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      As Fortress Republic heads into editing, Sword of Sedition is not long out, and Daughter of the Dragon is new on the shelves. So I’ve had the chance to gauge reaction from many readers, and from everything I’ve heard, the response is overwhelmingly positive. Not only did the readership roll with the sweeping changes we’ve started to implement (breaking up the Republic and marching onto the stage more of the large Great Houses), they embraced them. A benefit of writing inside a universe at war. Change is to be expected. Which makes my job even better, as I am able to enjoy a fresh challenge with every novel.

      And not just for myself. At some point along the journey in each and every book, dozens of people lend a thought, a whisper, a hand or two. Only some of which I’ll be able to thank here:

      Jordan and Dawne Weisman, Mort Weisman, Maya Smith, Mike Mulvihill, Kevin Goddard, Kelly Bonilla, and everyone at WizKids who continues to work very hard on this universe. And especially Sharon Turner-Mulvihill, who I owe big time for her patience and often great efforts on my behalf.

      The staff at Roc books, which now includes Elizabeth Scheier. Jen and Laura Anne, you will be missed, but I have been left in good hands.

      The usual suspects who often walk through my office, my home, and my life. Allen and Amy Mattila. Randall and Tara Bills, with Bryn and Ryana and now Kenyan Aleksandr. Phil DeLuca, Kelle Vozka, Erik, and Alex and Logan. David and Troy and Trent, who are now that much closer that I can come visit my “fourth cat.”

      Of course: Mike Stackpole, Herb Beas, Chris Hartford, Chris Trossen, and our cartographer Oystein Tvedten. Team BattleTech members Pete Smith, Chas Borner, and Warner Doles. The new generation: Kevin Killiany, Ilsa Bick, Phaedra Weldon, Louisa Swann, Steve Mohan, Dayle Dermatis, Dan Duvall, and others who are joining the ranks through BattleCorps.com; welcome to the neighborhood.

      Always the deepest of appreciation for my wife, Heather Joy, without whose support none of this would be possible. My children, Talon, Conner, and Alexia, who are still growing up far too fast (my wife is starting to look up at our first). And yeah, the cats. Chaos, Rumor, and Ranger. Our local “nobles.” And Loki, our neurotic border collie, doing a study in three parts on how to herd cats; how he suffers for his art.
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        These are the times that try men’s souls.

        Thomas Paine, “The American Crisis,”
        19 December 1776

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “There are always trying times that must be faced, and conquered. How we rise to meet such challenges, that is the true test of our strength of character, of will. As chaos rails against the fortress of the mind.”

        (Acting Prince) Caleb Hasek Sandoval Davion, “A
        Public Address,” Terra, 2 June 3135
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        “With few loyalist holdouts left, it seems certain that life on Terra can be expected to turn once more toward calmer waters. In fact, can a reconciliation with the rogue Senators really be that far off? Now that the insanity has nearly run its course?”

        Excerpt from the Terran Times editorial page, 8 June 3135

      

        

      

      
        
        SIBERIA

        TERRA

        PREFECTURE X

        THE REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        9 JUNE 3135

      

      

      “Incoming!”

      The warning crackled in Julian Davion’s ears amid a wash of static. And already too late.

      Missiles flashed across the low, barren ridge in overlapping waves. Fell over his position in a smothering blanket. Bright blossoms of fire gouged into the Siberian tundra’s permafrost, threw smoking earth, and blackened gravel against the lower legs of Julian’s 85-ton Templar.

      One flight of warheads and then a second slammed against his BattleMech’s right side. They blasted away armor and shoved Julian hard to the left. Straps on his safety harness dug in at his shoulders, his waist. The quick-release buckle was a hard knot pressed into his gut.

      The prince’s champion of the Federated Suns wrestled against his control sticks, working hard to keep his Templar on its feet and moving, shuffling forward, fighting its way up the slope. His muscles ached with fatigue and more than a few bruises. The cramped cockpit stank of old sweat, the ozone flavor of warm electronics, and a recent application of conditioner that some over-eager technician had used on the supple neoleather wrapping his command chair. The conditioner’s acrid stench burned Julian’s sinuses, scratched at the back of his throat. He desperately needed a swallow of water.

      A final flight of missiles hammered into the Templar’s right shoulder. Two warheads slammed into the side of its head, just back of the cockpit’s ferroglass shield. A deep, metallic gonging rang in Julian’s ears.

      The ’Mech wrenched to one side as if shoved, but never faltered a step.

      “Still here,” Julian managed between dry coughs.

      Already toggled to the First Davion Guards’ common channel, he relied on the voice-activated mic built into his neurohelmet for hands-free comms.

      “Still good.”

      His warriors were on edge as it was. They didn’t need to worry overmuch about their commander just now. Especially after Prince Harrison’s recent accident.

      Julian could do with fewer reminders of his uncle’s condition as well, and living in the moment was his first, best defense. Always checking his heads-up display for an update on the approaching battlefield. Keeping an eye on his OmniMech’s waste heat buildup, the wireframe schematic that darkened as he lost his armor, his speed, and his supporting forces.

      A pair of Kinnol battle tanks struggled alongside Julian’s position, one of them responsible for the earlier warning. Seized in last week’s battle near Chateau-Thierry, both had been striped blue, white, and red across one fender to match the Templar’s parade colors. They’d also weathered the storm of warheads, though one of the vehicles chuffed great gouts of sooty, black smoke through a gaping rent in its side. Still it pushed forward.

      Behind the Kinnols, spread in a loose skirmish line, followed a double squad of armored infantry. Heavy-footed Hauberk on the left. Standard Infiltrators on the right.

      In their slow-moving wedge formation, Julian led his Guards up and over the ridge.

      Down into battle.

      The Western Siberian Lowlands near Salekhard were Terra’s latest (and near last) battlefield. Senate loyalists pressing to the end their ill-fated resistance against the Republic of the Sphere. Already driven from their stronghold near Sverdlovsk by a joint operation between Julian’s First Davion Guards and a large Republic force, this particular group had broken the cordon and fought their way along the eastern side of Russia’s snow-capped Urals. Pursued by Paladins Avellar and Mandella, nearly escaping several times, only to be trapped here. A barren, desolate basin cut by icy rivers and thin woodlands. Few places left to run. No place left to hide.

      “Bugs caught on the walk,” Sergeant Montgomery had said.

      The veteran non-com wasn’t far off. Wide arctic plains and sinks of frozen marshland stretched near as far as the eye could see save for the Urals rising in the west. A few exposed ridges like the one Julian had slipped behind, but not many. Below, spread out over several kilometers, a dozen BattleMechs stormed those desolate flats. Three stories tall and clad in composite armor, many of them walked and ran in the close approximation of giant knights. Others stalked about the battlefield on reverse-canted “bird legs.” Sleek and deadly. At a glance it was difficult to tell ally from enemy as the machines challenged each other with fists full of lightning and lances of jewel-tone lasers. Avatars of war, let loose into the world of men.

