
        
            
                
            
        

    




DEATH FORCE





Waves of heat washed up and over him as dazzling white fire flashed around the Firestarter. Again, he felt himself slammed down into the couch, but his legs had fallen from their positions on the jump jet controls. Some titanic force grabbed his Firestarter at the feet, whipping the thirty-five-ton 'Mech into the air like a doll.


Andrew clawed desperately for the eject button, but gravity pinned his arms into place on the command couch's arms. Spots flashed before his eyes and a dim, horrifying realization crawled up from the place where his nightmares hid. Out of control . . . G-forces too much. Can't black out! Gritting his teeth, he forced his right hand to punch again at the eject button, but consciousness had already drained away before he could hit it.
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Prologue





ComStar First Circuit Compound


Hilton Head Island, North America, Terra


15 July 3027





Standing alone in the center of the First Circuit chamber, she held her head high and glared straight ahead at the Primus. Her golden hair fell to the shoulders of her red robe, and hooded her face, cutting off her view of the other Precentors standing at their translucent podiums. Beneath her feet was the gold star inlaid into the alabaster floor, and the harsh overhead spotlight almost seemed to pin her to the spot.


They do not matter. They may surround me physically and their smug contempt provide background annoyances, but this is a battle between Primus Julian Tiepolo and me. Myndo let a thin smile upturn the corners of her mouth. A battle between the Primus and the Word of Blake.


The spotlight's backglare left no shadows on Primus Tiepolo's lace, whose sallow, waxy flesh was barely a shade lighter than his unpretentious dun robe. His aquiline nose and flat, dark eyes had something predatory about them, and his voice was strong, despite being barely above a whisper. He still has some strength. I must be careful here.


Unblinking, the Primus met her stare. "Do you understand, Myndo Waterly, Precentor of Dieron, that we have summoned you here to account for your actions on May the twenty-second of this year? After hearing your version of what happened, we, the First Circuit of ComStar, will determine whether or not to convene a trial of excommunication. If we do so decide, you will be temporarily stripped of your rights and privileges as a Precentor until the verdict is rendered. Do you also understand that the penalty for the alleged infraction of our directives is death?"


Myndo forced herself to nod calmly. "I do."


The Primus folded his arms, tucking his hands into the robe's voluminous sleeves. "You have been charged with informing the Internal Security Forces of the Draconis Combine that Melissa Arthur Steiner, Archon-Designate of the Lyran Commonwealth and fiancee of Prince Hanse Davion, ruler of the Federated Suns, was present within their territory. This action involved use of information that ComStar had culled from confidential messages sent through our stations as well as through other, covert methods of information-gathering. Your deed, therefore, threatened to reveal some of our Blessed Order's secret operations. It also jeopardized our neutralist posture by helping the Draconis Combine." The Primus paused, fixing Myndo with a piercing stare. "Furthermore, your action flaunted a policy agreed upon by this body—a policy we all know you personally loathe. Do you offer a defense of your action?"


Precentor Dieron nodded slowly. "I would submit, Primus, that my action differed in no way from the other operations ComStar has undertaken. We have used information leaks throughout the two and a half centuries that our Blessed Order has been custodian of interstellar communications. Did not Jerome Blake himself write, 'A well-placed word can defeat a BattleMech legion ...?'"


The Primus nodded mechanically. "You should complete the quote, Precentor Dieron. 'A well-placed word can defeat a BattleMech legion, but worry for the messenger if his duplicity is revealed.' Your claim that your action mirrors those performed throughout our history could only be true if you were to warp beyond recognition the concept of similarity. Only the Primus can initiate when and how we might meddle in the politics of the Successor States—not some renegade Precentor with delusions of divinity!" Tiepolo's voice echoed from the chamber's shadow-shrouded walls, seeming to batter at Myndo from all sides. "Above all, our actions must be subtle!"


Summoning her courage, Myndo laughed harshly. "Subtle? Since when, Primus, have your actions been subtle? In 3022, you allowed Hanse Davion and Katrina Steiner to sign a treaty that bound their two realms together. Next year's marriage between Hanse Davion and Katrina's heir—a match made possible by the treaty's secret provisions—will seal that bargain. At the same time, you directed me to engineer another treaty, one allying the Draconis Combine, the Free Worlds League, and the Capellan Confederation. How is that subtle? Certainly, all the players have seen our hand in this series of alliances. Do you even know what subtle is?"


Myndo's outburst provoked not even the slightest reaction from the Primus. Allowing the echo of her words to die out, he narrowed his eyes. "I understand subtle, Precentor Dieron, and understand it in degrees you will never comprehend. As an example, I offer our gracious reduction in prices for all communications sent out by the guests who will gather here for the wedding of Hanse Davion and Melissa Steiner next year. Already the rulers of the Successor States plan out their lines of communications, and their messages of praise for our action come pouring in. We will be privy to every communication transmitted from this most important of gatherings, and our policy encourages that those messages will be sent in abundance."


Myndo shook her head. "What you consider subtle I find needlessly reckless. I dislike the idea of having so many people invade our home. If anything goes wrong, it will be upon our heads. There is too much that could be discovered here. As for encouraging increased messages, will this not raise suspicions about our motives?"


Myndo waved off the Primus's attempt to reply. "Name one thing, Primus, that you have done in the past that does not bear the stamp of your manipulation." 


The coldness of the Primus's smile shook her confidence, but her anger was undiminished. What is in his mind? she wondered briefly. There is no quote from Blake to answer this.


An amused tone wove its way through the Primus's answer. "I would not have expected you to notice, as you were so busy provoking a war, but Justin Xiang Allard is now a member of the Maskirovka in the Capellan Confederation. His addition to the Capellan intelligence organization will help Maximilian Liao deal with Hanse Davion. Justin Xiang, as he now styles himself, knows how his father, Quintus Allard, runs Davion's Ministry of Intelligence, Information, and Operations. Xiang's addition to ihe Maskirovka should blunt Davion's intelligence operations."


Myndo snorted derisively. "And you claim this chance happening as something you engineered?"


The Primus nodded. "Though we cannot claim credit for having Justin Allard tried for treason and exiled from the Federated Suns, we did manage to turn the situation to our advantage. I ordered dispatches about Justin's victories in the BattleMech games on Solaris VII to be paired with depressing messages also ruing to Maximilian Liao. More often than not, news of Justin Xiang's victories was the only bright glimmer in the Chancellor's dark days. I manufactured Liao's fascination with and hunger for Xiang. That moved him into place."


Myndo bowed her head in a gesture that was equal parts respect and penitence. "I understand what you have said, and I stand corrected." Her head came back up, slowly, and she met Tiepolo's dark stare. "I submit, however, that my action was just as carefully orchestrated. I merely jested to a person known to us as an ISF agent that I was surprised at the Combine allowing bandits refuge in the Styx system. The ISF itself manufactured all the other information. They discerned Melissa's presence on the Silver Eagle. They reacted."


Myndo narrowed her eyes. "What has happened as a result of my actions that is so important? Quintus Allard has successfully created a story to explain why the Silver Eagle was so important, while keeping Melissa's presence secret. Melissa was delivered safely into her fiance's arms. Some bandits, ISF troopers, and mercenary MechWarriors died. This is no great calamity."


The Primus winced, and Myndo's heart leaped. In that instant, she knew that she'd struck some chord that worried him, and that told her he had some weakness she could use against him. By the same token, it means there is something he fears, something he cannot control. Perhaps it is something I should fear as well.


The Primus forced emotion from his voice, but the effort made his lower lip tremble slightly. "One of the mercenaries killed was Lieutenant Colonel Patrick Kell. Indeed, it was fortunate that his Kell Hounds arrived in time and with sufficient force to save the Archon-Designate, but his death unlocks a problem that I believed was safely behind us. I have no doubt that his elder brother Morgan will return and once again take control of the Kell Hounds."


Myndo frowned. This frightens you? "I fail to see the significance of that eventuality, and I challenge the possibility of it ever occurring. The Kell Hounds have not even sent Kell a message about his brother's death."


The Primus shook his head slowly. "No, they have not, nor would they. They will send a messenger to tell Morgan personally. That messenger will also tell him that his old enemy, Yorinaga Kurita, once again fights for the Combine. If the conflict between those two men ignites again, it could become a conflagration beyond our control."


Myndo watched as the strength drained from the Primus's body. It is as though he is deflected from his attempt to crucify me. Myndo opened her hands. "I have offered my defense, Primus. I submit that my effort was subtle, and undertaken at a time when it would have been impossible to summon this august body together. Rash though my judgement may have been, I contend that it has caused no real harm. Let it serve as a lesson for all of us concerning the true power behind information, and let this experience temper our thinking. Let it be so in the sacred Name of Jerome Blake!"


The Primus looked up and polled the Precentors, then nodded wearily. "In the Name of our Blessed Blake, let it be so." His body jerked with an silent laugh. "Your peers absolve you of any guilt. You are free to go, but mark your own words. Let this experience temper your thinking, Precentor Dieron."


Myndo bowed her head. "It shall, Primus. It shall." When next I make a move to undercut your power, it will be even more subtle—so subtle, in fact, that you’ll not see it coming, nor will you survive it.
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New Syrtis


Capellan March, Federated Suns 


10 October 3027





"Damn you, Hanse Davion!"


Duke Michael Hasek-Davion's oath echoed off the white adobe walls of his private office. Angrily, he crumpled the message he'd just read and hurled it across the room. It bounced from the wall and Michael stared at it, wishing fervently that it would utterly vanish or, better yet, have never arrived at all.


The Duke narrowed his restless jade-green eyes and shook his head in a motion that made his long, black braid slither like a snake. "How pained your wording sounds, brother-in-law. Written even in your own hand. You honor me with the information. You trust me with the information." Michael spat at—but missed—the crumpled piece of paper. "You damn me with it."


He crossed to the missive and recovered it in his prosthetic left hand. Returning to perch himself on the edge of his desk, he smoothed out the sheet against his thigh. Though he hated to do it, he reread the message, hoping that somehow he had missed some fact, some nuance, that would cast the whole communication in a more benign, beneficial light.


"My dear Michael," it began—with a lie. "Had it been solely up to me, I would have apprised you of this information much earlier. As well you know, I value your wisdom and devoted service as the guardian of the Capellan March. However, other forces have prevented me from sharing this joyous news with you before now."


Michael snorted derisively. You pretend to blame the security precautions of your own Quintus Allard or the Lyran Commonwealth’s Simon Johnson for this unspeakable breach of faith, but you do not fool me, Hanse. You are not known as the Fox for your slavish devotion to the wishes of subordinates. No, Hanse, I see your shadow hand behind all of this.


The Duke slid from his desktop and crossed the room to stare out the arched window. Any other time, the view he had of the New Syrtis Spaceport would have calmed him, because it was such a strong reminder of how much power he did wield. He studied the dozen egg-shaped DropShips squatting on the tarmac. Their cargo ports stood open for loading, with service personnel hurrying about to fill the ships' empty bellies before New Syrtis's unpredictable weather could close the scheduled launch window.


In and around the DropShips marched BattleMechs on sentry duty. Ten meters tall and humanoid in configuration, the heavily armored war machines moved steadily around the spaceport's perimeter. Though the Duke was too distant to hear the thunder of their heavy tread, he accurately conjured up the sound from memory. Each step raised a thick, red cloud of dust, but Michael saw it as a bloodmist.


I am the master of all this. I command those ships. My orders dispatch them to rendezvous with JumpShips, and my orders send those JumpShips hopping thirty light years at a burst to carry out my whims. And I command the BattleMechs of a dozen Regimental Combat Teams. I should be invincible. He glanced down at the note. How is it that this piece of paper can destroy me?


He forced himself to continue reading. "Ordinary though the situation is, it will come as a shock. Yes, Michael, my years of bachelorhood come to an end next August. In Melissa Arthur Steiner, I have found a woman who is all that I have been looking for."


Michael's fingernails scratched across the window's casement as his right hand slowly tightened into a fist. You speak of your bride as though she is secondary to the whole situation. You call her a woman, but she‘ll reach her majority barely six months before your wedding. Yet, I must agree that you speak true in saying she is all you have been seeking. She is the link that forges an alliance between your Federated Suns and the Lyran Commonwealth. You'd have married her as a babe in bed if her mother Katrina would have stood for it, or you would have wed Katrina herself were she capable of bearing you an heir.


A purple stormcloud roiled overhead, cutting off the soft golden glow of New Syrtis's nearest star. It robbed the angular landscape of its bright scarlet, bathing it in a deep maroon whose color reminded Michael of dried blood. Lightning spikes stabbed down into the earth with terrible power, forcing even the Battle-Mechs to retreat before the storm's fury.


Michael returned to his desk as the storm started the wind howling like a kalacine waiting its turn at a slaughterhouse. "I'm sure, Michael, that you see the political benefits of this marriage. With the Lyran Commonwealth tied more tightly to us, we will box in the Draconis Combine. This means, as you have long requested, that I will be able to shift some of my military resources to your Capellan March. Together, we can strengthen your domain so that the covetous Capellans will be persuaded to look elsewhere."


Michael smashed his right fist into the desk and then, raising it to his mouth, sucked at his bruised knuckles. No, Hanse, you'll not sink your military talons into my realm. No. You seek to be Brutus to my Julius Caesar. You cloak your attempt to oust me with words of friendly intent, but I see beyond them. Once you have married Melissa Steiner, you will need fear no one.


Michael glanced at the shelves behind his desk. There, in rare leatherbound originals or holodisc editions, he had amassed an enviable collection of histories, some dating from the time even before the Star League. His bloody knuckles tasted salty-sweet, but he barely noticed it as his mind raced on.


It's all there, Hanse. Don't you think I know it? Man's history has always been the story of conquest by war. The advent of BattleMechs some six centuries ago did not change this basic fact, yet you have ignored it. You consider 'Mechs to be a necessary tool, yet you do not see these glorious war engines for what they truly are—the highest evolutionary state of mankind's drive for conquest. A warrior may not become one with his BattleMech— though that legend persists—but in his 'Mech, he can reach the pinnacle of his personal abilities.


Michael dropped his hand and pursed his lips. Hanse, you ignore this fact and force me to join you in playing at politics. How much do you know of my ties with Maximilian Liao? If you knew I'd visited him, you’d have stripped me of my office and settled it like a noose around my captive son Morgan's neck. You may have your suspicions about me, but you have no proof. Trust me, Hanse, you shall never have any.


Michael walked over to a map of the Successor States and let the fingers of his right hand trace the slender wedge that marked his Capellan March. My realm, larger even than the Capellan Confederation. I should be one of the five Successor Lords, but you ignore me and the claims of my blood, Hanse. You have forced me to deal with Maximilian Liao because you have refused to give me the forces I need to conquer him. Had I the troops, I could destroy him. Ah, but then, having proved to the entire Federated Suns my ability to lead, I would be able to take your place on the throne so that our people could have a proper leader at the helm of our nation.


The salty taste still lingered on the Duke's tongue as his eyes flicked over the other Great Houses pictured on the map. Already, Hanse, your hatchling alliance with the Lyran Commonwealth has drawn your three foes together. The Draconis Combine's leader, Takashi Kurita, has forced Janos Marik and Maximilian Liao to set aside their bickering so they may deal with you and House Steiner. Their alliance is not as strong as yours, for suspicion continues to undermine the ties between the Free Worlds League and the Capellans but their alliance is far from impotent.


Michael smiled slowly. But then, your rivals do not know your alliance has fledged, do they? News of your impending marriage will galvanize them. They will bind together and they will come to crush you. Michael took a step back from the map. But how may I benefit from this turn of events?


The Duke of New Syrtis tapped his index finger against his chin. Studying his map, he saw how the borders of the Draconis Combine and the Free Worlds League were poised like the jaws of some fierce hunting animal to snap the life from the Lyran Commonwealth, Davion's ally. As his thoughts raced, he slowly nodded to himself.


Yes, I must inform Liao of your betrothal. I will continue to forward the information you send me on strengths and positions of your troops, and I will continue to undervalue the strength of my own troops in the same reports. I will convince Liao that the Lyran Commonwealth could fall to a combined strike by Houses Marik and Kurita.


Liao, that little viper, will agree to this because it means that Marik will shift troops to the Lyran border, giving him a chance to recover some of the worlds his Confederation lost to the Free Worlds League over the past century. Liao, so confident that he knows my own strength, will pull forces from my border to launch an attack on his enemy.


Michael touched the long border between the Davion and Kurita realms. Hanse will strike at the Draconis Combine to relieve pressure on the Lyran Commonwealth. He might even finance some insurrections in the Rasalhague military district, for haven't they always resented House Kurita's domination ? No matter what he does, though, his war will be a stalemate, because he does not possess enough strength to defeat the Draconis Combine.


The pain forgotten, Michael balled his right fist and punched it into the palm of his artificial hand. When the people grow weary of a war that cannot be won, a war launched to help the Lyran Commonwealth and Hanse's child-bride, I will strike at the Capellan Confederation and crush it. I will be the Federated Suns' conquering hero. In one bold stroke, I will prove myself Hanse's superior militarily. I will negotiate a peace and the people will proclaim me the new Prince of the Federated Suns.


Michael returned to his desk, where he took from a drawer his leather-bound copy of the Lyran classic, Origins of the Three Great Families, by Thelos Auburn. Without committing anything to paper, he mentally composed the message he wanted to send. Then, thumbing through the book, he assigned a three-number code—corresponding to page, paragraph, and word numbers— for each word in the message.


As he did so, he cupped his artificial hand in his good hand and pressed his flesh and blood fingers against the joints of their artificial mates. Executing simple, natural, and almost indectectable motions, he recorded the appropriate numbers in a RAM cache that Capellan scientists had implanted in his hand during his first visit with Maximilian Liao. Even the closest observer would see nothing more suspicious than the Duke skimming a book while massaging his artificial hand.


The Capellan engineers had also equipped the hand with a tightbeam, high-speed data pulser that would broadcast information in one incredibly short burst. Limited to a range of about four meters, its onboard programming prevented operation unless activated by a signal sent from a receiver—a receiver of the type built into the local Capellan Ambassador's prosthetic leg. Then, by pressing his thumb to the base of his little finger, the Duke could pulse the message out.


Michael closed the book and returned it to the desk drawer. Scanning the stacks of documents on his desk, he quickly selected one showing the local Capellan Ambassador's letterhead. Michael read the text, then stabbed the button on his personal intercom. "Agnes, tell Ambassador Korigyn that I expect him in my audience room in two hours."


His personal secretary hesitated, her fear almost crackling through the speaker. "Forgive me, Your Grace, but the Ambassador is not in the capital right now . . ."


"I don't want you giving me his excuses, Agnes!" he snarled. "If that idiot thinks we're going to increase his embassy's yearly shipment of vodka from the Confederation just so he can sell it on the black market here to keep his mistress, he is sadly mistaken. Two hours, Agnes, or there will be hell to pay."


Michael never heard her reply. He patted his left hand and smiled to himself. In two hours, the Ambassador will get this information Hanse has so graciously supplied me. Korigyn will turn it over to ComStar and their HyperPulse generators will flick it across the stars via their communications network. Liao should have it in a matter of days, and then he will act. Through him, I shall light the fuse that will throw the Successor States into one final Chaos, and from the ruins will I rise to rule supreme over all. . .
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Sian


Sian Commonality Capellan Confederation 


15 October 3027





Justin Xiang smiled as his subordinate, Alexi Malenkov, handed him a stack of blue files. "I appreciate this very much, Alexi," he said, setting the files on his desk and idly covering them with his left hand. A black leather glove sheathed the prosthetic limb, and Justin chose to ignore Malenkov's look of repugnance as his gaze fell on the lifeless hand.


Nodding his blond head, Malenkov quickly recovered his composure. "I assumed, Citizen Xiang, that you would be especially interested in our reports on how the Davion unit you once commanded had done in the recent military exercises. The First Kittery Training Battalion will be shifted, in a month or so, from probationary status because of their performance, and will become part of the Davion Light Guards, First Battalion."


Justin smiled easily. "Is Captain Redburn still in command, or did they provide a new commander for the unit?"


Malenkov seated himself on the edge of Justin's desk and lowered his head to just beneath the level of the gray cubicle walls. "It's all in the reports, Justin. Because of Redburn's loyalty to you during the trial, Count Vitios recommended that he be replaced. Apparently, however, the MechWarriors in the battalion protested and he was retained."


"Good." Justin raked his right hand back through his straight black hair. "When do you anticipate your analysis team will finish up with their assessment of the Moravian part of Operation Galahad '27? Lady Romano is quite concerned with the units used in that battle. She maintains that the First Bell Training Battalion was configured along the lines of Marion's Highlanders, the 'Mech regiment serving on her world of Highspire, and she was upset at the 'casualty reports' suggesting that the defenders, the Sixth Crucis Lancers Regimental Combat Team, ripped the Bell Battalion apart."


The analyst from the Tikonov Commonality of the Capellan Confederation shrugged. "Your father has his Counter-intelligence Division working overtime to give us plenty of false data about Operation Galahad '27." Malenkov smiled weakly. "The report Romano Liao is talking about has been utterly discounted."


Justin pursed his lips thoughtfully. "That's something."


Malenkov nodded, then a pained look came over his face. "Unfortunately, the real report about that exercise is almost as dismal as the fake. About the only thing the Bell Battalion did right was to capture a mining center, but that was because it had been abandoned during a hideous blizzard in the area. The Bell Battalion got lost in the same storm and stumbled upon the mine—which was never the objective of the exercise."


Justin chuckled softly to himself. "Were the Highlanders able to accomplish as much against the overwhelming forces pitched at their surrogates, we'd be more than happy."


Malenkov raised his head and looked around toward the other cubicles, then hunched down and nodded enthusiastically. "Just don't let Lady Romano hear you say that."


Justin raised an eyebrow. "My dear Alexi, remember, we are the Maskirovka. Others must fear that we will overhear them utter disloyal truth, not the other way around." Justin shot a glance at the appointment book on his desk, then looked up at Malenkov. "See if you can get a preliminary report from your people in the next two days. I..."


Justin hesitated as a slender, smiling man framed himself in the cubicle's doorway. He shared Justin's oriental features, dark hair, and brown eyes but the sharpness of his expression—while not unhandsome—gave him a calculating, cunning look. He smiled at Justin, and nodded respectfully at Malenkov.


"Excuse me, Citizen Malenkov. Justin, we have been summoned immediately." The visitor pointed toward the ceiling with his index finger as he spoke. Silhouetted against the bronze flesh of his hand and wrist, Justin saw the ten-centimeter long nails on the last three fingers of the man's right hand.


Justin stood and stretched. "Do you know what he wants, Tsen?"


Tsen Shang shook his head. "No. The message just came down from Chandra Ling's office. She told me to collect you and to report to the Chancellor without delay."


Justin nodded thoughtfully. Summoned to a meeting with Maximilian Liao by the head of the Maskirovka. I hope this is more than one of Liao's temper tantrums. Justin turned to Malenkov. "Alexi, light a fire under your analysts. I want you at your desk, or easy to reach, while I'm in conference—just in case I need you to bring me some data."


Malenkov nodded and Justin swept past him. Shang led the way from the Analysis Division to the elevators. The two Death Commandos flanking the elevator up to the Palace checked their identification papers and radioed for permission to allow the pair passage.


Justin and Tsen Shang shared a secret smile as the commander barked a tinny order that made the soldier flinch. Ashen-faced, the guard inserted a key in the lockplate and twisted. The inlaid bronze doors opened and the Maskirovka agents entered the wood-paneled box.


Once the doors had closed and the elevator was climbing up from the subterranean depths, Justin turned to his companion. "I realize you might not have wanted to speak in front of Malenkov. Have you any clue to what the Chancellor wants?"


Shang shook his head. "The Chancellor has been edgy of late..."


