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PROLOGUE




New Avalon

Cruris March, Federated Suns 

17 January 3037




Justin Allard watched his six-year-old son march into his study like a soldier reporting for disciplinary action. The blue blazer, white shirt, striped tie, and short pants made it easy to view his stiff strides as a childish parody of martial precision, but Justin knew his quiet boy was not playing. The boy has begun his own punishment.

Kai came to a stop at the left side of Justin’s chair, well within striking range of the metal forearm and hand Justin had worn since losing the real thing in service to the Federated Suns. The boy’s face did not betray the fear he had to be feeling, but the hushed tone of his whisper implied both remorse and personal mortification.

“I have done something wrong, Father.”

Having spoken to the headmaster before sending a car to collect his son, Justin knew what had happened at the school, but he wanted to hear it in Kai’s words. “What was it, Kai?”

The little boy pressed his lips together into a flat line, then swallowed hard. He held himself together with a self-discipline that belied his years—a self-discipline Justin had at times found lacking in MechWarriors six times the boy’s age. It frightened him to see his son so rigid, yet that level of maturity also fed his paternal pride. He knew his son could still be a boy and run and play with other boys, acting his age, but when he had to deal with adult matters, he could handle them in an adult way.

“Some of the other boys at the school watched a holovid of a ‘Mech fight from Slaris.”

“That is Solaris, Kai.”

“Solaris, yes, sir.” Kai’s gray eyes flicked down and color rose to his cheeks. “They said you were in that fight and that you killed a man. They said you had killed many men. That made you a hero. Then I got into a fight with Jimmy Kefaveur. He said his father could beat you up. I said you could kill his father. That made him cry.” Kai’s confession ended in a strained whisper filled with pain.

Justin nodded slowly. “It’s time we had a talk.” He left his chair and took his son’s left hand in his flesh and blood right hand. Father led son to the brown leather couch on one side of the room where they faced the dark holovid monitor. Justin draped his right arm over his son’s shoulders, and filled his mechanical left hand with the holovid remote control.

“Kai, six centuries ago—a very long time, before even your grandfather Quintus was born—some very smart men created BattleMechs. They made them big, taller than two or three of our houses stacked upon one another. They filled them with powerful weapons—lasers and particle projection cannons and missiles and guns—and put armor on them. They made them very strong and, just like in ancient times, BattleMechs ruled war the way knights in shining armor once did.”

“Like King Arthur or Charlemagne?”

Justin caressed his son’s head. “Yes, just like them. In combat the BattleMechs were frightful machines, and everyone in the Inner Sphere fought each other until they decided to unite and live in peace under the Star League. Then three hundred years ago ...”

“Before grandpa was born?”

Justin chuckled quietly. “Yes, before my father was born, a very bad man named Stefan Amaris destroyed the Star League and wars have been waged ever since by people trying to put it back together.”

“You got your metal arm in the war.”

“I got it just before the last one, Kai, but that’s not the point.” Justin hit a button on the remote control and brought a picture to life on the screen. He killed the sound on the holovid with the punch of another button. “That’s Solaris VII, Kai. It’s called the Game World because people go there to play at war. They engage in fights and all the fighters want to become Champion. Back before the last war Hanse Davion asked me to go to Solaris and fight to become Champion. Because he is my ruler, I did as he asked.”

Kai’s head turned toward the screen and Justin felt a jolt run through the boy. “This is the fight.”

The holovid, which had been edited and broadcast throughout the Inner Sphere almost ten years earlier, showed Justin in a Centurion pitted against an equally humanoid Griffin. Because the fight took place in an arena called The Factory, with everything in scale to the thirty-meter-tall BattleMechs, the holovid could have been seen as a fight between two men in exoskeletons.

The lack of sound made the whole battle eerily surreal. “The man in the Griffin was Peter Armstrong. He was a brave man, but he trusted a very bad man. The bad man talked Peter into doing something very stupid.”

The holovid showed Justin’s Centurion stepping out from hiding within the debris in The Factory and aiming the muzzle that replaced the ‘Mech’s right hand at the Griffin. The Griffin, in turn, opened its arms wide. Armstrong wanted me to take the first shot because he thought I had a light autocannon in that arm.

Fire blossomed from the muzzle, and armor exploded on the Griffin’s chest. The Griffin staggered, then fired back with its weapons. Missiles shot out from the launch canister on its right shoulder and peppered the Centurion’s chest. The PPC in its right hand came up, but the azure rope of artificial lighting shot wide of its target. Through the swirling smoke from the missile launches, the extensive damage to the Griffin could be seen. Any MechWarrior could tell that a ‘Mech with so little armor left on its chest was bound to go down.

“Peter Armstrong thought I was a coward. He wanted to kill me, but I didn’t want to kill him. I tried to end the fight quickly.”

Justin felt his throat constrict as the screen showed the Centurion again pouring fire into the Griffin. The autocannon’s second burst blasted away the armor on the Griffin’s right arm. It ate into the myomer fibers of the hand and forearm, devouring it as if the artificial muscles were succulent meat served to half-starved dogs. The pistol-like PPC dropped from the crippled hand, then exploded as the autocannon’s shells tore through it

The Centurion’s medium laser drove a ruby energy spike through the heart of the Griffin. Compounding the damage done by the first autocannon burst, it burned away the fusion engine’s shielding and ignited a fire that would consume the ‘Mech’s heart.

The faceplate on the Griffin exploded outward and Justin wished that just this once the outcome would be different than in the countless nightmares he’d had since the day of that fight. He wanted to see Peter Armstrong sailing out of the cockpit on his ejection seat, but where a man should have been, he saw only flames. The Griffin began to fall backward, a votive fire burning where its face had once been, now robbed it of all humanity.

Justin froze the frame. “Kai, Peter Armstrong died in that ‘Mech. I didn’t want him to die. I wanted him to live. For all I know he had a family, a son or a daughter, children like you and your sisters and brother. He could have had a wife, like I have your mother, and sisters and brothers of his own like your aunts and uncles. His mother and father could have been crying when he died.”

He saw the boy’s lower lip begin to tremble and Justin hugged him. “Remember this, Kai, remember it always: Killing a man is not easy, and never should be. Once you’ve done it, it’s something that never goes away. This is the first time I’ve watched the holovid of this fight, but I relive that battle in nightmares. Peter Armstrong did not have to die and only did so because Philip Capet made him believe that punching out from a ‘Mech was a cowardly thing to do.”

Kai looked up at his father and nodded. “Killing is not easy, and never should be. I’ll never kill anyone, father.”

Justin again hugged his son. “It may happen that someday, in a war, you will be forced to kill. As long as you take responsibility for what you do, as long as you don’t kill without reason, you will do well, my son.”

The proud smile slowly vanished from the face of the elder Allard. “Now you hurt another boy’s feelings. How will you take responsibility for that?”

Kai’s brow knotted with concentration. Justin knew his son would impose a punishment more harsh than his father ever would. And thereby a lesson will be learned.

“I should apologize. I should give him something to say I’m sorry.”

“What do you think that should be?”

“My favorite book disk?” Kai offered it as a question, then took on a look of grim determination when his father nodded. “I will give him Owl Moon.”

“I think you have made a wise choice, Kai.”

The boy looked up fearfully. “You don’t hate me?”