      And they weren’t alone. Between these battling titans, companies of armored vehicles reeled back and forth like metal-shod herds caught between mighty predators, mixing and clashing and then breaking apart again as they sought flight in a new direction. Overhead a few remaining aerospace fighters stooped out of a pale blue sky to scream over the battlefield, laying down long strafing runs that burst through enemy lines and carved up the frozen ground.

      Missiles rose and fell, rose and fell. Their gray contrails streaked the sky. False thunder rolled across the open plains as warheads and autocannon argued with each other. Angry, hellish streams of particle cannon energies scourged the war machines of one side, then the other. Lasers bit back and forth.

      Into this Julian Davion led the Guards’ second thrust of the day.

      A Catapult held the lower slope, flanked by two JES crawlers. Between them, capable of throwing out an umbrella of over two hundred warheads, they could pound an area flat with deadly saturation. Launching waves of indirect fire over the ridge had softened their blow, but Julian knew better than to let them have a second bite.

      “Suns, concentrate fire on my target,” Julian ordered, as the Catapult hammered at him with its twenty-millimeter autocannon. He drew his crosshairs over the closest JES missile carrier. Waited for the targeting reticle to burn the deep, solid gold of a hard lock. Quickly toggled for his all-hands circuit.

      “Swords—”

      “Hammers!” she interrupted.

      “Dammit, Calamity! Wheel in and hook them. Now, now, now!”

      On that last “now” his crosshairs gave him good tone, and Julian eased into his triggers even as a wailing alarm warned him of missile lock. Of multiple missile locks. But he edged out the Senate loyalists by a good second or two, which so often made all the difference in combat.

      His particle projector cannons, one mounted in each arm, spat out twisting streams of hellish energies. They twisted and snaked their way across the frozen ground as if with a life of their own and cored in through one side of the missile carrier, blasting away armor in shards and molten spatters.

      The Kinnols added one more PPC each, and threw a flight of long-range missiles into the air. The sleek warheads drew a tight line on the wounded carrier. While one of the battle tanks missed wide with both PPC and warheads, the second made up for it by following in Julian’s initial strike. Its PPC sliced through one tracked belt, crippling the JES crawler, stranding it in place.

      As if that would matter, as the Kinnol’s missile flight hammered in through the gaping wound Julian had already carved. Filling the crew compartment with a raging storm of fire and shrapnel, it killed the crew instantly and cracked one of the crawler’s ammunition bins.

      Several tons of warheads detonated in sympathetic explosions, ripping away one whole side of the vehicle, tossing it into the air as if it were a child’s toy. Trailing a gout of fire and belching oily, black smoke.

      The crawler—once a solid piece of machinery, now a mangled, fiery ruin—landed a good twenty meters away with a pancaking belly flop.

      Then the second carrier and the Catapult disappeared behind clouds of exhaust smoke, and all Julian could do was tense and ready himself to ride out the terrible pounding he was about to take.

      Better than one hundred warheads slammed in around him, blossoming in fireballs across his shoulders and chest, digging through the armor on his arms, his legs. Tearing up the ground as smoke and blackened earth geysered into the air.

      Two missiles hammered into the side of the Templar’s head, shaking Julian against his restraints as if he were a rag doll being whipped around at the end of short rope.

      Another flight cracked a flaw through his centerline armor, and the physical shielding protecting his ’Mech’s fusion engine. Coupled with the power draw spiked by his PPCs, the reactor’s surging waste heat bled upward through the cockpit’s diamond-plate decking.

      Julian gasped; his breath pulled from him to be replaced by hot coals burning in his lungs. Fought his control sticks even as he felt the 85-ton machine overbalancing to the left. Ducked back the other direction, as the bulky neurohelmet he wore translated brain signals from his own equilibrium into the regenerative feedback loop being fed down into the massive gyroscopic stabilizers screaming in the Templar’s gut.

      No joy.

      The slope, the heavy damage, the ringing in his ears from the pummeling he’d taken—Julian abandoned his fight against gravity and surrendered his Templar into a controlled fall. It slammed hard against the frozen ground, digging its left shoulder through the permafrost. Bounced Julian twice more against his harness as darkness pushed in at the edges of his vision.

      “Jules!” Callandre Kell again. This time with far less polish. “Verdammt! Guard-one is down.”

      “Pushing forward now,” a second voice promised, static bursting around every word. Faint. Another woman. “Rendezvous in two minutes.”

      Too soon! Julian shook his head, fighting off the numbing blackness that threatened to roll over him. Something about the timing of their assault…tried to remember…

      It was a blur, but he knew there was a problem if Lady Zou pushed forward too far, too fast.

      “Still…here.”

      His mouth was pasty-dry and tasted of blood at the back of his throat. His tongue throbbed where he’d bitten it. Every joint and muscle ached. He levered the Templar’s arms beneath him, careful as both limbs ended in weapon barrels, not hands, fighting his way back to his feet. Getting into a four-point crouch.

      The Catapult continued to hammer at him with its autocannon, the stream of slugs pounding around his shoulders with deep, ringing peals.

      “Still alive,” he told his warriors. If barely. “Keep to the plan.”

      Then the next salvo of missiles fell over him, and the world disappeared in a halo of fire and smoke and smoldering rubble.

      But Julian was in a more stable position to ride out the missile barrage this time: ’Mech crouched down on one knee, both arms pinned against the ground. The Catapult’s missiles hammered in hard and heavy, bursting across his back and down his left side. The JES crawler, already taking savage counterfire from the Kinnol MBTs as well as the Hauberk’s LRM packs, had less luck, rushing its follow-up salvo and spreading more damage over the tortured landscape than actually fell on Julian’s position.

      Hanging forward in his harness, swallowing against the taste of fresh blood, Julian did not fight the tremors but instead rode through them. He checked his heads-up display and saw Callandre Kell racing back towards him at the head of a scattered column of armor, leading the charge in her SM1 Destroyer. Two of Julian’s MechWarriors, both in Centurions, had been left behind, but not by far. With a lance of heavier armor, they fought a rearguard action against the advancing loyalists.

      Worse news on his HUD was the cluster of golden, glowing icons moving forward out of the west, at the far reach of his sensors and on the other side of the enemy line. His tactical computer tagged the lead machine as a 55-ton Griffin, which belonged to the Republic Knight, Lady Ariana Zou. Zou’s push over the Urals from Vorkuta had started this latest running battle, heading off the retreating loyalists while Julian threw his Guards up the Obs from Berzovo to form an anvil against her hammer.

      It had worked, trapping the loyalist force between them.

