the building now—though he should. Vlad decided Chistu would send people to look for the ‘Mech and recover the recorder—under the pretense that the medical data recorded there would provide information on how Vlad of the Wolves had died. It would also allow Chistu to view for himself Ulric’s destruction from another angle, and to see how handily his marksmanship had buried Vlad under the bricks and mortar of a huge building.

They will be coming and I must be ready.

With his right hand he unbuckled his belt and pulled it tree from around his waist. Inserting the end back through the buckle, he then slipped the loop around his left wrist. He slid the buckle down until it snugged against his flesh. Pain shot up and down his arm, leaving him weak for a moment and nauseous.

Vlad waited for the nausea to subside before pushing on with his plan. He pulled his right knee up to his chest and hooked the heel of his boot on the edge of the command couch. He fumbled with the buckle at the top of his calf-high boot and undid it. He slipped the end of his belt through backward, stabbing the tongue through one of the holes at the very end. He thrust the tip of the boot-belt back over his other belt and fastened it in place. He tugged on the waist-belt until he was sure it would remain in place and would not pull free.

He lowered his leg again and his foot hit the pedal at the bottom of the command couch without using up all the slack in the belt. He took a deep breath, then gently pulled his left leg up and hooked the heel of that boot over the belt. He eased his left forearm into his lap and let the intact bone rest on his thigh. With his right hand he took up all the slack in the restraining straps that crossed his chest and lap to keep him in the command couch.

Sweat began to burn into his eyes. He pulled the medi-patch wires from the throat of his neurohelmet, then unbuckled it and tossed it off back over his head. He heard the helmet clatter against some debris, but he didn’t care. He shook his head violently, spraying sweat into a vapor that drifted back down like cold fog over his face.

He knew what he had to do, and he knew it would hurt unbearably—worse than any physical pain he had endured till now. The wound that had torn open one side of his face and left a scar that ran from eyebrow to jaw had been just as painful, but the medics had him so dosed with painkillers that he wouldn’t have felt a ‘Mech tap dancing on him. Those same drugs all existed in the medkit located in one of the cockpit’s storage areas, but if Vlad used them he’d never be able to set his arm.

Pain is the only true sign you are alive.

The light brush of his fingertips over the break felt as heavy as stone and started agony rippling out in waves that seemed to liquefy his body. His breath caught in his throat and a sinking sensation threatened to suck his guts down into his loins. Icy slush filled his intestines, and his scrotum shrank as his body recoiled from the pain.

Vlad smashed his right fist against the command couch’s right arm. “I am not a Jade Falcon. This pain means nothing!” His nostrils flared as he sucked in a lungful of chill air. “I am a Wolf. I will prevail.”

He slowly straightened his left leg, his vision blurring as the belt tightened on his wrist. He tried to lean forward to give the belt slack, but the restraining straps held him in place. His left arm extended and the elbow locked. Shimmering bursts of pink and green exploded before his eyes, and blackness crept in at the edge of his vision.

He continued pushing and then dropped his right hand over the break. The fiery agonies consuming his left arm magnified what his right hand felt in incredibly fine detail. Millimeter by millimeter, bone slid against bone as the belt tightened and the break began to slide into place. Each little bit of motion sent seismic tremors through Vlad’s body, wrapping him in pain that seemed to have existed his entire life and promised to engulf his future. Yet, despite that, he knew from the sensations in his right hand that the ends of the bones were still kilometers apart and would never slide into place despite eons of torture.

The squeak of teeth grinding together echoed through his brain and almost drowned out the first faint click of bones beginning to slide into place. He almost let the tension on the belt go, convincing himself that everything was repaired and that what his right hand felt could not be right. A firestorm of pain flared up and through him. He felt his resolve begin to melt in its inferno.

Then he remembered the image of Ulric’s ‘Mech taking just one more step.

I will not surrender.

Screaming incoherently, Vlad straightened his left leg. Bone grated on bone, the lower half pulling even with the break, then slipping past it. The gulf between the ends of the break seemed to stretch on forever, but he knew that was an illusion. He clenched his right hand over the break, clamping it down. Bones snapped into place.

The argent lightning storm that played out from the break bowed his spine and jammed him hard against the couch’s restraining straps. He hung there forever, his lungs afire with oxygen deprivation. He wanted to scream and his throat hurt as if he were, but he could only hear the wheezing hiss of the last of his breath being squeezed from his chest.

His muscles slackened and the restraining straps slammed him back down into the couch. He felt more pain, but his nervous system had not recovered from being overwhelmed and could only report faint echoes of it to his brain. He took a shallow breath, then another and another. Each one came deeper, and as his body learned that breathing would not hurt him, it gradually returned to normal functioning.

