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CHAPTER ONE

 

ComStar Garrison District

Tukayyid

Free Rasalhague Republic

25 December 3061

 

Cheerful flames danced and snapped in the great fireplace, radiating warmth into the rooms Victor Steiner-Davion shared—unofficially—with Omi Kurita in the ComStar compound on Tukayyid. Stepping closer to the fire, he chucked a handful of crystals into the blaze, and the orange flames leapt up, tipped with purple and green and blue. He retreated quickly from the intense heat.

The fire was too hot for them to pull up chairs or to spread a thick rug on the hearth, but its warmth could be enjoyed from the divan they’d drawn up to the edge of the flagstones. Omi waited for him there, legs pulled up under her with a casual, sensual grace Victor admired.

She looked lovely, dressed tonight in a dark-green silk kimono that complemented the green and gray flannel shirt he’d chosen to honor the Christmas festivities. An obi of brilliant, shimmering gold accented her slender waist, and her raven hair was pulled back in the severe Kurita fashion. He liked the way a few tendrils had been left to curl softly around her face, an artful suggestion of casual disarray.

“Beautiful,” Victor said, sitting down beside her on the low-built couch. The silk of her kimono whispered against his touch as he slipped one arm around her shoulders, and he breathed in the jasmine scent of her perfume.

Omi widened her eyes with exaggerated innocence. “Yes, the fire is very nice.”

“I was speaking of the company,” he said. “The fire pales by comparison.”

That brought a smile. “You have the heart of a warrior, Victor, but never let it be said that you do not own the soul of a poet.” She leaned back into his embrace with an ease that had grown in the nine months since Victor’s return from the Clan homeworlds.

On the long journey back to the Inner Sphere, he could never have dreamed that fate would lead him to this moment or that he would find himself a man without a home. He’d believed that returning at the head of the victorious Star League army would bring peace to his realm. Instead, he found himself dethroned by his sister Katherine and forced to accept refuge in the Draconis Combine. In another strange turn of events, he’d recently been named Precentor Martial of ComStar.

Yet Victor probably would not have minded ending his days as a warrior after beating the Clans in their own homeworlds. He had already seen too many wars in his thirty-one years—interstellar wars over territory, ideology, vengeance, and sovereignty. He’d even seen the great Federated Commonwealth—a union created by the marriage of his parents—broken in two when Katherine seceded with the Lyran half a few years back.

He’d also lived to see at least one dream of his parents realized: the Star League reborn. After more than three hundred years of bitter warfare, the five Great Houses and other important nations of the Inner Sphere had put aside their differences, reuniting to meet the Clan threat.

So, for now, Victor could relax, but he knew he could never rest. Perhaps that was his karma; as Omi’s people believed, a man’s fate was a man’s fate.

“Well,” he said, “the poet in me is very happy you are here to share this day.”

“As am I, my love.” Omi looked up at him, her porcelain skin flushed in the warmth of the blaze. “Though perhaps we could have done without such a large fire. It is not so cold just now.”

“It’s tradition,” Victor said quickly. “You, of all people, should know how important that is.”

Though it was winter here on Tukayyid, the ComStar headquarters simply wasn’t far enough north for snowfall or freezing temperatures. He enjoyed the lodge-style decor of his residence anyway.

“Ah, so desu, Victor. Is that so?” She smoothed an imaginary wrinkle from her kimono. “And this morning? That was also part of your… traditions?”

Victor had the good grace to blush furiously. “I wouldn’t mind making it a Christmas tradition,” he said, almost shyly. “And New Year’s. Birthdays. National events. Tuesdays.”

“Tuesdays?” Omi gave him a puzzled look. “What is so special about Tuesdays?”

“We’d make them special.” Victor grinned as it became Omi’s turn to blush. “And speaking of special times…” He reached behind him and drew out the small package from the spiced pine credenza set behind the divan. He presented it with a slight flourish. The slim box was carefully wrapped in red-and-gold-striped paper, and tied with gold ribbon that tumbled over the sides in spiraling curls.

Omi accepted it with both hands. “It’s wonderful,” she said, admiring the wrapping. “But I thought we were exchanging gifts after dinner. With the others.”

Victor’s sister Yvonne had traveled with them from Tharkad, where the Star League had recently convened, to Tukayyid, declining Katherine’s pro forma invitation in favor of Christmas with her brother and Omi. Tancred Sandoval, the Baron of Robinson, had escorted her, detouring from the journey that would eventually take him home to the Draconis March. Also joining them was Anastasius Focht, who Victor had succeeded as Precentor Martial. A small gathering, but these were among the people Victor treasured most in his life.

“I wanted you to have this before. Go ahead,” he said. “Open it.”