Justin killed the picture on the monitor, then pulled his son into his lap. Once again he wished his metal limb could feel so he could enfold the boy in a proper hug. “Kai, you’re my son. No matter what you do, I will always love you. I may be disappointed in you, but I will always love you.”

“I love you too, Father.”

Justin held his son close, then looked down at him. “You’re a very special boy, Kai.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“By all means.”

The boy’s face again screwed up with concentration. “The boys said you became Champion of Solaris. They said that made you the best.”

“Yes, I became Champion of Solaris.”

“Why did you stop?”

Justin hesitated for a moment as he searched for an answer—not just one that a six-year-old could understand, but one he could understand as well. “Solaris is a world of make-believe, Kai, where men fight battles for no reason. Many people go there to hide. I could not. I went there, and I left there, because the real world needed me.”














CHAPTER ONE




Arc-Royal

District of Donegal, Federated Commonwealth 

19 December 3055




The slight breeze brushed the lazy drizzle lightly over Kai Allard-Liao’s clean-shaven face. It is right that the world weeps this day. Unconsciously he hunched his shoulders, less in reaction to the chill air than to the chill of standing graveside watching a casket being slowly lowered into the dark ground. He pulled at the two ends of the belt holding his black trench coat closed, tightening the knot that imitated the one in his stomach.

The priest standing at the head of the grave smoothed down the page of his prayer book. “Salome Kell, into this earth we commit your earthly body, returning it again to the dust from which all men are made. We are confident you now dwell in heaven with our Lord, and will remain there for all eternity, forever and ever, amen.”

“Amen,” Kai echoed, crossing himself as the others did, but not moving away as the rest of the mourners departed one by one. He remained there alone, staring down at the casket but with his thoughts far away. Time passed unnoticed, and it was only the touch of a hand on his shoulder that brought Kai back from his reverie.

“Kai, thank you for coming.” Phelan Ward, clad in Clan Wolf leathers as gray as the storm clouds overhead, gave Kai a tight-lipped smile that died almost before it was born. Phelan, who had been born on Arc-Royal, but who had been captured by the Clans and risen to the rank of Khan among the powerful Wolves, did not look nearly as strong or terrifying as legend would paint him. Grief at the loss of a parent humbles even the greatest of warriors, Kai thought.

He looked up, then nodded slowly. “Thank you for permitting me to attend.”

“You do us great honor, coming here as a representative of the St. Ives Compact, my lord.” Morgan Kell moved stiffly forward to stand beside his son. He offered his left hand, which Kai shook firmly, painfully aware that Morgan’s empty right sleeve was pinned up in place at the shoulder. “Your mother and your nation have been most fair in their dealings with us.”

Kai nodded, suppressing the shiver that the sight of Morgan Kell threatened to produce. He had first met the mercenary commander on Outreach, during the year of special training he had undergone in preparation for battle against the invading Clans. Morgan had been a powerful and charismatic presence there—and the fact that he had survived the bomb blast that killed both his wife and Archon Melissa Steiner Davion attested to his vitality. Still, the bomb that had taken his arm had also stripped away his veneer of invulnerability; at the moment Morgan looked drawn and weak.

Kai felt a lump rising in his throat and swallowed it back down again. “I have done my best to stay out of state business, accepting its obligations only when I must. Coming to Arc-Royal has been a painful duty, and your grief is my grief. I must confess, though, that I am not here only because my family honors you. I am afraid I usurped a bit of this service for my own ends.”

Morgan looked him in the eyes and Kai felt an electric tingle run through his soul. “Of course, for your father. I understand, and I am yet more honored.”

Phelan frowned, obviously confused by his father’s statement. “Your father died years ago, quiaff?”

Kai ignored the clanism in Phelan’s question. “He died during the time that I was trapped on Alyina, trying to escape from ComStar and your Clan Jade Falcon. Afterward I did make a pilgrimage—though visit is probably the more correct word—to his grave on Kestrel.”

Morgan Kell nodded solemnly. “I knew your father. What he endured, the sacrifices he made in the war against the Capellan Confederation, make him worthy of such reverence. In fact, you owe your existence to what he did in the service of Hanse Davion.”

The comment brought a quick smile to Kai’s face. “True. Had he not been in place on Sian, working for Maximilian Liao as a double agent for Davion, he and my mother might never have married, and St. Ives would still be part of the Capellan Confederation.” His face darkened a bit. “Even though I visited his grave, I never really had a chance ... the funeral was held while I was away ... I ...”

Morgan reached out with his left hand and squeezed Kai’s right shoulder with more strength than the younger man would have thought possible. “I understand. None of us begrudge you the opportunity to say goodbye.” He looked up and around at the newly turned mounds of earth dotting the green bowl of the graveyard. “We’ve been saying goodbye to many of our dead, both recent and long departed.”

Kai again felt his throat thicken. “My father and I, we understood each other—or, at least, he understood me. I always thought he put on a brave face for me, telling me he was proud of me without really believing it inside.” Kai tapped the fingers of one hand against his own chest. “After Alyina and all I did there, I thought I would finally make him truly proud, but then ...”

Phelan’s eyes half-closed and his face tightened. “I’m sure he would have been proud. I recently had reason to visit Alyina. The Jade Flacons and the Wolves are rivals and treat each other with barely concealed contempt. When I met Taman Malthus, the leader of the garrison on Alyina, I discovered that using your name helped make it possible to deal with him. In return for your Uncle Daniel’s promise not to attaek, Malthus gave us what we needed. He gave in out of respect for you, purely and simply. Whatever you did on Alyina, it impressed him mightily.”

“Taman Malthus is a good man. I would and did entrust my life to him there, and he didn’t let me down.” Kai looked from Phelan to the elder Kell. “But my actions on Alyina or in the rest of the Clan war were really nothing compared to the miracles my father accomplished twenty-five years ago. I think, though, that he would have been pleased.”

“Fathers take pride in all manner of things their sons do, Kai. I know I do.” Morgan patted Phelan on the shoulder. “I think your father would have smiled at your adventures on Alyina, and I think he would have been equally proud of your successes on Solaris. You’ve managed to eclipse his old mark there, and I understand his stable, under your leadership, has chalked up an impressive number of victories.”

Kai nodded respectfully to the older man. My father would have been pleased with what I’ve done, but would he have been proud of my using Solaris as a hiding place? “The war against the Clans made for many changes. I’d like to think the changes in me were for the best, but it’s hard to know.”

Phelan’s expression eased, but Kai felt him withdrawing. “War brings change and brings regrets. Because of the war I am cut off from my family. Just coming here to attend my mother’s funeral required that Prince Victor Davion send a request for my presence as a representative of Clan Wolf to the Precentor Martial of ComStar, who approved it and then relayed it back to the ilKhan for his consideration. I would wish it different, but I acknowledge that it cannot be so. I am certain you have similar regrets.”

“Comrades dead and friends lost, yes.” Kai hesitated for a moment as, unbidden, the image of the dark-haired Deirdre Lear came into focus in his mind’s eye. “There are times when learning the lessons that war teaches us about ourselves drives us apart from those we love. Deny the truth of the lesson and we can live in a kind of peace, but the truth will lurk in us and fester, erupting to destroy our lives without warning.”