The break throbbed, but the bones had been slid back into place. Vlad knew he would find a splint in the command couch’s medkit, but he didn’t have the strength to get free from the restraining straps and go digging around for it. He let his head loll to one side and then the other to drain sweat from his eyes. It was not much, but along with breathing it was enough.

As strength gradually returned, Vlad wasted a bit of it in a smile. He had passed the first test in his ordeal, but he knew there would be many more. There would be enemies to be destroyed and allies to be used. The war—technically a Trial of Refusal—between the Jade Falcons and Wolves would have left both sides devastated. Vlad knew, based on the fact that he had not been rescued immediately, that the Jade Falcons had won. That meant he would have to appeal to the Falcons who shared his disgust with the Inner Sphere if he were to have any help from them. Better I seek aid from the Ghost Bears, as they have long been allies to the Wolves.

Vlad nodded slowly. There are many matters with which I will have to deal. I can use the time here, waiting in my cockpit, to consider them all. Those who come for me will believe themselves scavengers, only to find themselves rescuers. Little do they know they will be midwives to the future of the Clans.














CHAPTER TWO




Eleventh Lyran Guards Temporary Headquarters

Elation City, Wyatt

Isle of Skye, Lyran Alliance

12 December 3057




This is going to be a disaster, he thought as he snapped to attention and clicked his boot heels together. “Hauptmann Caradoc Trevena reporting as ordered, sir.”

Without rising from his chair, Kommandant Grega flipped Doc a two-fingered salute, then pointed to the heavy wooden chair opposite the desk. “Sit, Hauptmann.”

For a half-second Doc almost refused, choosing instead to stand at ease, but the weariness of fourteen years in the military bore down on him. He sat, but forced himself to sit straight instead of slumping in the uncomfortable seat. He looked up, seeking some sign that things weren’t going to be as bad as he feared.

Grega popped a gray data disk from his computer and tossed it onto the middle of his Steiner-blue desk blotter. “I’ve been reviewing your file. It’s rather remarkable, Hauptmann. You joined the service in 3043, just after the 3039 festivities.” The multiple ranks of battle ribbons on the left breast of Grega’s jacket showed that he hadn’t missed that war. “And despite being in the Armed Forces of the Federated Commonwealth during the Clan invasion, you have never served in a unit that has seen combat. How is that?”

Doc shrugged. “Luck?” He knew that was the wrong answer before he said it. To people like Grega—those who’d been under fire—he was a paper-veteran. He’d served during a conflict, not in the conflict. Even in the most recent fighting, when the Free Worlds League invaded the Federated Commonwealth and took back worlds lost a quarter century before, his unit had opted out of the fighting. The Eleventh had decided to abide by Katrina Steiner’s proclamation of neutrality. They’d left their station on the embattled world of Calliston and returned “home” to Wyatt.

Grega slowly exhaled. “Luck? That’s exactly the sort of attitude that has us concerned here, Hauptmann. Yours is not a military record many would want to emulate.”

I bet the dead ones would love to have my record. Doc leaned forward and clasped his hands together on the desk. “I’m not certain I understand that assessment, Kommandant. All of my evaluations have been satisfactory.”

“Yet you’ve been passed over for promotion twice now. And if not for the Clan invasion, you’d have been mustered out long ago.” Grega tapped the disk with an index finger. “At this point your chances for promotion are dead.”

Yes, but it’s not my service record that dooms me. The Eleventh Lyran Guards had been a linchpin unit in the AFFC, holding the line against possible Free Worlds League aggression in the Sarna March. When it pulled out and joined the newly formed Lyran Alliance it became a key unit in what was now known as the Lyran Alliance Armed Forces. The irony of the resulting acronym—LAAF—had not been lost upon him, yet to make a joke about it appeared to be akin to treason in the minds of most LAAFers.

Those who found the joke appropriate were usually warriors hailing from the Davion half of the Federated Commonwealth. Refusing to help her brother defend against the invasion of the Sarna March, Katrina Steiner had seceded from the Federated Commonwealth, baptized her new realm the Lyran Alliance, and called all loyalist troops home. Those who answered the call, like the commanders of the Eleventh Lyran Guard, were staunch Steiner loyalists who showed a certain teutonic lack of humor about life in general and the unit in specific.

Grega leaned back in his chair and patted scattered strands of brown hair across his balding head. “I know this isn’t an easy time for you, Hauptmann. It must have been quite a shock when your wife chose not to leave Calliston when we evacuated. Your career is stalled, and with the Clan truce in place for another ten years, the chances of you seeing combat and reviving your prospects are nil.”

Doc shrugged. “Just my luck we fled from Calliston.”