The box had been wrapped in such a way that it could be undone without having to tear the paper. As its top lifted away easily, Omi’s eyes widened as she saw what it contained.

“It was my mother’s,” Victor told her. She watched wordlessly as he lifted out a bracelet of exquisite diamonds and perfectly formed pearls, which he then fastened around her wrist. It was subtle in design, elegant rather than showy, just as Melissa Steiner-Davion herself had been. Just as Omi was. Melissa’s loveliness had stayed with her to the end of her days, and Victor was sure Omi’s would too.

“It’s beautiful,” Omi said, almost whispering. She ran one finger over the soft, velvet interior of the box. Necklace and earrings were included. She paused at the empty depression and glanced up for the briefest moment, but Victor knew she would never ask directly about the one item that was obviously absent from the box.

“The ring,” Victor said. “She was wearing it that day.”

No need to explain which day. One of the most beloved rulers to ever reign over either the Steiner or Davion realms, Melissa was a woman dedicated to her family and to bringing peace to the Inner Sphere. Yet, she had met her end in the most violent manner, killed by an assassin’s bomb.

It had taken some doing to gather the evidence implicating his sister, but Victor now had everything but the smoking gun to prove that Katherine had been the mastermind behind her mother’s assassination. His people were still working to uncover conclusive proof. When he had that…

The silence stretched out, broken only by the furious popping of burning wood. Finally, Omi asked, “Your sister—she sent this to you? Along with your personal belongings?”

He nodded. “Katherine thinks the loss of the ring mars the perfection of the set. I imagine she also hoped it would be a constant reminder to me of our mother’s death. A twist of the knife in my heart.”

Victor lifted Omi’s hand to his lips and kissed it tenderly. “By giving it to you, I reclaim the set as a treasure. I think my mother would be happy that it is now with you.”

“You honor us both, Victor.” Omi’s blue eyes glistened with tears. “You are a credit to your parents.”

Victor knew that Omi understood the unspoken meaning of all this. The missing ring was more than a reminder of his mother’s death—it was also the one thing Victor could never give Omi. They had come so far, but he was still the son of Hanse Davion and rightful Prince of the Federated Commonwealth—and Omi was still the daughter of the ruler of the Draconis Combine. Despite Victor’s growing friendship with Theodore Kurita, centuries of fear and hatred between the two realms created an insuperable wall. Hard-line elements on either side of the border would never accept a formal union.

“I shall wear them this evening,” Omi said. “I hope Yvonne approves.”

“She will. I only wish Peter and Arthur were here as well. I will miss them.” That was true, though Victor realized it was the lack of closeness that hurt most. Arthur had installed himself in the Draconis March, and Peter… all Omi would tell him was that Peter was safe and wished to remain in seclusion.

“Yet Baron Sandoval has joined us,” Omi said gently. “And he represents the future of the people in your Draconis March.”

The March was a geopolitical subdivision of the Federated Commonwealth, stretching along the border between what had been known as the Federated Suns and the Draconis Combine. Duke James Sandoval, Tancred’s father, ruled the region in the name of the Steiner-Davions. The people of the March were violently opposed to any alliance with the Combine and numbered among the most outspoken critics of Victor’s relationship with Omi.

“Things may change,” she added softly.

“Yes, but not in our lifetimes,” Victor said. “Perhaps in our children’s time.”

Omi quickly glanced down and away.

“Sorry,” he said at once. “I meant for the next generation.” Children were even more impossible for him and Omi than marriage.

Omi placed a hand on his cheek. “This is not a time for sorrow, Victor.”

She stood up with a soft rustle of silk and the scent of jasmine and glided to the other side of the room. She knelt down and removed a small but gaily wrapped present from a wooden chest.

“It is only fair,” she said, coming back to the divan and placing the box in Victor’s hands. “I have something else for you, but that can wait until after the others have gone.”

Victor hefted the box in his left hand. It was no more than a few centimeters to a side, but its size belied the solid weight of whatever it contained. He noted that the wrapping was exquisitely constructed from paper folds and fastened without the benefit of tape or ribbon. The soft red tissue was embossed with silver dragons that gleamed in the firelight. He carefully unfolded the paper to keep from tearing it.

“A rock?” Victor asked when he opened the box. He picked up the fist-sized stone and examined it with bemused interest.

Omi nodded. “A stone.” Her eyes narrowed as if she wasn’t sure whether he was teasing her or was sincerely baffled. Then, he could no longer hold back a grin.

“You!” she said with mock irritation. “You’ve spent too much time with my brother Minoru not to know its significance. I found this on Tharkad and heard it calling your name. I thought it proper to commemorate your acceptance of bushido.”

Heard it calling his name? This time, it was Victor wondering if she was serious. “I feel silly, Omi, correcting you on your own customs. But isn’t bushido a path, not a destination?”