Justin nodded. Both Maximilian's daughters, Candace and Romano, have been fighting since they arrived on Sianfor their father’s birthday. They've trapped him in the middle of their little war, and he's been in a bad mood ever since. Justin coughed, then shook his head. "If I've been asked in, we can bet it has something to do with the Federated Suns. Do you think it's new troop strengths and deployment figures from our friend?"


"Possible ..." Tsen Shang looked at his right hand and flexed it like a claw. The overhead light glinted off the black and gold nails. "I don't like the way this whole thing feels . . ."


Justin stared at the talons and barely heard Shang's comment. He'd seen those carbon-fiber reinforced nails slash through thick leather as though it were tissue paper. He still wondered if Shang kept them coated with the poison he liked to use on Solaris VII, where he had succeeded in recruiting Justin.


The elevator slowed to a stop and the doors slid open soundlessly to admit the two men directly to the Chancellor's throne room. Normally hidden behind a wall panel, the elevator opened midway along one of the rectangular room's long side walls. The half-light cast strange shadows over the teak lattice-work that screened hidden alcoves in the upper half of the opposite wall. Though Justin saw nothing to indicate they were being watched, he did not feel totally comfortable.


Glancing at the people assembled in the room, he understood why Shang had been disturbed by the summons, and it heightened his own sense of unease. This is bad. I can feel it.


Tall and slender, Chancellor Maximilian Liao stood before his massive throne. His steel-gray eyes stared down at the sheet of paper clutched in white-knuckled fingers. The sheet trembled with the rage Justin could feel pouring off the Chancellor in unseen waves. The Chancellor's lipscurled back from his teeth in a silent snarl as he reread the words.


Standing below and to the right, Chandra Ling seemed untouched by her master's fury. Small and slight, this gray-haired, elderly woman appeared to be nothing more than a benign grandmother. Justin narrowed his almond-shaped eyes. She's the grandmother type, but no one gets to be the head of the Maskirovka by baking cookies—unless those cookies are laced with cyanide and fed to one's rivals.


Across from Chandra Ling, Maximilian's two daughters stood side by side. Romano, the younger of the two, barely concealed her irritation. With angry twists of the head, she flicked her reddish-brown hair back across her shoulders while pure rage flared in her green eyes. With her gold silk robe tied only loosely at the waist, it gaped open enough to provide a glimpse of her MechWarrior's cooling vest. As she impatiently shifted her weight from one foot to another, the robe revealed glimpses of her slender figure and long legs.


Justin noticed that her agitation lessened slightly when she saw Tsen Shang. I wonder if she was angry at having been called away from 'Mech drills, or if she couldn't understand what might have been delaying Shang ?


Candace Liao, heir-apparent to the throne, also seemed to notice the shift in her sister's attitude. Clad in tight black leather boots, slacks, and a looser leather blouse with padded shoulders, Candace raised her chin and slowly folded her arms across her chest. Her long, black hair fell to mid-back, but the thin ribbons of it falling forward of her shoulders framed her exotic face perfectly. Her eyes half-closed as she made eye contact with Justin, then she turned and watched her father.


Justin felt a thrill tingle in his belly, but quickly smothered it. No, Justin. She's got her father's cunning and quick temper, and her mother's icy soul. She’d use you up and spit you out. Were her sister less obvious in her pleasure at seeing Shang, Candace would never have even noticed you. That is as it should be, for she's a tiger and you should be a mouse.


Maximilian's head came up and he spitted Justin with a savage stare. "You, Xiang, you are Quintus Allard's son! Why did you not know of this?" He held the message up in his right hand like a torch. "Are you sent here to betray me?"


Liao's accusation ignited a jet of fear that quickly changed to anger in Justin's heart. He opened his mouth to snap a harsh denial, then hesitated. Ease off, Justin. He's not thinking rationally. How can you defend yourself when you don't even know the charge? Bowing his head, Justin replied quietly, "Forgive me, Celestial Highness, what should I have known?"


"This, dammit!" An inarticulate sound of rage squealed from the Chancellor's throat. "Hanse Davion is to marry Melissa Steiner!"


The information hit Justin like a laserblast. He hugged his arms to his midsection and swallowed back the caustic bile that bubbled to his throat. He bent forward and shivered. Slowly he straightened up and addressed Maximilian Liao in a low, cold voice. "Had I known that information, Supreme One, I would have communicated it to you the instant I was exiled from the Federated Suns. Had I even guessed at it, had I heard even the slightest hint of it. . ."


Chandra Ling's voice sliced like a razor through Justin's denial. "Had you any suspicions, Citizen Xiang, you would have died at your own father's hand before he would have permitted you to leave the Federated Suns."


Liao glanced down at the Maskirovka mistress and snorted derisively. He studied Justin again, then stiffly lowered himself onto his throne. "Of course, the Director is correct." He nodded at her, half-lowering his lids. "Your shock at hearing this news is obvious. Still, you and Shang are my top two people in the Davion section. Why have we not known before?"


Shang bowed. "I offer no excuses, Excellency, but I should point out that Davion's Ministry of Intelligence, Information, and Operations sends out much chaff, through which we must sift carefully to obtain any kernels of truth in reports we get.


True, we did not provide you the information that you now have, but we can surmise how the negotiations took place, and where the meetings were held."


Liao frowned and made to wave away Shang's explanation, but Romano straightened up and smiled at the Maskirovka analyst. "Please, explain what you mean," She turned and smiled sweetly at her father. With a nod and a sigh, he gave Shang leave to comply with her request.


"Thank you, Lady Romano." Shang cleared his throat and gestured with his right hand. "You might recall the reports we had that a Lyran ship had been hijacked into the Draconis Combine roughly four months ago."


The Chancellor nodded. "Yes, I seem to remember something about rescue by a mercenary unit." He looked up at Justin and frowned. "That unit in which you have a brother, wasn't it? The Hell Dogs or something . . ."


Justin nodded. "The Kell Hounds, Enlightened One."


Shang continued. "We received initial reports that a highly placed member of the Lyran court had been traveling in secret to the Federated Suns on that ship. Our sources reported the purpose of the trip as medical treatment at the New Avalon Institute of Science. Since then, we have determined that no such treatment ever took place, and we have confirmed schedules and firm reports of sightings for all the important members of the Lyran court. Obviously, the purpose of the visit was to seal an agreement— prompted by the success of the 3024 accords you signed with Marik and Kurita on Terra—that arranged for the marriage."


Liao leaned back in his throne and steepled his fingers. "Why did you not have this information before?"


Shang hesitated, and Justin stepped forward. "If I might, Highness, I would suggest that we did not have this information sooner because of the bureaucracy and the way it has become entrenched. Getting the reports we needed to confirm these suspicions took months . . ."


Liao shot forward. "Who denied you this vital data? Give me his name and he will be dealt with shortly. I will not have incompetents around me."


Candace glanced at Justin, then moved forward, eclipsing her sister. "Father, I do not believe Citizen Xiang is singling out one person as the cause of this problem." She turned toward Justin and nodded at him. "Please, Citizen, continue."


"As your daughter has suggested, it is not the fault of any one person, Universal Paragon. Consider that, for the longest time, the Maskirovka was concerned with the Free Worlds League. This is a valid concern, and the civil war we prompted there certainly sapped much of House Marik's vitality. Because of this attention, the Maskirovka's Marik section has grown, and much of the information from the Lyran sector now filters through it. The longer the chain, the slower the transmission and the more likely the distortion of the message."


Tsen Shang nodded cautiously. "Citizen Xiang and I have also noticed a reliance in our sector on the troop information and other intelligence coming from Michael Hasek-Davion."


"What is wrong with that?" the Chancellor roared. "It is from him that we have finally learned of this marriage."


Shang held his hands forward. "Nothing is wrong with using his information, Highness, but our other operations seem to be secondary to this one source. The information still comes in, but our analysts are so busy sorting through the Duke's data that they cannot clear as much of the other data as they should."


Liao narrowed his eyes and turned to Chandra Ling. "What are you doing about this?"


Ling smiled serenely. "In my discussions with Shang and Xiang, they have suggested creating a 'crisis team.' It would be an elite group of analysts concerned solely with solving special problems or investigating odd situations. They would operate at a level just below my office, and could command information from all the sectors, bypassing the normal bureaucratic channels."


Liao nodded curtly. "Very well." He pointed at the two analysts. "You will assemble the staff you need and will move into the Palace. I want you here and on call at all times. You will never be more than twelve hours distant from me, unless I order you away on some mission."


Shang's jaw dropped open. Justin shared a timid glance with him, then looked up at the Chancellor. "Excellency, I believe the Director might have more suitable candidates in mind for this crisis team."


Liao rocked back in his throne. "How could she disagree that the two of you are the correct choices? You are new enough in the Sian organization not to have become trapped in the bureaucracy. It is your plan, and so you will execute it. I am certain the Director sees this as the only logical choice."


Liao glanced down at the Maskirovka Director long enough to see her weary nod of agreement, then he stared off above the heads of both analysts. "Now, what shall we do about this treacherous new turn of events that Hanse Davion has engineered for us?"


Before they could answer, Liao had shot to his feet, anger darkening his expression. Justin turned just enough to see the chamber's main door opening and the helpless minister cringe beneath Liao's verbal assault. "What are you doing?" the Chancellor screamed. "I gave orders I was not to be disturbed!"


"May I die a thousand deaths if this is not important, O He-Whom-The-Universe-Envies." The pale minister looked back toward the outer chamber. "It is Lord Victor Robertson, the Federated Suns' Ambassador. He says he comes concerning a matter of great urgency!"


"Indeed!" Maximilian Liao settled back down on his throne like a cat basking on a sun-warmed window sill. "Send him in. It has been too long since I have eaten a Davion envoy alive. This I shall enjoy."
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Sian


Sian Commonality Capellan Confederation 


15 October 3027





A large, robust man with a thick shock of black hair, Lord Victor Robertson ate up the distance between the door and Liao's throne with the enthusiasm of a child dashing for presents. A large, most undiplomatic smile displayed his true feelings, though it faded slightly when he noticed Justin standing beside Tsen Shang. He shot Justin a dagger glance of pure hatred, then faced Liao and bowed respectfully.


"I am grateful to you for taking the time to see me." Robertson's tenor voice expressed deep sincerity, yet rang with a counter-current that Justin recognized instantly.


Victor, you cannot fool me. I remember the time you spent as my father's aide when he served in the Embassy here. You have something up your sleeve. But what is it? Justin lifted his head and caught Candace watching him. She turned away smoothly. Smoothly, but not naturally enough to prevent suspicion. What does she have up her sleeve?


Maximilian Liao bowed his head, then smiled in his most predatory fashion. "I will always have time for an envoy from the Fox." Liao swept his right hand toward his daughters. "You remember, of course, my daughters Candace and Romano."


Robertson bowed to them—though not as deeply as he had to their father—and smiled. "A pleasure, as always. It must give you great joy to have most of your children here for the coming celebration."


Liao ignored the veiled reference to his disinherited son Tormana, and nodded at the mistress of the Maskirovka. "And you have met Chandra Ling?"


Again Robertson bowed and smiled effortlessly. "Madame Ling and I met two years ago, or has it been even longer than that?" When Ling made no reply, the Davion Ambassador shrugged almost imperceptibly. "It is good to see you, Madame Ling."


Liao let his smile grow as he directed Robertson's attention toward the two Maskirovka analysts. "Lest you think me impolite, allow me to present Tsen Shang and Justin Xiang. They are Maskirovka specialists in dealing with the Federated Suns."


Robertson reinforced his automatic smile and nodded to Shang. "If I may be of service . . ."


The Ambassador started to turn back toward the throne, but Liao did not let him escape so easily. "Oh, it occurs to me that you might already know Justin Xiang. I believe you knew him as Justin Allard."


Robertson stiffened. "If it pleases you, Chancellor, I would prefer not to renew my acquaintance with this quisling."


Liao stood. "It pleases me, Lord Victor, for you to be polite to my citizens."


Justin stepped forward and offered the Ambassador his right hand. "Hello, Victor."


Robertson ignored Justin's gesture. "Xiang! You should have died on Solaris VII. It would have saved everyone so much trouble."


Justin smiled slyly. "Lost some money on that last fight, did you, Victor?"


Robertson turned back toward Liao. "Chancellor, I have come on important business for my Prince."


Liao shook his head slightly, then wearily settled back against his throne. "This, Ambassador, I cannot understand. In the Federated Suns, you place so much importance upon mission and duty. Here, in my realm, we value friendship and people even higher. I would have thought you pleased to see an old friend again."


Robertson started to reply, but Justin cut him off. "The Ambassador was not, Celestial Worship, a friend per se. He worked for my father and spent much of his time pushing my stroller through the Teng Gardens and the Chou Zoological Park."


Liao stiffened. "Forgive me then, Citizen Xiang, for forcing remembrances of this servant upon you."


The Chancellor plunges the knife in, and I get to twist it. "No matter, Highness, I recall him fondly. He served well."


Robertson's face flushed scarlet, but he managed to retain his composure. "If you will permit me, Chancellor, I serve still better now than I ever did before. I have a message here for you from my Prince. Hanse Davion, I am told, personally wrote and sealed the letter. It has come by JumpShip all the way from New Aval on with instructions that I deliver it into your hands." Robertson drew a small tan envelope from the breast of his suit, and extended it toward the throne.


Liao slitted his eyes. "Citizen Xiang, bring the envelope to me."


Robertson half turned to shield the note with his body, but Justin plucked it from his hands effortlessly. Never did have a MechWarrior's reflexes, did you, Victor? Sharing a smile with Maximilian Liao, Justin mounted the steps to the throne, but his head did not rise above the level of the Chancellor's own pate.


Liao took the proffered missive, but stopped Justin's retreat with a single word. "Wait." He slid a finger beneath the seal and broke open the envelope. Pulling the folded note from the envelope, he glanced at the writing on it and smiled. "As I suspected, the Prince wrote it in his native tongue. If you will, Citizen Xiang, read it."


Justin accepted the note and hesitated. Davion's own handwriting, that's certain. One word caught his eye and the shock registered throughout his body. No! I cannot believe it! Justin glanced up at Robertson and his heart sank. You know, don't you, you bastard, and all your training can't keep the mirth from your eyes.


Liao leaned forward and rested a hand on Justin's shoulder. "I meant for you to read it aloud, Citizen."


Justin nodded. "Forgive me, Universal Wisdom, but I am not sure..."


The hand tightened on his shoulder, and Liao's voice grew colder. "But I am, Citizen, read it... ALOUD."


Justin swallowed hard. "My dear Chancellor, I know this is unorthodox, and official documents and invitations will follow soon, but I wanted you to hear it from me first. On August 20 of next year, I shall wed Melissa Steiner, and the day would not be complete without your presence."
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New Avalon


Cruris March, Federated Suns 


21 October 3027





The image of Lord Victor Robertson smiled out from the holovid screen. "And so, my Prince, Justin Xiang read your note aloud, as he had been so commanded. You would have loved the look of dread that turned his face pale. Trapped between you and Maximilian Liao, he suddenly came to the realization that you could reach him even in the heart of the Capellan capital."


The Ambassador let his unbridled pleasure at the tale he was about to relate show on his face. "When Liao heard the words Xiang was reading, he snatched the paper from him and read it over to himself. Then he ripped the note into a cloud of scraps, and stared down at me." Robertson hunched his shoulders and thrust an imperious finger at the audience. In a fair imitation of Liao's hoarse and angry hiss, the Ambassador continued. "Leave here immediately, you jackanapes. Tell your master that this is an outrage!"


The Ambassador bowed his head. "I regret to report, my Prince, that I was not able to carry away a formal reply to your message."


Hanse Davion hit the pause button on the remote control and froze his Ambassador's image on the screen. He turned and smiled easily at the other two men in the room. His light blue eyes flashed with pure pleasure. "The Ambassador did well."


"Indeed." Quintus Allard, the acting Minister of Intelligence, Information, and Operations nodded his white-maned head toward the leader of the Federated Suns. "Not only does he accurately portray Chancellor Liao in a rage, but his report of the people assembled 'by chance' in the throne room indicates that something was up."


The third man in the room wore the blue and gold uniform of a Colonel in Davion's House Guards. "You don't suppose Hanse's note to Michael was being discussed in that room, do you?"


Hanse Davion stared at his best friend. "Once again, Ardan Sortek, your ability to locate a needle within a haystack amazes me."


Ardan shrugged. "As much as I hate politics, Hanse, you know I despise traitors more." Ardan turned his attention from the red-haired Prince to Quintus Allard. "Michael got his note on the tenth. Could the news have been transmitted that quickly to Sian?"


Quintus nodded. "For a huge fee, ComStar can transmit anything across space very quickly. I would guess that the information in that note to Michael would have been considered important enough to be sent by the quickest possible means. Even though we all agree that Michael must be working with Liao, proof of their collusion is not conclusive, and some facts might even contraindicate the idea of their partnership."


Hanse stood and walked from the overstuffed chair back to his ancient wooden desk. "Break it down simply, Quintus. What do we have that suggests Michael was the one who transmitted the information?"


The Minister smiled. "Within two hours of receiving your message, Michael demanded an audience with the Capellan Ambassador, Serge Korigyn. The meeting was short, and by some reports, very heated. Aides believed, at one point, that the two would come to blows."


Hanse nodded. "Nothing in the meeting has been taken as an information transfer?"


Quintus shook his head. "We only have a written transcript of the meeting. As you know, we have still been unable to get recording devices in: Michael is paranoid about them and has the place swept constantly. My cypher section has poured over the words and they cannot discover the trace of any code in them. We've even tried correlating the speech patterns with other speeches or conversations we have on file for either man. The meeting dialog came across as natural and unrehearsed."


Ardan frowned. "I had really hoped that this trap of yours would work, Hanse. We knew the information would be irresistible to Michael—and vital to Liao."


Quintus held up a hand to calm Ardan. "Michael's not out of the woods yet, Colonel. He summoned Korigyn from a hunting lodge, and the Ambassador appeared in full regalia—everything from rubber waders and a warm jacket to a bird dog. At one point, when the Duke and the Ambassador stood nose to nose arguing, the dog began to howl."


Hanse lifted an eyebrow. "The dog was trying to protect its master?"


Quintus laughed. "Reports from the field agents we slip into the Capellan Embassy from time to time report that this dog has no territorial instincts at all. In fact, the agents say that for a scratch behind the ears and some treats, the dog will stand guard while they're placing bugs around the compound. No, it was not protecting its master. I think something hurt it."


Ardan stood and crossed to the small bar in the corner to Hanse's right. "What do you mean, hurt it?" He opened a refrigerator and withdrew a bottle of soda water. "Nobody in the room hit the animal, did they?"


Quintus shook his head, both to answer the question and to refuse the refreshment Ardan offered him. "You may recall that some of our people hypothesize that Michael was using a sonic transfer device to shoot encoded data over to a Capellan agent? Because we can't record in the office, I never had any proof. I'm willing to bet, though, that a sound at a frequency too high for a Human to hear would probably sound like a piercing shriek to the dog. It's flimsy, but we'll work on it."


Ardan smiled. "What will you do, bug the dog?"


Quintus nodded. "Orders to that effect went out last night."


Hanse frowned. "Something you said earlier bothers me. That there was evidence to contradict collusion between Michael and Max Liao. Explain, because if this is true, we're working a strategy on a very shaky foundation."


The Minister nodded slowly. "Don't take what I said as a denial of Michael's treason. Never doubt it. Michael is selling us out. Liao's troop movements are perfectly consistent with the figures and strengths we send Michael. There is even some movement on the Draconis border that suggests Liao is leaking information to Takashi Kurita. Fortunately, the information we've been passing Michael could be considered, at best, flawed. In fact, because of Liao's reliance upon Michael, some indications show Capellan field operations to be withering in our area."


Hanse pursed his lips. "So, what is it that makes you think Michael and Max are not working fist in glove?"


Quintus laughed. "Well, just as we are sending Michael false information, it appears he is doing the same to Max Liao. Michael faithfully and accurately passes along information on Federated Suns troops and operations, but he has been altering the reports of his own troop strengths. We know this by the way Liao has been posting troops facing Michael's forces. The Liao garrisons are 10 to 20 percent understrength for the troops they are facing."


"Why, that little weasel!" Ardan shook his head. "Can't trust him at all. Is he loyal to anything?"


Hanse nodded slowly. "Michael is loyal to House Hasek. His father, Duke George Hasek, worked hard to improve the family fortunes, and Michael grew up believing in the 'Hasek Destiny.' He married my half-sister Marie to ensure a place in the line of succession, and until I marry and my wife bears me a child, Michael's son Morgan is, technically, my heir."


Hanse leaned back and steepled his fingers. We could have worked together, Michael. You would have been where Quintus Allard is now if you'd not chosen to work for yourself instead of the Federated Suns. You have never understood that your father made the family famous through his service to the Federation. "It is a pity that Michael has strayed so far from the fold."


Ardan shook his head. "Whatever happens, he'll have brought it on himself. He wants to play both ends against the middle, and it just won't work."


Hanse nodded his agreement. He glanced down at his desk and picked up a piece of paper. "By the way, Quintus, I want you to congratulate Sarah Hebert for her work on those documentary features that have been showing on the networks. According to our polls, acceptance of the alliance and the people's positive impressions of Melissa are up sharply."


The Minister smiled and nodded. "I will tell her. She's asked if she can do a docu-drama about the Kell Hound rescue of the Silver Eagle. She only knows the public story about the Kell Hounds going in to pull a Lyran official out of Kurita hands. I thought that perhaps she could work on the project, and if it is written correctly, we could give her the real facts toward the end of the project. She could shoot some new scenes with an actress who looks like Melissa and the program could be broadcast soon after your wedding."


Hanse frowned. "I like your idea, Quintus, and I think it would be a fine idea for her to produce a program about the rescue. The difficulty I have with shifting the focus late in the project is that it won't focus the story on the Kell Hounds. I'd rather have a vid on that incident be full of action and with emphasis on duty, loyalty, and patriotism than let it turn into some sort of romance capitalizing on my new wife's image." The Fox smiled. "Let her do the first one with the focus on Patrick Kell and his sacrifice. Later, we'll give her the facts and let her do 'the Real Story.' "


"As you wish, my Prince."


I am indeed fortunate to have you with me, Quintus. And you. too, Ardan. "One more thing, gentlemen. Tomorrow we release the news of my betrothal to the people, but a few of the details are still incomplete." Hanse turned toward Ardan Sortek. "If you have nothing else to do on the 20th of August next year, Ardan, would you consider being my best man?"


Ardan's bottle stopped halfway to his mouth. "I, ah, Hanse, you honor me."


The Prince chuckled at his friend's surprise. "Dan, we've known each other for a long time, and a closer friend in these worlds I do not have. You alone stood with me when Maximilian Liao managed to substitute a double for me. If not for you, I wouldn't even be here, and the whole of the Federated Suns would be in ruins. How could I choose another man to stand with me?"


Ardan sighed heavily. "All that praise just for being your friend. Just to be asked means a great deal, Hanse. I don't know how to thank you enough."


"It's simple, Ardan. Just say yes."


Hanse's broad grin began to shrink as Ardan hesitated. "I wish it were that simple, Hanse. Were you just my friend asking me to stand with you, I would accept without question." Ardan met Hanse's ice-blue eyes. "Please understand, Hanse. I dearly love Melissa, and I know there will be nothing but happiness for the two of you. I do, honestly, wish you all the best. . ."


The Prince lowered his eyes. "But you will not stand beside me. . ."


Glumly, Ardan shook his head. "I cannot, Hanse, because you're more than my friend." Ardan pounded his fist on the bar. "The one time you act without considering the political angles— as I wish you could act all the time—is the one time you should consider the politics. And just my luck, too." Ardan leaned heavily forward on the bar. "For the sake of all you hold dear, I have to refuse in favor of another."


Hanse brought his head back up slowly. What have you in mind, my apolitical friend? "Give, Ardan. What sort of plot is that festering in your brain?"


Ardan straightened up. "No plot, Hanse. Just clearer thinking than you've allowed yourself on this subject. I would suggest that as your best man, you employ Morgan Hasek-Davion."