A curious look passed over Phelan’s face for a heartbeat, then he nodded. “As much as we would like it, Kai, we can never again be the people we were before the war, nor should we want to. War stripped us down to our cores. It revealed to us what we are, what we were born to be. We cannot turn from it, because if we do, someone else will find a way to use it against us.”

Returning Phelan’s steady gaze, Kai felt the unspoken bond of similarity between them, yet knew how different was the way of life each one must follow in order to be who he must. Phelan, living within a culture that prized martial skill and daring above all else, could indulge and profit from his warrior’s soul. My world is not like yours, Phelan. I can only play at being a warrior.

“It has been a long time since I have heard grim young warriors philosophizing.” Morgan glanced at the grave into which his wife had been laid, then shrugged wearily. “I have seen too much of war in my lifetime, but what I have seen reminds me that life continues after it. In adversity we find facets of ourselves that we never suspected. We form new relationships and draw new insights from the time in the crucible.”

He nodded toward his son. “I thought Phelan lost to me, but he returns a Clan Khan and with a wonderful woman at his side. In the midst of death and destruction he found a key reason for living.”

Again Deirdre’s face flashed through Kai’s mind. “Your son is most fortunate.” Kai looked up, past both father and son, to where a small knot of people waited quietly at the edge of the valley of tombstones. All four people were dressed for mourning, three in black and one in white. “If the holovision broadcasts I saw as I came into Arc-Royal are even half true, it looks as though Galen Cox and Victor’s sister Katrina have become an item. That’s surely a meeting that be blamed on the war.”

The Kells glanced back at the group behind them and nodded slowly, leaving Kai no doubt that their thoughts paralleled his own. The woman in white, Omi Kurita, had been sent by the Draconis Combine to represent her realm at the funeral. She and Victor Steiner-Davion had fallen in love when the war had forced their two nations—bitter enemies with a long history of grievances against each other—to work together to defeat the Clan threat.

Phelan shook his head slightly, his black forelock becoming pasted against his forehead by the mist. “I understand why Victor loves her, but I pity them. They can never be together, never.”

“Never is a word that often turns out otherwise, Phelan.” Morgan Kell smiled slyly. “It would once have been said that the Draconis Combine would never acknowledge its expatriate fighters on Solaris, but that too seems to be changing.” He looked over at Kai. “I understand the DropShip Taizai will be taking Omi-san to Solaris itself as a gesture of rapprochement with the Combine community there.”

Kai’s jaw dropped open. “Is that possible? I mean, it’s not that I doubt your word, Colonel Kell, but the Coordinator is sending his only daughter to Solaris? That’s unprecedented.”

“As will be your seventh defense of the Champion title in just over a year. I was asked to speed clearance of her DropShip so it could continue on its way. I’ve also arranged for the Taizai to run the same route and through the same connections taking you back to Solaris.”

Kai recovered himself and nodded. “It will be quicker than any commercial route and saves the difficulty of having Combine JumpShips passing anywhere near the Isle of Skye. Ryan Steiner’s propaganda factory has already spread a lot of dirty lies about Victor abandoning me on Alyina and stories about him having a rift with Galen Cox over Katrina. All he needs is another rumor about Combine ships operating in the Commonwealth.”

“Precisely my thoughts, hence my caution. Luckily, Ryan’s pathological hatred of the Clans has him preoccupied with Phelan’s visit. He seems not to have noticed Omi’s presence here, and I wish to maintain that illusion.” As Morgan spoke, Kai saw fire return to his eyes and knew that despite his crippling injuries, Morgan Kell would always be a staunch defender of the Steiner bloodline and the Federated Commonwealth.

Morgan cast a weather eye at the descending clouds, then turned and started the long walk up the slope toward where Katrina, Galen, Omi, and his daughter Caitlin waited patiently. “Come with me, gentlemen. We have buried our dead and talked of wars and of enemies old and enemies still living. Let us set all that aside for a moment. Let us go and make a toast to the living and celebrate the memories of those we love and those we have let go before us.”

Kai paused for one last instant at the grave and bowed his head. “When you see my father,” he murmured, “tell him his son still loves him.” He crossed himself again, then trailed after Morgan and his son, never looking back as the thickening mist fell over the graveyard like a shroud.














CHAPTER TWO




Tharkad

District of Donegal, Federated Commonwealth 

19 December 3055.




Standing there alone, before his mother’s grave, Prince Victor Ian Steiner-Davion felt ensnared by the layers of interpretation people gave to his every action. Many would see the fact that he had come alone, banning press and aides alike, as a devoted son’s desire to grieve for his mother in private. Countless multitudes of people living in his empire, which spanned more than a thousand light years, would accept that judgment. He also knew that most of those multitudes lived within the borders of his father’s old realm, the Federated Suns.

The diminutive prince dropped to one knee, ignoring the icy wind that bit at his skin and whipped across the snow-blanketed cemetery. He unfastened the lower buttons of his gray woolen longcoat, then doffed his cap. The wind tore at his sandy blond hair, and the sting of icy snowflakes made him squint.

The eternal flame burning at the base of his mother’s memorial hissed and snapped, instantly melting any snowflake that passed too near. The water on the stone surrounding it became solid or liquid depending upon which element—air or fire—held sway over it at the moment.

Victor dug with gloved hands at the snow near the base of the memorial. It came away in uneven clumps as if the crust were a puzzle he had sprung apart. The wind carried away the lighter snow-crumbs, leaving heavy kernels of ice still to be dug out by hand. He did so, carefully piling the snow on the other side of the long box he had carried with him from the waiting hovercar.

Victor knew that somewhere, well out of his sight, some journalist would be capturing his image, digitizing and even editing it so the universe could have a record of what Victor Steiner-Davion, Prince of the Federated Commonwealth, was doing. He knew that the scandal vids might label his actions as a desperate attempt to disinter his mother or to cover up telltale clues that would prove, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that his mother had not been killed in a bomb blast, six months to the day of his visit. He knew he could do nothing about what anyone would make of his visit and he tried to find comfort in his sister Katherine’s admonition, “There is no such thing as bad publicity, Victor.”

“Ah, but there is, Katherine, there is.” Victor shivered, adamant in his refusal to bestow his grandmother’s name on his sister even though almost everyone else in the realm now called her Katrina. “There is such a thing as bad publicity, and Ryan Steiner orchestrates it with damnable skill.”

Victor let his anger at Ryan fuel him as he dug deeper into the snow and exposed the words carved into the memorial’s granite base. “Melissa Steiner Davion, devoted wife, beloved mother, and beneficent monarch.” He smiled, reading again the words he had read many times before. “You would have been happy, I know, Mother, to be remembered that way.”

The prince hesitated, wondering suddenly if he should be talking aloud to the woman buried beneath stone and ice. In his heart it seemed so natural and normal to speak this way to his mother, but it didn’t take much to realize how his mumbling at his mother’s grave might be used against him. At even the merest hint of it, Ryan Steiner and his toadies would manufacture a network of lies that turned Victor into a superstitious fool who consulted with ghosts before making his decisions.

In his fury at the thought Victor almost slammed his right fist down into the stone, then smiled ever so slightly to himself when he did not give in to the impulse. The old Victor would have given vent to his anger right then and there. While the scandal vids would have played the story to the hilt, Ryan would have been turning Victor into a lunatic and ungrateful son railing against the woman who had given him life.