“To commemorate your traveling the path,” Omi said with the barest of sighs that said she was all too used to the tedious literalness of detail-oriented men. She turned slightly toward the sword rack standing on the credenza. “My father did well when he presented you with the swords of a warrior and named you samurai.”

Victor glanced back at the katana and wakazashi in their black-lacquered stand. He’d built the stand himself, his first attempt ever at woodworking. The supports weren’t quite even, the edges not as smooth as he might have liked. And if one gave it more than a passing glance, it was easy to see where the lacquer had run in spots. He smiled. Were he to point out those flaws to Omi, she would tell him that imperfections were what defined a thing.

“Where will you plant it?” she asked.

Victor held the stone with three fingers and studied its uneven, pockmarked surface. According to the tradition, he would need to give it a name and plant it in a garden.

Shot through with veins of reddish-blue quartz and stained a mottled green along one side, the stone certainly had character. Victor could imagine it wintering among nasturtiums in the shade of his well-cared-for roses, where only an infrequent shaft of sunlight would find it. But when it did, the quartz would catch fire and sparkle—a fleeting shout in an otherwise tranquil setting.

“In your palace on Luthien,” he said absently. “In the garden I raised during my recovery. That is the proper place for it. Until then, it will have to be as homeless as I am. Maybe I can find a temporary place for it on the grounds here.”

Victor continued contemplating the rock. He had spent much time with Omi’s brother Minoru Kurita, meditating on the infinity expressed in simple things such as rocks, flowers, a feather. Those lessons came back to him now. The streak of quartz was like a river cutting through gray foothills. The crystalline facets formed a path of glowing steps—or a trail of tears. Yes, the stone was speaking to him.

“I will fight no more, forever.”

Omi, who had been silent during his reverie, glanced at him sidelong. “What did you say, love?”

Victor smiled a bit sadly and placed the Warrior’s Path stone on the credenza. “An old saying, from the time before mankind left Terra. A vanquished leader’s promise.” He hugged her, thanking her for the gift. “My foolish hope.”

“Hope is never foolish, Victor. Without hope where would we be, you and I?” She took his callused hands in her soft, slender ones. “When we met on Outreach so long ago, who could have dreamed we would ever be together? Our two nations? My father, your father…”

“Your brother,” Victor reminded her, smiling at the memory of Omi’s other sibling, the proud samurai Hohiro Kurita. “He was ready to take a swing at me that day. I still think he was the hardest person to convince, though your father certainly threw enough tests in our way.”

He didn’t add that his own father, Hanse Davion, would surely have tested the relationship just as vigorously had he lived to see it.

She nodded. “I think your rescuing Hohiro from the Clans and saving me from the assassins on Luthien went a long way toward easing their fears. You certainly made an impression on the people of the Combine.”

Victor slipped one hand free of her grasp, rubbing unconsciously at the place on his chest where he had been pinned to the floor by an assassin’s katana. “Made quite the impression on me, too.”

Omi kept hold of his other hand. “My point, Victor, is that things are changing. We are changing. All of us. Someday, we can hope that our people will understand.”

“We don’t want much, do we?” He kissed her hand, then looked up at her with a wistful smile. “Just a miracle.”

Mischief sparkled in Omi’s eyes as she began to unfasten her obi. “I feel silly, my love, instructing you on your own customs. But isn’t Christmas the time of miracles?”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

The Triad, Tharkad City

Tharkad

District of Donegal

Lyran Alliance

25 December 3061

 

Katrina Steiner-Davion wandered through a realm of glittering jewels, lush furs, stunning art, and exotic crafts. A music box she’d just wound chimed the tune of her favorite ballad in pure, crystalline notes, and the scent of flowers and spices wafted from the various perfumes she’d sampled. In one hand, she held a tall flute of champagne, from which she took the occasional sip.

The large, rectangular room was just one in the extensive library of the Royal Palace on Tharkad, this section dedicated to the history of the Lyran Alliance. Right now, it also housed the many gifts Katrina had received from her Lyran nobles. Presents covered the reading tables and floor-to-ceiling book shelves, or were piled in expensive drifts along the paneled walls. Even the hearth and mantle of the unlit fireplace had been recruited to hold gifts.

Katrina moved slowly among the treasures, already dressed for the winter ball that would begin later in the evening. The fine white brocade of her gown was shot with glittering silver threads, and she knew its slim line made her look even taller. One shoulder was bared, a somewhat daring statement for the Lyran Alliance, where the people still thought of her as their “virgin princess.” The bodice of the gown, however, was cut modestly enough and set with gleaming seed pearls. Her golden blonde hair was left loose to curl gently around her face and shoulders. It was a new look for her, softer and sweeter. She would be the sensation of the night’s festivities.