Hanse blinked twice. "Morgan?" The Prince frowned and thought. Choosing Morgan would send a signal to the people of the Capellan March that I have not forgotten them, but what would it say to Michael? The Prince turned toward Quintus Allard. "Opinion?"


Quintus chewed on his lower lip for a moment. "Yes," he said thoughtfully. "That choice would be appropriate in a number of ways. Morgan is well-known and popular both in the Capellan March and throughout the rest of the Suns. In essence, because he is your 'heir,' single, and a MechWarrior with a good reputation, he plays well as a subject for the media. Morgan is most often linked with holovid stars in the trash magazines, but his performance with the Heavy Guards has won him praise in military circles."


Ardan shot Quintus a wink. "Not only that, but remember when he hosted the Prince's Humanitarian Awards and Charity Ball last June while you were off on Northwind? I saw a vid of that whole thing later and he came off as witty, charming, and likeable."


Hanse shook his head and held up his hands. "I understand how well people like him. I like him. I brought him to New Avalon as a hostage against his father, and everyone knew it. But Morgan seemed to forget why he'd been called from New Syrtis. In just a few months, he 'owned' my people and this world." Why can't you two see what is my real concern about him? "Dammit, gentlemen, he's a Hasek!"


"Hanse, he's a Davion!" Shaking his head, Ardan stepped from behind the bar and positioned himself in front of the Prince. "I've talked to him here, in court, at parties, in the barracks, and during operations for Galahad. He's a Davion, through and through. His father may despise you, but Morgan sees himself as a Davion. His first duty is to your House, and you'll never know how thrilled he was to be called to New Avalon." Ardan stared at his friend. "If he's disloyal, I can't see it."


Hanse frowned impatiently. "Reading disloyalty is not your job, Ardan. Quintus, what say you?"


Quintus smoothed the white hair at the nape of his neck. "Everything I have on Morgan echoes what Ardan says."


"Yes, but how certain are you of the information?"


Quintus looked puzzled. "Sire?"


Hanse held up his hands. "Take it for granted, gentlemen, that I believe what you have to say about Morgan. That said, let us look at this from a worst-case scenario. Maximilian Liao and Takashi Kurita ascended to their throne by engineering coups that 'eliminated' their own fathers. With the marriage threatening to move Morgan out of the succession, he would be motivated to strike, were he so inclined. And there will be ample opportunities for him to do so, especially if he is my best man. I can't cast him in that role and then have you, Quintus, making security arrangements without letting him know about them. That would put the lie to any good will we might get out of this choice."


Ardan snorted derisively. "Now you're getting too political, Hanse. What do you want to do, slip a spy in on Morgan?"


Light glinted in the Prince's eyes. "Better that than be slain at the altar." He looked over at Quintus. "The agent we used to keep tabs on your son Justin on Solaris VII... the woman whose jaw he broke. What was her name?"


"Lady Kym Sorenson."


Hanse looked away, his eyes focusing distantly. "She has recovered from her injuries and is prepared to work again?"


The Prince's spymaster nodded. "She's even here on New Avalon, sire. Enrolled as a student at the New Avalon Institute of Science to monitor suspected ComStar ROM agent activity."


"Shift her primary focus away from that. Keep her at the NAIS. That's good cover, but I have a more important mission for her." The Prince glanced at an appointment calendar on his desk. "I'll have a party to celebrate my betrothal a week from Friday. Morgan will be there, of course. By then, I expect him to be escorting Lady Kym. I want her to determine the depth of his loyalty."


"As you will, my Prince."


Hanse sat back and smiled to himself. Yes. Morgan is an excellent choice. If his loyalty does prove true, his appointment will reap other fruit as well. It will tell Michael Hasek-Davion that no matter how strong he believes himself and House Hasek, I have his son. And in Morgan, I have House Hasek itself.
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Zaniah III


Isle of Skye, Lyran Commonwealth 


22 October 3027





Captain Daniel Allard stared out the aircar's window as the reddish-yellow wasteland flashed below and beside at dizzying speeds. The aircar's shadow raced ahead of the craft, flittering like a black spectre over the uneven desert landscape. The driver, a Brother from the monastery, clearly enjoyed racing the vehicle over the kilometers of trackless canyons and long-dead lava flows that separated St. Marinus House from the rest of Zaniah III.


How will I ever tell Morgan that his brother is dead? Dan swallowed hard against the lump rising in his throat. Patrick used to tell me that the way to tell next of kin should be whatever way I'd want to hear about the death of my own kin. Watching the wild landscape rush past, Dan thought about the sad irony that now he'd be using the dead Patrick's advice to announce the man's own passing.


Brother Keith banked the aircar around a massive red sandstone column and down into a valley. "Not too much longer, Captain Allard."


Dan managed a weak smile. "Thanks." He wiped his brow against his forearm. "Hot here, isn't it?"


The cleric nodded. "And this is the cooler season. Morgan says that were the desert a BattleMech cockpit, the computers would constantly be threatening to shut down and most pilots would have fainted from the heat."


Dan nodded, then shot a cautious glance at Brother Keith. "How is he?"


"Morgan Kell?"


"Yes."


Brother Keith inhaled slowly, then frowned. "I've only been here for the last five years, so I've only known him that long. He's been here ... what... eleven years?"


Dan nodded. "Since 3016."


"Right." Brother Keith shrugged. "A lot of what I know is from what others have told me—which isn't that much, because people here aren't much given to gossip. I've been told, though, that living here has done wonders for him. He's come to grips with most of the demons haunting his soul, though he maintains that some things still prevent him from formally entering the order." Brother Keith smiled. "Pity. He's a good man."


Yeah. I can recall a time when I would have made the same comment about Morgan. Dan swallowed and remembered the day that had been the proudest of his life till then. Despite the layers of conflicting emotions around it, the memory raised a smile. When Morgan showed me the letter from Hanse Davion assigning me to the Kell Hounds for my six years with the Armed Forces of the Federated Suns, hell, that was better than graduating from the New Avalon Military Academy at 18. Not only had Dan managed to enter and exit that academy younger than anyone else in its history, but one of the hottest mercenary units in the Successor States had asked for him. He had felt higher than the universe that night, but the fall was as swift and surprising as the rise.


Brother Keith glanced over at the slender, blue-eyed man who was his passenger. "You were there, weren't you? You were on Mallory's world when it happened to him . . ."


Dan stiffened. "You mean his last battle? The one with Yorinaga Kurita?" He nodded slowly. "If that's the fight you're talking about, yes, I was there. If you mean the 3013 campaign when Yorinaga killed Prince Ian Davion, no, I wasn't there. I'd not joined the Kell Hounds at that point."


Brother Keith slid the aircar down a small slope and into a broad arroyo. Sand and dust billowed up around the vehicle, but the cleric managed to keep ahead of the cloud. "Yes, I meant the 3016 battle. What really happened to Morgan?"


Dan hesitated and the seconds-long silence felt heavy and awkward. "I'm sorry. I don't mean to pry," Brother Keith said apologetically. "It's just that Morgan always seems so normal and friendly and open until the conversation touches on his past. I don't mean to suggest that anyone is trying to dig into his background ... Anyway, the history of the Kell Hounds is an open book. Open, except for what happened in that battle on Mallory's World."


Dan forced a grin but there was no smile in his eyes. "No offense taken, Brother Keith. As they say in MechWarrior circles, 'No autopsy, no foul.' What happened in that battle has never been a closed or hidden story." Dan's reserve began to thaw as dread drained from his insides. "You just haven't spoken to anyone who knows about it."


Brother Keith swallowed and steered the aircar around a huge Hydra cactus. "I must confess, Captain Allard, that before I realized my vocation, I dreamed of leaving the regular army and joining a mercenary company. I read all I could about contemporary merc MechWarriors. I devoured Jay Mitchell's book about the battles for Mallory's World. But his account of the final battle, in Hell's Anvil, seemed so unreal."


Dan sighed heavily. "Mitchell fictionalized much of the last third of the book. Granted that the Kell Hounds weren't talking much at the time that Mitchell was finishing up the book, and the Draconis Combine had scattered the men in command of the Second Sword of Light. That guy Mitchell ended up drawing on unreliable sources to create what he thought was the only possible explanation for how a single mercenary battalion could have driven an elite Draconis Regiment from the field."


Brother Keith nodded. "I heard and read about how good the Kell Hounds were, but I couldn't see how your First 'Mech battalion could hold off Yorinaga's regiment. It couldn't be done, no matter how much time you'd had to prepare or how good your defenses were."


Dan nodded. Those were my thoughts exactly as I watched their DropShips burning into the atmosphere above us. We'd already heard how elements of the 36th Dieron Regulars had pinned down our 2nd Mech Battalion far to the north. We knew there would be no reinforcements coming to save us.


"Mitchell was right when he suggested our defenses were good. We had created a situation where the Kurita 'Mechs had to come in at us in places where we had overlapping fields of fire. If you look at our defensive positions and the reported strength of the Kell Hound First 'Mech Battalion back in those days, and compare them with our reported strength after the battle, well, it looks like our defenses paid off. The big problem with that approach—the approach that Mitchell used—was that our 'Mechs were in the same shape before the battle as after it. We'd not lost any 'Mechs in the earlier battles, which is a credit to our Techs, but we weren't all up to full strength, either."


The aircar left the arroyo and sped across flat desert expanses. Brother Keith pointed toward a red mesa rising tall above the shimmering heat of the desert. "That's St. Marinus." He glanced over at Dan. "So, Captain Allard, what did happen?"


Dan shrugged heavily and winced as the slight pain from a recent collarbone break lanced down from his left shoulder. I'll tell you the part you can understand. "Colonel Kell—Morgan— marched his Archer down out of our defenses. He opened a channel to the Draconis commander, Yorinaga Kurita. In Japanese, after Kurita fashion, Morgan slowly gave an accounting of his lineage and the Kells' proud history as MechWarriors. It's an old tradition among samurai, and one still respected within the Draconis Combine. It honors the combatants."


Dan stared straight ahead while the landscape blurred past. "Yorinaga Kurita walked his Warhammer out in front of the Second Sword of Light regiment. In turn, he gave an accounting of his lineage in English. Once he'd finished, the two 'Mechs closed."


Brother Keith frowned. "Closed? The Archer is armed with long-range missiles as its main weaponry. Why would Morgan close with a Warhammer?"


Dan shook his head. "I don't know. The Warhammer, with its particle projection cannons, short-range missiles, medium and small lasers, is built for close combat. Morgan came in at Yorinaga, and never used his LRMs. He used the medium lasers in his Mech's arms and scored hit after hit on the Warhammer. Yorinaga staggered the use of the two PPCs so that Morgan couldn't rush him while the Warhammer ran hot. He also used his SRMs and lasers to keep Morgan at bay."


Dan's voice dropped to a deeper bass rumble. "Morgan hit the Warhammer's right PPC twice and it appeared he'd knocked it out. Then he moved in quickly, perhaps intending to use his Archer's hands against the Warhammer or to get inside the PPCs optimum range. That's when Yorinaga brought the right PPC up and its charging coils came to life.


"That bolt of blue lightning sheared straight through the Archer's right shoulder." Dan stopped and his eyes focused distantly. When I saw that limb drop to the ground and Morgan's Archer stumble to its knees, I knew he was done for. I saw the targeting image of his 'Mech fade from my scanner screens, but I never questioned how it was possible for that to happen. I guess because I knew it was some kind of omen.


"Yorinaga moved closer and raised both PPCs. He pointed them straight at Morgan's Archer as it knelt there helplessly. Somehow, though, the twin bolts flashed around the Archer and ripped jagged furrows through the ground beyond it. Morgan answered by triggering two flights of LRMs."


The cleric frowned. "But he was far too close for them to be effective, wasn't he?"


Dan nodded. "The flight was too short for the missiles to arm themselves, but that didn't matter. They battered the Warhammer, crushing its armor and bathing the 'Mech in fire as propellant exploded. Missiles spun the Warhammer, but somehow Yorinaga kept the 'Mech on its feet. Morgan's desperate tactic had failed to destroy his enemy."


Dan tugged at the aircar's shoulderstrap and leaned forward. "Yorinaga threw everything at Morgan's Archer, but it didn't matter. SRMs flew off wildly and exploded in random patterns across the landscape. Lasers and PPCs passed around or wide of the Archer as though Yorinaga had been blinded by the attack. His Warhammer was definitely operational, but he allowed the Archer to struggle to its feet."


Dan licked dry lips, remembering how the Archer had simply vanished from all their screens. Every ghost story he'd ever heard about 'Mechs piloted by men who had already died in the battle filled his mind. Seeing the Archer stand upright, he had believed that Morgan was dead and it was his ghost that now drove the Archer. How wrong was I?


"Morgan levered the Archer up off the ground with its good arm, then just stood there as Yorinaga's assault stormed around him. Morgan didn't return fire. He closed the LRM launch pods and opened the Archer's empty left hand. Then, in a move both subtle and elegant, he finished off Yorinaga."


"What? What did he do?"


Dan chuckled lightly. "He bowed."


"Bowed?" Brother Keith shook his head as the aircar dropped down the last hillside and raced toward the towering mesa. "I think Mitchell's account is more believable."


Dan smiled wryly. "There are times, Brother Keith, when I share your belief. Morgan made the Archer bow, and Yorinaga immediately stopped his attacks. The Warhammer executed a similar, yet deeper, bow, then straightened up and Yorinaga cracked his 'Mech's canopy."


Brother Keith smiled. "That's when he threw out his two swords, the katana and wakizashi."


Dan frowned. "That's not in Mitchell's book."


Brother Keith shrugged. "I know, but I've seen the blades. Morgan has them hanging on his wall. Those blades are over three hundred years old, did you know?"


Dan nodded absently. So Morgan did take the blades with him when he left. "Yorinaga ordered the Second Sword of Light to retreat. One Lieutenant dared broadcast a protest, suggesting that


Yorinaga had been injured. Yorinaga destroyed the Lieutenant's 'Mech in a withering assault. Out of respect for their commander, the rest of the unit withdrew as commanded."


"What about Yorinaga's death haiku?" the cleric asked as the red-rock mesa housing the monastery filled the aircar's view-screen and heralded the journey's end.


Dan shook his head. "It wasn't a death haiku. I've heard it translated as:





Yellow bird I see.


The gray dragon hides wisely.


Honor is duty.





"The gray dragon is the Second Sword of Light. That's their regimental patch. The Yellow Bird is a bit of Draconian mythology . . . it's supposed to be the only enemy the Dragon knows. A lot of the analysts I've talked with since seem to think that Yorinaga saw, in Morgan, or the Kell Hounds, or the battle for Mallory's World, something that would destroy the Combine. He decided, at all costs, that he must withdraw from the fight and inform the Coordinator of what he had seen."


Brother Keith nodded and slowed the aircar. He steered it toward an arched opening tall enough for even a ten-meter-high 'Mech to pass with ample headroom. As the aircar passed through the opening and into the mesa's hollowed and shadowy interior, the temperature dropped sharply from the sweltering heat of the desert. Brother Keith brought the aircar to a stop near the base of a stairway carved from the mesa's blood-red stone.


The aircar's gull wing doors slid up and Dan peeled himself from the vinyl seat. When he straightened up, the MechWarrior towered over both Brother Keith and another, rounder, balding Brother who had arrived at the base of the stairs in time to greet both driver and passenger. Dan narrowed his eyes. Shave off twenty years, six or seven kilos, give him back his hair, and that guy'd be the spitting image of Hermann Steiner.


The elder Brother extended his hand to the mercenary. "I am Brother Giles, Abbot of St. Marinus House. I bid you welcome, Hauptmann Allard. Ah, forgive me. You Kell Hounds use the term Captain, I believe."


Dan nodded slowly. This is Hermann Steiner! Steiner was the man who had resigned his commission as Commander of the Second Royal Guards to keep those who supported his brother Alessandro from using him as a force against Katrina Steiner. So this is where he ended up. "Thank you for meeting me, Brother Giles. I would like to see Morgan Kell as soon as possible."


The Abbot nodded gravely. "I understand, Captain Allard, but I wish to speak with you first. St. Marinus House is a sanctuary for MechWarriors who renounce the violence of their past." Brother Giles turned and waved Dan up the stairs. "Our community is named for a martyr who chose not to renounce God to win a promotion to the rank of centurion. Because the men who are here have come of their own free will, I attempt to shield them from the outside world."


"I appreciate your concern, Abbot, but I would not have come all this way if it were not a matter of the utmost importance."


When they reached the landing, the Abbot stepped around Dan and swung the door open for him. "I understand this, Captain, and that is why I sent a car for you. Morgan has not formally become a member of the community, and so my jurisdiction does not extend to him. Still—" the cleric shrugged—"I am concerned about his well-being and sanity."


"Sanity?" Dan frowned.


"Ah . . . Captain . . . perhaps that was not the precise word. But you have seen battle and death and you know how it can change a person—warp him or destroy him. Morgan has conquered many of the demons plaguing him, but there is still one he cannot control."


Dan seated himself in the chair indicated by the heavyset cleric. "What are you talking about?"


Brother Giles settled himself behind his desk. "Something still haunts Morgan Kell, Captain Allard." The former MechWarrior pointed out and up toward the sky. "Something waits for him out there. He's hidden here for eleven years and he's prayed every day to avoid it. Now, with your arrival, he no longer can."


Dan felt suddenly cold. "What is waiting for him?"


The Abbot pursed his lips and stared hard at the Kell Hound Captain. "I believe what he fears is the encounter with his own death."



 



6





Zaniah III


Isle of Skye, Lyran Commonwealth 


22 October 3027





In silence, Brother Giles and Daniel Allard rode the elevator to the top of the mesa. When the elevator doors opened, it was at half a level below the uneven, weathered surface. Brother Giles pointed toward a wide ramp curving up and around to the brilliantly lit exterior as waves of heat washed into the elevator.


Dan stepped from the elevator and slowly walked up the ramp. How will I tell him? Yes, Patrick Kell died a hero, but is that any solace? Will he even care? Dan shivered, then ground his teeth in anger. You still care about your brother Justin, despite his defection. How could you expect less from Morgan?


Dan rounded the ramp's corner and instantly spotted Morgan Kell. Tall and muscular, yet lean—wolf-lean—the ex-Mech Warrior stood with his back to Dan. He was clad only in a loincloth, the ends of which fluttered in the hot desert breeze, and the sunlight etched his muscles in sharp highlights and dark shadows. The deep bronze of his flesh hid all but the barest traces of scars earned in his career.


The wind ruffled Morgan's long black hair and blew enough of it away from his profile to let Dan see that he wore a beard. Because the other man had his head bent forward in prayer, Dan did not speak. The wind, too, suddenly became quiet, no longer drowning out the sounds of Morgan Kell’s strong, even voice.


"Soul of Christ, sanctify me," he said. "Body of Christ, save me. Blood of Christ, inebriate me. Water from the side of Christ, wash me. Passion of Christ, strengthen me. O good Jesu, hear me. Within Thy wounds hide me. Suffer that I not be separated from Thee. From the malignant enemy, defend me. In the hour of my death, call me, and bid me to come to Thee, that with Thy Saints, I may praise Thee for ever and ever. Amen."


When Kell's head came up, Dan spoke softly, though he felt a shiver of awe. "Colonel Kell?"


Morgan Kell was a big man but he turned gracefully. Despite the beard, Dan saw the same handsome face he remembered and the same wary look of cunning that had inspired fear in many an enemy over the years. He also saw the changes wrought in the man who once commanded the Kell Hounds. The surface changes—the wrinkles at the corners of Morgan's eyes and the streaks of gray shooting through his beard and hair—were ones he had expected. The other changes, though, startled Dan.


He looks so peaceful, so much more restrained than before. Brother Giles was right. Morgan has changed. Dan stared into the other man's brown eyes and felt an uneasy roiling in his guts. He also looks haunted. . .


A slow smile brought some animation to Morgan Kell's face. "You're Dan Allard." Kell's gaze flickered toward the patch riding on the left breast of Dan's tunic. "And still with the Hounds?"


"Yes, sir." Dan straightened up and saluted. "It's good to see you, Colonel."


Morgan awkwardly mimicked Dan's motion, but it was as though a salute were a gesture alien to him. He furrowed his brow. "I know why you're here, Dan. It's him, isn't it?"


Dan's mouth went dry. How can he know? All the Kell Hound staff agreed we shouldn't send him the news by message. We wanted someone who knew Patrick to deliver the news. Not some ComStar acolyte who didn't care.


Morgan turned and clasped his hands behind his back, his silhouette strong against the western sky. "I knew this would happen some day. I knew it wasn't finished eleven years ago. Yet I've hoped and prayed this day would never come."


Dan bowed his head. "You and the rest of the Kell Hounds, sir."


Morgan turned back toward Dan. "Very well. When you return to the Abbot's office, tell him to give you the packet of messages I passed to him when I arrived. Then have him drive you into Starboro so that ComStar can send them out as soon as possible. I'll join you in a day and we'll ship out from there."


What's going on here? Dan wondered. He doesn't seem at all sad about his brother's death. He shook his head. "Sir?"


Morgan stiffened. "What didn't you understand? You don't believe I would forget him, do you? Yorinaga Kurita has returned.


Our truce is at an end." Morgan looked at Dan. "Tell me . . . Where does Patrick have the Kell Hounds now?"


Shocked, stunned, Dan stared blankly at Morgan Kell. "Colonel, Patrick Kell is dead!" Dan's hands balled into fists. "Yorinaga Kurita killed him. Patrick sacrificed himself to save Melissa Steiner and the rest of the Kell Hounds."


"NO!" Long hair whipped back and forth as Morgan shook his head violently. "No! That was not supposed to happen. It was not supposed to happen that way!" He dropped to his knees, and except for a few strands pasted to his cheeks by hot tears, his long black hair shrouded his face. "I never would have let it happen!"


Anger that Dan had kept buried for eleven years burst through the walls where he'd entombed it. "You'd never have let it happen, would you? You gave up all responsibility eleven years ago when you abandoned us." Dan stabbed a finger at Kell. "You more than abandoned us. You broke the Kell Hounds, then scampered off to this hellhole. No explanation, no apology. You just bolted and left us to pick up the pieces."


Morgan looked up, agony threading his words. "I did what had to be done."


Dan laughed. "Did you? You drove off two-thirds of the Kell Hounds. At your request, two full battalions left the regiment, but you never told any of us what you had said to make them leave like that. You reduced us from a regiment to a single battalion. Why didn't you tell us what was going on?"


Morgan looked down. "You'd not have understood."


"No?" Dan spat in disgust. "Let me help you understand what happened after you left, Colonel." He spoke the title with contempt, but Dan was beyond caring. "You'd recruited me straight out of the New Avalon Military Academy and I was so proud to be the Lieutenant in charge of a Recon Lance. But when you sent the others away, the whole structure of the Kell Hounds collapsed. Responsibility for the 'Mech company fell to me."


Morgan straightened. "You flatter yourself. Patrick and Salome Ward were there, too."


Dan shook his head incredulously. "How blind you must have been then. Unless too much time here has dimmed your memory, Salome Ward was more than a staff officer to you, Morgan. Hell, you two might have thought your romance was a secret, but everyone in the regiment knew about it. When you vanished without so much as a word, it crushed her. Sure, she was strong enough to keep on doing whatever had to be done, but she did it mechanically. It took a long time for her to find herself again."


Dan narrowed his eyes and willed Morgan to melt beneath his fierce gaze. "Your brother—God! You've got no idea how much you hurt him. He believed that you had dissolved the regiment because you wouldn't trust him with so many men's lives . . ."


"That's not it. . ." Morgan interrupted harshly.


"I don't care what your reasons were, Morgan, that's what your brother felt. It ate away at him, and for the first three years after you left, he was always second-guessing himself. Then he just made up his mind to become the best damned battalion commander possible. He did that, Morgan, and I know he hoped you'd be proud of him."