      Except Lady Zou’s rush to defend the Davion champion threatened to wrench the trap back open or, worse, deliver herself into the teeth of the enemy. Her push speared into the loyalist gut, throwing the enemy line into disarray. But a full lance of enemy ’Mechs and a good number of armored vehicles now curled back in her direction. They would isolate and cut her command to pieces.

      And the Republic and Federated Suns both had lost too many good men and women of late.

      “Don’t think about it,” Julian whispered. Careful of his voice-activated mic. “Not now.”

      Action was the best therapy. He pressed forward with both arms and levered his Templar back to its feet while blossoms of fire still walked across its back and shoulders. Leaving the remaining JES carrier to his Kinnol tanks and his advancing infantry squads, he throttled into a forward walk and pulled his crosshairs over the Catapult’s boxy outline.

      Not waiting for a hard lock, trusting his own instincts as well as the advanced targeting computer to make any fine-tuned adjustments, he snap-fired one of his PPCs. The lance of particle energies drilled in over the Catapult’s right side, slashing armor from ferro-titanium bones.

      Pushing his heat curve, he toggled and triggered his second PPC right after, this time cutting heavily across the other BattleMech’s left leg.

      Four…three…two…

      Julian shoved his throttle forward, timing the next wave of missiles nearly to the second. Pushing his Templar up to its maximum speed of 65 kilometers per hour just as the crawler spread out a third wide spread of LRMs, he ran out from beneath the umbrella and slashed two more particle cannon streams across the Catapult’s profile.

      “We have their attention.” Callandre again, reading her own HUD as more loyalists turned from the advance of Lady Zou to drive forward to the aid of their missile-carriers.

      Thinking to push through and seize Salekhard? Run hard and hope to lose themselves in the thick woodlands below Gory Putorana?

      They would never make it.

      Julian’s cockpit was a sauna. Sweat poured off his arms and legs. Burned his lips with a salty taste. His damaged shielding and overuse of the Templar’s particle cannon had driven his heat up to dangerous levels. Every step came with greater difficulty as heat-addled control circuitry slowed the ’Mech. Still he slapped at the shutdown override, wrenched his crosshairs over and again slashed out with both of his primary weapons.

      One cut hard across the Catapult’s chest. The other sliced clean through one of its arms, cutting free one of its LRM launchers, which crashed to the permafrost in a ruined, smoking heap.

      Then Callandre’s Destroyer skated up fast on its cushion of air, autocannon blazing as the one-hundred-twenty-millimeter gun finished the work Julian had started on the Catapult’s leg, cutting through a titanium femur.

      The Catapult toppled over, crashing hard against its remaining arm, and burying that limb beneath the full weight of its body. It was not going to get up again.

      The loyalist ’Mech Warrior quickly cut his active targeting system, surrendering before any follow-up salvoes took out his fusion reactor or came slashing through his cockpit’s ferroglass shield.

      And, left alone on this stretch of the open tundra, the remaining JES carrier did the same before all weapons turned on it next.

      A pair of Infiltrator troopers jumped up onto the vehicle’s top and wrenched open a hatch, ordering the tank crew out onto the cold flats.

      In a high-speed turn, Callandre Kell spun her SM1 end for end and used the powerful drive fans to brake her headlong flight from the far side of the battlefield. Like most vehicles in Julian’s command, Callandre’s Destroyer was painted with a desert-tan camouflage. Until recently, the Guards had been secreted away in the American southwest, training alongside Republic units. The first step in a budding alliance between House Davion’s Federated Suns and Exarch Levin’s Republic of the Sphere. Called up the week before to help defend Paris against a major Senate offensive, there had been no time to worry over such details as proper camouflage.

      No time for most. Julian did notice Callandre had again found some spray paint. Never content with painting out the sunburst-and-sword crest of House Davion, on the side of her Destroyer she’d also filled in a large red triangle. Then, in black, she’d covered it with a “V” shaped hound’s head with red slits for eyes.

      Not a Davion insignia. Nor the crest of the Lyran Commonwealth, either.

      Kell Hounds. One of the Inner Sphere’s elite mercenary units.

      As easily as one should expect from an heir to the Kell name—as well as being a former drill commander of the Nagelring’s elite parade grounds cavalry team—Callandre slipped her assault-designed hovercraft into perfect formation at the side of Julian’s Templar just as he stepped back down to a casual walk.

      “You’re hot,” she said. Her voice had the high-gain strength of their private channel.

      “Yeah.” His voice was a dusty croak. “I do look pretty good.”

      Though he could imagine how his assault ’Mech showed on her thermal scans. Blazing white, very likely.

      “Catch your breath. I’ve got your back.” She actually sounded concerned for him. How touching.

      In answer, Julian turned toward the advancing line of loyalist forces. He throttled back into a slow run, then pushed for his best speed. “No rest for the wicked.”

      Though he did not specify which of them he meant. He didn’t need to. Seven years since they’d schooled together or seven days, Callandre could still read him.

      Of course I meant her.

      She powered past him in a race for the loyalist line. “You’ll pay for that.”

      Probably. But still, “Rein it in, Callandre.” She was getting too far up front.

      Julian checked to see that the Kinnol battle tanks had come up off his left side. Now he counted another trio of armored vehicles trailing back on his right. “Dawkins.” Julian’s command was filtered by the communications system and automatically selected for the right channel, putting him in touch with his personal intelligence aide and the mobile HQ that crawled across the permafrost farther afield. “Is our artillery in place?”

      “Affirmative, Sire.” Leftenant Todd Dawkins rarely let something so minor as a raging firefight discourage him from formality. To him, Julian was Lord Markeson and cousin of the first prince as much as he was the honorary commander of the First Davion Guards. “Awaiting your command.”

      They’d have to wait a moment longer with Lady Zou forcing her way through the loyalist cadre. Julian put them on standby.

      Ahead, his Centurions stiffened up their resistance against the loyalists as the rest of the First Davion Guards raced forward to regroup. A second SM1 Destroyer powered in from the side to flank Callandre. Then a third. This last one had a large white star on the back. Major Dwight Hastings of the First Guards. Julian’s man.

      But far from blocking her off, they joined in a wedge formation with Callandre at the head.

      “Callandre. Hastings. Rein in!”

      But he knew better, even as he wasted time on the order. She’d slipped her leash. Again. Dammit! And Hastings had taken as much of Callandre’s showboating as any good line officer could without also catching the bug.

      The trio of Destroyers powered right past the Centurions at flank speed, barreling into the enemy line.

      Julian swallowed dryly, anticipating a quick and vicious slaughter. He did not give Callandre enough credit to know her business, or the Senate MechWarriors for possessing enough survival instinct to know when to get out of the way. Three Destroyers, each with a twelve-centimeter bore autocannon that could cut the legs out from under an assault ’Mech in one pass, were not to be taken lightly. With the heaviest unit fielded by the loyalists currently a beat-up Legionnaire, most of the enemy quickly scattered away from the Destroyers, not wanting to be first.