“Marshal Sharon Byran chose to honor Archon Steiner’s request for the return of Lyran forces to the Alliance. It’s your bad luck that her compliance ended any hopes you had of advancement.” Grega’s gray eyes hardened. “However, I have a bit of good luck for you, Hauptmann. The Lyran Alliance Armed Forces is prepared to offer you a generous compensation package if you choose to resign. Your fourteen years of service don’t qualify you for a pension per se, but we’re willing to give you 20,000 Kroner and an honorable discharge, which will make you eligible for full veteran medical and occupational training benefits. I should think you would find this offer more than fair.”

“Would that include passage back to Kestrel?”

Grega opened his hands. “I’m afraid transport is limited right now, but you are free to pursue the possibilities on your own.”

“Which means that 20,000 Kroner will get me about as far as Terra.”

“A bit further, perhaps.”

“But isn’t the Lyran Alliance paying the full expenses of people who want to repatriate themselves from the Federal Commonwealth?”

Grega made a vain attempt at hiding his smile. “Different government department, I’m afraid. A bit of bad luck.”

Doc sat back. “All my luck’s been bad luck.”

The Kommandant nodded. “So it seems.”

“Yeah, well, I believe in sharing, Kommandant.” An edge crept into Doc’s voice and he fought to keep the volume below a shout. “Let’s get down to the trenches here, shall we? You’re moving every paper-veteran you can out of this unit and filling it with Steiner heroes to make this a showcase unit. It’s a purge, nothing more and nothing less.”

“We’re a military organization, not a political party.”

“It shouldn’t surprise me that you’re short-sighted enough to think I’d believe politics and the military don’t mix—I’m not a fool.” Doc reached out and tapped the disk on Grega’s desk. “If you’d taken a serious look at my record, Kommandant, you’d have noticed something important. The reason all my evaluations have been good is because I’ve been assigned to company after company filled with MechWarriors who’d earned only substandard evaluations. Every unit I’ve every worked with was deficient before I arrived, including your Third Striker Company, but they were sharp and battle-ready by the time I was done with them. I may not be the guy who forges the knife, but I’m the one who puts an edge on it, and our superiors have seen my value in that. Promoting me would have moved me out of that role, and that was the role to which they thought I was best suited.”

Doc’s dark eyes narrowed. “You’ve also made two assumptions about me that were unwarranted, sir. The first is that just because I’ve not seen combat and not been promoted, you assume I’m a slack warrior. You think I’m substandard and that I can’t fight. I can. You’re sure I’d fall apart in combat, but you ignore the performance of units I’ve trained—they’ve done damned well. And if I’d been leading them, they’d have done better because I’ve studied our enemies. I know them, their tactics, and how to defeat them. All things being equal, I’d have no second thoughts about taking on either the Falcons or the Wolves.”

Grega slowly shook his head. “My, my, perhaps I should send a message to the Archon and have you appointed her advisor.”

She could damned well use one. Doc held his tongue. While he was willing to toe the line between dissent and treason, he didn’t want to step full on it. “Perhaps you should, Kommandant, because she’d tell you all about Archon’s Order 5730023—Reorganization of the Lyran Alliance Armed Forces. I’ve read it. Because a state of war technically still exists between the LAAF and the Clans, company and field grade officers cannot be dismissed from the service through anything less than a court martial. You have nothing on me that would warrant you bringing legitimate charges against me. Unless I resign, you’re stuck with me.”

Doc folded his arms across his chest. “You thought this would be easy. No way. You figured my wife leaving me, my poor career prospects, and the rest would make me go meekly because I’ve got nothing to live for. Well, I do have something to live for, sir, and that’s making sure nothing is easy for you. If I let you jerk me around, you’ll end up mangling the life of someone who actually has a life.”

Grega raised an eyebrow. “Are you finished?”

“Wasn’t I finished before I stepped in here?”

“Perhaps, in fact, you were.” Grega shrugged. “Exactly how you were to be finished was not cast in ferrocrete. You aren’t the first officer who’s cited AO-5730023, though I hadn’t expected you to protest. I do find your arguments about your performance quite self-serving and indicative of an overblown ego, but I also find the irony of your making this point rather delicious.”

Grega’s precise pronunciation of the word “delicious” was disturbing. He fit his mouth delicately around each syllable, as if the word were a razor he would use to carve Doc up. He’s taking great delight in this, and I don’t like that.

“You see, Hauptmann Trevena, there are units that have been carefully chosen as repositories for warriors such as yourself.”

“Units on the line with the Clans?”

“You would like that, wouldn’t you?” Grega shook his head. “Of course, those worlds have to be guarded by units of unquestioned loyalty and superior abilities. I would be negligent in assigning you to such a unit, despite your self-assessment. No, you’ll be sent to command a company in the Tenth Skye Rangers on Coventry.”