"I was. I was always proud of him."


Dan snorted. "It's too late for that now, Morgan. Did you know how proud Patrick was of you? He never took the rank of Colonel. He remained a Lieutenant Colonel because, he said, you were the Kell Hound Colonel. All our contracts have a clause that allows you to break them whenever you decide to return to the unit. Hell, Patrick even refused offers from several other mercenary battalions that wanted to bring us back up to regimental strength by joining up, because he said that was your decision."


Dan shook his head. "Do you know what we called it, Morgan, when you left? We called it 'The Defection.' Everyone who came into the Kell Hounds soon learned not to ask about the Defection. Your defection, Morgan, haunted Patrick even to his deathbed."


Dan hesitated as a lump rose in his throat and tears filled his eyes. "You know what he said to me as he died? He said, 'Dan, tell him, tell Morgan I understand. Tell him I finally understand.' To the last, Morgan, to his very last moment, the Defection rode him and drove him."


Morgan sagged forward, but held himself up on his two arms. Dan saw tears splash onto the red rock, but the dark stains evaporated almost as quickly as they appeared. He could sense the tension easing in Morgan's body, but felt no similar release of his long pent-up anger.


Morgan straightened up and stared into Dan's cold blue eyes. "I accept your judgement of the evil I did to my brother and Salome. I await an accounting of the pain I have caused you, Daniel Allard."


Morgan's words unlocked the anguish Dan had shut away during the Defection. "What pain you caused me . . ." He hung his head. "I thought you'd accepted me into the Kell Hounds because you believed I had value. You'd praised my performance in exercises and battles. I always kept my lance one step ahead of the enemy and did all the things I was supposed to do. I kept my people alive, and I thought you saw great potential in me."


Dan laughed harshly and shook his head. "As people started to leave us, I began to notice that you'd selected the best and the brightest to be sent away. I believed you had a plan of some sort, that you had trusted only the elite with that plan. I waited and waited for you to come to me with a mission. When you left, and I found myself suddenly having to hold a mercenary battalion together, I hated you. I felt betrayed, and I felt unworthy. You made me doubt myself—that was the pain you caused me, Morgan, but it's nothing compared to what you did to Salome and Patrick. I recovered soon enough and held the Kell Hounds together just to spite you."


Morgan rocked back onto his heels, hesitated, then stood in one slow, smooth motion. "I have much to atone for. I know that words alone cannot absolve me, but perhaps, in your case, they can help ease the pain." Morgan swallowed hard. "You were correct, in part, that I sent good and competent men and women away from the Kell Hounds during what you call the Defection. And I did, indeed, consider you very strongly for a most important part of that plan . . ."


Dan frowned. "But?"


Morgan exhaled slowly. "I saw you as too valuable to the Kell Hounds. No, I did not expect or envision or desire the effect that you say my leaving had on the Kell Hounds—especially for Salome and my brother. Had I suspected then what you tell me now, I would have found another way. I may have utterly underestimated the level of chaos, but I did know it would be a difficult time for the Hounds. With your youthful enthusiasm and fire and intelligence, I believed that you would be the kind of person who could hold the Kell Hounds together. With Patrick, Salome, and you as leaders, I knew the unit would attract the best possible MechWarriors and that the Kell Hounds would one day be powerful again."


Dan stared at the half-naked, unkempt man across from him and knew that he was speaking the truth, however improbable his words might seem. Dan looked quizzically at Morgan. "Why didn't you tell us?"


Morgan opened his hands and shrugged helplessly. "I couldn't. For the very same reasons that Patrick, Salome, and you were perfect to lead the Kell Hounds, I could not tell you why I was fleeing or why I'd sent the others away. None of you are stupid, but you all tend to see action as the solution to most problems. In the situation that I saw, to act would have been to die."


Dan shook his head. "I still don't understand why you couldn't have told us. We would have followed your lead."


Morgan smiled. "Would you? If I had told you I must go away because of one man, would you have refrained from seeking him out and destroying him? I don't think so." Morgan sighed heavily. "Worse yet, Dan, I myself came only gradually to realize what I've just told you. When I first left the unit, my emotions, my hopes, dreams, and fears were a jumble. Intellectually, I could sort things out enough to act upon some of them, but emotionally, I felt as though I were drowning. I felt—I knew—that I would be condemning you all to death if I spoke my thoughts."


Dan nodded slowly. "And all this has something to do with Yorinaga Kurita and the battle on Mallory's World?"


"Yes." Morgan turned and stared out across the desert. "As long as he remained in exile, there was no danger. Now, despite the pain I caused, it appears that my precautions were worth the effort." Morgan fell silent for a moment, then shivered despite the heat and turned back to Dan.


"You recall what I asked you to tell the Abbot?"


Dan nodded. "To give me the messages for ComStar and to carry them to Starboro so they can be sent."


Morgan smiled. "Yes. Add one thing more. Where are the Kell Hounds now?"


"Northwind, Federated Suns. Our contract's with the Lyran Commonwealth, but we've been on Northwind since June because the Archon loaned us to Hanse Davion at his request. Salome is Acting Commander."


Morgan nodded. "Good. Send her a message. Ask her to take the Kell Hounds to Thorin. She'll get further instructions there. Then wait for me in Starboro. We'll be shipping out in two days."


"Bound for Thorin?"


Morgan shook his head. "Tharkad. I must speak with the Archon." Morgan's face had changed, his expression became remote. "Now, if you will excuse me, I wish some time alone."


Dan nodded. "Morgan?"


"Yes?"


"Though I deeply regret the circumstances," Dan said in a low voice, "it feels so right to have you back."
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New Avalon


Crucis March, Federated Suns 


22 October 3027





The Davion Heavy Guards troopers who had gathered at the Fox Den Tavern cheered as Morgan Hasek-Davion's image again appeared on the video screen. Morgan, as he had done in the ten previous replays of the news segment, shook hands with Hanse Davion on a balcony overlooking a cheering throng. "It is a great honor to be asked to serve as best man at your wedding ceremony, Prince Hanse, and I gladly accept the duty and responsibility that goes along with it."


Seated deep in the tavern's darkest corner, Morgan Hasek-Davion watched his own image on the screen. Part of him recognized that he was the tall Mech Warrior with flowing red hair and the broad, strong build that many called his Davion traits. It was true, he thought, that he and Hanse Davion looked more like brothers than uncle and nephew. Morgan shuddered as the image froze on the screen, then blurred away as the helpless tavern keeper rewound the tape once more in response to the Heavy Guards' demands to see the segment again.


Morgan shook his head and looked down at the half-drunk beer in his hands. I know that was me on the screen, but at the same time, it's not. Looking up at the screen again, he sighed. That Morgan Hasek-Davion harbors none of the doubts and concerns I have. Morgan pushed his chair back from the table and slowly waded through the crowd toward the door.


One of his lancemates, Leftenant Ben Colson, spotted him and called out to him. "Hey, Major, where are you going? We're not done toasting you yet."


Morgan smiled broadly. "Just want to get some air, Ben. I'll be back." He looked around the room, then pointed to the holovid screen. "Been in crowds all day ..."


Colson nodded and winked conspiratorially, then turned back to the screen. Morgan wormed through a couple of tight spots, then escaped into the cool night air. The Fox Den's door shut behind him, and except for the hum of the sodium streetlights, silence enfolded him.


Morgan began to walk. Though he had no conscious destination, his feet soon took him to the Davion Peace Garden. The huge trees arching overhead formed a dark, solemn tunnel. How odd to find myself here, for I feel in no way at peace.


Morgan remembered his image on the holovid screen and the commentary of a woman from the Social Functions Administration. "Morgan Hasek-Davion is Prince Hanse's nephew," she had said, "the son of the Prince's half-sister, Marie. You can see how much he resembles the Prince. He has the broad shoulders and that characteristic red hair of the Davions." Well, she got it half-right, at least.


A slight breeze plucked at Morgan's long hair and blew a lock of it across his face. He pushed it away and unconsciously coiled the strand around one index finger. She never mentioned how I wear my hair long, as does my father. Nor she did point out that I have my father's green eyes, or that my muscular build was inherited from the Haseks. In seeing so much Davion in me, she's as blind as my father. Morgan again looked around and saw that his wandering had carried him deeper into the park—almost halfway to the NAIS. Off to the left, down in the bowl of a grassy amphitheatre, he saw the dark silhouette of the park's latest monument. Morgan stepped over the walkway railing and approached the stone and steel statue.


The flickering golden light of a memorial flame flashed highlights across the trio of figures that comprised the tableau. On the left was a panther—stylized enough to reflect oriental origin—as it recoiled from the middle figure. That figure, a wolfhound already torn and bleeding from several wounds, bared its fangs and lunged at the big black cat. The dog's defiant spirit was expressed in the suicidal assault, for its injuries were portrayed as nearly mortal. Behind the dog, crouching in horror, a child peeked at the warring animals through splayed fingers. A rope bound around the child's waist extended enough above the sculpture to suggest the child's imminent rescue and to validate the hound's courageous sacrifice.





Morgan looked down at the bronze plaque set before the burning flame, and read aloud: "In Memoriam: For those who gave their lives to save the hijacked DropShip, Silver Eagle, 26 June 3027. The fruits of your sacrifice will live forever." Morgan listened to the echoes of his words drain away into the darkness, then glanced at the list of names immortalized on the plaque. Heading the list was the name of "Lieutenant Colonel Patrick M. Kell."





Morgan shook his head. I mourn your loss, Patrick, but how I envy your sense of duty. You suffered no confusion. You knew what had to be done and you did it. Morgan again looked up at the steel wolfhound. I feel as torn and battered as that dog, yet I cannot see my duty as clearly.


But you, Patrick Kell, you had it easier than I did. Once you learned that your cousin Melissa Steiner was trapped within the Silver Eagle, your duty was clear. You only faced a superior Draconian force. You shed your blood to save your blood, but I am trapped between my two halves.


Morgan turned from the memorial and trudged across the grassy field toward the walkway and the NAIS. I am a Davion. First and always, my duty is to my Prince and the Federated Suns. I know Hanse originally brought me to New Avalon to guarantee my father's good behavior, but it didn't matter to me. He brought me home! I respect him as my leader and my kin, and I cherish him as a friend.


At the same time, though, I feel as though I am betraying my father. I know that he and Hanse fought a secret but no less nasty battle to see who would become Prince after Ian died on Mallory's World, and my father lost. What's worse, though I love him, I know my father was wrong. I want to bring the two of them back together again, but I fear that accepting the request to be the Prince's best man will only drive them further apart.


A woman's loud squeal of fear came suddenly from the darkened grove to Morgan's right, shocking him from his brooding. He vaulted the walkway railing and burst through the shrubs at top speed. Swerving at the sight of the woman and her three assailants, he tackled the tallest of the men. Slamming his shoulder into the man's stomach, Morgan knocked the wind out of him. They both went down hard, but Morgan rolled to his feet instantly and whirled to face the other two muggers.


The blond woman struggled and broke free of her captors. Clutching torn clothing, she cowered as the hoodlums turned with evil grins toward her rescuer. The one closest to the girl— his right eye already blackening where she'd hit him—taunted Morgan, "Ain't got your machine, robogrunt. . ."


Morgan roared defiantly and lunged forward, stabbing a stiff-fingered hand into the other man's stomach. When the hoodlum folded around the blow, Morgan straightened him up with a knee to the face. The thug jackknifed backward and out of sight into the shrubs.


The last man swung a roundhouse left to the side of Morgan's face, snapping his head around. Morgan half-stumbled, then caught himself and rose grinning. "Is that the best you can do, little man?" Balling fists the size of grapefruits, Morgan towered over the mugger. "I don't need a machine to take you apart."


Morgan took a single step forward, which instantly inspired the thug to turn and attempt to run off. He slipped first, giving Morgan the chance to administer a savage kick to the man's posterior, ejecting him from the grove through a thornbush. Screaming more from terror than pain, the man vanished into the night.


Morgan spun, but the other two hoodlums had by now also made good their escape. Knowing that he was safe for the moment, Morgan crossed to where the woman crouched. He dropped to one knee beside her. "Are you hurt?"


She looked up at him and stared as though not understanding his words. She hugged herself tightly and shivered. Fear shot through her blue eyes like laserfire, but then her eyes cleared. "My God, they were going to . . ."


Morgan settled his huge hands on her shoulders. "Take it easy. They can't hurt you now. Are you all right?"


She swallowed and shook her head. Her blond hair, a bit shorter than Morgan's own red locks, brushed the backs of his hands with the movement of her head. "I, I think I'm fine— physically, I mean. They didn't hurt me, really, just tore my chemise."


Morgan instantly unzipped his uniform jacket and swung it around to cover her. As the blue woolen coat settled over her shoulders, she pulled it tight. "Thank you. It's so warm." She looked up and saw that Morgan now wore only a sleeveless t-shirt beneath the jacket. "No, you mustn't. You'll be cold."


Morgan shook his head and pulled the neck of the shirt down so that she could see the thatch of thick red hair covering his chest. "It's like wearing a sweater all the time. In fact, it's hell in an overheating 'Mech. I'll be fine. Do you think you can walk?"


She nodded, and Morgan helped her to her feet. Leaning heavily on him, she smoothed out her plaid woolen skirt and brushed away some leaves and twigs that clung to it. Smiling, she took one step forward, but her right ankle collapsed. "Oh!" she cried out, falling against him.


Morgan caught her easily. "Did you twist your ankle?"


She nodded ruefully. "Actually, I injured it two weeks ago while fencing. I must have reinjured it."


"Well, you're not walking anywhere on that ankle tonight." Morgan smiled broadly. "Put your arms around my neck."


She frowned but complied cautiously. Once Morgan felt her hands on his shoulders, he dipped and scooped her up into his arms.


"Wait a minute, mister," she began. "I don't just let strange men carry me around . . ."


Morgan laughed. "I saw that earlier, remember? Come on, I'm in Davion's Heavy Guards. You can trust me."


She raised an eyebrow. ". . . said the spider to the fly." She studied his face, then smiled. "I'm sorry. You're right. You did save me ..."


Morgan nodded and walked them both from the grove. "Well, just so you won't think of me as a strange man, permit me to introduce myself. I'm Morgan." He half-expected her to recognize him, but somehow he was pleased when she didn't.


She smiled warmly. "Well then, Morgan, introductions all around. I'm Kym Sorenson, and I'm very grateful for your help."


"Where to, Kym?"


Kym pointed off toward the NAIS lights. "My apartment is just this side of campus. If you want to put me down, I can probably limp along to it."


Morgan shook his head firmly. "None of that. We Heavy Guards are known as 'The Strength of the Davions,' and this is my chance to prove it." Holding her tightly, he thought about his ruminations of only a few minutes before. "Would that all my duties were so sweet..."
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Nashira


Dieron Military District, Draconis Combine 


23 October 3027





Chu-sa Narimasa Asano and Sho-sa Tarukito Niiro bowed deeply toward their leader. "Konnichi-wa, Tai-sa Kurita Yorinaga-sama," said Narimasa as he led his subordinate toward the white satin cushions opposite the low desk. Each man had removed his shoes at the door to pad silently across the polished wooden floor.


With a wave of his hand, Yorinaga Kurita wordlessly invited his junior officers to be seated. Setting aside the report he had been reading, he respectfully bowed his graying head toward them. Folding his hands into his lap, he waited for Narimasa to begin the briefing.


Having been raised to be polite, Narimasa avoided staring at Yorinaga. "The Genyosha is now up to the full level of strength you have requested, Tai-sa, with the exception of one staff officer. We have replaced the men and machines lost in the battle against the Kell Hounds on Styx, and additional recruiting has brought us to forty-eight individual MechWarriors. This fulfills the Coordinator's desire for us to be a reinforced battalion of four companies."


Sho-sa Tarukito nodded as Narimasa turned toward him. "The Azami company is fully operational, though some friction exists between them and the two mainline companies. The Azami jealously cling to their Islamic beliefs, which has led to some misunderstandings with our own citizens. I believe, however, that this reaction to the Azami is based on the superior scores they have achieved in all exercises.


Narimasa nodded at Yorinaga. "I have instructed our officers to let their MechWarriors know that we should all strive to equal or best the Azami scores. Perhaps it was this that brought a marked improvement in performances by the two Kurita companies, and even from the Rasalhague company. Still, the Azami commander, Chu-sa Saladin Bey, believes that the situation would calm down if you would consent to dine in his company's area from time to time."


Yorinaga nodded, then looked to Tarukito. The Sho-sa cleared his throat. "The Rasalhague company is shaping up well, but the lack of leadership hurts them in two ways. Obviously, they have no one to direct them, and so their training lags. Those of Chu-i rank are, however, working hard with their men."


Tarukito paused for a moment and looked around the paper-latticed walls of the room. He stared at a waterfall that Yorinaga had created with a few brilliant strokes of a brush, and seemed to drink peace and strength in from it. Smiling self-consciously, he shot a glance at Narimasa, then continued.


"Worse yet, Tai-sa, those of Rasalhague believe themselves somehow diminished because they do not have a Chu-sa to put them on equal footing with the Azami or mainline companies."


Narimasa picked up the discussion as Tarukito's voice failed. "We know that you are as concerned about this situation as are we. All our companies consist of elite MechWarriors, and along with their incredible skill, we get their fragile egos. Though disciplinary measures have spurred the Rasalhagian MechWarriors on to greater efforts, the lack of leadership has left them behind the other three companies."


Narimasa allowed himself to return the sly grin with which Yorinaga honored him, and then went on. "Tarukito and I have interviewed a young man whom we believe is well-suited to the slot open in the command structure. His is a rather remarkable story. Despite a lack of formal training and the best efforts of the ISF to destroy his career, he has succeeded incredibly."


Tarukito nodded nervously at Narimasa's accounting of the new Genyosha recruit.


"Because of his mixed blood, the ISF deemed him unworthy of any Mech Warrior schooling. In spite of their wishes, however, he was determined to learn how to pilot a 'Mech. He got a job driving 'Mechs off an assembly line on Alshain. That job enabled him to learn to operate a 'Mech, and within a year, he became a test-pilot for running 'Mechs through their paces. Some say his skill at piloting the machines is 'intuitive' because he understands the machines with his soul and can coax them into performances that confound even the designers."


Narimasa looked toward the door. "He waits without."


Yorinaga clapped his hands once, sharply, and a silhouette framed itself against the wood and paper door. The huge figure knelt and slowly, respectfully, slid the door open. Still on his knees, he levered himself into the room and closed the door. Cloaked and hidden in a green silk robe with a cavernous hood, the newcomer bowed deeply to Yorinaga, then walked over to kneel between Tarukito and Narimasa.


He bowed again deeply, and the hood fell away from his head as he raised himself. The man's face was strong-boned and handsome, his brown eyes flecked with gold, and his hair was only a shade lighter than his bronzed skin. His eyes showed the barest hint of almond shape, but his features clearly announced his Rasalhagian-Scandinavian heritage.


The man smiled coldly. "Konnichi-wa, Tai-sa Kurita Yorinaga-sama. It has been a long time, father."


Yorinaga looked sharply at his two junior officers. "Leave us."


Yorinaga's son shook his head. "No, please do not make them leave. I do not ask this as your son, but as Chu-i Akira Brahe. I have formally applied to enter your service, and I wish these two officers to be present during my interview, as they would during any other interview." Akira's glance flicked toward the floor. "I will not embarrass you, sosen."


Yorinaga nodded solemnly. "I will take you at your word, Chu-i Brahe." He set his face into an impassive mask.


Akira Brahe swallowed hard. You have changed much on the outside, Father, but have you changed inside as well? "I am Chu-i Akira Brahe of the Eleventh Legion of Vega." Akira saw his father recoil as he heard the name of the unit that had accepted his son. Yes, Father, I belong to the lowest of the low.


Akira straightened up and held his head proudly. "I was born in the Year of the Dog, 3001, to Sula Brahe Kurita on Rasalhague. Because of my father's skill as a Mech Warrior and military commander, I was destined for admission to Sun Zhang and had enrolled in a preparatory school to ensure my acceptance. In 3016, however, I was expelled as unworthy and dishonorable."


Akira's eyes met his father's, then he politely looked away. Yes, Father, after your disgrace on Mallory's World in 3016, I suffered. I know you only did your duty, and so it is that I have done my duty: I have survived.


Akira's rich voice again filled the office. "I was sent to Alshain and there obtained a job in a 'Mech factory. I avoided all contacts with the dissident elements and concentrated upon learning how to pilot a 'Mech. In the course of this training, I also learned how to repair and maintain the machines. Eventually, after three years, I was allowed to become a testing pilot and to operate a fully armed 'Mech.


"Yakuza came to raid the plant and steal several 'Mechs. Working with traitors, the rebel bandits obtained the operation codes for the 'Mechs so that they could march them off the lot. It just so happened that I was in the factory complex and that the Grand Dragon I piloted had just been armed in preparation for a run the next morning."


The young Mech Warrior closed his eyes for a moment, remembering. "I have no need to tell you, Tai-sa, of battle. This was my first engagement. The Yakuza had only poorly trained pilots and were relying on stealth to succeed in stealing the four Panthers they wanted. I listened to them over the radio, but gave no indication they had been overheard. It was not until they moved toward the factory gate that I opposed them.


"I struck their flank from the darkened alley between two office buildings. I loosed a flight of LRMs at the furthest Panther, which seemed to do an awkward dance in the explosions. With pieces of armor whirling away on fiery jets, it staggered like a drunkard and fell to its knees. The pilot screamed some garbled words about an ambush, and the other three Panthers turned to defend their fallen comrade. They mistakenly believed that the attack had come from their rear, and so their defensive maneuver exposed their backs to me."


Akira opened his eyes and looked down. "They paid the price for their audacity, and I paid for mine as well. The ISF, embarrassed at the success of one whom they had deemed unworthy for MechWarrior training, rewarded me with a transfer directly into the Eleventh Legion of Vega. They even mocked me further by assigning me a broken, half-operational Dragon."


Yorinaga narrowed his eyes. "The Eleventh Legion's commander is Theodore Kurita, the Coordinator's son."


Hai. The ISF gathers disgraced sons into one spot so that they may watch them easily. Akira nodded slowly. "He is a good commander, despite his disgrace. The unit is riddled with ISF informers, and Theodore at first took me for one. He decided that my history was too good to be true, but he soon discovered I was not a mole sent to spy. Though he never trusted me fully, he respected me for my skill. Were he not as secretive about some of his dealings, I believe that we could have been friends.


"I started in a lance of other Rasalhagians of mixed birth and deposed the Corporal leading it. I made a rough agreement with the others in my lance that we would try to work together, and they accepted the wisdom of such an approach. I know they meant to get rid of me the first time the whim struck, and so I worked hard to make sure they would never feel so inclined. Soon, by salvage, trading, and outright theft, our lance's 'Mechs were fully operational."


Akira shrugged wearily. "During my assignment with the Eleventh Vega, I manipulated ISF informers and other Mech-Warriors to solidify power. I never refused an order to doom a rival, but I did not hesitate to act whenever I could rescue someone from a dangerous situation and profit in that manner."


Muscles bunched at Akira's jaws. "During a raid on the Lyran world of Ryde, I did directly disobey a suicidal order by my Chu-i, but I did so because the order made no tactical sense. Instead, my lance hit the advancing enemy on the flank and opened a line of retreat for the rest of the company. The Chu-i died during the retreat and I was elected to replace him."


Akira exhaled slowly. "My career is not one that will be held up as an example to cadets at Sun Zhang, unless it is to note how an officer must be careful of ambitious subordinates. Perhaps my career would seem more spectacular today if the Combine did not ignore recommendations for awards from the Legion of Vega or if the Legion was able to procure anywhere near the level of supplies needed to keep a regiment working. All I know is that I am no more and no less than a MechWarrior. I come to serve you, House Kurita, and the Draconis Combine."