Victor had felt the sting of just that sort of vicious lie when his sister Katherine decided that it would be a mockery of their mother’s dignity and beauty to permit her bomb-torn remains to lie in state. Katherine, acting in accord with Victor’s admonition to use her best judgment in that matter, had ordered the funeral held quickly. Of all Melissa’s children, Victor had been the only one who failed to attend the funeral.

Ryan quickly built that fact into a story suggesting that Victor hated his mother and might even have had a hand in her death. Katherine’s immediate and passionate denials managed to blunt the damage done, but there were those within the Federated Commonwealth who clung to the vile myth like ivy to stone. Even though Victor had been raised and schooled on Tharkad, some considered him a traitor to the Steiner half of his heritage and would have been more than happy to support a rival who might return to traditional Steiner values.

Just the role Ryan covets for himself. Victor took in a deep breath, letting the cold air dry his throat and make his teeth ache. Ryan played the game of politics very well, but with Katherine’s help, Victor had learned a thing or two that had helped him regain lost ground. It was true that although he cherished the chance to visit his mother’s grave, and did come to offer a prayer and his respects, he knew the act could and would be turned to his advantage to erode some of Ryan’s influence.

Victor forced political concerns from his mind and picked up the box he had brought with him. Tharkad’s weather was so unpredictable that even in the supposedly seasonable portion of the year it could occasionally become bizarre. Some doomsayers suggested that a cold snap coming at the six-month anniversary of his mother’s death proved that God was angry and that the world would end on Christmas. The prince believed nothing of the sort and felt secretly pleased that the inclement weather would make it miserable for anyone out to spy on him.

He smiled as he opened the box. He had anticipated the chaotic twists of climate when, two months previously, he had made his plans to visit Melissa’s resting place on the same day the Kell Hounds buried their dead on far Arc-Royal. As much as he loved and mourned his mother, he regretted not being able to go there personally to thank the mercenaries for performing a mission that had saved the Inner Sphere from again being locked in a brutal war with the Clans. Because image became substance in the media, he could not attend and had sent Katherine along with his aide Galen Cox to represent him on Arc-Royal.

He opened the box and delicately withdrew a perfectly crafted crystal flower. Fashioned after the rare mycosia blossom his mother had so loved, the simulacrum had been shaped and polished until its beauty rivaled the real thing. The artisan who created it had been paid handsomely. Examining it again now, Victor resolved to reward the man still further.

Each leaf and petal had been formed from a holograph. The leaves on the stem contained the images of such lifelong friends of Melissa as Misha Auburn or her cousins, Morgan and Patrick Kell. The broad twin leaves that protected the blossom held rainbow portraits of her parents, Katrina Steiner and Arthur Luvon. Each of the flower’s five petals was devoted to a different child, while in the center sat a wedding holograph of Melissa with Hanse Davion.

Victor wanted to say something, but his throat closed up on him. He gently laid the glass flower on the icy ground at the foot of his mother’s memorial obelisk, then slowly stood. Keeping his head bowed, he offered a brief prayer, then stooped to recover his hat and the box he had used to transport the flower. Then he crunched his way back through the snow to the waiting aircar.

As he approached, a tall man climbed out the back door of the black limousine. After sweeping the cemetery with his gaze, the man held the car door open for the prince, his long black coat unbuttoned and his right hand free to draw the submachine gun holstered under his left arm!

Victor knew better than to smile at him or do more than grunt until he was safely ensconced in the car. Curaitis had opposed the solitaire visit to the Cemetery, only demurring after Victor agreed to having the area placed under surveillance for the previous seventy-two hours and to letting no one but Victor enter it for the past eight. That, I’m sure, won’t make me popular with Curaitis’ colleagues in the Intelligence Secretariat, especially the ones who had the duty of watching the place.

Victor settled in to the wide seat in the back of the limo, discarding the box and unbuttoning his coat as Curaitis climbed in and closed the door. The big, dark-haired man tapped lightly on the bulletproof glass between the passenger compartment and the driver’s seat. “Go.”

The prince sank down into the seat as the hovercar’s turbine started, lifting the vehicle on a cushion of air. Snow billowed up and around as if a blizzard had suddenly arisen outside, but the car’s forward momentum carried it free of the cloud. Victor glanced out at the desolate field of neat, even rows of gravestones in the Triad National Cemetery. He wondered if he, too, would someday be buried there with the other Steiners who had ruled the Lyran Commonwealth or its successor, the Federated Commonwealth.

Curaitis, perched on the jump seat beside the door, also looked silently out the window. Victor knew the man would say nothing unless asked to speak, but he nursed no illusion that Curaitis behaved so out of deference or respect for Victor or his office. If the security agent thought Victor should know something, he would tell him. If Victor requested information, Curaitis might just tell him more.

“Report?”

Curaitis pressed his hand to his ear, then nodded. “Our teams found three holovideographers watching you and two other remote recording devices. We have identified two of the vidders—stringers for scandal vids. We’re watching them but have not detained them. The third is someone new, but looks to be a journalism student trying to get images to complete a semester project at the University of Tharkad. We’ll keep her under wraps until we can verify her identity, but the prelim check has turned up negative.”

“What about the two remote devices?”

“One belongs to one of the stringers, the other is still unidentified. We’re watching it.” Curaitis frowned slightly as the hovercar took a corner rather wide. “If no one comes to pick it up in the next two days, we’ll bring it in.”

Victor nodded, pulling off his black leather gloves. “Anything in the realm of good news?”

Curaitis shrugged somewhat indifferently. “Peter presided over the reintroduction of the Lyons gold panther into the glades of the Dordogne Wetlands Preserve. Environmentalist and sportsman-hunter groups both applauded the move, which is probably the first time in history those two groups have ever agreed.”

The prince smiled broadly. “That is good news. Is Peter settling in there?”

“Perhaps. Your brother still hates being stationed in a backwater like Lyons, but he endures it. His ‘Mech company seems to like him, and though they’re quite green, Leftenant General Gardner reports your brother is an able warrior whose influence is rubbing off on his people. He also gets on well with the locals, and the way he brought both sides of the panther dispute together did a lot of good because there are some influential folks on either side of that issue.”

“Are the people calming down, or is Ryan still organizing protest marches.”

“The only protests are mild and are coming out of the Bellerive religious community.”

Victor shook his head. “Are they still claiming that I’m the anti-Christ?”

“Yes, with Peter as your apostle.” The security man shrugged. “We can find no connection between them and Ryan, but we’re prepared to act if they decide to do more than pray for the both of you.”

“I’ll take all the prayer we can get at this point. I need Ryan hobbled, and having Peter winning us friends in the Isle of Skye is one pebble for Ryan’s shoe.”

“You may, in fact,, have another.”

“How so?”

Curaitis’ expression lightened, dulling the intensity in his eyes by the merest fraction. “When your sister and Galen Cox diverted to Ginestra to investigate the earthquake disaster, they gained a lot of notoriety by pitching in and working with the relief effort. The scandal vids linked them immediately, of course, but the more legitimate press began to run with the story as well. Katherine praised Galen as the one who suggested they divert, and his service record with you is getting good play. Because he’s from the Isle of Skye and Katherine seems taken with him, some anti-Ryan forces have begun to champion Galen as a rival to you. There are also rumors that he befriended Ragnar Magnusson during the time you all trained together on Outreach, which has raised his stock in the eyes of the Rasalhague exiles in Skye.”