Doc kept a defiant smile on his face, but inside he felt something dying. The Isle of Skye was a hotbed of anti-Davion sentiment, and the Rangers had been formed from some of the region’s most loyal sons and daughters. Duke Ryan Steiner had used Skye as his power base for an attempted coup that would have torn the Skye March away from the Federated Commonwealth, and he had been the brains behind the Free Skye Movement that had fomented open rebellion on several of the worlds just last year. Victor Davion had put the rebellion down and, some believed, had given the order for Ryan Steiner’s assassination on Solaris. The Gray Death Legion had slapped the Tenth Skye Rangers down on Glengarry, and Doc guessed that restructuring the unit was LAAF’s way of keeping it benign.

Filling such a unit with people who had not seen combat, like him, or had little aptitude for combat would certainly accomplish that goal. If his luck were to turn good, Doc knew he’d have six difficult years before he could resign with a pension. After leading such a Skye unit, anything would seem an improvement, so retiring on half-pay wouldn’t be that bad. If I can stand it for that long.

Being killed in a training accident looked like the only early release he could hope for, largely because of the unit’s posting. Coventry was a key world within the Lyran Alliance, so the posting seemed honorable, but in reality it was a sham. Coventry was deep enough inside the Lyran Alliance that only a serious Clan push would ever reach it. Moreover, the Coventry Academy had its Cadet Corps and the Coventry Militia was known to be one of the most highly trained units in the Alliance—largely because it was staffed with warriors who also served as test pilots for the Coventry Metal Works ‘Mech production facilities.

We’ll never see combat, and we have two ultra-loyalist units there to watch over us. Putting him on a JumpShip and targeting it for a black hole was about the only other way they could have consigned his career to an even more ignominious end than a resignation bought for 20,000 Kroner would provide.

Doc nodded once. “I hear the weather on Coventry is nice. I’ll send you a hologram of me sunning myself.”

“Please, do that, Hauptmann.” Grega stood and waved Doc toward the door. “You know they say it’s better to be lucky than good. It’s a real tragedy to be like you, because you’re neither.”

‘That’s a historian’s judgment, sir.”

“The victors write the history, Hauptmann.”

“No, sir, survivors write the history.” Doc gave him a salute. “Given my record, I think you should hope I remember you kindly.”

“And you, Hauptmann, should hope I choose to remember you at all.”














CHAPTER THREE




Borealtown

Wotan

Jade Falcon Occupation Zone

13 December 3057




Using the command couch to shield himself, Vlad hunkered down in the darkness of the cockpit as gravel and voices drifted down from above. Even as ‘Mechs had labored outside to uncover his Timber Wolf, he’d dug a great deal of the debris out of the back of the cockpit and piled it on the command couch to fortify his position. The lasers the searchers would be using would take some time to burn through the bricks and stone with which he’d armored his haven.

Vlad had spent his last two days constructively. Using one of the lasers in his survival gear he’d burned a hole up through the stone above his ‘Mech. The rubble burying him had enough holes in it to provide him ample air—the laser-burnt hole was meant to give searchers a clue that he’d survived the collapse and, at some point, had been alive. Shooting the laser off at night, letting the red beam play out into the air, would have been an easier way to summon help, and one he’d been saving for when his food ran out. While it would bring rescuers, it would also let them know he lived. And that, Vlad decided, was not necessarily conducive to his continued survival.

Vandervahn Chistu’s murder of ilKhan Ulric Kerensky must surely have been a move to preempt the other Jade Falcon Khan in the race to become the new ilKhan. Khan Elias Crichell, the senior Khan, was a consummate politician—as evidenced by the fact that he’d retained his rank long after abandoning the cockpit of a ‘Mech for an office and data terminal. Crichell had orchestrated the political crisis that had culminated in the war between the Falcons and Wolves, leaving Chistu to prosecute that war.

Though Crichell had a lot of power, including many favors owed him by the Khans of other Clans, Chistu had killed Ulric Kerensky, a deed that could easily win him enough standing to claim the title of the Khan’s Khan, the leader of all the Clans. The luster of Chistu’s single combat with Ulric might let him eclipse Crichell when the Clan Council met on Strana Mechty to elect a new ilKhan. Ulric had opposed a repudiation of the ComStar truce and Vahn Chistu had killed him, making Chistu the logical choice to carry the war again to the Inner Sphere.