Yorinaga glanced idly at his desk. "As you have said, yours is not a shining example of a military career. What would you do, Chu-i Brahe, if your commander were to give you an order that conflicted with what you felt was best for the Draconis Combine in a particular situation?"


Akira brought up his head. "I would obey instantly, though I would also stand ready to obey another order if my commander chose to reconsider."


Yorinaga nodded. "And if your commander asked you to commit seppuku, here, now?"


Akira stripped his robe back to bare his chest and abdomen. "I would only ask that my father stand as my second to ease my pain so that I would not dishonor myself or my family."


Yorinaga smiled. "It is clear you would dishonor neither." He looked up at Narimasa and Tarukito. "Please prepare a place for Chusa Akira Brahe in the Officer's Quarters. He will join you shortly." Yorinaga bowed as his subordinates left his office, then turned back to his son.


"How is it, Akira, that you bear your mother's name?"


Akira paled and glanced at the matted floor. "You do not wish to know."


Yorinaga passed his right hand back over his closely cropped gray hair. "I would not ask the question if I did not want the answer."


Akira swallowed hard. "It is the name of my 'legal' father, Gustav Brahe."


Yorinaga frowned. "But he is your grandfather . . ."


Akira nodded. "When you fell from grace, your wife asked if she could commit seppuku to redeem the family's honor. Mies Kurita, acting on direct orders from the Coordinator, refused her request and had her sold into slavery. She threatened to kill herself anyway, but she was told that a slave who did such a thing without the permission of her master was defective, and that her child—me—would suffer for it. Then they set a price of 20,000 ComStar bills for her."


Yorinaga shook his head. "But it is impossible for a citizen to adopt a slave's child."


Akira shook his head slowly. "Not if the child is an orphan." As tears filled his eyes, one drop escaped to roll slowly down along his nose. "You had been declared a non-person and exiled. My mother could not live with the thought of you suffering in disgrace. Her master allowed her to kill herself."


Yorinaga swallowed hard. "It takes an extraordinary man to allow so valuable a slave such release. Her master must have been very special."


Akira nodded. "He is. And after he watched his daughter die, he adopted me and saved me from following her into death."
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Kittery


Capellan March, Federated Suns 


20 November 3027





Captain Andrew Redburn smiled gratefully at the Capellan waiter who was pouring more tea into Redburn's cup. "Thank you, xiexie. The dinner was excellent." The Capellan bowed and retreated through the beaded curtain that cut off the small alcove from the rest of the restaurant. As Redburn watched light flash from the beads, he enjoyed the gentle tinkling against the buzz of conversation from the larger dining room.


Taking a sip of tea, he let its warmth radiate out to relax his body. I think I begin to understand why this was one of Justin's favorite haunts. Redburn breathed in through his nose and smiled. Though he was pleasantly full, the scents of the many dishes being served to other patrons were appetizing.


The auburn-haired Mech Warrior returned his attention to the seven other men sitting at his table. He set his tea cup down on the table and then hoisted a glass of beer into the air. "To Walter de Mesnil, the best Sergeant the First Kittery Training Battalion ever had. Without you, this unit would have fallen apart long ago."


De Mesnil chuckled to himself as his fellow non-commissioned officers raised their glasses in a salute. "I remind you, Captain, that I was the only Sergeant in the First Kittery." He smiled and mirth gleamed in his single brown eye.


Redburn chuckled. "Hell, if the unit had been in real trouble, we'd have gotten a Sergeant with two eyes. We'll miss you, Walter. Sure you won't reconsider leaving the unit?"


De Mesnil shook his black and gray-maned head, his left hand straying up to touch the patch over his left eye. "Sorry, Captain. I gave my word." The Sergeant looked around at the rest of his comrades. "I promised Morgan Kell I'd ship out and rejoin the Kell Hounds whenever he gave the word." De Mesnil smiled and nodded at the lanky, fair-haired man sitting across from him. "Besides, you'll not miss me. You've got Robert Craon to take my place. He'll be enough to get you guys into trouble."


Craon smiled. "I believe that's what they're afraid of, Sarge."


De Mesnil shook his head. "It's Walter now, Robert." De Mesnil took in the other NCOs with his glance. "We all knew a couple of you recruits would make Leftenant and assume command of lances, and we all hoped you'd be one of them."


A maudlin silence settled over the MechWarriors for a moment, until Andrew Montbard, the brown-haired Corporal at the far end of the rectangular table, shattered the stillness with a loud belch. He blushed in embarrassment, then lowered his head like an angry bull, silently challenging anyone to comment. In his own defense, he said, "Well, consider that a compliment to the chef." He pushed himself back from the table and rested his chair against the alcove's dark wooden wall. "All right, Captain, now that we've wet-nursed these recruits through two years of training, what's next? I know you've got our assignments. Spill it."


Next to him, Archie St. Agnan frowned and nervously twisted his black mustache. "Drew, is that wise? We're sitting in a restaurant run by the Yizhi tong in the middle of Shaoshan. The place is probably riddled with spies for House Liao. Technically, according to CID directives, we're not even supposed to be here."


Redburn shook his head. "Don't worry about that, Archie. We won't be on Kittery long enough for disciplinary action to come down the line if we get caught. The word's already on the street. My houseboy, Li Chung, has already presented me with a blanket his grandmother embroidered. It contains the emblem for our new unit. I often think our orders are sent via House Liao before they come to us." A wry grin spread across Redburn's broad features. "You've got a pool riding on this, don't you?"


Drew nodded his head enthusiastically. "Well, yes, sir, but don't worry. We all chipped in and bought you a unit just so you'd not be left out."


Redburn shook his head. I'II bet you did cover me, you fiends. No way to write you up if I'm in on it, eh? "What did you get me—Kurita's Second Sword of Light or Count Vitios's personal bodyguard regiment?"


Archie chuckled. "Well, sir, strictly speaking, neither of those units were considered fair. We restricted the pool to regiments we consider on our side."


Drew nodded solemnly. "Don't worry, sir, we'll let you know if you won. So, what is it?"


Corporal Payen Montdidier, seated between de Mesnil and Archie, glared at Drew. "Can't wait to lose your money, can you?"


Before Drew could answer, however, the MechWarrior with gray-streaked hair sitting across from him grinned like a fox. "Nor can I wait to win it." Hugh de Payens looked back at Redburn. "Do you care to tell us what the verdict is?"


Sandwiched between Drew and de Payens, Geoffrey St. Omer shook his head. "No, Captain. Don't. If one of us wins, he'll have to pick up the tab for this dinner." St. Omer smiled broadly and raked fingers back through his shock of blond hair. "Not that I'd begrudge paying for a fine meal with such fine company, but. . ."


De Mesnil laughed. ". . . But you need the money for your grandmother's operation."


Craon shook his head. "No, Sar . . . Walter. That's where his poker winnings go. This money is for his sister's brood of halfwit children."


Redburn joined in the laughter. "Well, gentlemen—and you, too Drew—we're being posted to the Davion Light Guards."


Redburn smiled as his subordinates stared at him in disbelief. Yes, men, we've been assigned to one of the premier units in the Federated Suns. "We apparently attracted some attention during Galahad '27."


Craon frowned. "We're a Capellan March unit, sir. Why would the Prince want us to move into one of the Davion House units?"


Redburn shrugged. It was a question he'd already asked himself many times. The boys in the Light Guards would have trouble accepting a training battalion, and their being from the Capellan March would just compound the difficulty. "I don't know, Robert."


Drew drained his beer and set the glass down on the table. Foam slid down the inside of the glass to pool at the bottom. Redburn watched it with a shiver. Everything's being drawn together. Something big is up. I can feel it. Yorinaga Kurita has a unit that no intelligence sources knew anything about until last summer. Morgan Kell has returned from his self-imposed exile, and the Prince has publicly announced his marriage to Melissa Arthur Steiner.


Drew belched lightly. "Chances are the Prince's brains have been addled by his upcoming wedding!"


Montdidier shook his head. "You buffoon." He shot a glance at Redburn. "The Prince probably remembered the Captain from when they met last summer. Saw his name on the lists and decided to honor him with this assignment."


De Mesnil, his voice rumbling like distant thunder, concurred. "Remember, my friends, the First Kittery did escape a Liao ambush and inflicted some heavy damage only halfway through their training period. That makes the lot of you impressive. I'm sure the Captain's part in the Silver Eagle rescue helped, but the First has seen more action than the NAIS cadres."


St. Omer slowly poured more beer into his glass. "Walter's right. The Davion Light Guards specialize in fast strikes with light 'Mechs. Most of the academies turn out pilots who want to jockey the heavier machines."


Archie nervously twisted his mustache. "I smell politics in this. Face it. Duke Michael and the Prince haven't exactly been getting along lately, and Major Allard's trial last year didn't help matters. Now the Prince has chosen Morgan Hasek-Davion as his best man, and he moves a Capellan March unit into one of the Davion Guard Regiments? I'd say he's trying to smooth some ruffled feathers."


Craon smiled. "What's the problem with that, Archie? One of the problems with relations between folks from the Capellan March and the Crucis March is that those from Crucis think we're savages with a frontier mentality. You've seen some of the rivalries between the Davion Assault Guards and the Fifth Syrtis Fusiliers since they both got posted here to Kittery. The Guards treat the Fusiliers like poor relations."


Andrew smiled bravely. "No one says the normalization process won't be hard, but I'm confident you'll shepherd our people through it." And I hope I can guide all of you through it as well. Perhaps posting us to service with the Second Sword of Light would have been easier.


Redburn nodded. "I seem to recall that's how they treated the First Kittery until we drove off those Capellan Cicadas. Leftenant Craon has a good point. We'll normalize relations when we get to know each other and earn each other's respect."


The waiter's arrival forestalled any further commentary. The oriental man smiled nervously and placed the bill beside Redburn, then withdrew silently. Redburn glanced over at the bill, then looked up at his friends. "So, Geoff, did you win the pool? Are you buying?"


St. Omer hung his head and Payen Montdidier—in contrast to his usual nature—smiled. Archie, Drew, and Hugh de Payens all smiled and suppressed laughter. Craon stared innocently at Redburn, so the Captain turned to de Mesnil. "Did you win, Walter? Because I won't let you pay. Not just before you ship out."


The one-eyed Sergeant smiled. "Nope."


Redburn raised an eyebrow. "Confess, gentlemen . . ."


Drew cleared his voice. "Well, sir, you'll recall I said we'd covered you?"


Redburn nodded. "And you chose a unit to which you knew we'd never be assigned just to keep me in the pool, right?"


The NCOs nodded solemnly. Redburn held out his hand, and Archie handed him a fat sheaf of Davion pound notes. "How much did I win?"


Geoff smiled sheepishly. "One hundred and forty pounds. I bought two chances . . ."


Redburn smiled and flipped the bill over. "I think that should cover . . ." What in hell? He tossed the bill over to de Mesnil. "Walter, the chop on that. Is it who I think it is?"


De Mesnil studied the red waxen seal for a second, then nodded. "Shang Dao."


Craon stared at both men. "The leader of the Yizhi tong? What's going on?"


Redburn shook his head. "No time. Are any of you carrying a gun?"


Everyone but Montdidier shook their heads. The small, slender Corporal grinned again and reached into his olive green uniform coat. When his bony hands returned to view, they held two automatic pistols. He passed one to Redburn and quickly followed it with two clips of spare ammo. Then, reaching down below the table, he produced a small laser pistol and a knife.


The others stared at him, but he just shrugged. "You don't catch me strolling naked into Shaoshan."


Horrified, Hugh de Payens swallowed hard. "I'm glad this wasn't a formal occasion."


Montdidier winked. "Damn right. My chrome-plated magnums are damned heavy."


"Enough!" Redburn commanded harshly, though his voice rose barely above a whisper. "Shang Dao, for reasons I don't understand, expresses his pleasure at being able to buy our meal. His little note also says there is a Liao Maskirovka strike team out front just waiting to get us. He suggests we withdraw through the rear."


Drew narrowed his eyes. "Can we trust him?"


Redburn hesitated. "Justin did. That's good enough for me." Redburn stood and cocked the pistol. "Payen, give Robert the laser. Move."


With smiles nervously pasted on their faces, the eight Mech-Warriors wove their way through the main dining room. Craon glanced through a window in the kitchen door, then dove to the floor. "Down!"


An uneven line of holes exploded across the kitchen door and sprayed splinters into the room. A second line cutting up at a sharp angle to the first ripped half a dozen holes into the hand-woven carpet and shattered the door's round window. Patrons hit by the two bursts reeled from their chairs and collapsed dying to the floor. Screams filled the restaurant, almost drowning out the cacophony of falling tables and breaking china as others dove for cover.


Montdidier levered himself upon one knee and pumped two bullets back through the intersection of both bullet lines. A scream and the clatter of a fallen gun rewarded his effort as the ejected shells bounced soundlessly on the carpet. Craon spun himself around, and while lying on his back and aiming the laser down toward his feet, he kicked open the door.


Redburn caught a glimpse of a dying gunman slumped against a gore-spattered tile wall, but then movement in the restaurant's vestibule attracted his full attention. A Maskirovka gunman boldly burst into the room. He framed himself in a doorway between two huge golden dragons, but before the beaded curtain's amber strands could roll off him, Redburn had fired twice.


The first bullet smashed into the gunman's shoulder and half-twisted him back into the alcove. The second bullet lanced sparks from the assassin's assault rifle. The malformed bullet ricocheted up and snapped the gunman's head back. A red wound appeared on his temple as he stumbled back into the darkened vestibule.


Holding the kitchen door open, Craon shouted, "All clear!"


Redburn waved the others toward Craon. "Go! Go!" The unarmed MechWarriors crawled forward, but Montdidier spun and directed his fire toward the restaurant doorway. One Maskirovka assassin poked his gun out from between a dragon's undulating coils. Montdidier snapped off two quick shots, and the man's face disappeared.


How does he do that? Redburn saw the man Montdidier had shot fall to the ground and then heard shouts explode from those gathered near him. Montdidier smiled and ducked toward the kitchen. Redburn, still stunned, followed, then hunkered down beside the hot stove with de Mesnil.


The Sergeant nodded toward the first man Montdidier had shot. "Archie's got his assault rifle, and Geoff's packing the pistol he had in his holster. They're checking the back alley."


"What about the others?"


De Mesnil grinned. "Drew and Hugh found a couple of butcher knives to their liking and are waiting by the door." Redburn frowned. "What about you?"


De Mesnil jerked a thumb at Montdidier. "I'm just waiting for him to shoot someone else, then I'll take the victim's weapon."


As if summoned by de Mesnil's statement, a Maskirovka agent burst through the kitchen door in a headlong charge. As he turned to face the crouched MechWarriors and rake them with a burst from his submachine gun, his right foot slipped on a greasy spot on the floor. He started to fall, but a pair of shots by Montdidier lifted him up and knocked him back toward the freezer door.


De Mesnil reached out and snagged the submachine gun's shoulder strap. Pulling the gun to himself, he smiled. "Payen, next time have him drop the gun closer, eh?"


Montdidier snorted derisively in reply and led the other two MechWarriors through the kitchen and out to the night-shrouded alley. There, with Montbard and de Payens standing as sentinels at the door, Craon reported to Redburn. "Alley's secure. Archie and Geoff have the front covered. The street's pretty clear out there."


Redburn nodded. Shang Dao is keeping his people out of it. This must be some rogue Maskirovka operation. "Payen, send Geoff back here to cover this door and you cover the front with Archie. Walter, you, and Robert and I will try to swing wide and line up across the street. When we're clear, we can cover the front so the others can evacuate the area."


The alley's deep shadows hid his men's expressions, but their heads bobbed acquiescence with Redburn's plan. Geoff returned to the doorway and took a covered position behind a pile of broken cobblestones and bricks that gave him a clear view of the restaurant's rear exit. Even with the light streaming through the restaurant's back door, neither of the MechWarriors waiting with butcher knives on either side of the door were visible.


I hope I can get these men out of this. I hate fighting outside a 'Mech! Redburn used the back of his sleeve to wipe the sweat from his brow. Last June, I fought on foot against Kurita ISF ninjas and now I'm in a gun battle with Maskirovka assassins. Hell, I might as well be in the Jump Infantry.


Redburn eased himself forward enough at the alley mouth to study the narrow cobblestoned street. Buildings of traditional Capellan design lined both sides of the street and turned it into a dark canyon. Dimly lit paper lanterns hung from eaves and lintels danced in the dry night breezes, but did little to dispel the night's gloom. The buildings, some of which rose up as much as three stories above their squat, drab neighbors, stared with wood and glass eyes at the foreign MechWarriors trapped deep within their district. Even though conquered and made part of the Federated Suns a generation ago, Shaoshan was still enemy territory and seethed with danger.


"They're making a break!" Archie stepped into the street and swept a hail of fire through the second man out the door. The Maskirovka agent jerked and twitched backward as the bullets blasted into him. His finger tightened on the trigger of his gun and mercilessly sprayed the street with a full clip of ammo. His lifeless body finally pirouetted into the gutter with a splash.


Two hot red laser bolts leaped from Craon's pistol after the other fleeing Liao operative. The first missed and exploded a wooden post into a storm of flaming splinters. The second stabbed through the running man's left shoulder, and the shock of the hit knocked the man down. He rolled to a stop behind a bench, then scrambled to his feet and ducked off into an alley, but minus the rifle he'd been carrying.


"Walter, Robert, with me. Payen, clean up!" Redburn sprinted into the street. Craon and de Mesnil followed like hounds on the heels of a fox. Behind them, Archie triggered another burst and kept the remaining Maskirovka agents down long enough for the trio of pursuers to dart into the alley.


Why did they wait till after dinner? Redburn watched the shadowman running ahead of him. You better not run very far or I'll throw up. Grimacing, Redburn put his head down and lengthened his stride.


When his quarry suddenly ducked into a building on the left, Redburn slowed up and raised his left hand to bring his two subordinates to a halt. "Easy now. If he's gone inside, he's probably got friends." Looks more like a warehouse than a residence. Could the rat have been so foolish as to duck into his own hole?


Wordlessly, Redburn signaled his men to spread out. He positioned de Mesnil on his right and indicated that he should watch the shadow-strewn warehouse's upper floor and roof. He moved Craon ahead and in next to the buildings on the left. Redburn advanced cautiously and kept his pistol cupped in two hands.


Suddenly, a silhouette appeared on the building's roof. A long, flickering spear of flame stabbed into the darkness, and the accompanying staccato explosions echoed through the alley. Redburn dove forward and rolled toward the building. Bullets slashed through where he had just been standing and peppered him with fragments of hot lead and sharp stone.


De Mesnil dropped to one knee and triggered a short burst. The shadowed assassin screamed and dropped his rifle. His lifeless body pitched forward and landed in the alley bare moments after his gun clattered to the street.


Craon moved forward and crouched by the body. "Laser burn on the shoulder. He's the one I shot."


De Mesnil helped Redburn to his feet. "Are you O.K.?"


Redburn nodded. "Yes. But what are the chances of him having found that assault rifle in just any building?"


Craon grinned. "Slim and none?"


Redburn nodded. "Let's be careful, gentlemen, because unless I miss my guess, we've just located a Maskirovka safe house. Heaven alone knows what little goodies are stored in here. Let's go find out."
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Justin Xiang looked up from a desk crenelated with stacks of leather-bound books and haphazardly stacked computer reports. He smiled wearily at his visitor, yawned, and moved his keyboard from his lap onto the desk. "Glad to see someone else is playing fast and loose with the photon budget this late at night."


Tsen Shang nodded and closed the door behind him. Lowering himself into a massive, brown leather chair, he shut his eyes for a second. In a low voice hoarse with fatigue, he asked, "If we have as much staff as we want for this crisis team, why are we doing all the work?"


Justin chuckled. "I can assure you that some of our staff, like Alexi, for instance, are asking themselves the same question."


Justin bowed his back until he felt his spine crack in a series of ascending pops. "Even though we skimmed the cream of the Maskirovka for our staff, everyone else is covering themselves. We're certainly getting data faster than ever before, but nowhere near as quickly as we need it. And so it falls to geniuses like you and me to make the leaps of logic needed to get any use out of what we do know."


Shang opened one brown eye and stared at Justin. "I like the part about us being geniuses, but this late at night, the rest went right by me." The diamond chips imbedded in his long fingernails caught and amplified the room's mute light as Shang covered a yawn with his right hand. "Are you still playing with the Davion budget figures?"


Justin nodded and glanced over at the computer screen. "Yeah. What do you need?"


Shang glanced at the memo-computer in his left hand. "Disbursements to the Lyran Commonwealth Monopole Company."


Justin punched the request into the computer, then watched information scroll past. Bars of green light drifted up over his face, then stabilized. "Fiscal 3027, which ended in July past. I've got 30,000,000 C-bills, give or take. Are you still working on the Silver Eagle thing?"


"No. Shipping costs for the Hatchetmen being moved from the Commonwealth to the Federated Suns. Monopole's second and third quarter earnings are grossly out of line with what our people project for their business. They had a couple of ships refitted in the Federated Suns, at the shipyards on Kathil. I thought that perhaps they stuffed Hatchetmen into their ships due for renovations, and then dumped them at Kathil."


Justin nodded. "Good thought."


Shang shrugged. "That's all it was. The payments tally with supposed payments when Hanse commandeered some Monopole vessels for Galahad '26." Shang leaned forward and cradled the memo-computer in both hands. "Any luck with your pet project?"


Justin sank back into his high-backed chair. Yes. I've had luck, but all of it's been wretched... He sighed heavily and shrugged as he held up his hands. "Yes and no. There's enough vagueness in the NAIS budgets over the last two years to cover the funds needed to maintain a secret BattleMech development facility. I know it's there. I heard enough rumors during my years in the Federated Suns military to believe that it truly exists."


Shang nodded solemnly. "You and I both accept its existence. Ever since 'Mechs first appeared on the battlefield six hundred years ago, they've dominated warfare and decided the fate of Humanity. Unfortunately, the first of the Succession Wars did so much damage to 'Mech factories and research facilities that no one has produced anything new in almost two centuries."


Justin winced. "That was until recently. Dr. Banzai's design for the Hatchetman is new, as is our Raven and Kurita's Grand Dragon"


Shang nodded. "That's the point I was headed toward. It's only natural for the Federated Suns to have an ongoing research effort to develop new 'Mechs and equipment. They're the most technologically advanced of the Successor States. The NAIS alone has produced wonders." Shang smiled and nodded toward Justin. "Your left forearm and hand, for example."


Justin shivered. It's just a Federated Suns replacement of what I lost in its service. "Your point is well taken. The rumors I heard were of 'Mechs with greatly increased physical strength, which means work on myomer muscle fiber or structural redesigns."


Justin pushed his chair back from the table and walked around to the map on the wall. Shang turned in his chair to follow Justin's movement. The slender analyst tapped the map with the steel index-finger of his left hand. "Because of the political difficulties between Hanse and Michael, I'm sure that Hanse wouldn't have placed the 'Mech research center any further from Terra than Daniels."


Shang thought for a moment, then nodded. "Any deeper into the Capellan March and Duke Michael would certainly learn of it."


Justin smiled. "And we'd hear of it from him . . . unless he's holding out on us?"


Shang yawned. "He's not smart enough."


But is he that stupid? Justin moved his hand down the map. "Because of Kurita raids, I know it's no closer to Terra than, say, Chesterton. But it can't be too far from New Avalon, either. I've got a half-dozen candidates, but Goshen, Axton, and Bethel lead the list." Justin jerked a thumb back toward his desk. "Let's hope those reports will cough up evidence of a chunk of money heading to one of those worlds."


"That's one way." Shang stretched. "We could also raid those worlds."


Justin looked at his aide for a long moment. "Let's narrow the selection down this way, then use our resources more economically. Face it, raiding six worlds means we alert Davion to what we're searching for in his space. I'd rather hit one or two worlds with concentrated force and take what we want without tipping him off beforehand."


"Well, good luck. I'm off to bed."


"Sleep well," Justin said, though he was still studying the map.