And that was as it should be. Katrina glanced into a full-length mirror that leaned against one wall, admiring herself. The mirror, another gift, was flawless and framed with golden teak from Novara. It would have been beautiful except that the wood was etched with silver gauntlets, the emblem of the Lyran Alliance. Tacky, Katrina decided, dismissing it and the world that had sent it.

She had left the unwrapping and arrangement of the gifts to servants and the Lyran Intelligence Corps. It had freed up her time and saved her from the danger that an assassin’s “gift” might have been slipped in among the rest. A small tag was attached to each item so that Katrina would know whom to thank if she decided that a gift warranted a personal note.

Each beautiful item begged for attention. Most she would look at once, perhaps twice, and then never see again. But what could people expect? Between the Lyran Alliance and the Federated Commonwealth, she ruled nearly nine hundred worlds and billions of lives. Even signing a form letter of thanks to each noble in the Lyran state would require hours—days!—of effort. And nearly every Lyran world was represented in this room, from Barcelona to Solaris VII and from Lambrecht to Langhorne—a testament of her people’s love and respect for their Archon-Princess. As for those few who had not presented her with a gift … Well, what easier way to identify the disaffected and disloyal?

Despite the widespread propaganda touting her strong leadership and popular support, Katrina harbored no illusions about her degree of control over her realm. She still held the Alliance firmly in her grasp, and she was loved and even idolized by many, though her detractors had lately managed to chip away at her popularity. She wasn’t sure whether they were her brother’s supporters or merely a vocal minority that took perverse pleasure in destroying that which was perfect.

As for the Federated Commonwealth…

Katrina frowned, an expression she tried never to indulge except in her most private moments. She did not like being away from New Avalon and the Federated Commonwealth just now. Many of its nobles were staunch Davionists who saw Victor as his father reborn—if in a much shorter package—while troublemakers in the Draconis Combine were openly calling for her younger brother Arthur to take the New Avalon throne. Others continued to propose Victor’s return. It didn’t matter that Victor had effectively renounced the throne and had settled on Tukayyid as ComStar’s new Precentor Martial.

Victor.

Katrina felt a stab of contempt. Little Victor, unable to relinquish his military toys and now forced to live at the sufferance of ComStar. Tukayyid, in what was left of the Free Rasalhague Republic, suited him. Two ancient enemies lay to either side of it, and Clan-occupied territories were poised like a hammer over his head. He should never have been born first, she thought. He could lead, yes, but never rule. If their parents had only recognized that, she would never have been forced to take such drastic measures.

“You should have left well enough alone, Victor,” she said aloud to the empty room. “Your constant meddling will cost you now.”

It was Victor, in his capacity as Precentor Martial, who had cast the deciding vote against her when the Star League Conference convened on Tharkad last month. Katrina had coveted the position of First Lord since the day the League reformed, but politics had kept her from it. This time, she had plotted carefully to finally win the election, only to be barred from it again. She was enraged that Victor was the one who had blocked her way, but she could be patient. Theodore Kurita’s term would be up in three years, and then the position would finally be hers—or there would be hell to pay! In the meantime, her revenge was already in place. She would allow her brother to live, but he would be punished.

Taking a sip from her glass, Katrina continued to wander the room. A vial of perfume from Timbiqui caught her attention. She rubbed a tiny amount onto her wrists and then dabbed a drop behind each ear. Then a carved piece of New Capetown ivory drew her eye, but she forgot it a moment later. Next, a reproduction of the Antelli Bagruett painting Winter on Coventry caught her interest. Beautiful, of course, but a copy? That was a lackluster gift.

She made a mental note of the giver’s name: Baroness Trembeau of Crimond, a world with known sympathies toward Victor. She would have to remind Crimond that Victor was not coming back. Perhaps it was time for the planet to suffer a shortage of luxury items that would turn the lower nobility against the ruling baroness.

Shipping delays occurred all the time; they were, in fact, Katrina’s most useful strategy, one she employed freely. The lack of luxury items would teach the nobles a lesson, while food shortages and unemployment would turn the common people against the nobility. And, of course, the media, controlled by her agents, would lay the blame wherever she needed it to fall. Only when such measures failed did she resort to sending in troops. She had no doubt that, eventually, she would bring the Commonwealth to heel.

It was only a matter of time.

A stole of silver Drosendorf sable, feather-soft and shimmering in the light, was worthy enough for a pause. She stroked it softly, her blue-polished nails sinking into the exquisite feel of the lush fur. She picked it up and checked its color against her gown. Jeriah Maltz, Duke of Drosendorf, was a strong supporter of Katrina and the return to Steiner traditions. It was for people like him that she had co-opted her famous grandmother’s name. She would favor him tonight by wearing his gift for all to see, a sign to others who wanted to earn her favor.