      Most. Not all.

      A 30-ton Spider was slow lighting off its jump jets. It delayed long enough to slash a scarlet laser across the front of Callandre’s Destroyer and never mind how quickly it raced forward. Armor composite splashed over the ground, burning quickly down to smoking cinders.

      Not enough to stop her, though. At point-blank, Callandre ripped a long, deadly burst dead center into the Spider. One of the other SM1s stitched its own autocannon fire into the Spider’s side, while Hastings (Julian thought) also managed a centerline punch.

      The Spider’s armor wasn’t about to stop one Destroyer from gutting its torso. Two was overkill. Golden fire shot through the gaping wounds as the fusion reactor burst free, gobbling up any material it could find as fuel. For an instant the Spider glowed bright and dangerous, just as Callandre’s Destroyer shot between its legs and the others raced by on either side. Then it flew apart in an explosion that rocked the entire battlefield and nearly caught the suicidal SM1 in the expanding fireball.

      Callandre’s Destroyer trailed smoke and a few bright flames as it raced on. But it was still in one piece. And it had made rendezvous with Lady Zou’s advancing thrust.

      In fact, with resistance scattered away from that part of the battlefield, Zou’s Republic warriors had an easy push through the center, leaving the wounded mob of loyalists scattered in their wake.

      “Calamity Kell strikes again,” someone said.

      Julian smiled, but only because he knew Callandre would be grinding her teeth inside her Destroyer, hearing her old nickname thrown at her yet again.

      “If you are done grandstanding,” he said, and toggled back over to an all-hands circuit. “Leftenant Dawkins. Retard distance negative 200 meters. Shift two points off the centerline of NavSat coordinates two nine zero point one five and point five. Drop the hammer!”

      Ariana Zou and Callandre Kell led forward a strong column of ’Mechs and armor, approaching Julian’s position as the order was relayed. The first artillery shells fell to either side of them and smashed into the regrouping loyalists. One heavy payload landed between the feet of a limping Mad Cat III, throwing it back and down, minus a leg. Other shells worried some scattered infantry and overturned a Demon fast-attack vehicle.

      Julian read the battlefield with a practiced eye. Saw where the loyalists maintained their best order. “Shift all assets to the eastern zone. Saturate for thirty seconds. Now!”

      A moment later, that part of the tundra erupted in a wall of fire and smoke and the detritus of broken machines. It forced the remaining loyalists right where they did not want to go. On a reckless charge into the teeth of a combined Republic-Federated Suns force.

      “Remind me never to get on your bad side,” Lady Zou said. She stomped her Griffin up next to Julian’s Templar, helping set their line against the coming charge. “I would hate to see what you do to people you do not like.”

      There were a few laughs of black humor, but not from Julian. Or Callandre either, he noted. Both of them knew Lady Zou hit close to the truth. Julian did not care for the loyalists, true, but neither did he hate them. Opposed their politics, yes. Would meet them on the battlefield and strip away their ability to make war, certainly. But as champion of the Federated Suns, he was merely exercising the will of his prince and ruler, Harrison Davion.

      His prince’s order had been to assist the Republic.

      Perhaps the last order Harrison Davion would ever give.

      “Let’s finish this,” Julian said. Unable to keep the demons at bay now that they were loose once more in his mind, his tone was short and clipped.

      He breathed easier with his Templar’s heat levels having fallen away, but there was still a tightness in his chest that had nothing to do with the battle. He pulled his crosshairs over the stumbling Legionnaire. A ruined ’Mech leading forward warriors without the sense to realize they were beaten.

      It was his job to explain it in a way they would understand.

      “On my mark, silence artillery and all units advance. We hold the line unless and until the loyalists break. Then it’s hunting by pairs. All units respond.”

      He waited as Callandre and even Lady Zou had checked in with affirmative votes. Hastings and Dawkins and Montgomery. All lance leaders. All support auxiliaries.

      “Now!” he ordered, and throttled his Templar into an easy walk.

      The first salvo of concentrated fire knocked the Legionnaire back and put it down hard. Not to rise again. Their second shattered a Behemoth II assault tank, stripping it down to a ruined pile of scrap.

      Return fire was light and sporadic.

      A moment later, with two more tanks destroyed and a Pack Hunter torn down to spare parts, it was not even that. A very few units fled on wild escape paths across the tundra. Most dropped their active targeting systems and powered down in surrender.

      “Not a bad day’s work, Jules.” Callandre cranked her steering vane over and spun her Destroyer through a couple of victory circles. “What do we do now?”

      But with the demands of battle fading, and the questions rising once more, Julian Davion sagged back in his cockpit seat. Reaching forward, he toggled off the comms board, not yet ready to answer. What should they do now?

      That is the question. Isn’t it?
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        “That’s the trouble! No one believed he could do it, not that he would. Some great political grandstanding. Slap the nobles around a bit, and why not? But to enforce it by the military, and with no court to redress the conflict?

      
        “What is Jonah Levin really about?”

        Filmmaker Wendell Stone, on Lawrence King’s Speaking Out, Towne, 12 May 3135

      

        

      

      
        
        GENÈVE

        TERRA

        THE REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        13 JUNE 3135

      

      

      Exarch Jonah Levin once considered the Chamber of Paladins his final refuge.

      Some of that was simple architecture. To his mind, the Chamber possessed a mixture of senatorial grandeur and Arthurian legend. Thick doors of silver ashwood letting onto a tall, domed room. Brightly illuminated. A wide, ferroglass skylight opened up a large portion of the wall as well. All surrounded by white stone and blue-gray marble, much of it carved in ornate decoration and often inlaid with delicate gold and silver filigree. Stepping across the threshold, guarded from the Hall of Government’s Rotunda by nothing more than velvet ropes, he’d traded the minute cares and worries of the day for loftier goals, walking softly on runners of plush, crimson carpet as he strode to his place.

      As a Knight of the Sphere, he’d spent many years in the gallery. Large enough to seat several hundred knights, the assembled champions of every Republic world, the gallery seating circled the outside wall on a set of shallow risers.

      Elevated to paladin, Jonah had then taken his place at one of the seventeen private stations arranged on the main floor. Here the paladins met, and reported, and worked together (mostly) to support the ideals and tenets as laid down by Devlin Stone, grand architect of the Republic.

      Twenty-five years of service. Half his life.

      And all of that had changed when his peers elected him to the Republic’s highest post in December.

      As the second of Stone’s successors, and the man presiding over the Republic’s darkest hours, he’d known little peace and even less rest since ascending to Exarch. One crisis after another. Until he dreaded setting foot in the Chamber, to hear what his paladins had to report, or suggest. The room would never again be the sanctuary it once was.

      It was hardly recognizable now. It still looked the same, but the inviolate calm had been stripped away by an invasion of aides and clerical staff and harried knights who served the working paladins. The place was now more of a war room—a crisis center—than any refuge of thought and careful debate. Sullied. Poisoned, even.