Shang stood. "Who said anything about sleep? I don't think I've slept a full night since we took this assignment."


Justin shook his head. "And here I thought it was Romano Liao who was keeping you up nights."


Shang flushed. "Cute, Xiang. You're just jealous because she's got taste . . ."


Justin raised his hands in surrender. "Not me. I like sleeping the full five hours this job allows me." Justin's hands dropped as the door to his office swung open hard. Haggard and bleary-eyed, a half-dressed Alexi Malenkov burst into the room.


"What is it, Alexi?"


Alexi shot a glance at Shang. "Good. You're here too." He looked up at Justin and smoothed his hair down with his right hand. "Your father shut down our entire operation on Kittery!"


"What!" Both men's voices joined in a shocked shout. Justin returned to his desk and dropped into his chair. "What the hell happened?"


Malenkov drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Shang guided him to the leather chair he'd just vacated. Malenkov rubbed the last vestiges of sleep from his bloodshot gray eyes, and leaned heavily forward with elbows resting on his knees. "Reports are sketchy, but what I hear is that a Maskirovka termination team of a half-dozen individuals arrived on Kittery about a month ago. They tried to hit a group of Davion officers and NCOs who were out together at a restaurant in Shaoshan."


Justin stiffened. No. They can't have killed Andy Redburn . . . "Shaoshan's just outside the base where the First Kittery is stationed."


Malenkov nodded. "They tried to hit Captain Redburn and his staff before they transferred to the Davion Light Guards. I don't know if the MechWarriors were warned or not, but they managed to take the hit team apart. One of our men ran, and he ended up leading the Davion officers to one of our storehouses."


"Wait a minute . . ." Shang lay his left hand on Malenkov's shoulder. "Didn't we have native personnel there to protect the storehouse?"


"How the hell am I supposed to know?" Malenkov growled. "The termination team came from Sian and commandeered the center. They ordered everyone out and consulted with no one about their plans. After the Davion officers had killed the last man, they had the center all to themselves. They captured lots of small arms as well as a large amount of data."


"What sort of an idiot would have ordered the assassination of a minor officer?" Justin muttered, shaking his head in dismay.


Malenkov looked up at Shang. "As near as I can make out, Lady Romano issued the orders."


Shang shivered. "But that's impossible. She said she wouldn't. . ."


Justin stood. "What are you talking about, Tsen?"


Shang hesitated, composing his face and his voice before he spoke. "Two months ago, she mentioned to me an idea for taking out Davion officers in a wave of terrorist attacks. We all know that she has a tendency to act before she thinks, so I told her that killing officers wouldn't affect the elite Davion units that much because of the depth of the Davion officer corps. In fact, I told her it would only increase the CID's vigilance."


Shang hesitated. "Damn, though. To mollify her, I did toss off the speculation that assassinations of some officers—those assigned to green or training battalions—might affect morale in their units, but I didn't think she'd act on it."


Justin sank back into his chair and covered his face with his hands. His hands, flesh and steel, right and left, drifted apart and rubbed at his temples. Justin slowly opened his eyes and sucked in air through clenched teeth. "This is a disaster, but it's one we can control." He exhaled slowly and looked over at his aide. "Alexi, get some sleep. In the morning, I want two inventories of the material we lost in that warehouse. One will be complete all the way down to paper clips, tea cups, and dust in the corners. The other will be a less damaging list that we can present to the Chancellor without fear for our lives. Once we have preliminary drafts of those lists, we can see what sort of spin we want to put on this fiasco."


Grinning, he looked up at Shang. "Let's send urgent orders to the commanders at Taga and St. Loris countermanding and canceling all plans to invade Kittery."


Shang hesitated, then nodded as a sinister chuckle rolled from his throat. "Those orders will get to the CID swiftly enough and make them wonder what's going on."


"Right." Justin leaned back, stretching up his arms to relieve some of the kinks in his shoulders. "We'll give Davion a 'bigger picture' in which to place this incident." Justin narrowed his eyes. "See what you can do to get Lady Romano to calm down. And from now on, you'd do well to watch your speculations when you're around her."


Shang nodded and retreated toward the door as Justin stood to usher out Malenkov as well. "Rest easily, gentlemen. We'll cover this one and maybe even get some good out of it."
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Justin shut the door to his office and slumped with his back against the heavy oaken door. How could she be so stupid? There are times when she is too much like her father.


Justin levered himself away from the wall with a weary sigh, though he felt too restless to get any sleep now. He crossed to the French doors in the opposite wall and opened them onto the garden around which the palace was built. He closed the doors behind himself and padded along the crushed gravel walkway spiraling in through shrubs and fragrant night-blooming flowers to the center of the garden.


At the garden's hub was a weathered stone shrine whose sharply pitched roof stabbed into the heavens. Slivers and demi-lunes of three of Sian's four visible moons displayed themselves in shades of red and blue around the structure. The fourth moon, slowly rising full and bone-white, cast just enough light over the garden to glint from the gold Buddha sheltered in the shrine.


For Justin, even the enormity of Romano's idiocy somehow dwindled to insignificance in this place. Access to the garden and its peacefulness was probably the only privilege that made working on the crisis team worth it. He closed his eyes and slowly rolled his head around to loosen his neck. I'm still loaded with tension. Perhaps some tai chi...


Justin removed his black jacket and peeled off the sleeveless shirt underneath. The moonlight dulled the bronzed hue of his hairless torso and outlined the wiry muscles in dark shadow. The artificial limb replacing Justin's left forearm and hand reflected only the barest hints of the moon's glow from nearly invisible seams. The blackened-steel prosthesis at first mocked the garden's natural beauty, but once Justin had bent it to his will, it no longer seemed lifeless.


Slowly and deliberately, as with all the motions performed in t'ai chi chuan, Justin's metal fingers curled inward until the tips of the middle pair touched the top of his metal thumb. He took a deep breath, then straightened the fingers again as he moved his hand out to the side in a flawlessly smooth parry of an imaginary foe's attack.


As his body worked its way through the demanding series of familiar movements without conscious direction, Justin's mind floated free. Though he tried to concentrate on the flower perfumes rising from the garden on the gentle breeze or on the energy flowing more easily through his body, his thoughts rebelled, returning again and again to an urgent concern.


Why Andy Redburn? Romano could have sent her team against any number of similar commanders. The First Bell Training Battalion is closer to her own world of Highspire, and she feels no love lost for that unit after Galahad '27. Why cause an incident on a Davion world almost completely surrounded by her sister's St. Ives Commonality?


Justin shut his eyes and grinned. Don't let the paranoia infesting this place get to you, Justin. You were about to assume that Romano tried to kill Andy because she's upset at your primacy on the crisis team. It is true that she'd like to see Tsen Shang succeed, but that would be so that she might direct his efforts against House Marik. Her pathological hatred of the Free Worlds League is almost as great as her father's loathing of the Federated Suns.


Justin shook his head to flick off droplets of sweat off before they could sting his closed eyes. If she thought at all before she sent the termination team out, she probably directed them at Kittery because she wanted to spark reprisals against worlds in Candace's St. Ives holdings. If that was her intent, she's playing a dangerous game. I'll have Alexi place her under passive surveillance.


Justin smiled as he thanked God her attempt did not get Andy. Then he caught himself with a silent laugh. Careful, Justin That's treason . . .


The sound of approaching footsteps brought Justin's movements to a halt. Wiping his brow on the back of his right wrist, he opened his eyes. What he saw was a woman entering the area of the shrine. Remaining shrouded in the shadow cast by a willow, he said not a word.


Dressed in a green and gray silken robe, Candace Liao strode toward the shrine. The robe, cinched tightly around her slender waist by a green sash, reflected the moon's soft light. Reaching the shrine, she stood there with arms crossed over her chest as though attempting to control the fury that was making her tremble visibly.


Justin narrowed his eyes. I do not want to be here. Intending to circle around behind her to slip unnoticed from the shrine, he moved silently toward his left. Candace whirled with the reflexes of a cat and stabbed her right hand out in his direction. The moonlight glittered in her eyes, flashing at Justin with supernatural intensity.


"Why are you lurking here, Xiang? Are you spying on me?" The fury in her words was like the scream of a jungle cat.


He fought his initial reaction to snap back angrily, and bowed his head. "Forgive me, Duchess. I was alone here well before you arrived." Justin pointed at where his shirt and jacket lay. "My exercises had deposited me there, in the shadows, when you arrived."


Her right arm lowered and she reached across with that hand to massage her left shoulder. "Indeed, it seems to be as you say." She glanced at the rumpled pile of clothing. "Very well then. I bid you leave me now. I wish to meditate."


Without thinking, Justin snarled, "If you truly wish to meditate, then my exercises will not disturb you." Sweeping forward from the shadows in a series of circular moves, he increased the speed without sacrificing any of the precision or restrained power they demanded. Then he froze suddenly and looked at her coldly. "I am not finished here, at this time."


Candace's eyes blazed with outrage. "How dare you speak to me so, Citizen Xiang!"


Justin batted her protest aside with a parry of his right hand. "How dare you lash out at me with your anger in this place of peace!" He closed his eyes and forced the tension to flow out of his body with a sharply exhaled breath. "You expose your ire to me, and I want no part of it."


With his gaze lowered, Justin could not see Candace, but he could feel the waves of fury radiating from her like heat from an overworked 'Mech. Emotional meltdown, he commented inwardly. Meanwhile, he forced himself to ignore her and concentrated instead on opening and closing his artificial hand as he launched himself into a new series of t'ai chi chuan movements.


Her anger broke like a fever so suddenly that Justin opened his eyes. "Citizen Xiang, I, there is . . . Please forgive me." She smiled penitently. "There is no excuse for my behavior, and though I am loathe to admit it, you were right to rebuke me here, in this place."


Justin let his arms drift down to his sides. "Apology accepted."


Candace stiffened, then caught herself and forced a smile. "Yes. I suppose that was an apology, wasn't it?"


Justin nodded slightly. "And beautifully rendered at that."


"I surprised myself," she said with a small laugh. "It's been a long time since I've apologized to anyone." She shook her head, but a gentle breeze kept her glossy black hair away from her face. "I should not have taken it out on you. I should have just gone off and strangled my sister."


Justin licked his lips, but restrained himself from replying.


"Do you know what she did?" Candace stared into Justin's eyes, then laughed. "I'm asking the head of the crisis team if he knows what Romano did on Kittery. But of course you know."


As Justin nodded, Candace continued to speak, her anxiety threading its way into the words. "Davion's likely to attack Taga or St. Loris or Spica in reprisal for Romano's stupidity."


"I don't believe so, Duchess. Duke Michael won't send his Fifth Fusiliers from Kittery, but he will demand that Prince Hanse send the Assault Guards to teach you a lesson. Because it's him, the demand will probably mean the Guards won't go anywhere. The First Kittery is waiting to ship out to New Aragon, so they won't be the ones to go, and neither the Kittery Borderers nor the Capellan Dragoons have the JumpShips needed to launch a raid." Justin smiled wryly. "Besides, the CID shut down our spy network on Kittery, so Davion's laughing up his sleeve at us. He'll do nothing that could turn out badly and sour this coup."


Candace pressed her lips together into a thin line as she considered his words. Then a sudden smile lit up her face. "So you came out here intending to find peace?"


"A sense of peace is what I usually get from a t'ai chi workout." Justin smiled and wound his right arm through a parry and strike combination that was as beautiful as it was simple. "You should try it."


Candace shook her head as her right hand again rubbed her left shoulder. "I'm afraid I couldn't." She smiled weakly. "A 'Mech injury has left me less than graceful."


He turned to face her and extended his metal hand. "Forgive me, Duchess, but this lump of pig iron does nothing for my grace, either."


Candace's eyes glowed with renewed agitation as she slipped the robe from her left shoulder and withdrew her left arm from the sleeve. Holding the robe closed with her right hand, she turned so that her shoulder was no longer in shadow. Then, with a flick of her head, she tossed her hair back from the shoulder. "At least, Citizen, they were able to fix your arm."


Justin winced as the moonlight poured white fire over the patchwork of scars on her left shoulder. It almost looks as though she were mauled by a wild animal. Though the reconstructive surgery had no doubt been undertaken with the best intentions and meticulous care, the suture scars merely highlighted the futility of the doctors' efforts. "When did it happen?" he asked softly.


Candace's face hardened. "Eleven years ago." No. It couldn't have been ... Justin swallowed hard. "Not on Spica..."


Candace nodded slowly. "Yes, on Spica. A brash young Davion Leftenant who was quite fluent in Liao managed to convince members of my command that the effort to relieve our siege of General Sheridan Courtney's position in the city of Valencia was coming from the north. My superiors shifted their resources around and left the defense of the eastern approach to my company. Colonel Dobson's battalion hit us hard ..."


Justin looked down at his feet and folded his arms around himself. "You were fighting in that Vindicator. . ."


Candace nodded. "And you, Leftenant Justin Xiang Allard, fought in a Blackjack." Candace bowed her head until her hair hid her face. "I had nightmares about our running gun battle through the jungle. In the dreams, you continued to hound me and pick my 'Mech apart with your autocannons. Never the coup de grace. Just the endless chewing and grinding of my Vindicator into scrap. Everywhere I turned, everywhere I ran, you were there, and another piece of my 'Mech would vanish."


Justin studied Candace silently, then let a respectful grin onto his lips. "Believe it or not, I relived that battle on a fairly recurrent basis as well. I never knew you were the Vindicator's pilot, but now it fits. You never gave up. I thought I'd shot the hell out of your 'Mech. I knew you were running hot, but whenever I'd get too close, you'd fire your damned PPC at me. In my nightmare, I'd come across your Vindicator all rusted and overgrown with vines and creepers. I'd raise the Blackjack's arms to blast your machine into scrap, and it would trigger one last PPC blast. It'd hit the cockpit, and I'd wake up in a cold sweat."


Justin grimaced. "I saw you eject after the gyros went. I hoped you got away in one piece, but I saw the canopy afterward." Justin stepped closer to her and reached out his right hand toward her shoulder. "Ejecting is always nasty when the canopy doesn't blow away cleanly. That safety glass can turn into a mouthful of razor teeth."


Candace flinched as his hand touched her bared shoulder. Justin brushed his fingers lightly over her skin as though he could smooth away the twisted scars. He stroked her shoulder gently and breathed in deeply, enjoying the warmth and smoothness of her skin. Her perfume replaced that of the garden.


Justin's fingers touched the silk of her robe and the chill in it shocked him. His hand recoiled as from fire, and he took a step back. "Forgive me, Duchess, I did not mean to . . ."


Candace pressed her left hand to his lips and stilled his protests. "No offense taken, Citizen." She smiled and slipped her arm back into the robe's left sleeve. "Doctors rebuilt the deltoid and tricep with myomer fibers, but the initial job was done in the field, and so wasn't very good. Acupuncture keeps the pain under control, but I have a restricted range of motion." She held her left arm straight out from her side, but could barely elevate it above shoulder height.


Her words took a few moments to register as Justin's mind raced. He felt the same icy tingling in his guts as when he saw her for the first time. Despite those feelings of doom, he hungered for the woman who caused it. Dammit, Justin. Smarten up! You're tired. It's late. You're not thinking clearly. You're the one who caused her injury. That's more than enough reason for her to hate you.


Justin narrowed his eyes. "You never underwent physical therapy for that injury, did you?"


"Ha!" Candace scoffed. "I was surrounded by nurses who wanted to help me, but the sycophants could not bring themselves to make me work. At the first sign of fatigue or discomfort, they'd scatter for fear they'd anger me . . ."


Justin raised an eyebrow. "I'm sure you didn't make it easy for them. But you should have had the discipline to do it yourself, for yourself."


The moonlight skittered blue through her hair as she shook her head. "Weights and moving my arm in circles bored me to death. Then I was summoned back to Sian and given my present duties as the Treasury's Regulator."


Justin chuckled lightly. "T'ai chi could restore that mobility, and it's not boring. It's both meditative, and when speeded up, a formidable martial arts discipline."


Candace brought her head up and stared into Justin's brown eyes. "You will teach me."


Justin hesitated. "Duchess, I am certain there are far better teachers here on Sian than I."


Her eyes flashed argent. "I do not wish servitors who will be afraid to tell me when I'm not working hard enough. You will teach me, Justin, and you will call me Candace. I get enough of titles from those who are not sincere. I'll not have it from a MechWarrior worthy of my respect."


"Very well, Candace," Justin said with a slight bow of the head. "When would you like to begin?"


Candace smiled. "Here. Now."


Justin returned her smile. "Fine. We begin with breathing." So I can control mine as well as show you how to control yours. Face it, Justin. You're lost. You knew the job was dangerous when you took it, but now you’ve gone looking for trouble and found it in spades . . .
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Duke Michael Hasek-Davion nibbled absentmindedly at the synthetic thumbnail on his lifeless left hand. Staring at his office's wooden door, he willed it to open, then snorted derisively when it failed to do so. Just as well. If I found a way to channel my fury into some undiscovered telekinetic ability, I'd probably tear the door apart. He narrowed his eyes. That is a display I'd prefer to save for his Grace, the Ambassador.


Michael's hair, worn unbraided for the formal ceremonies during the holidays, hooded his face until he impatiently thrust its darkness back over his shoulders. How could Liao do that? How could he order an attack on my people? What sort of a fool does he think I am ?


Michael again glanced at the Ministry of Intelligence, Information, and Operations' preliminary report on the Shaoshan terrorist attack on Kittery. It is well the attack failed utterly, or I would be forced to punish Liao's presumptiveness.


Suddenly Michael stiffened. Could it be that the Maskirovka launched the attack without authorization? Does someone suspect I'm sending inaccurate information to Sian, and this is their not-so-subtle way to check up on me?


A knocking at his office door snapped Michael out of his worries. For a half moment he considered standing to greet his visitor, but decided against it. No. Let's break the rules of diplomacy so he'll know how furious I really am. Michael set his face, then said, "Come. The door is unlocked."


The smile on the tall man's face died a slow death as he came through the arched doorway. Sweat almost immediately began to glisten on his bald pate, but his brown eyes showed neither fear nor deceit. Reading Michael's mood with uncanny accuracy, he spoke but did not approach the Duke. "You summoned me, Duke Michael?"


Muscles bunched at Michael's jaws. "Indeed I did, Ambassador Korigyn. I wish to know, with no prevarication or obfuscation on your part, just what the void Maximilian Liao was thinking about when he ordered the attack on Kittery?"


The Ambassador brought his stocky body to its full height. "I do not know the Chancellor's mind, Highness." Korigyn let some of his anger at being addressed so sharply bleed most undiplomatically into his voice. "I do know, however, that the orders did not originate with Maximilian Liao."


Michael heard the tone in Korigyn's voice, but hid the feelings of superiority it aroused in him. Good, Korigyn. You detest me. You think of me as a traitor—a puppet who dances when your master pulls the strings. Excellent. You’ll reflect those sentiments in your dispatches and Maximilian will share your beliefs. Then, when I turn on him, he will have had no warning and will find no way to escape . . .


"How can I accept this as the truth?" Michael pointed to the map on his wall. "I told your master of the Prince's impending wedding and urged him to strike before the union was consummated, but he said his allies demurred. Whenever no action is taken, or an action is taken, Maximilian Liao never seems to be responsible. Who runs the Capellan Confederation anyway?"


Korigyn stiffened. "Maximilian Liao is the sole ruler of the Capellan Confederation, Duke Michael. He has assured me that had he been aware of it, that attack would never have taken place."


The Duke bowed his head condescendingly. "Pray, tell me more. Who did order the attack?"


Korigyn's nostrils flared as he writhed beneath Michael's patronizing tone. "The orders went out through Maskirovka channels, yet they appear to have originated with Lady Romano. It is suspected that she hoped to create an incident that would prompt Hanse Davion or you to strike at the St. Ives Commonality—a holding that belongs, almost exclusively, to her sister."


Korigyn's tone communicated his full belief in this official version of the attack, and bled away some of Michael's tension. So it was not an attack to verify my troop estimates. I am, as yet, undiscovered by either of the forces that I play off against one another. Splendid. Michael narrowed his eyes. "Cannot your master control his whelps?"


The Ambassador grinned cruelly. "As well as you control your son, my Lord."


"You bastard! How dare you speak to me like that!"


Korigyn held up his hands and composed his face with a look of contrition. "I meant no offense, Duke Michael. I merely meant to point out what every parent of an adult comes to realize: children cannot always be controlled. Takashi Kurita is at odds with his son Theodore, and Maximilian has sent his son Tormana away." The Tikonov national smiled. "We can but hope Hanse Davion will live long enough to feel the sting of ungrateful children."


Michael ignored the pulse pounding a heavy rhythm at his temples and forced a light tone into his voice. "Well put, Ambassador, though I think Maximilian and I would prefer to save Hanse Davion that pain. Even though I find your thesis valid, you will agree with me that Romano Liao can be, at best, unpredictable."


The Ambassador nodded solemnly. "She has great heart but does not always fully think through her actions."


Michael smiled. The apple does not fall far from the tree. "Whether or not this attack was merely an impetuous act does me no good with my people. They have been blooded—in a manner of speaking—and they will want revenge."


By Korigyn's quick yet calm reply, Michael saw that the man had anticipated his line of questioning. "Of course, Duke Michael. As an apology, the Chancellor has engineered the delivery of gift to you. I believe you will find your special account has recently swollen with an influx of C-bills."


Michael allowed himself a quiet laugh. "What your master considers swollen, I consider a mild enlargement, but the gesture is appreciated."


Korigyn nodded solicitously. "I might suggest that you could use this attack as yet another reason to reproach the Prince with the laxity of security."


"Don't try to manipulate me, Ambassador! I don't intend to see the Maskirovka capitalize on an error they should never have allowed to happen. I had people calling for blood when the reports first came through. I trusted Liao enough to believe this was all some kind of mistake. I demanded Hanse Davion send his precious Assault Guards from Kittery to pound Taga. Because of the way I worded and sent the message, I knew he would refuse. I realized I could milk that exchange long before you knew the attack had taken place."


Korigyn bowed from the waist. "Forgive me, my Lord. I would not presume to direct you. I merely meant to offer an option that would profit all."


"Yes, of course, Serge. I see that now." Michael allowed himself a smile. "Please let the Chancellor know I take no offense at this attack, and that it will be useful against my Prince." And then I will use the resentment it creates against both the Prince of the Federated Suns and Maximilian Liao to elevate myself to the rank I truly deserve.
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Daniel Allard followed Morgan Kell's cloaked form through the crush of people lining the streets in front of the Triad. When Morgan reached the throng's front row, he hopped over the white rope holding the others back. He waited patiently for Dan, smiling calmly despite the commotion his action sparked in the crowd that had come to watch celebrities attending the Archon's New Year's Eve celebration.


Dan cleared the rope, then stiffened as he saw a Lyran Intelligence Corps security detail close in on them. When Morgan laid one hand on his shoulder, Dan felt himself taking on some of the other man's nonchalance.


"Who the hell are they?" someone cried out from the crowd.


"Doesn't matter," came the reply. "The LIC's got them now."


Two young men in somber suits stepped in to halt Morgan and Dan's advance, and another pair fell in behind them. "Let's not have any trouble, shall we?" said one of the LIC agents, a lanky, fair-haired young man wearing mirrored sunglasses despite the fact that night had fallen.


Morgan's rich voice replied without threat. "No trouble. My companion and I are going to see the Archon."


The LIC agent's eyebrows dipped below his glasses in a frown. "Have you an invitation?"


Morgan shrugged. "I don't need one. I'm Morgan Kell."


Here it comes, Dan thought, cringing inwardly.


The agent puffed out his chest. "I don't care if you're Alexandr Kerensky come back with the Star League army. No invitation, no admittance."


Morgan smiled. "You do not understand, but I forgive you that. I've not made myself clear." He slipped one white-gloved hand from beneath his scarlet woolen cloak. In it, he held a folded piece of paper so old that it had yellowed and curled at the edges. "I have this."