The case of Glengarry Reserve did nothing for her, though Katrina made a note to send Grayson Carlysle a personal note regardless. His Gray Death Legion occupied a critical planet in one of her more rebellious districts. Also near the case of whiskey were a carved totem from Loric, a tiara from Landgrave Cavanaugh, who was still trying to catch her eye, a marble statue from a marquis on Venaria, and…

Katrina stopped and stared. When had Lady Hamilton developed such exquisite taste?

Katrina lifted up the gown, which was draped over the back of an antique chair. It was emerald green satin, with stars embroidered in a shower from the left breast to the right waist and down the side. The cut was revealing, one she could never wear in the Alliance, though it would work wonderfully at the reception planned for her return to New Avalon.

“I must find out who designs your wardrobe, Marguerite,” she murmured. “Whoever she is, you don’t deserve—”

The words caught in her throat as Katrina spied the spun-glass mycosia blossom, perched delicately atop a small pile of gifts. It caught and held the light in a prism of scintillating colors, sending a rainbow shimmering along the two broad, thin leaves that cupped the delicate flower. The mycosia had been her mother’s favorite, the very bloom that was used to kill her. The assassin had formed pots from an explosive, planted them with mycosia, and delivered them to a charity reception where Melissa Steiner-Davion was to speak.

“Who—” Katrina said aloud. “Who dares send me such a gift?”

She reached out for the small tag fixed to the end of one leaf, careful not to touch the delicately crafted blossom. The lettering was tiny in order to fit on one side: Commander Emeritus. Baron von Arc-Royal. Grand Duke of the Arc-Royal Defense Cordon.

Morgan Kell.

Retired commander of the Kell Hound mercenary regiment and a cousin to the ruling Steiner line, Morgan Kell was possibly the single greatest thorn in Katrina’s side, after Victor. Though reluctant to formally challenge his Archon, Morgan had taken the opportunity—during one of Katrina’s rare moments of weakness—to carve a minor realm out from the Lyran state. He now held absolute control over a sixteen-world district in a kind of military dominion that ignored any directives from Tharkad. His publicly stated goal was protection of a sizeable portion of the border between the Lyran Alliance and the zone occupied by Clan Jade Falcon. Privately, he accused Katrina of assassinating her mother—and, by association, of being responsible for the death of his wife and the loss of his arm, secondary casualties of the assassin’s efforts.

Katrina took up the blossom with great care. It was so delicate and airy that it felt almost weightless in her palm. Nestled in the center of its five delicate petals was a hologram of her mother. The face of Melissa Steiner-Davion looked out at her daughter with the same sweetness and love she had always bestowed on her children.

Katrina’s hands shook with rage. “Stop it,” she ordered herself in a whispery voice. “Stop it now.” Slowly, she regained her composure.

“Impatient, Morgan?” she asked, still staring at the object. “Hoping to goad me into making a wrong move? I think not.”

Morgan Kell and Victor might think they knew something, but they could prove nothing. There was no one out there who could hurt her. Using this gift as a threat was very petty, very unlike Morgan, but if he’d been reduced to gestures like this, Katrina was safe.

She brushed away the thought that Morgan Kell was not known for empty gestures, but she couldn’t help wondering what he thought he knew.

She scarcely needed a new reason to revisit the problem of the Arc-Royal Defense Cordon, and she decided to do so immediately after the ball. Or even during. Whisper some poison in the right ear. Find a friendly landgrave within the ARDC perhaps? If she remembered correctly, the Cordon world of Atocongo was due for its annual influenza season. It would be a shame, and a drain on Morgan’s resources, if medical shipments to the planet should be lost or delayed. Because of it, the virus would eventually spread through every one of his worlds.

She let the spun glass flower tumble from her hands onto the carpeted floor. She lifted the hem of her dress and brought one foot down hard, once, smashing the delicate object.

Yes, she decided, an outbreak of influenza would distract Morgan Kell. And before long, Victor would also have plenty to occupy his mind.

She smiled thinly, imagining the two of them at some future date: railing against the fates, knowing she had manipulated them both, punishing them so easily through what they cared about. Morgan, through his insignificant Defense Cordon. Victor, through a special torment even now in the making.