      “Not that we were given much choice,” he said. He sipped the nutrient drink his chief of staff had thrust on him and made a face. The frothy, green beverage tasted like grass. As always.

      “Exarch?”

      Paladin David McKinnon waited at Jonah’s side, looking up from the noteputer he’d loaded with reports of the latest fighting and clean-up efforts all across Terra. Oldest and now “Paladin Exemplar” with the recent passing of Victor Davion, at one hundred four years of age, Sir McKinnon had the vitality and strength of most men fifty years his junior. Snow white hair and a weathered face, perhaps, but a strong bearing and still a dangerous, catlike grace when he moved.

      “Apologies, David. Fatalistic thinking has no place here.”

      The venerable warrior shrugged. “Things change,” McKinnon said.

      But not always for the better.

      “You were saying?” Jonah cradled the steel mug in one hand, brushed flat the front of his suit. “Another month?”

      McKinnon hesitated. Then, “Less, I’d think. With the First Davion Guards on hand, we’ve moved harder and faster against the loyalist holdouts than I’d originally estimated. If you would care for a formal report?”

      The paladin gestured to the exarch’s dock. A raised dais at the focus of room, surrounded in a half-circle by the paladins’ stations. Jonah’s formal “chair” for presiding over the chamber.

      Jonah shook his head. “I step up there and the doors close. Every paladin evicts his staff. We lose hours of productivity.” He felt the muscles tighten and pull at the back of his neck. “We’ve been running behind since December. Let’s try to catch up.”

      McKinnon glanced between his noteputer and his exarch. Then he gestured toward the station on the far end of the wide arc where Gareth Sinclair, one of the younger paladins, worked diligently over a holographic keyboard. Knight Lady Zou stood by to assist him.

      “I believe Gareth has most of the data plugged into a world map.”

      The way McKinnon said it, he might as well have called Sinclair “the boy.” Though in an avuncular kind of way. Gareth had certainly proven his chops in the recent fighting, after all. It was a vote of confidence that McKinnon deferred to the younger man—and solidarity among the paladins was a desperately needed commodity these days.

      Also, Jonah needed more time in the company of Ariana Zou.

      He nodded, and the two men stepped over to Sinclair’s workstation. Jonah also caught Paladin Heather GioAvanti passing by. With a gesture, he pulled her into the small gathering. Of all his paladins, he trusted these three the most. And while it dug at him to make such distinctions these days, it was a point that the paladins had not proven immune to the politics of destruction currently being played out across the Republic.

      Ariana Zou stiffened to formal attention as Jonah stepped up behind Gareth Sinclair. Her dark, almond-shaped eyes held tiny flecks of gold in them. She glanced sharply at the Gallery, and the door, no doubt expecting to be dismissed.

      But Jonah ignored her for the moment. He watched as Sinclair continued to work, fully absorbed in his assignment and all but oblivious to the exarch’s presence. The younger man had only recently ascended to the small circle of paladins, but already the stress told on him. Heavy shoulders. Weary eyes. Sinclair would come out the far side of these hectic months a great deal stronger, or utterly ruined.

      “Where are we, Gareth?”

      “Sir,” Gareth said. But it took the young paladin a moment more to put the finishing touches on his project. He hit the command key and stepped back as the holographic projectors built into his workstation erased the keyboard and instead projected a fully formed globe of Terra into the air above the lectern-style desk.

      The world rotated at an accelerated pace, turning fully around its axis every twenty seconds. A great golden star centered over Geneva, capital of Terra and the seat of power for the entire Republic. Several political districts around the world flashed with cautionary amber. One in danger-warning red.

      “These are all that are left,” Gareth promised. “Loyalist remnants scattered across Europe and Asia. A few holdouts in the Australian outback. The Americas are clear except for the area around Sao Paulo.” He nodded at the one red-flashing district, nestled along the eastern coast of South America. “It’s a stronghold similar to the one we broke in Germany.”

      “And a high cost we paid for it,” Heather GioAvanti reminded them. “Sir Jorgensson was only our most high-profile casualty.”

      “Where did this start?” Jonah asked of no one in particular. “When did it spiral so completely out of our control that it came to this?”

      Not that he expected a response. He’d spent months working on answers to those questions, and was no farther along than the day he’d taken office.

      On the face of it, of course, all of the Republic’s woes might easily be blamed on the still-unresolved crash of ComStar’s HPG network; a blackout on nearly all interstellar communications throughout the entire Inner Sphere. With hardly one station in ten still working—still attempting to keep the infrastructure of star-spanning nations functional—on that larger stage the Republic was one realm among several facing the same problems.

      At a closer look, however, the Republic was actually an amalgam of the many different realms. Carved out of the center of the Inner Sphere only seventy years ago, following the great Jihad, the identity of its peoples was still wrapped up in those surrounding nations and cultures. House Davion’s Federated Suns had given up dozens of worlds to the forming Republic. Same for the Draconis Combine, the Lyran Alliance, and the shattered Free Worlds League. House Liao’s Capellan Confederation had fought long and hard to resist the annexation of their territory.

      So what followed the Blackout might have been predicted. Perhaps. Centralized government quickly breaking down. Powerful men and women taking more authority upon themselves at a local level. The fracture lines deepened, widened, forming divisive gulfs, until all the old hatreds and suspicions flared up in armed conflict and political revolution on many worlds.

      House Liao had been first to come back for their former territory. But not the last. There were also the Steiners to worry about. And Clan Jade Falcon, which seized on the opportunity to carve a small island of power within the Republic’s outer prefectures, and now House Kurita’s recent encroachment.

      The rise of powerful warlords within, set upon by larger realms without, the Republic of the Sphere had reeled from one crisis to another in the last several years.

      So, no, Jonah did not expect an answer. But it wasn’t going to stop his paladins from rising to his challenge.

      Paladin Sinclair ran fingers back through his dark, unruly hair. His nervous green eyes danced around, always searching the room now that he had surfaced from his work.

      “If you are truly asking, Exarch, I believe it still comes back to the Senate. Mallowes. Derius. Riktofven. They undermined our strength when we needed it most.”

      “A simple plan,” McKinnon agreed. “As the best ones always are. Buy deep into the next generation of officers. Leverage them into situations where they can shine, and draw attention, and suddenly you have access to the knighthood.” He nodded easily to Sinclair, though his eyes were hard and unyielding. Gareth had been just such an experiment, though one that had backfired. “Raise one or two as paladins, you can influence policy. Maybe even handicap the election of an exarch.”

      What had Heather GioAvanti called it on the day of Jonah’s election? A conspiracy to control thought?

      Which was exactly what the Senate had nearly accomplished. And might have, if Paladin Exemplar Davion had not tumbled to their machinations. The cabal had silenced Victor before he brought his evidence to light, but an investigation into the paladin’s death uncovered enough of the plot to force a confrontation between the Senate and the Executive branch.