The agent snatched at the document and sneered, "This better be good, old man, or you're greeting the new year from inside a cell." He unfolded the paper, glanced at it quickly, then shuddered. His glasses slipped halfway down his nose and his flesh acquired an unhealthy ashen hue. He looked closely at Morgan, then handed the paper back to him. "Prove it."


Morgan accepted the sheet, and without a word, he pressed his right thumb to a rainbow-hued patch woven into the paper itself. The LIC agent nervously snatched the sheet again, then stared at the patch. His pallor became more corpselike by the minute.


Dan, unable to read the words written above the patch, felt a pang of pity for the agent. God! Look at that paper tremble. What in hell is it?


The agent looked horrified. "I'm sorry, sir. I ah, um, I have to call this in . . ." He reached up to activate the radio hidden behind the lapel of his jacket, but Morgan's hand gently restrained him.


"No," the Kell Hound Colonel said, with an easy smile. "I'm afraid you don't need to call it in."


The LIC agent's lower lip quivered violently as he glanced again at the note. With a voice full of reluctance, he capitulated. "I guess I don't need to call it in, if you say so, sir . . ."


Morgan inclined his head to indicate Dan. "Thank you. My companion and I will be going now." He plucked the paper from the agent's long fingers and smiled conspiratorially at him. "This is a surprise."


The agent nodded furiously and stepped aside. "Yes, sir—Mister?"


"Colonel."


"Yes, Colonel Kell, a surprise." He raised his right hand and waved at the men stationed across the street by the front gate. "These two go in—on my clearance!"


"Thank you, again," Morgan said. He headed off toward the gate and waved Dan forward. Both Kell Hounds bowed their heads to the guards at the gate, then proceeded down the brilliantly lit promenade toward the Commonwealth Palace.


"Now I see why you didn't think it necessary for me to hit up the Federated Suns Embassy for invitations to this soiree," Dan said. "But what's in that note?" He glanced back over his shoulder at the LIC operatives in the street. "We got past them easier than would a battalion of assault 'Mechs."


Morgan passed the note to Dan. The younger MechWarrior unfolded the missive and felt his mouth go dry. Blake's Blood! The note, signed with an unforgeable holographic seal, was short and succinct. "Deny this man, Morgan Kell, nothing. Katrina Steiner, Archon, 22 July 3007." Beneath it was a holographic touch strip that held the image of a thumbprint. The golden tracery of Morgan's thumbprint, verifying a match with the one in the holograph, was already fading.


"No wonder that agent almost died in the street back there," Dan said, handing the sheet back to Morgan. "July 3007, that's when she took power. This must have been one of her first acts as Archon."


Morgan accepted the note, refolded it, and slipped it back inside his cloak. "Her second. Her first act was to write out one of these for her future husband, my cousin, Arthur Luvon."


In silence, the two mercenaries completed the rest of their walk to the massive, broad granite steps leading into the Archon's Palace. Just inside the doors, which had been thrown open to welcome revelers, two servants met them to take both Morgan's cloak and Dan's overcoat. Beyond, other servants stood ready in several discreet locations to help the guests straighten their attire.


Dan crossed to one of the mirrored alcoves and surveyed his uniform. A servant knelt and buffed some street dust from Dan's boots and quickly wiped down the rowelless spurs with a damp rag. Dan looked down and smiled. Yes, I am from the Federated Suns. You Lyrans might consider it vanity, but we MechWarriors proudly wear the spurs that recall our cavalry beginnings.


Looking in the mirror, he adjusted the sleeves of his red dress jacket so that they touched the tops of the white gloves he'd pulled on, then tugged at the hem of the waist-length coat. The servant, rising up behind him, plucked a bit of lint from Dan's right shoulder, then studied the warrior's reflection with a smile.


The jacket's double-breast was fashioned from black cloth and cut in the form of the Kell Hound wolf’s-head crest. The furious red of the wolf's eyes matched the coat perfectly. The wolf's ears rose up at the jacket's shoulders, and the muzzle just barely reached Dan's waist. The left ear, after Kell Hound custom, was decorated with a ribbon indicating the unit's latest commendation.


Dan fingered the green, black, and white strip of cloth. It's odd. The Dragonslayers' Ribbon is a unit citation for those who have distinguished themselves against Draconian foes. I feel pride at wearing it, but it also summons up all those feeling of loss and anger because of the battle in which the Kell Hounds won it. Though he continued to regard his image in the glass, he was, for the moment, somewhere else, far away. Others can have the glory. I'd just like to have my comrades back.


Dan adjusted the inverted triangle insignia at the throat of his collar. Consisting of a silver V with a black triangle above, the insignia showed his rank within the Kell Hounds. Oh well. Here goes another evening of being called Hauptmann in Lyran fashion. Captain is so much easier. . .


Dan turned toward Morgan and smiled. "Eleven years in that monastery hasn't hurt you a bit. The uniform still fits."


Morgan stroked his neatly trimmed beard. "It's a bit tight in the shoulders, but I'll live." With a wave of his hand, he gestured Dan on ahead of him. "Go on in. As I recall, we will each be announced as we enter . . ."


Dan smiled back over his shoulder. "You don't fool me, Morgan. My unexpected presence here will probably cause some stir, but your showing up . . ."


Morgan winked at him. ". . . ought to be worth eleven years in exile."


The two men reached the stretch of corridor just outside the Grand Ballroom, where guests waited amid a superior collection of artwork created and hung especially for the New Year's ball. After the festivities, the paintings and sculptures would be moved to the National Gallery for a month, then auctioned off for charity.


Morgan stared at one canvas that boiled with a riot of luminescent color. He shot a mischievous look at Dan. "I don't think K'tir has changed her style since I've been away."


Dan shook his head. "You really were out of circulation, weren't you? She's switched styles every six months, but this piece is supposed to be a return to the roots, or some other such rubbish."


"Oh, of course," Morgan chuckled. "I suppose that's how you know it's art. . ."


Two minor Ministry of Protocol officials advanced up the waiting line of guests and took notes on their names and titles. The official interviewing them, a smallish man with pinched features, smiled obsequiously. "How would we wish to be addressed this evening?"


Morgan smiled cruelly. "All honors and titles."


The little man drew back like a cat about to hiss. "In the interests of brevity, sir, we're requesting a simplified procedure this evening."


Morgan produced the note that had produced such great effect earlier, and Dan watched the official's expression as he read.


The man smiled weakly. "As you say, sir, all ranks and honors."


The line moved forward quickly, and Dan found himself standing atop the steps leading into the palace's Grand Ballroom. Brilliantly lit by a dozen cut-crystal chandeliers, the room glowed with light reflected from ivory-colored walls and goldleaf trim around the doors and molding. Except where a chamber quartet supplied hauntingly beautiful music or where the receiving line stood, the walls were lined with tables laden with food and drink from all over the Lyran Commonwealth.


The receiving line began at the base of the steps, extended along the wall, and curled toward the string quartet. Dan smiled as he recognized a few of the people in line, but his eyes went quickly to the Archon and her daughter, Melissa Arthur Steiner.


The Minister of Protocol took from Dan's hands the note scribbled by his subordinate, and cleared his throat. "I present Lord Daniel Allard, Hauptmann of the Kell Hounds."


Dan saw Melissa's head come up, but he lost sight of her as the next person moved through the line to greet her. Dan also caught an inquisitive look from the Archon herself. He nodded in silent salute, then descended the stairs halfway to where he could watch Morgan's big entrance.


He looks impressive tonight, Dan thought, as light flashed off the silver medal Morgan wore between his collar and the wolf's-head. Two ribbons—one blue with a Davion sword spitting the Kurita dragon and the other red with a Davion sword over a Star of David—rode on the wolf's left ear, as did the Dragonslayers' ribbon on Dan's jacket. Just the way he stands there . . . Those ribbons and medals mean nothing. He's got more power in his stance than most men could find in a 'Mech regiment.


The Minister of Protocol faltered for half a second and stared at Morgan's profile. All around him, Dan could feel others turning to see who waited to be admitted. The Minister glanced back down at the card he held in trembling fingers, then spoke in a clear, firm voice. "I present Baron von Arc-Royal, Member Order of the Tamar Tigers, Knight Defender of the Draconis March, Regimental Holder of the Order of St. George, Colonel Morgan Kell of the Kell Hounds."


The musicians, startled by the death of conversation, faltered and stopped. Dancers spun to a halt, glanced at the string quartet, then let their gaze drift up toward Morgan. Most of the Mech-Warriors in the crowd were also staring at him as though he were an apparition, while several Commonwealth nobles looked as though they might have preferred a Kurita invasion to the presence of Morgan Kell. Definitely a grand entrance, Morgan. Dan smiled up at his Colonel, then turned to descend the steps. Morgan fell into step beside him, then both men froze in place as a hurried and shocked buzz of conversation flared up to fill the void.


Across the room, Archon Katrina Steiner had left her place in the receiving line. Though she kept her handsome face expressionless and her black gown restricted her hurried gait, pure joy shone in those famous silver-gray eyes. Her blond hair, still worn long, seemed to frame her face perfectly, bringing out her mature beauty.


Morgan descended and met her at the foot of the stairs. The Archon extended her hand. "Seeing you again, Colonel Kell, gives me more pleasure than you could ever know."


Morgan enfolded her hand in both of his. "I think you're wrong, Archon, because seeing you gives me equal pleasure." He smiled broadly and opened his arms. Sweeping her up in a hug that she gladly returned, Morgan held her tightly. "Damn it, Katrina. It's been far too long."


The Archon rubbed Morgan's broad back, then pulled away. Her voice dropped and the joy in her face clouded over. "I was so sorry to hear about Patrick. I share your loss."


Morgan stiffened, then nodded. "Thank you. But I know he made the sacrifice gladly." Looking past Katrina, Dan caught sight of the other royal Steiner, and he could not help but grin from ear to ear. "And this is Melissa . . ."


As tall as her mother and as beautiful, Melissa Arthur Steiner carried herself with grace and dignity. Mother and daughter had the same fair hair, but Melissa's was just a shade darker. It was set off by her silver gown, which clung to her lissome form like a second skin and whose abbreviated cape fell to mid-back. When she smiled back at Morgan, her beautiful gray eyes were as full of joy as the Archon's.


Morgan lunged forward and swept Melissa off her feet in a hug. Though a few among the guests gave sour, disapproving looks at such a breach of protocol, their frowns turned to smiles when Melissa shrieked delightedly.


Morgan set her down and nodded approvingly. "Last I saw you, Mel, you were all braids and black and blue."


Melissa nodded. "We went riding, you and me and Patrick..." She swallowed hard and dropped her gaze. "I ... Morgan ... I'm so sorry."


Morgan reached out and drew her to him. He whispered something in her ear, which Dan could not hear. He saw Melissa nod a couple of times, then sniff once, before Morgan released her. The Kell Hound commander turned and indicated Dan with his open right hand.


"Where have my manners gone? Katrina, Melissa, this is Captain Daniel Allard."


The Archon smiled warmly and extended her hand. Dan took it. A firm grip ... a Mech Warrior's grip. "It is the greatest of honors, Archon," he said.


Katrina Steiner nodded. "I am honored as well, Captain, for I've heard much of you. I appreciate your contribution toward rescuing the Silver Eagle. I trust your shoulder has recovered?"


Dan nodded. "Fully, thank you." Dan released the Archon's hand and turned to face Melissa. Careful, Dan. Remember Melissa's presence aboard the Silver Eagle is still classified. "It is a very great pleasure to meet you, Archon-Designate." Dan flicked a glance at Morgan. "You are not at all the little girl Morgan described."


Melissa took Dan's extended hand lightly, as befitting a lady of good breeding, but gave his fingers a little squeeze. "Had I known the Kell Hound's officers were so handsome and men of such wit, I would have asked my mother to post them here on Tharkad."


The Archon shook her head. "For the sake of those on the Silver Eagle, thank God the Kell Hound secret was well-kept."


Melissa thrust out her lower lip in a mock-pout. "Mother, were it up to you, I'd have no fun at all." She smiled at Morgan. "I'm sure Colonel Kell would welcome a posting on Tharkad."


Morgan shook his head slowly. "Sorry Mel, but I'd never allow the Kell Hounds to be posted on Tharkad." He winked at Dan. "I'd never give my men such hazardous duty."
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Archon Katrina Steiner looked up and saw various individuals beginning to move toward her through the crowd. God, how swiftly the jackals begin to close. She slipped her hand through the crook of Morgan's left arm. "Morgan, this is not the place for private reminiscences. I feel a need for some air. If you would attend me?"


Morgan nodded. "A pleasurable duty, and an honor."


When her Minister of Protocol appeared suddenly, she took pity on him. Poor Franklin. He looks positively stricken. "Surely, Minister Hecht," said the Archon, "there is a precedent for this somewhere." She glanced at her daughter. "And if not, let us create one. This is supposed to be a celebration, and my hands are tired from greeting everyone."


Franklin Hecht had become so flustered that his one long strand of mousy-brown hair no longer crossed his head in a vain attempt to hide his baldness, but dangled down alongside one ear. With agony plainly apparent on the man's face, Hecht delicately replaced the hair and looked at the Archon with sad eyes. "As you wish, my Archon."


Melissa smiled openly and hooked her left hand around Daniel Allard's right arm. "Think of it this way, Minister. Why be a slave to history when you can create it?" Melissa winked at the Minister, which raised the color on his cheeks. "Besides which, I want to dance with this handsome warrior, and I want to do it now!"


The Archon watched her daughter indulgently. I hope Hanse Davion realizes what he's gotten himself into, she thought, turning to the Minister. "Well, tell the musicians the Archon-Designate wishes to dance, and it is my wish that everyone should enjoy themselves in like manner." As Hecht scurried off through the crowd, the Archon led Morgan off toward a small side door guarded by two formally dressed LIC agents.


Passing through the door and down a short hallway, the pair reached the Archon's personal office. As they entered the room, Katrina released Morgan's arm. Standing in the center of the wood-paneled room, he slowly surveyed it. "It feels very much like you, Katrina," he said with an approving smile.


He pointed at her massive oaken desk and laughed aloud. Though made of wood, the desk was neither as old nor as exquisitely worked as the other pieces in the room. Stained a warm chocolate brown, it had a life to it that the other pieces lacked. "You've still got it. After all these years . . ."


"How could I part with it, Morgan? Arthur made it with his own hands." Katrina looked at the desk and felt a lump rising in her throat. Ah, Arthur. . . you've been gone these seventeen years. They say time heals all wounds, but this one only grows from year to year.


Morgan's voice pulled her back from the sad memories. "Now, Katrina, you know that's only half right. Arthur had some help with that monster."


"Ha!" Katrina laughed aloud. "To hear Arthur tell it, you just supervised."


Morgan affected a pose of offended nobility. "Now, now. I have a splinter or two to prove my part." He pointed toward the right side of the desk. "Take that top drawer. I did that one myself. . ."


"The one on the right?"


Morgan nodded.


Katrina smiled. "You mean the one that sticks..."


"I told Arthur he had the casing all wrong," Morgan teased. "Damn! Those were the days, weren't they, Katrina? Got anything to drink in this office?"


Katrina crossed to the corner and touched a hidden stud on one of the wooden panels, which slid up to reveal a secret sideboard. She grinned at Morgan. "Do you still drink Irish whiskey?"


Morgan shrugged. "I don't really know. St. Marinus House is dry—except for sacramental wine, that is. Your uncle, Brother Giles, runs a tight ship."


Katrina squinted and reached deep into the sideboard. "This will be a treat for you, then." She withdrew a dusty bottle and showed it to Morgan. "It's from the Connor Distillery on Arc-Royal. Patrick had them send me a case each year."


She poured out two glasses of the amber liquid, then handed one to Morgan. He held the glass aloft. "To those we've lost. May we have the strength and wisdom to build upon the foundation they have created."


Katrina touched her glass to his and then took a sip from it. The mere scent of this whiskey brings back so many memories. Of the good times and the hard times. The liquor burned her throat, but not unpleasantly. And of the hunted times.


Setting down the glass, she looked her old friend directly in the eye and asked, "Morgan, why didn't you ever tell me Arthur was a member of Heimdall?"


Morgan's nostrils flared as he slowly breathed in. He chewed his lower lip for a moment, then returned her gaze. "This will sound odd, perhaps, but I didn't mention it because Arthur didn't tell you himself."


The Archon frowned. "I don't understand your reasoning. When Arthur died, you should have come and told me. We had so little time together, he and I. I would have cherished anything you could have said."


Morgan stepped forward and rested his large hand on Katrina's shoulder. "Katrina, you know, deep down, how much Arthur loved you and trusted you ... You do know that. No doubts, right?"


Katrina nodded slowly. Yes. I know that. What I don't understand is why didn't he trust me with this side of himself ?


"Good, because that is the complete and utter truth." Morgan hesitated, searching for the right words. "Heimdall is a conspiracy of the loyal opposition. Though it began as a movement to undermine the LIC's and Loki's efforts to destroy civil liberties, at various times—good times, as I understand its history— it's been little more than a fraternal organization. In fact, that's how Arthur, Patrick, and I got involved. Arthur's father inducted him into the organization, and when Patrick and I were appointed to Nagelring, he brought us in. It all seemed quite innocent at first."


Morgan took a deep breath, then fortified himself with a sip of whiskey. "I was already at Nagelring and on my way to becoming a Mech Warrior when your predecessor, Alessandro, came up with his cockeyed plan of Concentrated Weakness. Then he dealt brutally with the revolts his policy inspired. Suddenly Heimdall became more active and Arthur, with his money and influence, did what he could to help the organization."


Morgan swallowed hard. "You see, Katrina, because of Arthur, Heimdall almost moved from being the loyal opposition to becoming part of the establishment. But Arthur didn't want that, and as much as he loved and trusted you, he did not want to compromise the organization. If you had asked, he would have brought Heimdall into the mainstream, but then it would not have been there when needed—be it tomorrow because of a coup staged by Alessandro, or a hundred years from now because of a Kurita invasion. Does that make any sense?"


How well you knew me, beloved husband. . . Katrina nodded, then cocked her head in thought. "That does explain why Arthur didn't tell me about his ties with Heimdall, but it does not explain why you said nothing after his death."


Morgan shrugged and Katrina felt a pang of regret for her question. He seems so helpless.


"I guess I made a mistake." Morgan again sipped at his drink. "I knew that Arthur spent much of his last few months setting up identity files and trust funds to care for the Heimdall cells that got us off Poulsbo back when Loki tried to kill you. I assumed that Arthur had either told you about his affiliation, or did not want you to know. I took your silence on the subject as a reflection of his wish. I didn't say anything because I didn't want you to think less of us."


Katrina set her glass down on the desk her husband had made and picked up a small cubical holograph display unit. When she punched a four-digit code onto the numberpad at its top, a three-dimensional image focused itself in the dark cube. Katrina smiled. Staring at the projected holograph, she almost forgot where she was.


It showed her, twenty years younger and with hair dyed a bright red, flanked by two men. On her right was Arthur Luvon. His long, fair hair was tied back with a black headband, and he was smiling broadly. His mustache and goatee gave him the roguish look that matched his spirit, but that was so unlike the staid, sober Arthur most believed her husband to be. On the left, wearing a blue shirt open to midchest to reveal a heavy thatch of black hair, was a much younger Morgan Kell, also smiling at the holocamera. His thin mustache curled up at the ends, and his expression mirrored Arthur's devil-may-care attitude.


Has it really been that long? Katrina shook her head. "Morgan, after all we went through, how could I think less of him or you?"


She extended the cube to Morgan. He looked at the image and laughed deeply. "God, the Red Corsair and her two henchmen ..."


Katrina laughed aloud as well. It's so good to hear your laugh, Morgan. How it conjures up memories of the old days. Trying as those times had been, she could now also see them as exciting adventures. "What we did to escape Poulsbo would be considered too outlandish for a holodrama series."


Morgan tossed off the whiskey remaining in his glass. "Well, I must admit that in hindsight, the idea of heading out into the Periphery and coming back through Marik space might not be the best plan, but it sounded good at the time." He gazed at the cube again. "You know, one of the brothers at St. Marinus was from a band of Periphery raiders and he says they're still looking for the Red Corsair." Morgan's smile ebbed away as the look on his face became distant and remote.


Katrina reached out and gave his shoulders a squeeze. "You miss her as much as I miss Arthur, don't you?"


"Tempest?" His head came up and he forced a weak smile on his lips. "Perhaps, had things not ended so abruptly, my answer to your question would be, 'Yes.' As it is, I just don't know."


The Archon let her hand fall from his shoulder. "I'm sorry I brought it up."


"Don't be. It's ground I've traveled often in the past eleven years." Morgan winked at her and brandished the holocube, his sadness banished. "Think I should go back to just a mustache?"


Katrina shook her head. "No, Morgan, the full beard is more becoming." A mischievous light flashed in her eyes. "However, if ComStar decides to hold a masquerade as part of Melissa's wedding celebration, perhaps we can reprise the Red Corsair and some of her court."


Morgan slapped his forehead with his open right palm. "What a dolt I've been! Here I see Melissa for the first time in ages and I haven't yet congratulated her on her engagement."


Katrina held a hand up. "Don't worry, Morgan, you've scored points with her for that omission. Everyone in the receiving line commented on what a pretty bride she'd be and how much they regretted not being able to be there." Katrina rolled her eyes.


"Trolling for invitations—a time-honored tradition at epic events." Morgan smiled wryly, but a look of concern had settled over his handsome features. "On Zaniah, when we heard of the engagement, we were happy, of course, but Brother Giles and I both worried that this might become a rallying point for dissidents and rivals in the Commonwealth. Brother Giles even had a visitor from Solaris-—an Enrico Lestrade, I think—who inquired if he wanted to come out of retirement in light of the engagement."


Damn that Aldo Lestrade! How dare he send his nephew to disturb my uncle in his retreat. And bless you, Morgan, for actually caring. "There has, indeed, been some resistance among the nobility. Aldo Lestrade pulls Frederick Steiner's strings, so that's trouble. Aldo's engineered at least two failed assassination attempts against me, and I think he was behind the Silver Eagle's diversion. The hard evidence may be tantalizingly elusive, but I know he's the author of many of my troubles."


Something flickered in Morgan's dark eyes, and Katrina felt a coldness slice through her. Well, Aldo, you don't know what you have unleashed with your actions, do you? You killed Patrick Kell, and that's not a sin that either Morgan or Heimdall are likely to soon forget. "Aldo keeps trumpeting his complaint that we leave the Isle of Skye vulnerable to attack, but even the raid Kurita pulled on Chara to exterminate the Kell Hounds failed to excite many people."


Katrina smiled. "However, with you back to lead the Kell Hounds, I don't think Kurita is going to try anything as foolish as that last raid ... But Morgan, what is it?"


Morgan frowned. "Katrina, I have a special favor to ask of you."


The Archon opened her hands. "Ask and it will be done."


Morgan smiled briefly, then let the smile die. "I appreciate the vote of confidence. Dan has told me of a clause in the Kell Hound contract that allows me to dissolve any agreement that Patrick made."


Katrina nodded. "The contract expires in 3031. Do you want to break it or renegotiate? I can probably pull some extra money out of the budget for you . . ." What are you up to, Morgan ?


Morgan shook his head. "I appreciate the thought, but no. And don't worry, I'm not taking the Hounds off to another House. I, ah, I'm taking them myself. I have some business to complete."


Katrina's eyes became like sharp steel slivers. "What, Colonel Kell, have you in mind?"


Morgan sighed and replied in an uneasy voice. "I'm not sure, Katrina, and it scares me. Dan tells me Yorinaga Kurita is back and that he killed Patrick."


Katrina shook her head in disbelief. "Morgan, you aren't going off on a vendetta, are you? That's for recruits just out of Nagelring. You know as well as I that personal conflicts have no place in warfare." She stared at him.