Victor pressed his fingers together, unconsciously tapping the index fingers against one another. He didn’t know which bit of that news he liked better: Galen being touted as an antidote to Ryan or Galen and his sister becoming linked in the scandal vids. He had expected that to happen—he and Galen had even joked about it when Victor asked his friend to escort Katherine to Arc-Royal. Galen’s becoming a thorn in Ryan’s side was an unexpected benefit, which Victor liked all the more.

“Are the stories about Galen and my sister all smoke, or is there fire there?”

Shadow hooded Curaitis’ eyes as the limo descended a ramp beneath the Triad. “They have not slept together, if that’s what you mean.”

The prince stiffened for a second as his sense of family honor and any possible breach of it warred with his liking for Galen. “That does not surprise me. Galen is a gentleman and Katherine has a good head on her shoulders.” Besides, I wouldn’t want to deny them the happiness Omi and I have yet to know. “Frankly, if they do want to bed each other, I don’t want to know about it. What I do want to know is whether or not they’re interested in each other?”

For the first time since Victor had met Curaitis, the security agent seemed at a loss. “Ask me if a man is a murderer, Highness, and I can tell you. Ask me if a man would make a good agent—and Cox would—and I can answer that. Don’t ask me about affairs of the heart. All I can say is that I’ve not received any, reports of a romance from the field agents assigned to their security, but those people aren’t trained to notice or quantify that sort of thing, either. There have been no public displays of affection in the media coverage, but beyond that I have no way of answering your question.”

Victor smiled, then allowed himself a laugh. “There are few men I would welcome as brothers-in-law, but having one who could be used to undercut Ryan’s base of support in Skye, well, that would be special indeed. Let me know if anything does seem to be blossoming there.”

“As you wish, Highness.”

“Oh, and I assume, because of your silence on the matter, that the rumored lead on a payout to the man who killed my mother did not check out?”

Curaitis shook his head. “Working it backward led to a dead end, and our intelligence assets around Ryan haven’t been able to produce any link to it.”

“Dammit! I’d hoped we would finally have the smoking gun and be able to prove he gave the order to have my mother killed.” Victor’s left hand knotted into a fist. “I can’t believe Ryan managed to have her assassinated without making a mistake somewhere along the line.”

“We don’t know that he didn’t, Highness, we just know we haven’t found it yet.” The larger man flexed his hands as the hovercar slid into its parking place and slowly settled to the ground beneath the palace. “He is arrogant and believes himself invulnerable. One day he’ll slip up somewhere and we’ll have him.”

Victor nodded. And then I’ll kill him with the same assassin the used to kill my mother. “Very good. Keep me ...” Victor let his voice trail off as Curaitis pressed a hand to his earpiece again. “What is it?”

Curaitis shook his head. “The student holovideographer checks out clean. We’ll release her.”

“No, wait.”

“Highness?”

I think even Katherine would appreciate the way I’m going to handle this one! Victor smiled confidently. “She wanted images for a school project, correct?”

Curaitis nodded.

“Very good. Have your people bring her and her equipment here. Giving her an interview is the least I can do to make up for her inconvenience, isn’t it? It should earn me points with the journalistic community and the education lobby.” Victor shrugged slightly. “At least I can hope so. You’re frowning, what is it?”

“Arranging the meeting will be simple, but it will mean you have to put off the envoy from Tormano Liao.”

Victor groaned. His father had supported Tormano Liao and his Free Capella movement because that operation had helped to distract Romano Liao’s paranoid attention. With Ryan’s meddling in the Isle of Skye and the Clan War’s devastating effect on the Federated Commonwealth economy, Victor had been forced to cut back on funding to Free Capella. In a compromise to get the Estates General to approve other legislation, he had agreed to put off a new appropriations bill until the second quarter of next year.

“Just thinking about having Karla Hsing haranguing me about funding cuts is enough to make me want to hand the whole F-C over to Ryan.” The prince frowned. “Have someone in Foreign Affairs put her off and suggest that my patience, like my treasury, is not bottomless. As one runs out, so will the other. Diplomatically, of course.”

“Of course.”

“Tormano doesn’t realize that he’s really just a toothless old war hound, and his growls are not worth what they were in his sister’s day.” Victor shivered. “I wish Tormano would retire and persuade Kai to take his place. Then Free Capella would have a strong leader and one with whom I could deal.”

“I would say that Tormano would be pleased to have Kai succeed him at the head of Free Capella. It’s Kai who seems reluctant.”

“Kai has more sense than most.” Victor smiled in recollection of his friend. “So, then, we will have Hsing dealt with, yes?”

“As you wish, my lord. You’re learning well how to play the political game.” Curaitis shook his head. “My job is to protect you from harm, but Victor Davion the distant military leader was much easier to safeguard than Prince Victor the politician.”

“There’s the rub, Curaitis. My job is to keep the Federated Commonwealth alive. To do that I’ve got to become a politician as well as a soldier.” Victor gave the other man a smile. “But don’t worry, we both hate our new jobs.”

Curaitis nodded. “But we’ll do them anyway.”

“That we will, Agent Curaitis, that we will.”














CHAPTER THREE




DropShip Taizai, Recharging and Transfer Station 

Tetersen, District of Donegal Federated Commonwealth 

24 December 3055




Zero gravity allowed Kai to grab the rungs of the transit ladder and propel himself along through the docking tube that connected his DropShip Zhanshi with the JumpShip that would be hauling it, the Taizai, and four other DropShips from Tetersen to Colinas and on to Solaris. The JumpShip’s movement forward to the charging station had provided the illusion of gravity, but the illusion evaporated when the ship became stationary, its giant sail unfurled to collect solar energy to fuel the hyperdrive. Without gravity, anything not hitched down would float away if inertia could be overcome, and Kai did just that by shooting himself further along into the heart of the JumpShip.

He passed through a short corridor and entered another docking tube. Grabbing a stanchion, he brought himself down to the deck and used the guide rail to pull himself forward. Doing so cut his transit speed, but the dark-haired young man willingly made that sacrifice. Though he was traveling to the Kurita DropShip at the invitation of a friend, the invitation had been worded formally, requesting his presence not as the Champion of Solaris, but as the Duke-Designate to the throne of the St. Ives Compact.

Rounding the corner of the docking tube he caught his first glimpse of the Combine’s Internal Security Force troopers guarding the airlock leading into the Taizai. The face of one of them resembled Kai’s, with dark, almond-shaped eyes and the yellow skin tones of an ancient Asian ancestry. The other guard also had sharpened eyes, but his darker skin and kinky black hair suggested that he had inherited a strong dose of African blood.

Kai proceeded down the corridor until he stood two meters or so from them, then tightened his grip on the guide rail to stop himself. Planting his feet on the deck and holding himself down in place through pressure on the rail, Kai carefully executed a deep bow.

“Konnichi-wa,” he said, then straightened slowly. He kept the expression on his face neutral and hid the exertion it took to keep himself planted on the deck.

Both ISF men, clad in loose-fitting black fatigues, returned the gesture, but then had to hop slightly in order to wrestle themselves back to the decking.

“Konnichi-wa, Kai-sama,” the younger guard said with a nod, earning his darker partner’s disapproving glare.