Katrina stared at the broken glass on the floor, knowing that somewhere out there among the stars the assassin responsible for their mother’s death was even now seeking to deliver the same fate to Omi Kurita.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Granite Falls, Robinson

Draconis March

Federated Commonwealth

25 December 3061

 

Christmas dinner at the Sandoval castle proceeded with a stately air, with plenty of time for the many guests to enjoy each course and each other’s company. The huge, burnished oak dining table was covered in fine damask and set with a feast worthy of the ancient Romans. Exotic fruits and a simple yet delectable selection of garden vegetables. Wild fowl stuffed with herbs and served over beds of seasoned rice. An interesting salad of pale greens and dried nuts with a whisper of raspberry vinaigrette. Platters of spiced ham and blackened fish. A special, light aperitif was served between courses to clear the palate, and a choice of fine wines was decanted with each main dish. A small army of accomplished servants attended the guests, making sure everything proceeded without a hitch.

Slender blue tapers and garlands of Robinson blue fir also graced the nine-meter-long table, where Arthur Steiner-Davion sat chatting amiably with those around him. He was three seats down from James Sandoval, master of Castle Sandoval, who presided at the head. The servants had just brought out a thick cheese soup, a specialty of the region that everyone pronounced the best they’d ever tasted. As always, husbands and wives sat cross-corner from one another to facilitate conversation.

James Sandoval, master of the Draconis March region, had made sure his fiefdom was well-represented tonight. Besides the twelve noble members of his immediate family, there were a marquessa, four counts, and two knighted barons. Talk ranged from the latest rumors of troop movements in the nearby Draconis Combine to speculations about high-level politics and what the new year might bring.

Arthur found it stimulating to mix with such powerful and interesting people. He also enjoyed the fact that a servant was just now refilling his glass with more of the excellent wine.

“Be careful, Arthur,” James Sandoval said, pausing in his conversation with Daffyd Owens, Count Cartago. “You’re smiling, and tomorrow the scandal-vids will be claiming that you’ve stopped worrying and learned to love the Draconis March.”

Arthur laughed and returned the salute with his glass. He admired Baron Sandoval, who carried his sixty-seven years with the strength and grace of the former Mech-Warrior he was. He especially admired that the duke no more concealed the seriousness behind his jest than he did the fact that his iron gray hair was seriously balding.

Arthur gave a slight bow from his seat. “I am enjoying myself, sir,” he said, imitating the duke’s lighthearted formality. “And I thank you again for the invitation.” In the last three years spent at the Robinson MechWarrior Academy, Arthur had come to feel at home among the big, close Sandoval family as well as among the people of the Draconis March.

He had come to better understand their plight, and had recently begun to publicly express his view that the needs of the March had been slighted, first by Victor’s preoccupation with the Clans, and then by Katrina’s preoccupation with the Star League.

The March bordered the Draconis Combine, enemy of the Federated Suns since time immemorial. Victor Davion, like his father before him, had allied his realm with the Combine’s rulers in recent years in order to defeat the common Clan threat. Now, the Clan threat was no more and the Combine loomed as dangerously close as ever. Arthur’s open sympathy toward the March and its people had made him popular among both nobility and commoners alike.

“You’re welcome, my boy,” the Duke said. “With my son Tancred visiting your family this Christmas, it is only fitting that I return the courtesy to another young man so far from home.”

Arthur knew that James Sandoval meant no insult in speaking with such familiarity to a royal guest. Despite the fact that Arthur was a duke by birthright, he was only twenty-four and not vested with any real political power.

Not yet, at least.

He raised his glass high again. “To the good will and kindness of the Draconis March.”

The toast echoed down the length of the table as everyone raised his or her glass, saluting Arthur and one another. He clinked glasses with both his dinner partners and allowed himself a healthy swallow of the spiced sirah.

“Better our courtesy than the treatment given Tancred and Yvonne,” one of the Duke’s cousins murmured with guarded bitterness. “Taken to Tukayyid to sit to table with a daughter of Kurita. It is an insult to the whole Draconis March.” There were more than a few grunts of agreement.

Dorann Sandoval, the duke’s niece, sat on Arthur’s right. She leaned close and nudged his shoulder with hers. “What do you say to that, Arthur?”

He knew that she, like her uncle a moment earlier, meant no disrespect. On Robinson, the Sandovals blended close-knit family life with courtly politics. Aunts, brothers, uncles, and cousins were often together, and the expression of divergent points of view was both encouraged and respected. The warm reception he’d enjoyed among the Duke’s family made up for some of the loneliness of Arthur’s childhood.

In many respects, the Sandovals offered him everything he’d missed while growing up. He was barely fifteen when his father died, and his mother had been obliged to take up the reins of the Federated Commonwealth. He’d also been separated from his brothers and sisters, thanks to his parents’ decision to raise their children in various parts of the realm so that they would consider themselves Steiner-Davions of the new Federated Commonwealth and not simply Davions of the old Federated Suns.

Several conversations broke off as people near him waited for Arthur’s reply.