      The Senators—nobles all—were heirs to long family histories and traditions of wielding power. They had resisted Jonah’s efforts to bring them to heel, to the point of directly confronting him with a political censure.

      “You did not have a choice,” Heather GioAvanti said. Her voice was strong and certain. The quintessential paladin, Jonah could not remember the last time she evidenced even the slightest measure of doubt in her duties. “The Senate overplayed their hand. And if you had backed off, Exarch, they would have castrated the Executive branch and seized complete power.”

      “So instead,” Jonah said, “I do the same to them. I disband the Senate on the eve of the greatest political summit of our generation. And in return their rebellion, however brief, has hijacked a great deal of our agenda.”

      Such an opportune moment it had been. Victor Davion (Victor Steiner-Davion) had lived a life of legend within the Inner Sphere. Related by blood to two of the Great Houses and having ruled both the Federated Suns and Lyran Commonwealth, there were few leaders who had not fought with him or against him (or both) at some point during the last century. Jonah had capitalized on this by organizing a state funeral to which nearly every Inner Sphere realm and Clan had responded. A chance for real dialogue, to reaffirm old alliances and set out bold, new agendas in this uncertain time.

      And it had been working! That was the galling part. Slow but certain, several larger realms had relaxed their guard and put forward tentative feelers that might have led to a restoration of peace and cooperative effort.

      Then, Prince Harrison Davion had fallen from the chateau balcony at Thonon-les-Bains.

      On the very eve of victory over the Senate loyalists, in fact. By all reports a stupid, tragic accident. Sitting or leaning back against the low stone balustrade, waiting for Julian Davion to report back. Had he seen the lights of Julian’s car on the road? Leaned back a little too far, impaired by the glass of bourbon he’d enjoyed earlier?

      Failed to grab the railing as he overbalanced?

      Three seconds. At best, according to the initial report Jonah had read and reread. That was what Harrison had been given, to realize what had happened. Cracking his head hard against the edge of a stone balcony on the second floor. Pinwheeling through the remaining drop. Slamming hard into the ground.

      The prince’s own guard handled the investigation, aided by the best forensic team Jonah had to offer. But all the king’s horses and all the king’s men… No matter the exact circumstance, Harrison Davion remained in a coma in Genève’s Sisters of Mercy Hospital. Hanging on, but weakening every day.

      And any alliance that may have come from their talks and pledges of assistance hung in the balance.

      Jonah took another sip of his nutrition drink. Grimaced. Grass again. He set the steel mug on the edge of Sinclair’s workstation, stared at the turning globe.

      “So what’s left?” he asked. “We can root out the remaining loyalists, but Senators Monroe and Derius—among others—made it off-world, and are likely to continue their resistance. The Capellan Confederation has eased back their aggressive stance, but I expect that to last only so long as Daoshen Liao remains a willing guest. And in their place, House Kurita pushes hard through Prefecture II.”

      Heather GioAvanti tugged straight the hem of her dress jacket. “Coordinator Vincent Kurita plans to leave Terra within the week,” she said. “He reminds us there is little he can do while isolated here.”

      “Convenient.” McKinnon’s leathery face wrinkled into a deep frown. “He relies on his absence from the Combine as proof against his participation in the attacks. Now he leverages that same argument to safeguard his own return.” The paladin’s hand knotted into strong fists. “I don’t believe him.”

      “What would you have me do, David?” Jonah’s hands were tied. And everyone—most everyone—standing nearby recognized that. “Hold the Coordinator of the Draconis Combine hostage against the cessation of all hostilities? And Chancellor Liao as well? Do we violate our pledges of safe conduct and grab up every ruler? We might be able to do that, yes. And then where would we be?”

      “The Great Houses would all turn on us,” Heather said.

      Sinclair’s green eyes shifted from Exarch to Paladin to Paladin. “I’m not sure we’d even get so far. Communication intercepts and readiness postures of the honor guards for several visiting rulers indicate many of them have anticipated such extremes. Daoshen Liao has already removed himself from the Capellan Cultural Center here in Genève, isolating himself with his DropShip. Khan Becker of the Dominion as well. And BattleMech patrols around the natural preserve above Ishinomaki Port have doubled.” He kept his voice very soft, and even. “Worse than holding such leaders hostage would be killing one in an armed attempt to take them.”

      Which was why Jonah had never seriously considered it. And despite McKinnon’s usual hardline stand that victory at any cost was acceptable in the preservation of the Republic, even the venerable warrior nodded to the truth of the matter.

      But, “What do you think, Lady Zou?” Jonah asked.

      As tactical surprises went, he achieved complete victory. Ariana Zou had maintained a stiff and formal bearing, ready at the slightest nod to stand dismissed. Only her intense gaze, following the conversation, betrayed her complete devotion to every spoken word, every facial expression.

      Jonah had noted her hard glare at the mention of Senator Monroe. And the very slight shift in her stance as she witnessed the small group so easily discussing (and dismissing) even the possibility of taking an Inner Sphere leader hostage. She had strong opinions. One way or another. But would she voice them?

      For an instant, it seemed she wouldn’t. She clasped her hands behind her back and stared straight ahead. But what Jonah initially took as reticence was really a measure of time in which she ordered her thoughts.

      “I think, Exarch Levin, you should put your own realm in order before meddling in the affairs of others.” Her voice was soft yet strong. A woman who knew the worth of her own counsel, regardless of whether it would be weighed and fairly considered. “The Republic is too fragile, at the moment, to withstand further aggressive policies.”

      A moment of silence followed Zou’s calm argument. McKinnon was first to respond. “Glass houses and throwing stones, eh?” He tasted the words, and obviously found them not to his liking. “You do not think passive policies will only encourage our enemies to begin lobbing bricks of their own?”

      “Why should they? When the Senate nobles are more than willing to do the heavy lifting for them?”

      McKinnon folded arms across his chest. “Abandoning an aggressive foreign policy in favor of domestic policing is risky. If the nobles resist our efforts for too long, we will look weak.”

      Now that McKinnon had drawn Zou out, Jonah slipped back into the discussion. “If the nobles resist us for long,” he said, “we are weak.” He reached for his mug again, if only to have something to do with his hands. The steel sides were cold and sweating. “We need to build on our recent victories. And quickly.”

      Zou nodded. “With respect, Exarch. Regarding victories or alliances. Quickly built means quickly abandoned. You want a strong house, you begin with a strong foundation on good ground. A fortress built on quicksand is no bargain at all.”

      That Zou had so closely mirrored his own thinking was enough to startle Jonah. And her choice of words was eerily on target. A stronghold was exactly what the Republic needed. And exactly what he had set in motion last month, secretly laying the groundwork for one of many failsafe plans prepared against such a day as this.