Kai assumed that the older man’s frown was not because of the familiarity of address his partner had used. Allard-Liao was a mouthful, too packed with Ls and Rs to be easy for native Japanese speakers. He actually preferred being addressed by his first name as it reduced some of the anxiety within the Combine community on Solaris. What had even greater significance in this instance was the use of the title of “Kai-sama,” which revealed that the two ISF men were on different sides of a current split within the Draconis Combine.

Solaris, the Game World, attracted MechWarriors from all the star empires of the Inner Sphere. Solaris City, the capital, was divided into five major districts, each one identified with one of the ruling Great Houses of the Inner Sphere. The warriors from the various states tended to live among their own people in their own sectors of the city and to fight in local arenas. Aside from Terra, which boasted a neutrality established and administered by ComStar, Solaris was one of the few worlds in all the vastness of human space where people from different nations could mingle.

Though most warriors enjoyed a strong following in their native nation through packaging and rebroadcast of fights, those from the Combine were different. The Kurita rulers had never permitted legal distribution of fight holovids, and they treated contraband versions the same way they did forbidden weapons, explosives, or drugs. Even holovids in the possession of private citizens could be confiscated when the individual entered Combine space. To salve a visitor’s bruised feelings, he was usually mollified with the fiction that the items would be returned at the time of his departure from Combine space.

The reasons for such harsh treatment were, Kai decided, justified if viewed from the perspective of the Combine’s dominant Japanese culture. It harkened back to the medieval code of bushido, or the way of the warrior. Their mores dictated that all citizens were, ultimately, chattel of the ruling Coordinator and that their every action must be conducted with honor, compassion, and duty to each other, in accordance with the wishes of their masters. Those masters, in turn, drew their power from obedience to the wishes of their own masters and so on until everything led back to the Coordinator of the Draconis Combine.

The Combine warriors who fought on Solaris were not bold samurai like their homebound brethren, but were ronin. For millennia the masterless ronin had been both revered and castigated within Japanese culture. Like modern Robin Hoods they were admired for their courage, yet at the same time viewed as being honorless because they acknowledged no lord. With the reemergence of bushido in the Combine’s culture over the last four centuries, ronin warriors had become more scorned than revered; indeed, any interest in the games on Solaris was officially viewed as something shameful, akin to a taste for pornography in other states.

“Kai-sama” was a title Kai had been given when he bested the Combine’s best fighter, Theodore Gross, on his way to the top. Before the battle, Gross had boasted and postured about his skill and invincibility, while the promoters cast the fight as a contest between a seasoned arena fighter and a bored dilettante who needed to be taught a lesson. No one ever mentioned the fact that Kai was conceding his opponent twenty tons’ worth of BattleMech, and when Kai took Gross down within thirty seconds of their first exchange, his quiet commitment to getting the job done immediately won him fans within the Combine.

And enemies, not the least of whom was Thomas DeLon, the stable owner for whom Gross fought.

Kai smiled politely. “I have come at the invitation of Kurita Omi-sama.”

The elder man nodded. “We were informed of your coming. This way, my lord.”

Kai followed him, vaguely amused and distracted by the way his starched and pressed tunic and trousers hung stiffly and allowed him to move within them. The guard said nothing as he conducted Kai into the DropShip, but the lack of other people moving through the corridor suggested to Kai that their passage was being monitored and his presence here being kept strictly confidential.

The invitation had come through normal diplomatic channels, which were anything but direct or overt. Omi’s request for his visit had actually been relayed from the Taizai to the ComStar relay station on Tetersen, then sent on to Kai on the Zhangshi by the Ministry of State office of that planet. This made Kai think that keeping his visit secret was not so much for the universe at large, but for the slice of the Combine in the DropShip—which made a certain amount of sense.

Given that the Combine, by and large, firmly believed that the Solaris games and their devotees were a disreputable lot, permitting Kai to openly visit the ship would have been a dishonor. The fact that Omi was bound for Solaris must have caused no end of inner conflict for those assigned to take her there, because, on the face of it, to be assigned such duty was a disgrace. Yet Kai doubted that she had been given the mission as some form of punishment for a transgression against her father Theodore Kurita, but he also realized he did not know the Coordinator’s mind.

But I do know Omi and she would never burden me with any part of her disgrace. In that single fact Kai took some comfort and had to kill the hint of a smile as the ISF guard pulled up at the mouth of a corridor walled with paper and wood-lattice shoji panels. “You will wait in here for her Highness.”

Kai nodded and stripped off the rubber-soled shoes he had worn in transit. The guard pulled an elasticized pair of shoelets from a small niche in the wall, and handed mem to Kai. The tongue of the shoes was so exaggerated and elongated that it ran up the front of his shin to cap his knee. He pulled the right one on, then fastened the elastic band in place around his knee by fitting the two velcro ends together.

As he tugged the second shoe into place he noticed two things about them. First was what anyone but people in the Combine would have considered a minor point: the color of the shoelets. The gray matched his eyes and coordinated well with the emerald green of his trousers. The same people watching his arrival and clearing the way must have made sure his shoelets and their color would not embarrass him or his hostess.

The second thing he noticed was that the front of the shoelet had the hard polymer hooks of the velcro used to secure the strap around his knee. He knew from practical experience that the velcro teeth could bite against bare flesh; the shoelets were not designed primarily as a fashion accessory. These thoughts vanished within a moment, however, exactly the amount of time it took the guard to slide a shoji panel open and wave Kai into the small room beyond.

If not for the subtle hint of the nearly invisible fuzzy stripes running across the tatami mats on the chamber floor, Kai would have thought himself in a small tea house. Barely three meters square, the room felt cozy the moment he pulled his knees up under his body and floated in. The low ceiling would have hit him in the head had he entered standing up. He gently pushed off it, then cushioned his landing on the mats. Touching down in a kneeling position, he firmly placed his knees and toes against the fuzzy stripes.

Immediately he bowed to the room’s other occupant. “Konnichi-wa, Kurita Omi-sama.” Kai touched his head to the mat, then carefully levered himself back into a sitting position.

Omi Kurita smiled at him before she bowed. Tall and slender, long black hair gathered at her neck with a thick red bow, she was dressed in a silk kimono edged at the sleeves, neck, and hem with wide emerald-green ribbon. The gown itself was ivory, with beautiful green herons woven into the silk. A green sash encircled her waist, and Kai had to assume that she had chosen the kimono specifically to harmonize with the clothing he was wearing to their meeting. Her ivory shoelets did not mar its beauty.

“It is very good to see you again, Kai Allard-Liao.” Omi tripped over none of the difficult sounds in Kai’s name. “I am honored by your visit.”

“As was I by your invitation.” Kai caught a caution in her blue eyes, but could not place it until another panel slid open in the wall facing them. The individual kneeling beyond it kept his eyes downcast and moved with a stiffness that Kai marked as extreme formality. What little we have already said is a breach of etiquette. We are not ourselves in this, but representatives of our nations.

Kai set himself with his hands resting flat and palm-down on his thighs, mirroring Omi’s position, as the third person gently pulled a long, slender casket into the room. The old man, bent as much by age as deference, pressed the mahogany box to the mats and let it settle into place. He fumbled at one of the three brass latches holding the lid shut, but Kai sensed that it was a deliberate mistake instead of a true mis-cue. This surprised him because he caught no horror for the action in the man’s whispered “Sumimasen.”