Unless I can tell the true story of what happened here on Wotan. Were the truth about Ulric’s death to come out, Chistu’s hopes of becoming ilKhan would fare worse than Ulric had on Wotan. The other Khans would expel him from the Grand Council, and the Jade Falcon Council would surely strip him of his rank. If he was lucky they would assign him to a solahma unit. He would live out the rest of his days hunting bandits and other scum unworthy of a true warrior’s attention. Most likely they will just kill him—the Falcons are rather inflexible in matters of honor.

Chistu could not chance Vlad living to tell what he had seen. Any searchers would surely be coming with the intention of seeing that he never left the cockpit alive. His only chance of survival would be to neutralize the first people down into the hole, then escape before anyone on the surface could call for help. Vlad was sure the rescue team would be composed of relatively few people so that Chistu could preserve his secret.

Light filtered down into his cockpit and played around. Vlad could see the round beams as they slashed across the cracked and holed viewports. That was a mistake. They had cleared enough debris that he would be able to get out if he somehow got free.

The dangling tail of a rope descended through the hole in the canopy. “Star Captain Vladimir, can you hear me? This is Star Captain Marialle Radick. Are you hurt?”

Vlad’s eyes narrowed. Marialle Radick had been his partner in bringing treason charges against ilKhan Ulric in the Wolves’ Clan Council. Ulric had even transferred her from the Sixteenth Battle Cluster to the Eleventh Wolf Guards for the war with the Jade Falcons. That she had survived the fighting did not surprise him—she was a good Mech-Warrior—but her participating in his rescue did puzzle him. Could we have won after all?

“I am here, Star Captain.”

“I am coming down.”

“Alone.”

“As you wish.”

“And unarmed.”

A faint tremor of fear ran through her reply. “As you wish, Star Captain.”

Vlad raised his left hand and gently pressed it over his left eye. That way any flash device they dropped would blind only one of his eyes, and he could still return fire when they came in. At his feet lay the gas mask from his survival kit. He could have it on before they could fill the cockpit with an anesthetic or irritant gas.

The dangling rope danced a bit, then the silhouettes of two booted feet appeared on either side of the hole in his ‘Mech’s windscreen. A second later the canopy sagged, then peeled away and crashed against the interior of the cockpit. Vlad remained hidden and safe as dust billowed up in the small enclosure.

“Are you unhurt? I did not expect it to collapse.”

“Keep coming.”

Marialle Radick lowered herself into the ‘Mech’s cockpit. Small and slender, wearing a dark jumpsuit that hugged her narrow waist, she looked more child than adult. Her blond hair had been gathered at the back of her head in a tight knot. Her amber eyes glowed gold in the light reflected from above. “Are you hurt?”

“I have injuries, but none grave.”

She nodded. “I have a light, if you do not.”

“I have light, both focused and unfocused. I would prefer to use only the latter, but only after I have determined what the situation is outside. Today is the thirteenth, quiaff?”

“Aff. Ulric died on the tenth.”

“I know. I saw him die.”

“But he died several miles north ... What are you doing here?”

“Let me ask the questions, please.” Vlad coughed lightly. “And I assure you I am in my right mind—I suffered no head injuries. Did we carry the day?”

“No.”

“And there have been no reprisals against the Wolves?”

“There was a Ritual of Abjuration carried out against those of our brethren who retreated from Wotan and those who fled with Khan Phelan.”

“Abjuration.” Holding that ritual made sense because it exiled all those who had fled. Abjuration was seldom invoked, and then only in the case of gross cowardice or dereliction of duty. An abjured warrior surrendered his bloodname, if he had one, and any chance of his genetic material becoming part of the Clan’s breeding program.

Vlad would not have pursued abjuration against the fleeing Wolves because he would not want to relinquish jurisdiction over those who had gone to the Inner Sphere. At some point in the future it might be possible to bring them back into the fold, but after abjuration that would be difficult. The ritual was held prematurely. Another sign my leadership is needed.

“Abjuration was believed to be the best choice, given the circumstances. The Wolves defeated at Morges will be in no way associated with us.”

“That would not do.” Phelan and a goodly number of Wolves had run for the Inner Sphere. They faced Jade Falcons on a world known as Morges. Vlad was not as confident as Marialle of the Wolves’ defeat, but preventing backlash caused by the fighting on Morges was a wise idea.

“Who sent you to find me, Star Captain?”

“Standard salvage detail. Aerial survey picked up a lot of battle damage in this area. The way this building had collapsed did not suggest bomb damage, so we were sent out to check.”

“You weren’t sent here to kill me?”

“Kill you?” She blinked in astonishment. “We didn’t even know it was you until we uncovered enough of your cockpit to see that this was a Timber Wolf assigned to the Eleventh Guards. Your name is stenciled on the side.”