“I’m sure my brother Victor meant no insult when he invited Yvonne and Tancred to join him on Tukayyid on the way home from the Star League Conference,” he said. “If I know my brother, it’s more likely that he didn’t fully consider the implications.” Arthur knew that once Victor’s mind locked onto some single-minded track or other, he could easily overlook the importance of anything except what—to him—was of larger concern.

James Sandoval leaned in, his amber eyes afire. “Unfortunately, Duke Arthur, that failure has affected public opinion on several March worlds. Their call for Prince Victor to reclaim the throne or—no offense—for you to replace your sister Katrina, I find remarkably shortsighted. Why do we continue to ignore the threat of Kuritas?”

“No offense taken, Duke Sandoval,” Arthur said. It was true that Victor supported non-aggression against the Combine. And though Arthur was flattered by the groundswell of March support for him to rule from the throne of New Avalon, he considered it well out of his reach. “Besides, I’m certain no March world would ever ignore the Combine.”

“Unless they no longer perceive the Dragon as a threat,” said Jessica Sandoval-Groell, James Sandoval’s venerable sister.

Seated directly across from Arthur, she had remained quiet throughout the dinner, slow even to answer Arthur’s earlier toast. He’d put it down to the dulled responses of age. But looking at her now, Arthur saw nothing dull in either her flint-gray eyes or her regal bearing. Was she implying that some worlds were ignoring a real threat or that there was no threat to be wary of? Though vague, it was the closest thing this evening to a dissenting opinion.

“Do you really think our military is so strong, Grandmother?” Dorann asked suddenly from Arthur’s side, supplying a possible context for Jessica’s comment. The elder woman stared calmly back without answering.

Dorann glanced down and then over at Arthur. “What do you think, Arthur?”

As a senior cadet in the Robinson Academy, Arthur felt qualified to field the question. “While I have no doubt we’d beat back the Combine if they invaded, they are by no means weak. They have rebuilt their military since the initial Clan invasion, and they showed remarkable strength in the Star League campaign to smash Clan Smoke Jaguar.” He shook his head. “I would prefer not to face off with the Dragon just now. We’re not as ready as we could be.”

“The Dragon!” Marquessa Isabelle Rein laughed. “The mighty serpent. I think old Shiro Kurita must have had a confidence problem.”

Laughter swept the room as the insult was passed along to the far end of the table, presided over by Duke Sandoval’s second wife. Arthur caught even a few servants discreetly enjoying the ridicule. Next to him, Dorann Sandoval blushed at the earthiness of the marquessa’s humor, and he gave her arm a gentle squeeze. She was really quite charming, and the evening was young . . .

But Jessica wasn’t laughing or blushing. She rode out the amusement with a smile, nodded once as if conceding a point, then stood. James Sandoval was on his feet in an instant, followed quickly by the rest of the Sandoval males, then by Arthur and the other guests.

“Retiring, Jess?” James asked as a servant moved quickly to draw back the countess’ chair. “Dessert will soon be served. Please remain.”

“Thank you, James, but I think not.” She walked to the head of the table and placed her hands in his. “It’s been a lovely evening, but I’m feeling a bit tired.” Duke Sandoval kissed his sister on the cheek, then he and the other men sat down as she left the room.

In the meantime, the servants had begun to clear the soup bowls and glasses, replacing them with a dry aperitif served in crystal goblets so tiny that Arthur was afraid of snapping the stem of his.

“The fact remains,” Sandoval said after a moment, picking up the thread of conversation, “that several worlds in the March have become too caught up in Fed-Com politics and have turned their eyes away from our true enemies. Daffyd, tell them what we were discussing earlier.”

Count Cartago shifted his heavy chair to better face the rest of the table and wound up talking directly to Arthur. “That’s right. I came over by way of Kentares, and Duke Eric Dresari couldn’t stop talking about our duty to Victor. Kentares!”

Daffyd Owens shook his head in disbelief. “Is the Kentares Massacre forgotten? If any world has more cause to hate the Combine…” He trailed off.

Everyone seemed suddenly subdued by the allusion to the Kentares bloodbath. In a day of infamy that had not lost its horror even after nearly three hundred years, the Draconis Combine had butchered more than fifty-two million lives to avenge a fallen Coordinator.

The Duke slammed his hand down on the table. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about. There’s no reason to believe the Combine has changed.”

He picked up his glass, saluted Arthur, and tossed it back with a practiced flick of his wrist. Arthur did the same, and the heady wine ran a fiery trail from his throat to his stomach.

“Well, Duke Kentares is saddled with a Lyran garrison force now,” Sandoval continued. “Katrina sent them from the Alliance to bring him to heel. Eric Dresari has asked me to intervene, though of course I will not. Katrina, for all her faults, at least does not interfere with our efforts to protect ourselves from Kurita treachery. I’ve already got enough to worry about, what with the shipping problems that continue to plague our region.” He shook his head in disbelief. “We’ve got people on Robinson going hungry, and Dresari wants to drag me into his dispute with the Archon-Princess.”