A frown flashed across Kai’s face. You are thinking too much like your father, and not enough like your mother. The Asian cultures of China and Japan somewhat united the Combine, the St. Ives Compact, and the Capellan Confederation. Though Kai had been born to Candace Liao, Grand Duchess of the St. Ives Compact and one-time heir to the Celestial Throne of the Capellan Confederation, he had been raised within the confines of the Federated Commonwealth. He understood and took pride in his Asian heritage, but more often defaulted to the less elegant and less subtle logic of occidental philosophy when seeking guidance for his life.

As if reading his mind, Omi nodded slightly in the direction of the old man. “Jiro Ishiyama is a tea master who has served the Coordinator since before the time of my grandfather.”

Kai absorbed that information and felt himself relax. A cha-no-yu, and in zero gravity no less! Omi honors me, or her nation honors mine, beyond anything that has gone before. He allowed himself the barest ghost of a smile, which he killed before Omi could be certain she had seen it but which, because of the ties that bound their cultures, she would have glimpsed.

Forcing himself to watch through Asian eyes as the tea master set up, Kai began to notice subtle nuances that would have escaped him otherwise. The paper of the shoji panels, for example, had a watermark that looked like a dragon. And the old man’s robe was shiny at the elbows and knees, an indication of how long he must have been using it. The fact that Kai could see the man’s knees meant the tea master was not wearing velcro, and his ability to remain in place told Kai why the man had maintained his rank for so long.

Kai had never actually attended a tea ceremony before, but those he had seen in holovid dramas or documentaries had not been held in zero gravity. In all those he had seen the ceremony centered around a table, but this room did not contain one. How is he going to lay out his tools?

The tea master pulled two bright blue bowls from the chest and set each one out as if placing them on an invisible table. When he withdrew his gnarled, age-spotted hands, the bowls remained floating in the air ten centimeters or so above the tatami while he turned back to the chest. The bowls remained in place, wobbling only slightly and out of sync with each other in a pattern that Kai found almost hypnotic.

The trance imploded when Ishiyama freed the next item from the chest, handling the thick glass sphere as if it were a fragile soap bubble. Kai noticed that two sealed openings marred the ball’s perfection, but at the same time he marveled at how nearly perfect an item produced by the hand of man could be. One opening on the ball appeared as a black dot chased with stainless steel approximately a quarter of the circumference from the larger latched opening. The second opening actually appeared to be a section of the ball connected to a clear cylinder that reached to the center of the sphere.

This, too, the tea master brought out of the chest and left hanging in the air. It hovered above the two bowls, and as Kai watched it slowly rotate, he saw that what he had taken for one thick wall of glass actually was two, with an open space between them. Insulated, like a Thermos bottle. He suppressed a smile. That, then, is where the tea will be brewed.

Ishiyama turned to the casket one last time and withdrew a small tea chest and a silver cylinder with a needle-shaped nozzle at the upper end. The tea chest was pressed into place on the floor, while the silver cylinder hung in space like a blimp. Ishiyama grasped it firmly, twisted the bottom, and then pushed it up toward the top. The cylinder contracted about three centimeters and Kai heard a faint crunch.

The tea master released the cylinder with it hanging perpendicular to the floor. Turning his attention to the tea chest he pulled the top off the little octagonal box with more force than was really necessary. That formed a vacuum, and small pieces of dried tea leaves began to shoot into the air as he lifted the lid up and away from the chest. If not for the understated grace and gravity of Ishiyama’s movements, Kai might have assumed he’d made a mistake.

He had not. With a feather-light touch, the old man flipped open the latch on the brewing sphere, then sent it spinning up to drift along the line of the escaping tea particles. As if the opening were the southern pole of some plaqet, the sphere positioned itself perfectly to accept the tea leaves. Slowly and delicately, fluttering against each other as they filled the glass cylinder, the tea leaves fell upward and were trapped.

Almost playfully Ishiyama watched the glass sphere out of the corner of his eye. He brought the lid back down onto the tea chest, then with a flick of his wrist summoned just a pinch more tea. It flew upward, faster than the rest had, but still remaining on target. Kai did not doubt that all of it made it into the receptacle—the white shop panels would not have hidden a single particle of any that might escape— and he felt no need to dishonor the tea master by looking for errors in his ritual.

The older man snapped the tea sphere shut, then recapped the tea chest. The latter he returned to the casket while the glass ball slowly drifted down toward the tatami mats. Before it could hit, the tea master firmly grasped the cylinder and inserted the needle into the small nipple on the sphere. With a touch to the lever at the needle’s base, he sent steaming water spraying into the sphere.

Kai smiled. That must have been a chemical heating tab. It heated up the water, which expanded and created the pressure needed to propel itself into the sphere. It occurred to him that he should probably have been able to figure out the whole procedure from the nature of the teapot itself, but Kai set those thoughts aside. That’s science. This is art.

The hot water collected in the bottom of the sphere and fountained up inside as more water shot in. Satisfied that he had filled it sufficiently, Ishiyama pulled the cylinder free of the sphere and returned it to the casket. Holding the sphere in both hands, he began to gently swirl the water so that it collected on the walls of the sphere. The tea had been moistened by the water spraying into the sphere, giving the transparent liquid just the hint of color.

Once the water covered the interior of the globe, Ishiyama immediately rotated the sphere ninety degrees. Turbulence whipped silvery highlights through the water. Impact with the tea-leaf cylinder created a froth that came away a pale green. As the water washed over it, the liquid became darker and darker.

Whenever the water’s motion began to slow, Ishiyama tipped the globe or gave it a spin. Each time he changed the sphere’s attitude and position, the water broke in new and wonderful patterns. Kai found himself seeing symbols and creatures in it, the faces of old friends and fragments of long-forgotten nightmares. He made no attempt to catalog what he saw, but instead lost himself in the experience of seeing.

After a time that seemed too brief and yet like forever, Ishiyama let the water slow. Through a gentle and controlled rocking cradling motion, the tea master collected the water in the bottom of the sphere and turned the globe so the nipple stood at the north pole. Like a magician, the tea master suddenly produced another object from the sleeve of his kimono; a slender silver needle nearly thirty centimeters long and containing a fat plastic cylinder with a spring in one end. He inserted the needle into the nipple, sinking its far end into the green tea.

Ishiyama grasped the first blue bowl and pressed it down on the plastic cylinder. His right hand steadying the globe against the floor, he used his left hand to gently push the bowl down. Kai heard the hiss of liquid and saw steam form and pour out of the bowl, but he remained far enough from the tea master that he could not see down into the bowl to figure out what he was doing.

The tea master pressed down twice, then waited and pressed down twice more. He freed the first bowl and, bowing deeply, extended it to Omi. She accepted it with a bow of the head, then held the drinking bowl as if it were fragile enough to crumble at a moment’s notice. The tea master then repeated his double pumps and presented the other bowl to Kai.

He accepted it as gingerly as if someone were handing him a live grenade with the pin pulled. In truth, it could have been just that, he decided. Only the very adventurous or curious would try to drink freestanding liquid in zero gravity. He found it remarkable enough that the tea master had managed to brew and serve the tea without any globules floating free. Drinking it could prove more difficult than his last championship defense.