      As indicators went, Zou’s stated opinions were all strong votes in her favor.

      Still, he was not quite ready to commit. There was one question more he must have answered.

      “Let me ask you, then, why you risked your life and your own warriors so easily on the Siberian plains.” He’d reviewed the battleROM footage and read reports from everyone involved in the operation near Salekhard. He had his own thoughts about what had happened. But he needed it direct from Ariana Zou. “You broke from the battle plan when Julian Davion fell. In what seemed to be a sharp, emotional reaction. It happened to work. But you would not call that hasty? A ‘quick’ victory?”

      “I would,” she admitted. “We were fortunate.”

      “Very fortunate,” Heather GioAvanti said. If it were possible to scold Zou and reward her for chutzpah all at the same time, the Paladin accomplished it with her tone.

      “Or,” Sinclair offered, “one might say ‘instinctive.’ A leap to sudden knowledge based on experience and conditioned skills.”

      Jonah sipped his nutrient drink, and barely tasted its green flavor with the thrill of the hunt on him. “So which was it, Lady Zou? Luck? Or skill?” Every word fell heavy from his lips. Most everyone knew how much was riding on her answer.

      If she knew, she hid it well behind a mask of serene contemplation. The Exarch and three of his most trusted Paladins were giving Ariana a full-court press. Guiding her in the direction they wanted. Prodding and poking at her. Gauging her response. Certainly, she earned high marks for her composure.

      “I’ll take both in my corner any time I can, Exarch. And be glad for them.” She drew herself back to formal attention. “But that isn’t exactly the question you’ve been wanting to ask me. Is it, sir?”

      If she hadn’t fallen back on cadet-level formality, Jonah would have ended their conversation quickly. But he had to appreciate her ability to cut through to the chase and maintain a proper level of respect. So be it, then. Bluntly.

      “Why did you risk Republic lives for Julian Davion?”

      “Because he deserved from me exactly what he stood ready to pay, especially in a fight not necessarily his own.” Fire flashed behind her eyes. “Such men are rare, Exarch. And at that moment I believed his value to you—and to the Republic—to be of much higher worth than me and mine.”

      “You would not rethink your strategy and actions now with time to look back on them?”

      “No, sir.” She did not hesitate. Not for a single heartbeat.

      Jonah looked to McKinnon first. Saw the man’s grudging nod. Heather GioAvanti and Gareth Sinclair were more circumspect. Each tipped their chin down only slightly, satisfied, though it was his vote, and his alone, that counted in the end.

      And Jonah liked what he saw.

      “Admirable,” he said. “Heroic, even if touched with a bit of conceit.”

      “I did not mean to—”

      He interrupted her with a raised hand. “These are also traits I’ve found in the best of my knights…and paladins. Meraj Jorgensson had both in abundance. You just might do as his replacement.” He nodded to McKinnon. “Have her tested,” he ordered. And saw Ariana reeling behind an expression of wide-eyed incredulity.

      “I believe you may be right about Julian Davion,” he said. “But it is just as hard on the Republic to lose a paladin. Remember, in the coming months, that I cannot afford to discard any of you so casually.”

      Then he turned and left Ariana in the care of the others, struck dumb and likely half-blind as well. As he had been when the offer of a paladinship first rolled over him. She wouldn’t regain her equilibrium for days, he knew. Not with the battery of tests and the strains to which she’d be subjected in short order. The mounting mental and physical exhaustion. The psychological strain running her ragged, until she failed or came through the far side baptized by fire.

      Cleansed.

      Ready, he hoped, as there would be little time to recover. Ariana had the right of it. The sands were shifting beneath the Republic’s feet. Jonah Levin felt them moving every day. Felt them now, in fact, as he stepped across the threshold that divided the Chamber of Paladins from the Republic’s Hall of Government. His unsteady footing, threatened by a gathering storm.

      If the Republic were to survive, it needed allies. And anchors.

      Like Julian Davion.

      And Ariana Zou.
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        “Still no word on how the tragic accident that has befallen Prince Harrison Davion will affect the Republic’s relations with the Federated Suns. Sources close to Julian Davion, Lord Markeson, remain hopeful of a continued and strengthened relationship.”

        Thoman Clarke’s Inside Politics, Genève, Terra, aired 10 June 3135
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      Caleb Hasek Sandoval Davion paced the chateau’s third-floor balcony at Thonon-les-Bains, drink in hand, staying well away from the stone rail, yet unable to take his eyes from it. By now he knew every chip, every last moss-filled crack. And as the sun fell towards the snow-capped crowns of distant mountains, and twilight’s coming gloom gathered in the doorways and tall shadows behind the estate’s many trees, he wondered again how his father could have done something like this to him.

      “All of it so magnificently unfair,” he complained. “So…treacherous!”

      The sour taste burning at the back of his throat had not lessened in the last two weeks, no matter how he tried to soothe it. The smoky flavor of his whiskey masked it with every swallow, but too quickly the warm glow faded and left him shivering despite the beautiful, cloudless day.

      He paused mid-stride. Stared down into the wide highball. Swirling the amber liquid, he watched the ice dance through a small whirlpool. The oval cubes tapped musically against the heavy glass, then settled again.

      “Treacherous,” he whispered. And couldn’t help his glance towards the nearby door that let into his private suite.

      The stain had faded, finally. The dark wash of bourbon he’d smashed against the wall, splashing fine Syrtis liquor over the flagstone patio and the leading edge of plush, gray carpet. He remembered his anger, and shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other.

      It didn’t help when Mason Lambert stepped from the room and stood right where the spilled alcohol had pooled. Best friend or not. A piece of gravel caught in the sole of Mason’s boot crunched against the gray flagstone. Gravel. That’s all it was.

      Though it sounded like glass. A shard missed by one of Levin’s expert forensic teams. Pieces they had collected with due solemnity, as if weighed down by the tragedy that had occurred here. A sorrowful event.

      Treacherous.

      “It may seem so,” Amanda Hasek said. She moved to his side from one of the umbrella-shaded seats where she’d waited out his silence. Duchess of New Syrtis and Caleb’s aunt, she was part of the Federated Suns’ contingent to visit for the funeral of Victor Davion. “But truly, Caleb, these things happen without nefarious design. No malicious intent.”

      Which hadn’t stopped her from doubling her personal guard. As if she suspected foul play. Though with tragedy striking so close to home, who could blame her? Amanda Hasek ruled over the Capellan March, fully one-fourth of the Federated Suns, and after Harrison Davion was likely the most powerful among all the Suns’ nobility. Only Corwin and Victoria Sandoval came close.

      And Caleb! Heir to the throne, and now the acting First Prince. De facto, if not de jure.

      “It was so hard to believe,” Caleb said. “All happened so fast…”

      “I know. I know.” His aunt raised a hand to smooth back her coal-dark hair. As a nod to her years, she had finally allowed a touch of gray to creep in at her temples. But no more than that. “Harrison was always so healthy. So alive! Hard to imagine him any other way.” She patted his arm. “I know.”