This was news to Arthur. Lyran garrisons on Kentares? Food shortages on Robinson? He looked at the large wedge of steaming pie a servant had just set in front of him. The scent of apples and cinnamon was overpowering, making his mouth water, but it disturbed him to think that other people might be starving at this very moment. The warm cheer brought by his drink faded.

“I hadn’t heard about this, Duke Sandoval,” he said. “I trust it is not serious.”

The Duke shrugged slightly. “We do have resources, Arthur,” he said, glancing around the table. “The Marquessa, for example. She has several outlying worlds near the Periphery that produce an excess of foodstuffs, and her timely arrival with several cargo DropShips has allowed me to solve some of the shortages. For now.”

He spread his hands. “We do what we can.”

Arthur wadded up his linen napkin and tossed it onto his plate. “What can I do, sir?” He saw the Duke hesitate, reluctance obviously warring with an eagerness to help his people. “Truly, I’d like to help,” Arthur said.

The duke sat back, seeming deep in thought. Light chatter immediately resumed at the far end of the table, but not without furtive glances toward Arthur and Sandoval as everyone strained to follow the conversation.

“Maybe,” the Duke finally admitted. “Maybe there is.” He sat forward again. “There is a rally next month here on Robinson. Part of our Heritage Day celebration. I want to remind the people of the March that our enemies haven’t retreated—that we must be more on guard than ever. If you, as a member of the ruling family, were to endorse the rally in some way…” He trailed off, waiting.

Arthur nodded quickly. “I will, and more. I’d be happy to say a few words at the rally if the commandant will allow it.” Oratory was a gift Arthur had inherited from both his parents, though he rarely had the opportunity or the time to exercise it. “Perhaps I can even draw my sister’s attention to the problems you’re—we’re—facing.”

“My boy,” James Sandoval said, obviously pleased, “I’m going to take you up on that. It may be just the thing we need.”

He looked around, noticing the hush that had fallen over the table, and said, “Isn’t this supposed to be a festive occasion? Eat. Enjoy.” Then, in an undertone to Arthur, “Don’t worry about the commandant. Major General Fortuna is my cousin as well as my ablest officer. She’ll give her permission.” He winked. “We’ll work on your speech next week, you and I. I’ve some ideas—yes, quite a few ideas that might work.”

There were nods and beaming faces directed at Arthur from all around the table. Dorann clapped lightly, hugged Arthur, and then, a bit embarrassed at her show of emotion, she retreated back to her dessert. But she found his hand beneath the table and took it tightly in her own.

Arthur had never felt so pleased with himself. He could finally do good things, important things, here in the Draconis March. Vowing to stay involved despite his Academy commitments, he returned to his dinner.

The pie was very good.
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Ridgick District

Tukayyid

Free Rasalhague Republic

13 February 3062

 

Tancred Sandoval blinked away the sweat burning his eyes and blurring his vision as he tried to limp his Nightstar OmniMech around the side of a low knoll. A burnt-out leg actuator had the ’Mech swaying on its feet, cutting its top speed by twenty percent.

Alarms wailed, demanding attention. One threatened a heat-induced shutdown, brought on by heavy damage to the ’Mech’s reactor shielding. Another warned of a targeting lock by the pursuing Daishi. The throttle was already full against its physical stop, and Tancred knew he’d never make it to cover. He had to buy himself some time.

He wrenched the control stick to the left, twisting the Nightstar’s upper back toward the path of his retreat, and tracked his targeting cross hairs across the main viewscreen. The laser-illuminated reticle twitched and danced as the ’Mech’s tactical screens half-flooded with static, and his sensors labored to maintain some semblance of a targeting lock as the Daishi swung into view. But it was the best he’d get, and he knew it.

Mashing down on his main trigger, Tancred fired a cross-body shot with his right-arm gauss rifle, followed by a cascade of burning energy from the particle cannon mounted in the Nightstar’s right chest. There was no time even to check his own damage; he slapped at the shutdown override and prayed briefly for one more volley.

Though he’d caught the override in time to prevent the Nightstar’s fusion engine from automatic shutdown, the power spike was bleeding more waste heat through the physical shielding. Heating units designed to simulate the searing temperatures of battle blasted a rush of hot air up his legs and the back of his neck, making the air so heavy he could hardly breathe. Light smoke wafted up from supposedly damaged sensors. The ozone scent of melted circuitry stung his nose and burned into his lungs. It was a new feature in the Com Guard simulator pods, and one Tancred could have done without.
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