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        TIKONOV FREE REPUBLIC

        16 AUGUST 3030

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

        GUNZBURG

        RADSTADT PROVINCE

        FREE RASALHAGUE REPUBLIC

        19 MAY 3049

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Then his fist fell again and again...
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        THE NAGELRING

        THARKAD

        DISTRICT OF DONEGAL

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        19 MAY 3049

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Kai nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You should have told me.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Is that bad?” Phelan said quietly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Miraborg laughed harshly. “You do that.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Having burned her last bridge on Gunzburg, the Iron Jarl’s daughter left the world of her birth.
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