      But she didn’t! No one did. Though Amanda stayed at the Thonon-les-Bains chateau as part of the prince’s retinue. Had been here that night, asleep, when Caleb also paced his balcony. Waiting for his cousin to arrive from Genève, that great and honorable champion, the hero of the hour.

      A traitor to his blood.

      And as difficult as the late hour had been on Caleb, they were the last moments in which he had felt in any way normal. Before then, at least the household had existed in an uneasy peace. Amanda Hasek quietly at odds with her brother-in-law’s choice of consort, distracting herself by working hard to marry off Sandra Fenlon and Julian when anyone (other than the duchess) could see the two of them were merely humoring her. When Harrison was not entertaining Sterling McKenna, he kept himself busy with matters of state. Julian as well, with the prince’s champion of late taking on more duties than usual.

      And despite his personal gaffe, the near-disastrous relationship he had unknowingly started with Danai Liao-Centrella, Caleb had been given his freedom to roam and explore and indulge himself. As an heir to the throne should be allowed.

      And after… After…The instant paranoia and worry that Harrison had fallen victim to a Republic plot. Or one of the Raven Alliance! Amanda had quickly expelled Sterling from the chateau, not taking any chances with Harrison’s “poor judgment.” Sandra Fenlon was moved to Genève, if only to get her out from underfoot. And Julian—he was kept under close watch by Caleb’s own honor guard officers. Waiting to see what the “champion” might do. Might try.

      Might accuse.

      The sour taste burned at the back of his throat like a rising gorge. His skin tensed and tingled. A few places on his arms and the back of his neck pricked as if stuck by the tip of a blade. Caleb shivered, swirled his drink, then tipped it up and belted back a healthy slug of the warming amber.

      He resumed his slow walk along the stone balustrade. Always at greater length than an arm’s reach from the railing. Not wanting to look over the edge. Never again wanting to see that three-story plunge his father had taken.

      The wild fear in Harrison Davion’s bright blue eyes.

      The short yell, cut off as the large man cracked his head against a second balcony far below.

      The heavy crash of the prince’s body hitting the slope, and rolling down through the brush to fold around one of the large pine trees that isolated the château.

      “I think I should be alone for a while,” Caleb said. He tried to put the authority of the Prince behind it. Nearly got it right. It only sounded a touch empty. Hollow.

      “Of course,” Amanda said. And gave him another pat on the arm. As if he were still fifteen, and spending the summer on New Syrtis. Not a man twenty years beyond those visits.

      Not a prince.

      He waited as Amanda collected her personal bodyguard from the far side of the open-air patio and led the way back inside. She hardly gave Mason a look, obviously trusting her nephew’s judgment in friends more than his own father ever had. The security guard was not so easygoing. He did raise a hand near his breast lapel, as if ready to reach inside his suit jacket for a weapon. But Mason made not one movement as the duchess passed by, quiet and respectful as always.

      “Has to be difficult for her,” Mason said once the duchess had passed inside, out of earshot. “Losing her sister, and her prince as well.”

      Caleb resumed his slow pacing. “I’m her prince now.”

      Prince of the Federated Suns. Leader of House Davion. He had waited his entire life for this. Had never known a moment’s doubt of it, actually. Not one day of his thirty-five years. With ties to the three strongest noble lines within the Federated Suns—the Haseks of the Capellan March and the Sandovals of Robinson and the Draconis March—he had always seen himself as a unifying figure. A living truce among the powerful nobility and the ruling line on New Avalon.

      He’d never had reason to doubt. Until recently.

      “What do I do about him?” he asked. He reached the end of the patio, near a corner where two of the stone walls met. Stayed away from both. Turned and started back the other direction. “What do I do about Julian?”

      Halfway back he stopped. But not to wait out Mason’s answer. Caleb spied a small tag of bright yellow crime scene tape stuck to the balustrade cap, caught in the slight evening breeze and fluttering up from the outside edge.

      He shuffled a half-step closer, craning his neck. The breeze kicked the tape up again. Yellow, with a piece of red lettering. And taped to the rail just at the point where his father had gone over. Where he had—

      Fallen!

      “You do what you have to,” Mason said. “Just like that night, you did what had to be done.”

      Caleb remembered his friend saying just that to him. Stepping up at his side and laying a friendly hand on his shoulder. Comforting him on the loss of his father, who had thrown Caleb over for a cousin! A distant cousin who had taken advantage of the prince’s generosity and sponsorship to eat away at the love Harrison Davion had once known for Caleb.

      The finest schools and training hadn’t been enough for Julian. Nor being named the youngest prince’s champion in the Suns’ long history.

      No. Julian had wanted it all. Had stolen it all.

      Caleb edged up toward the rail. Held the heavy, chilled highball in his one hand. Reached out carefully with the other towards the fluttering tag of tape. Yellow. Bright yellow. A warning. But it wasn’t red lettering, he saw now. It was blood. A smear of blood on the end of the tape. His father’s blood, of course. Right where Prince Harrison had gone over the rail.

      Right after he had told Caleb the chilling, damning news.

      Julian will be my heir.

      His hand trembled as he leaned out toward the balustrade’s stone cap. The sour taste flooded through his mouth, turning bitter, like spoiled adrenaline. Caleb remembered how his father had simply blurted out the truth as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

      Never mind the years Caleb had spent touring the realm, cast out among every backwater world, getting to know the nobles.

      Never mind how hard he had worked to get his officer’s commission.

      Never mind that Caleb was his son!

      We’ll help you understand. We will. And then he had tried to pull Caleb to him. Reaching out. Grabbing hold. Just as Caleb reached out for a handful of the prince’s silk shirt, driving forward…shoving…

      “No!”

      Dashing his drink to one side, leaping forward, Caleb snatched at the fluttering yellow tape. Tore it from the stone railing even as he overbalanced himself and collapsed. Folding over the balustrade, his hips pressed painfully into the stone as he leaned far out over the drop-off to stare at the ground swaying sickeningly far, far below. A shadow fell down and away from him. A large shadow, quickly swallowed up by the night. One short yell, and the sound of the prince’s head smashed against the second railing below, and then silence.

      Silence. And the headlamp from Julian’s car sweeping up the chateau’s long drive.

      And Caleb standing there, watching his father’s body roll down the slope, to lose itself among the brush and trees.

      The scent of spilled whiskey was strong. The ground swayed back and forth, back and forth, as Caleb slowly caught hold of his bearings and hauled himself back from the overhang. Back from the same long, deadly fall his father had taken that night after dashing all of Caleb’s dreams and desires as if they were a mere favor to be dispensed to another as easily as Harrison might grant land or title to some upstart warrior.

      Back from the truth of what had happened.
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