Is Chistu that stupid? “Star Captain, I am going to turn on my light.” Vlad scraped the flashlight taped to the barrel of his laser pistol against the edge of the command couch. The button clicked on and he pointed it at her. “Freebirth!” he cursed. 

“What is it?”

The woman at whom he pointed his laser wore a green jumpsuit with Jade Falcon insignia on the shoulders. He recognized her face and form, for he knew Marialle Radick well, but seeing her dressed in the emerald green of a Jade Falcon warrior threw him utterly. He almost pulled the trigger, then he raised the gun and hid her in darkness again.

“Why are you dressed as a Falcon?”

“Because that is what I am.”

That is impossible. He could not conceive of Marialle surrendering to the Falcons. Even if she had, they would have made her a bondswoman first and then, sometime later, they might have allowed her to become a MechWarrior again. And she called herself Marialle Radick, but the Jade Falcons do not possess blood from that line. It is a Wolf bloodline only. “How are you a Jade Falcon?”

“That is what we all are now, Vlad. The Wolves lost a Trial of Absorption. We are all Jade Falcons now.”

Vlad’s mouth hung open. “What?”

“Khan Chistu told us, the survivors, that we had been absorbed into the Jade Falcons. This is why he undertook the Ritual of Abjuration—he would not have Jade Falcons fighting Jade Falcons on Morges.”

“But this was never a Ritual of Absorption.”

“Not formally, no, but Khan Chistu said that when Natasha and Phelan pledged everything the Wolves had to fighting the Trial of Refusal, it automatically became a Ritual of Absorption.” Marialle leaned forward slightly. “I did not like it at first—none of us did—but the logic is inescapable. Our war with the Jade Falcons hurt them badly, and hurt us badly. Alone, neither of our Clans is strong enough to stand, but together we are a fearsome force. The warriors who have survived are the best on both sides. Khan Chistu says this was a crucible in which the impurities of both Clans were burned away.”

Vlad scowled. “The Trial of Refusal occurred in response to charges of genocide and treason against Ulric.The Wolves defeated the Jade Falcons on every world where we fought, save here.”

Marialle threw him a sharp look. “It was closer to a draw. The Falcons offered us terms after Ulric’s death. The terms were honorable and we accepted them. Some of us ran to Phelan, others stayed here.”

“And Phelan still fights. The Wolves have not been defeated yet, Star Captain Radick.”

“What are you saying?”

“The chronology of events you presented gives me the impression that Khan Chistu announced our absorption, then he initiated the Ritual of Abjuration to exile the Wolves who oppose his Jade Falcons on Morges, quiaff?”

“That is how it happened, aff.”

“Yet the Wolves could only be absorbed if defeated, quaiff?”

“Aff.” Marialle’s eyes narrowed. “You are saying that if Phelan defeated the Jade Falcons, he could return and challenge Khan Chistu to a Trial of Refusal concerning the absorption and abjuration.”

“Chistu would not have to acknowledge Phelan’s claim because he has been abjured. It would take a Wolf to challenge the Absorption, but all the Wolves here on Wotan have become Jade Falcons.”

“Except you.”

“Except me. Come, Star Captain, help me from this tomb.” Vlad smiled and stood slowly. “Tell me more of this fiction Khan Chistu has created about the death of Ulric. Do it, and I will show you how our honor may be redeemed. Do it and you will see why the Wolves were entrusted to me.”














CHAPTER FOUR




ComStar Military Headquarters, Sandhurst Military Academy, Berkshire

British Isles, Terra

13 December 3057




Precentor Lisa Koenigs-Cober rubbed sleep from her eyes and stifled a yawn as she was shown into the Precentor Martial’s office. The room, with its paneling of dark walnut and shelves crammed with antique leather-bound volumes, seemed very warm to her. Through the high arching windows she could see snow drifting down through the night, and her stomach grumbled as she recalled the turbulence her plane had encountered passing through that storm over the Atlantic.

The demi-Precentor holding the door announced her. “Precentor Koenigs-Cober to see you, sir.”

“Thank you, Darner, that will be all.” The Precentor Martial, a tall, slender man, surrendered nothing to old age but the color of his hair and some lines on his face. When she had seen him before, at staff meetings or at troop reviews, he had always been dressed in a simple white cassock belted at the waist with a golden cord. That uniform belied his role as the supreme military commander of the Com Guards, and she had always assumed he wore it to prompt others to underestimate him.

The fatigues he wore now were white, but had obviously been chosen in keeping with the weather conditions and not for any symbolism of ComStar. His tunic bore no rank insignia, but the black eye-patch covering the empty socket on the right side of his face identified him as someone no Com Guard could mistake.