Ishiyama bowed deeply to Omi and Kai, then reached into the casket one last time. From out of the box he lifted a white rose. He shielded the blossom with his hand as if it were a candle flame, then let it drift out from his hand and float between them. As it did so, heading out blossom-first, the air pressure stripped away the petals one by one. They spun away in the flower’s wake. Kai watched it go, then turned back to nod his appreciation to the tea master, only to find that Ishiyama had silently left the chamber.

Kai glanced down at his tea bowl, feeling the warmth bleed out through the sides, and he smiled. Sitting in the bottom was something that looked like a small ceramic mushroom. Through it the tea had been pumped up into the cup through countless little holes in the stem and under the cap. Around the interior of the cup, about a third of the way up— roughly the level of the top of the mushroom—a little ledge kept the tea from rolling up and out over the sides of the bowl. Extending up from the ledge in a flowing clockwise spiral was a little tube that emerged near the lip of the cup.

Using as little movement as possible, he started the tea flowing clockwise, then raised the cup to his mouth just in time for the warm liquid to flow into his mouth. Its warmth and the sweet taste took him back to his childhood and to simpler times before the coming of the Clans, the death of his father, and his flight to Solaris. It is good to have the memories because I can never go back, can I?

He pressed his tongue against the tube opening, then swirled the bowl counterclockwise to evacuate the tube. He smiled and lowered the bowl. Across from him, returning his smile through a thin screen of rose petals, Omi likewise lowered her bowl.

“You are quite perceptive, Kai. Very often the tea will jet into the air when one has not done this before.”

“I would rather die than spoil this ceremony.” Kai blinked as a white petal brushed near his right eye. “It was beautiful. Domo arigato.”

“You are welcome. It is my gift to you, on this eve of your Christmas.”

Kai hesitated for a moment and felt the heat rising to his cheeks. “You are most gracious. Forgive me, but I had not thought ... I mean I have nothing for you ...”

Omi dismissed his concerns with a slight shake of her head. “Do not feel embarrassed, for I am the one playing at deceit here. I have trapped you and I have no desire to do this. You are a friend.”

“As are you. Perhaps the nations we represent have a need to lay traps for each other, but you have merely to ask and if it is within my power, I would grant anything you desire.”

Omi’s expression lightened. “You know, of course, that I am bound for Solaris.”

“I do.”

“And you are doubtless aware of the Combine’s general view of the warriors who fight on Solaris.” Kai nodded. “I am.”

“And you can imagine the dishonor attendant to being sent there by the Coordinator.”

The MechWarrior’s eyes narrowed. Are you in trouble? Some rift between you and your father? “You are a friend, Omi-sama. What others might see as dishonor I would not.”

She smiled. “Good, then you should have no problem granting my request.”

Kai raised an eyebrow.

“I wish, Kai Allard-Liao, to be seen in your box when you defend your title.”

Kai’s jaw shot open. “Gladly, Omi, happily. Had you not asked I would have demanded it” He recovered himself and frowned. “But why? You know as well as I do that holovids of that fight will be bootlegged throughout the Combine. If your visit to Solaris is a dishonor back home, you are guaranteeing that trillions of people will witness the disgrace.”

“That I know, Kai, and only too well—better than you, in fact.” Omi smiled cautiously. “You see, this fight of yours is the first that will ever be permitted for viewing across the whole of the Combine.”

“What?” Kai shook his head in amazement. “I don’t understand.”

“It is simple. This mission to Solaris is one I suggested to my father.” Omi dropped her gaze, staring unseeing into the depths of her bowl. “If it fails, all blame will be mine and, as befits a crime of some magnitude, I will be destroyed.”














CHAPTER FOUR




Porrima

Isle of Skye, Federated Commonwealth 

24 December 3055




Duke Ryan Steiner never thought of anger as a hot emotion. For him it was always something else, an iciness, a calm, cool clarity. Revenge is a dish best served cold, he often mused.

He knew that many of his subordinates—and even his wife—found his bloodlessness in matters political and personal disturbing. For him heat was synonymous with disaster because of his days as a fighter pilot for the Lyran Commonwealth. Any pilot who let his aerospace fighter overheat would surely die in space or by crashing into the planet. Hot-blooded passions, so common among the fighter jocks he’d known, often led to fights and the needless injury or death of others.

Emotions make for mistakes. As that thought echoed through his brain with the force of a biblical commandment, he clamped down hard on lingering traces of irritation that threatened to raise his emotional temperature. He tensed his jaw, glancing again at the glowing green neon numbers hovering in the air above his desk, then beyond them at the two advisors in his office.

“You are correct, gentleman, and I commend your vision. It does appear that the Isle of Skye news media is increasing its coverage of people who are less than sympathetic to our goals.” Ryan stabbed a slender finger at the numbers reporting the expanding coverage of Peter Davion. “The slope of Peter’s rise is rather steep, is it not? Reasons?”

David Hanau, the shorter, stockier of the two advisors, shrugged uneasily. “Peter forged an alliance between hunting and conservation groups that got the Lyons gold panther reintroduced to its natural habitat. As he has done for years, he is supporting the breeding, conservation, and reintroduction of wild animals to worlds where war has depopulated them.”

Ryan impatiently beckoned with his right hand, coaxing Hanau on to make his point. “Which means?”

Hanau hesitated. “Bluntly put, my lord, fuzzy animals are cute and, therefore, popular. Pictures of Peter out on a conservation photo safari or petting panther kittens make for good media material. Peter knows it and he thrives in the spotlight. He spends so much time with the conservation forces that he seems to have no time for women.”

A frown knitted Sven Newmark’s bushy blond eyebrows together. “Is he homosexual?”

Hanau blushed at the question.

Ryan raised an eyebrow. “Is he?”

Hanau’s mouth opened, then closed, then opened again. “I have no indication of that. I mean, I did a search for any possible illegitimate children he may have sired. I found a number of women he’d escorted while at the New Avalon Military Academy. None claimed to have borne him a child out of wedlock, but most were vehement concerning his heterosexual ... uh ... abilities.”

Ryan patted his blond hair into place, suppressing a shudder as his fingers passed over the growing bald spot on his crown. “An illegitimate child would be better than a same-sex scandal, in any event. People will do more for children than even for lovers—doubtless a genetic imperative of some sort.”

The duke pressed his hands together, fingertip to fingertip. “We have decent assets on Lyons, do we not?”

“Ja,” Newmark said. “But no one in the Lyons militia. Davion’s Intelligence Secretariat transferred out all questionable individuals when Peter accepted assignment to that unit. They had to transfer in so many new soldiers to fill out the ranks that the overall experience level of the unit dropped to the point the Federated Commonwealth Armed Forces now considers it a green unit. But unless something drastic happens, like a new invasion by the Clans, it’s unlikely the Lyons Militia will be doing anything but training. I have people assigned to keep an eye on him, of course.”

“Of course.” Ryan gave Newmark a smile. The man was one of a number of Rasalhague refugees whose flight from the Clans had led them to sanctuary in the Isle of Skye. Newmark had come to the duke’s attention and into his personal service after the refugee press had published some of the man’s articles highly critical of Prince Victor and his handling of the Rasalhague question.

Ryan’s dark eyes flicked up to another number in the analysis chart hovering before him. “Galen Cox’s media coverage is growing at a more controlled rate, it seems.”
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