The Precentor Martial rubbed his hands together, then held them out toward the fire blazing in the huge hearth on one side of the room. He turned his head to look at her and she saw reflections of the dancing fire in his one good eye. “I apologize for summoning you at this hour. I had hoped to let you get some rest before I required a report from you, but there is urgent business that will take me to Morges in a couple of hours.”

Lisa stood watching him for a moment, hands clasped behind her back. “Morges is where elements of Clan Wolf and Clan Jade Falcon are fighting. The Kell Hounds are there as well.”

Anastasius Focht nodded, then pointed to one of the brown leather chairs facing the fire. “I’m pleased to see that you remain current on events outside the Terran system.”

“Any Clan moving troops closer to the truce line is of concern to me, sir. I’ve not forgotten that their ultimate goal is the conquest of Terra. Forewarned is forearmed.” She walked over to the chair he’d indicated, but paused before being seated. “Is it possible I might accompany you to Morges for a chance to observe more of their fighting— more than I saw at Tukayyid?”

“That would be a splendid idea, but no, I’m afraid it’s not possible. Even though this trip is an emergency, I doubt I’ll make planetfall before the end of the month. There’s already been some combat on the southern continent. Given the way the Clans fight, the battle will no doubt be decided before I arrive.” The old man looked down for a moment. “I expect Christmas there to be a rather bloody affair.”

The Precentor Martial stared into the fire for a moment before turning back to her. “But that is not the reason I can’t allow you to come with me. You have too much to do here. Brion’s Legion has left North America?”

Lisa sat on the edge of the seat, not daring to lean back and let the warm, soft leather lull her to sleep. “Yes, sir. With the Sarna March balkanizing, the price of a mercenary contract has skyrocketed. The Legion is traveling to Pleione, to become one of the key units in the Tikonov Reaches.”

Focht lowered himself into the chair opposite her. “I hope you know I tried to get the First, Circuit to match the offer Pleione made Colonel Brion. I know you were close to Major Iljir.”

“I appreciate that, sir.” Lisa held her hands toward the fire, though she knew the chill in them came from inside not outside. Rustam Iljir had asked her to leave ComStar and go with him to Pleione, and she’d asked him to join ComStar and stay with her, but both of them knew those requests were impossible for the other to comply with. We each asked because we had to ask, and we each declined because we had to decline. “The truth is, though, sir, we’ll be getting a better unit in the Twenty-first Centauri Lancers. The Legion got a bit complacent here on Terra. The Lancers can use some light duty after skirmishing with the Second FedCom Regimental Combat Team on Hsein. Colonel Haskell is a good commander and I think her troops will benefit from the time spent here.”

“Are they still set to arrive in early January?”

“Yes, sir. Alpha and Beta Battalions of the Terran Defense Force will take them through orientation ops.”

The Precentor Martial sat back in his chair. “Then they should be fully operational in late February or early March?”

“Perhaps sooner. Colonel Haskell is prescreening replacements for the pilots she lost in battle or by taking this assignment. We’re running security checks on all of them, of course, but we should end up with a squad that’s more seasoned than the Legion was when it took this assignment seven years ago.”

“Good. That leaves Terra vulnerable for only a month or two.”

Something about those words sent a shiver down Lisa’s spine. “You’ll forgive me, sir, but are we really in much danger here? I know there is unrest among the Clans, but that’s a long way from seeing the truce violated, isn’t it?”

Focht fixed her with his one good eye. “I negotiated the truce with ilKhan Ulric Kerensky. It was to run fifteen years, from 3052 to 3067. While he lives I have no fear that it will not be honored.”

“And he is still ilKhan.”

The Precentor Martial shook his head and his shoulders sagged a bit. “I hope that is true, but I don’t even know if he’s still alive at this point. The message I received today was sent less than a week ago and its contents lead me to believe that both Ulric’s life and the truce are in jeopardy.”

Lisa’s mouth soured, for news of turmoil affecting the Clan truce could not come at a worse time. The Federated Commonwealth was engaged in open warfare with the Capellan Confederation and Free Worlds League in the Sarna March. In a protest over the catalyzing event that prompted the Free Worlds League to attack Prince Victor Davion’s Federated Commonwealth, the Lyran Alliance had seceded from the Federated Commonwealth. To keep peace and maintain political stability in the Inner Sphere, Draconis Combine troops—serving as peacekeepers under the ComStar aegis—had occupied worlds trapped between Victor and his sister Katrina, angering the Lyran Alliance and making some of Victor’s subordinates nervous about Combine aggression.

Just when the Inner Sphere needed to be united it was falling apart.

Focht sighed wearily. “I hope my mission to Morges will help clarify what’s going on with the Clans. If Ulric is alive and still in control, we have no need for alarm. It he’s not, then the next leader the Clans choose will have the power to repudiate the truce. Fortunately for us, the Clan Khans will have to return to their homeworld—a place they call Strana Mechty—to elect a new ilKhan. That bought us nearly a year of peace during the invasion.”

“But we can’t count on them doing that this time, can we?”

Focht shifted his shoulders uncomfortably. “Anticipate, yes, but rely on, no.”

She nodded. “Then would it be imprudent for us to begin to rotate my more experienced troops forward and bring the green troops back here for training? The orientation ops with the Lancers would provide some solid work for our people.”

“True, but that would leave the defense of Terra in the hands of the Lancers, the Sandhurst Training Regiment, and your green troops. You will forgive me if that does not contribute to my peace of mind.”

“But the Clans will have to work through the rest of the Com Guards in the Free Rasalhague Republic to get here. If they can do that, the number and nature of troops we have warding Terra will be largely immaterial.”

“The Clans are not the only threat we face.”

Lisa blinked with surprise. “You can’t mean you think any of the Houses of the Inner Sphere would attack Terra.”

Focht shrugged. “What Sun-Tzu Liao will do is anyone’s guess, and Katrina Steiner is not proving to be terribly predictable either. My concern, however, is less over the aggressive tendencies of the Inner Sphere’s rulers than with the possible actions our former brethren might take.”

“Word of Blake.”

“Exactly.”

The resolution of the war against the Clans had split ComStar as seriously as it had allowed the Inner Sphere to fragment. Under the direction of Primus Sharilar Mori and Precentor Martial Anastasius Focht, ComStar had gone from being a cultish organization steeped in mysticism to a largely secular organization that maintained interstellar communications and used the bulk of its troops to secure Rasalhague’s border with the Clans. This reversed centuries of tradition—tradition begun when Jerome Blake founded ComStar back in the 2700s.

The reactionary element of ComStar broke away and fled to the Free Worlds League. Thomas Marik, the League’s ruler and a former ComStar Precentor, had welcomed the refugees. He had kept them and their actions from getting out of hand, but he did use Word of Blake agents to supplement his anemic intelligence agency, SAFE. Word of Blake members made noises about declaring Thomas “Primus in exile,” but had yet to do so. ComStar’s analysts assumed that would wait until Thomas made the League a Blakean theocracy or the Blakers somehow took control of Terra.

“I can see them as a threat, sir, but I think you would agree that the Clans are the more immediate and more likely one. Taking steps to deal with them should be our paramount concern.”

Focht gave her an approving smile. “You’re right, Precentor, but premature with your ideas of troop rotations. A decision on that can wait until after I visit Morges. I will send you what reports I can, including combat video and battle analyses. Perhaps you will find something you can use to surprise the Lancers.”

“I would hope so, sir.”

“So would I, Precentor. I have considered moving you into a command position with our Invader Galaxy, if you would like that.”

Lisa hesitated. The Invader Galaxy was a Com Guard unit configured to fight like the Clans, using their doctrines and weapons. Technically speaking the move would be a demotion, for commanding the defense of Terra was a high honor. But the Invader Galaxy is the unit that will hone the rest of the troops for the day when the invasion begins again.

“Your offer is an honor, sir.” She glanced down for a moment. “I would like time to think on it, if I might. I would want to be sure Terra’s defenses are secured before considering such a move, but it is very inviting.”

“That’s a fair answer to a difficult question. We will speak more on it at a later date.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Focht looked toward the fire. “You know, there was once a time, ages ago—in another life entirely—when I would have spent a night like this with people I thought were my friends. Safely tucked away in the warmth, a snifter of brandy filling our middles and firing our brains, we’d plan and scheme and dream of what would happen when we managed to influence events to place us at the center of the universe. We looked at gathering power as if it were an end unto itself.

“In those days, at those times, I never thought I would be in this position.” The Precentor Martial hesitated, something sparking in his eye. “Or, rather, I assumed that if I were old and able to sit before a roaring fire it would be because I had failed. I saw this as the repose of a powerless man—one who had failed to reach his full potential.”

Lisa stared into the fire and saw phantom shapes and shadows immolate each other. “And now?”

“Now I am an old man who succeeded in defeating the greatest threat the Inner Sphere has ever known. I had hoped, in winning a truce that lasted fifteen years, that it would give us time to match the Clan’s technological advantages, possibly even exceed them. In the last few years we’ve made strides, great strides, but now I’m not certain they’re enough. And I’m not certain, faced with the threat resurrected, that I’ll be able to stop it again.”

Lisa looked over at the man who controlled the military might of ComStar. “The Clans will not prevail, Precentor Martial, because they cannot be allowed to prevail.”
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