Morgan raised his hands in surrender. "Easy, Katrina, I'm not a green leutnant in your battalion." He opened his mouth to continue, but couldn't find the words.


Katrina watched Morgan Kell as he wrestled with the demons in his mind. This is very important to you, isn't it, Morgan? I've not seen you like this before—except, perhaps, when you first went to Zaniah. All those years at St. Marinus and you've still not got control of it? My heart aches for you, old friend.


Morgan looked up and sighed heavily. "Believe me, Katrina, when I tell you Yorinaga's return to duty—it's palpable. I knew he was back months before Dan came to Zaniah." Morgan faltered. "I just never imagined Patrick would get caught in the crossfire.


"Years ago, on Mallory's World, Yorinaga Kurita and I started something. It began in 3013 when tattered remnants of the Davion Fourth Guards and two companies of the Kell Hounds held off the Second Sword of Light while other Davion troops evacuated Ian Davion and pried his body out of his broken 'Mech. Yorinaga had killed Ian, but we prevented him from taking home any trophy.


"Three years later, again on Mallory's World, Yorinaga and I met." Morgan paused and stared off into space. "We fought and I learned a lot about myself in that fight. I fear what I learned, to be very honest, and I felt the seeds of the same terrible thing in Yorinaga. While both of us remained in exile, nothing could happen. Now we'll be drawn together, inexorably, and our fight must eventually take place." Morgan shrugged. "There's no other way."


Katrina smiled warmly. "Can I convince you to wait until after the wedding before you head off on this quest of yours?"


Morgan started to answer, then paused and slowly nodded his head. "I believe we have the time. I will pull the Kell Hounds from active duty, however. They're already on their way to Arc-Royal."


"I have no difficulty with that," the Archon said. "But do you think it wise to have a light battalion going up against what's likely to be a Kurita regiment?"


"No," replied Morgan Kell as he poured himself another whiskey. "Not wise at all." Smiling, he raised his glass in a salute. "That's why the word went out from Zaniah. The Kell Hound unit I'm assembling at Arc-Royal will be, once again, a full regiment. Let the Dragon beware . . ."
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At the Minister of Protocol's insistence, the string quartet immediately began a waltz. As the first soft notes filled the room, Dan disengaged his arm from Melissa's grasp, then turned and bowed to the Archon-Designate. "It would be my distinct honor if you would accompany me in the dance."


Melissa smiled and bowed her head. "And it would be my pleasure, Captain Allard." She took his extended right hand and allowed him to lead her to the floor. The other guests parted to let them pass, then some of the more adventurous followed until soon the dance floor was full.


"You realize, don't you," Dan whispered, "that there are dozens of your citizens who would kill to be in my position."


"That may well be, Captain, but I would prefer not to deal with them. None of them would be as light on their feet or as agile as you are." She smiled impishly. "Does the Federated Suns teach dancing in their military academies?"


Dan shook his head and whirled the Archon-Designate through a series of steps. "Only at the New Avalon Military Academy, Highness. Albion and Warriors Hall frown on dance, though they do have excellent anti-armor classes." Dan blushed as Melissa giggled. "Actually, my mother insisted that all her children learn 'how to behave in polite company,' and in my opinion, company comes no more polite."


"Thank you, Captain. I shall write your mother to say that all the training was not in vain." Melissa let her voice drop to the barest trace of a whisper. "And again I thank you for your efforts on my behalf last spring. If the Kell Hounds had not come along ..." Melissa shuddered.


"We did, Highness, and that is all that matters." Dan looked over at the quartet, which was playing the final strains of the song. Releasing Melissa, he bowed. "Thank you, Highness."


"Thank you, Captain." Melissa's smile froze on her face, whose expression became one of fury as she glanced over his shoulder. "Captain Allard," she said. "Do you know Baron Sefnes?"


Sefnes . . . He's Duke Michael's ambassador to the Commonwealth Court. Dan turned formally and appraised the small, dark-haired man who had come up behind him. Looks like another Human rat from New Syrtis, and he's drunk. When he spoke, Dan's voice had became cold and formal. "I don't believe I've had the pleasure, though the Baron's reputation precedes him."


Dan's chilly tone was not lost on the Capellan March lord, but the glazed look in his dark eyes hid whether or not the remark had actually registered. "So, Captain, is it an Allard family trait to abandon the Federated Suns?"


Melissa stiffened instantly, and Dan heard the hushed intake of breath as other guests overheard Sefnes's question. What's your game, viper? Dan thought. "Forgive me, Baron, but I do not understand your inquiry."


Sefnes let a sloppy, drunken grin splash across his pinched features. He hissed his words and a feral hatred showed in his eyes. "Simply asked, Captain, and easily answered. You jumped ship first by having your daddy beg Hanse Davion to assign you to the Kell Hounds. The Prince even gave you a Valkyrie as a going away present. Then your brother left us after betraying the March and nearly getting his command killed in the process." The Baron smiled like a hyena. "I just want to know which Allard is next?"


Muscles bunched at Dan's jaw as he ground his teeth. You insolent idiot. You hated my father because he replaced Michael Hasek-Davion in the Prince's inner circle, and you loathe my brother for his mixed blood. Now you seek to embarrass me, but you only embarrass yourself and the man you serve.


Melissa started to speak, but Dan laid his left hand on her arm. As outrage flashed in his eyes, the tension began to spread through the room, with Lyran nobles and MechWarriors gathering near them. "Get to it, Sefnes. Get to the real question you want to ask."


Sefnes looked at Dan with a sneer. "And what do you, Captain, suppose that question to be?"


Dan licked his lips. "I think you want to know what it feels like to be Justin Allard's brother—the brother of a traitor . . ."


Sefnes smiled and laid his right hand on the Captain's left shoulder. "Exactly!"


Dan took a half-step back and swung his left shoulder from beneath the Baron's hand. The mercenary's left hand snapped up and wrapped itself over the back of the Baron's right hand. Pushing down, Dan locked the Baron's wrist forward, then twisted the hand out to lock the Baron's elbow.


The young Kell Hound reached over with his right and maintained the pressure on the Baron's wrist. "I've always been proud of my brother Justin, Baron. I envied him his entry into Sakhara, and there's not a MechWarrior in this room who would deny that the Sakhara Academy is anything but first class." Dan looked away from Sefnes and saw many MechWarriors nodding agreement. "There, at Sakhara, where the Allard name held no importance, Justin excelled and I exulted in his success."


The MechWarrior rotated the Baron's wrist a bit more and elevated the trapped arm. Sefnes winced and bent slightly forward at the waist to relieve some of the pressure. "I rejoiced even more when Justin earned an AFFS commission and was assigned to the Capellan March. You can't begin to dream or imagine, Baron, my unadulterated joy when I heard of his performance on Spica. No, Baron, you couldn't understand what I felt then, because such emotions have no place in your barren, twisted life."


The mercenary from the Federated Suns smiled cruelly and applied more pressure. "You can ask any MechWarrior here what he or she thought of the plan Justin conceived and helped execute to rescue General Courtney's command on Spica." Dan saw many MechWarriors in the crowd nodding their agreement. "Reckless, perhaps, and desperate certainly—but the situation called for extraordinary measures and it worked. Justin truly deserved the Diamond Sunburst award for that campaign, and my heart swelled with pride when I heard he'd received it."


Dan snarled and twisted the man's wrist even further. He stepped forward and harshly drove Sefnes to his knees. "You say my brother is a traitor, but who among us would not have left the Federated Suns under similar circumstances? Only in your sick mind could that travesty of a trial be considered fair or impartial."


The mercenary Captain paused and looked around the room. He met the gaze of every MechWarrior in attendance. "What you cannot understand, Baron, is that Justin is a MechWarrior. After learning that he would never again be given the chance to lead men into battle, that he would never again pilot a 'Mech, Justin left. On Solaris, he proved himself every bit a MechWarrior, despite the maiming of his injuries. And he proved his worth against the best Solaris had to offer." Dan stared down at Sefnes. "He even won when his opponents cheated."


Dan released the Baron's arm and Sefnes collapsed, clutching his painful limb to his chest. "There's not a MechWarrior here, Baron, who wouldn't sooner die than give up piloting. Justin remained true to himself—to his training and his life. He never abandoned the Federated Suns. Rather, it spat him out!"


The Kell Hound officer turned and bowed his head to Melissa. "Forgive me, Highness, for being so rude." Dan indicated the French doors leading out to the gardens with a nod of his head. "If you will permit me, I feel the need for some air."


Sefnes rose to one knee. "You'll pay for this, Allard. I swear it. You'll pay!"


The mercenary spun and kicked the Baron's leg from beneath him. " 'Ware, viper! I may just cut the coin from your hide." Then he whirled and stalked off as the crowd stared after him in stunned silence.


Dan leaned forward heavily on the garden terrace's stone railing. You idiot! What the hell were you doing in there? He stared out through the darkness at the lights winking atop the distant towers of Fortress Asgard. Because of the thick, gray cloud cover, those strobing lights faced no competition from stars and planets. My actions just now would have been better suited to a brawl in the Asgardian barracks than to an official ball at the palace.


"You care very much for your brother, don't you?"


The woman's strong yet gentle voice sent a shock through his system, and Dan spun about instantly. Silhouetted against the bright lights of the palace, her face was barely visible but he thought he recognized her anyway. "Melissa?"


The woman shook he head and drifted closer. As she reached the railing, the light revealed her hair to be brown and her gown a deep green. Her eyes, like the sequins on her dress, flashed with a green light. "No, I'm not Melissa," she said with a throaty laugh. "Though you're not the first person to make that mistake."


Dan smiled weakly. "Sorry."


"Don't be." She glanced down hesitantly, then brought her gaze up to meet his. "What you said in there touched me ... I thought that perhaps you might like to talk with someone."


As her eyes met his, Dan felt something like an electric jolt shoot through his body. She smiled and gathered his left hand into her right. "Come. Let us walk in the garden." She led him down one of the carefully manicured pathways where well-trimmed shrub walls soon eclipsed the palace lights and muffled the music. "You idolized your brother, didn't you?"


Dan nodded. "From the time we were kids." He laughed in remembrance. "He was my older brother, by seven years, but I soon caught up to him in the height department. That's when he started calling me his big brother. He's actually my half-brother ... my father's first marriage ended in divorce after he was recalled from the Federated Suns embassy on Sian."


She smiled and stared out at the lights of Asgard. "You're lucky, having a brother. I was an only child."


The mercenary Captain forced himself to smile. "Believe me, ah . . ."


She hesitated. "Jeana."


"Jeana, there were times when I wished to be an only child. I also have a sister and two cousins—twins—who lived with us. It was a full household."


Jeana squeezed his hand. "You had someone to share secrets with and someone who was there when you needed help."


Dan nodded and fought the lump rising in his throat. That was you, Justin. Always there when I needed you. "Despite the difference in our ages, Justin was very much my best friend." Recollection broadened the smile on Dan's face. "Justin learned that I was graduating from the New Avalon Military Academy early. He was on Spica at the time, and he wrote me in a spare moment while his company was preparing for a Liao assault. He created a little checklist with a half-dozen 'Mech types contained on it. At the top, he'd written: 'Graduation Present.' His note told me to pick one. Justin said he'd shoot it, but I had to clean it and fix it up."


Dan balled his right fist and slammed it against his thigh. "Justin was always there for me." Biting back angry tears, he turned to Jeana. "I failed him," he said, the words shot through with pain. "I wasn't there when he needed me. If I had been, none of this would have happened."


Jeana stepped closer, bringing him to the spicy sweetness of her perfume. Hugging him fiercely, she whispered, "Don't torture yourself this way. You've leaped to too many conclusions and allowed them to build upon themselves. That's madness...."


Dan welcomed her comfort and concern, and he closed his eyes, feeling suddenly tired. Wrapping his own arms around Jeana, he drank in her physical warmth. Her hair fell against his face, and as he breathed in the sweetness of her perfume, he felt a deep sense of peace. "But why did Justin go to Solaris? Why didn't he come to me and join the Kell Hounds?"


Jeana withdrew enough to look up into Dan's blue eyes. "There are a thousand possible answers to those questions and I cannot be expected to know them, but neither can you! It could have been anything that sent your brother to Solaris. He could have gone to exact revenge, just as Sefnes and his ilk suggest."


Dan shook his head. "Not Justin. No."


"Then perhaps he went to Solaris to prove he was the best MechWarrior in the Successor States," Jeana said. "If he has half the pride of his younger brother, he's out there proving his enemies wrong."


Dan looked down. "Why does he have to prove it in the Capellan Confederation?"


Jeana slipped from his arms and turned her beautiful profile against the lights of Asgard. "Justin is two natures—half-Fed and half-Capellan. When he lost access to one half of himself, he naturally tended toward the other half." She turned and smiled at Dan. "As strange as it sounds, I believe that other half must one day resurface, and I think you should believe that, too."


"And if it doesn't . . ." Dan stared off into the darkness. "Justin becomes a most dangerous foe."



 



16





Tharkad


District of Donegal, Lyran Commonwealth 


31 December 3027





The Lyran Intelligence Corps operative cleared his throat gently. "Excuse me, Captain Allard, but the Archon and Colonel Kell are returning to the party."


Jeana gave Dan's hand a squeeze. "Go on. I'll catch up with you later."


Dan nodded and smiled. "I'm counting on it. And thank you for listening." He turned toward the LIC agent. "Lead on."


The agent pointed out a path, but was silent as he led the way back out of the garden. Dan nodded his thanks to the agent, then searched the crowd for the Archon. He saw her and crossed toward where she had been standing with Morgan. By the time he reached the spot, however, Katrina Steiner had vanished.


Dan found Morgan engaged in conversation with three men. The older two look so uneasy around Morgan, Dan thought, suppressing a smile. I imagine they see him as a ghost from a past they wish would stay dead.


Morgan smiled and made room for Dan in the small group. "Ah, Dan, I'm so glad to see you. Have you met these gentlemen?"


The stiffness in Morgan's tone and body belied the smile on his face, yet Dan responded to the pleasant introduction as though it were genuine. He half-bowed and extended his hand toward the tallest of the trio. The elderly man's platinum hair and his gray eyes marked him as a Steiner. The thin scar running from the corner of his right eye and up into his hairline did not mar the handsomeness of his finely sculpted features, but it did drain from his stern visage some of the power that showed in his cousin Katrina Steiner's face. "I am honored to again meet you, Duke Frederick."


Frederick Steiner inclined his head slightly. "I understand you deserve no small amount of credit in the Silver Eagle rescue."


Dan shook his head. "I did what had to be done, Your Grace."


The smallest of the three men, a barrel-chested noble, offered his right hand. Limping half a step forward, he smiled slyly. "Spoken like a true hero, Captain. Your modesty becomes you."


Dan narrowed his eyes. And your words, Duke Aldo Lestrade, sound like bait for a very deadly trap. "I do not see myself as a hero, Duke Lestrade." Dan nodded toward the Duke's plastic and steel left arm. "Learning to live with your new arm or your hip replacement is far more heroic than anything I have done."


Dan looked up at the third man in the group. Though he had the characteristic blond hair of a Steiner, as well as the perfectly chiseled nose and chin, it took Dan a moment to identify the element that did not fit. It was the man's eyes, which were darker than any Steiner that Dan had ever seen. He extended his hand toward the other man. "Daniel Allard."


The third man took Dan's hand in a viselike grip. "I am Ryan Steiner, Captain Allard."


Dan pumped the younger man's hand twice, then broke free. "I'm pleased to meet you."


Morgan smiled as if he'd noticed none of what had passed between Dan and Ryan. "Ryan, more properly the Duke of Porrima, is Duke Frederick's nephew. I was telling them that I knew Ryan's mother, Donna Steiner, when she taught at Nagelring." Facing Ryan, Morgan half-shut his eyes. "Your mother got married at the Academy, and I was proud to be chosen as one of the Honor Guard for the ceremony ..."


Morgan's words trailed off into an arctic silence as another man joined the group. Frederick Steiner and Aldo Lestrade both flinched visibly as the haggard, gray-haired man slipped between them. Ryan smiled with his eyes, and the old man acknowledged him with the faintest of nods, then turned his full attention on Morgan Kell.


"So it is true," he said in a gravelly voice. "The dead walk among us again."


Morgan stared hard at the newcomer, and when he finally answered, his tone was glacial. "Do you speak of yourself, Alessandro Steiner, or do you refer to me?" Morgan let a cruel smile tighten the corners of his eyes. "Ah, I forget my manners. What is the proper form of address for a deposed Archon?"


Alessandro's lips peeled back from his teeth in a snarl as Morgan's riposte drilled home. His gray eyes flashed with anger, but he hid it with a respectful nod toward the mercenary leader. "You always were quick, Morgan Kell." The former Archon shot hooded glances at Frederick and Lestrade. "Thank God, neither of these two have your wit and intelligence. Had they but half of it, any one of their plots might have secured them the throne."


Shock and outrage played across the faces of the two Dukes before they could cover up with looks of feigned innocence. Morgan stared into Alessandro's eyes. "I find your thesis flawed, Alessandro, for with wit and intelligence goes a fierce loyalty to the sense of justice that is the Commonwealth's strongest foundation."


Alessandro Steiner stiffened. "I don't recall, Colonel Kell, ever giving you leave to speak to me with such familiarity."


With his face contorted in outrage, Morgan snapped, "I earned that right, Alessandro, in a year of hell." He drew himself up to his full height. Glancing from Alessandro to Frederick to Lestrade, Morgan dropped his voice to a kind of bass growl. "In that year, I earned the right to help topple you from your throne, and I earned the right to preserve the throne for Katrina Steiner and her line."


Morgan's face hardened and his eyes narrowed. "Do not mistake me, gentlemen, for I want this plainly understood. That is a right I hold very dear, and a right I'll exercise at any cost."


Aldo Lestrade's brown eyes smoldered. "I do not have to tolerate such presumptuousness from a washed-up mercenary!" As he thrust a finger at Morgan's chest, light reflecting from the silver Tamar Tiger badge temporarily blinded the angry noble. "You've spent too many years on that desert world, Colonel. It must have desiccated your brain. You accuse me of disloyalty, but I merely protest the cavalier and negligent attitude of the Archon as it pertains to the welfare of my people."


Morgan grinned wolfishly. "You forget, Duke Lestrade, that Zaniah is in your holding of the Isle of Skye. I've heard your speeches about how the Archon leaves your people naked to the ravages of Marik or Kurita forces. However, Your Grace, I find it curious that not a single 'Mech raid disturbed all my time on Zaniah."


Lestrade snorted defiantly. "While in your meditative cocoon, Colonel, you've not seen many things. Your own company fell prey to a Kurita assault on my world of Chara. As I recall," he said, as though musing idly, "the Kell Hounds abandoned the world to the raiders. Poor troops, incompetent mercenaries, and unfulfilled promises is what I get from the Archon." Lestrade narrowed his brown eyes. "I will protest such treatment whenever I am able."


Frederick Steiner smiled until he saw the implacable look on Morgan's face. Dan swallowed hard. I've only seen that look once before—on Mallory's World when we learned that our battalion would be hosting the Second Sword of Light Regiment, and that no support could reach us.


Morgan's gaze flicked to Alessandro. "I am certain, Alessan-dro, that your time in exile on Furillo has given you a perspective similar to that granted me during my stay on Zaniah." Morgan turned his head enough to spear Lestrade with a hellish look. "Given enough time, Duke Lestrade, one learns to see all the subtle interconnections in this life. Each action creates echoes, much like ripples on a pond. Everything comes back to haunt or to reward a person, and often the consequence of an action is magnified many times when it returns."


Frederick Steiner's brows were knit with frustration. "I'm no politician and I detest these word games. Speak plainly, Kell, but be careful. I will take exception to any threats you offer my friend."


A smile blossomed on Morgan's face. "Amazing," he said, nodding to Aldo Lestrade. "I didn't even see your lips move."


Frederick's face flushed red-purple, but Morgan cut off any protest with a sharp wave of the hand. "Speaking plainly enough for even you to understand, Duke Frederick, is a taxing job, but I will accommodate you. Twenty years ago, when Alessandro left office, forces rallied around your uncle Hermann as a candidate to oppose Katrina. He left public life to avoid being so used and thus did the spotlight fall upon you. You are a leader. Hence you are a good choice ..."


Dan watched as Frederick's face returned to its normal color. The man's been so conditioned to respond to courtiers that he puffs up as Morgan speaks. Incredible!


Morgan's eyes hardened, though his deep voice trembled with the effort to control some powerful emotions. "A leader you are, Duke Frederick, but a military leader only. The Tenth Lyran Guards have an excellent reputation, and under you, have become a feared and respected military force. But you admitted it yourself moments ago: you are no politician."


Morgan nodded at Lestrade. "Men like Lestrade are more than willing to make you believe that you deserve to be Archon. You must be realistic to know that is not true. If you took the time to be honest with yourself, you would realize deep down that to sit on the throne would tear you apart. Once it had destroyed you, petty nobles of questionable background and motives would plunge the Commonwealth into a brutal civil war."


Frederick chewed on his lower lip but made no reply. He distractedly fingered the scar by his right eye, opened his mouth to say something, but then seemed to think the better of it. He glanced at Aldo Lestrade.


Jowls quivering with fury, Aldo Lestrade stared at Morgan Kell. "What do you mean by questioning my background and motives? I come from a family far more noble and notable than yours, Morgan Kell. I resent your impugning my reputation."


Surprise lit Morgan's face. "You do?" His voice rose an octave and he pressed his right hand to his chest like an offended maiden. "Don't tell me, Duke Lestrade, that you've taken to believing those very same revisionist histories of your family that you've paid to have produced?" Morgan stared at him with utter disbelief. "My God, man, those fables redefine the word 'nonsense.' The idea that you alone survived the veritable plague of accidents and raids that killed everyone ahead of you in line for the throne of Summer is improbable. The further suggestion, as presented in the last work, that your good fortune was a sign of favor from God not only makes for bad fiction, it is blasphemous!"


Morgan moistened his lips. "Remember, Lestrade, that what you have done will come back to haunt you. Your father, my brother . . . the blood on your hands will drown you."


The appearance of Franklin Hecht kept Lestrade from any further riposte. "Excuse me, my Lords," said Hecht, "but the Archon has requested the presence of these two mercenaries." The Minister of Protocol gently took their elbows and steered them away from the others.


Dan smiled. "Thank you for your timely intervention."


The Minister shook his head like a schoolmaster carting boys off toward detention. "No one minded your rough handling of Baron Sefnes earlier, Hauptmann Allard, but I could not let a similar situation develop between the Colonel and Aldo Lestrade."


Morgan glanced over at Hecht. "Is he that powerful?"


Hecht hesitated, then nodded regretfully. "In places, yes. His opinions hold near gospel-strength for Skye separatists. Here on Tharkad, many individuals would have applauded your victory in a forceful argument, but. . ."


"But the argument would have been distorted when replayed in the Isle of Skye," Morgan said.


The Minister nodded. "Precisely."


As they spoke, the Minister had been leading Dan and Morgan toward a small set of steps leading up to a dais, where the Archon stood with her daughter. After dismissing the Minister with a nod, she said, "Forgive me, Morgan, for dragging you up here and away from that battle. As much as Lestrade deserves a mauling, I'll not have you begin the new year on such a dark note."


Slipping her hand through the crook of the Colonel's arm, Melissa stepped between her mother and Morgan. "No, to greet a new year in the company of those jackals would be an omen of nothing but trouble." Taking Dan in with her smile, she added, "A new year should be greeted in the company of friends."


Morgan accepted a glass of champagne from the silver tray offered by a servant. "That is a sentiment with which I fully concur, Melissa. Being here with you, Dan, and your mother does indeed make this an auspicious beginning for the year. With your coming wedding, I can imagine nothing but a happy year as well."


Melissa shot a glance at her mother, and the Archon nodded. "You could do something to make it yet happier for me, Morgan Kell," Melissa said, looking up at him.


"For you, Melissa, anything. So what is it to be?"


Melissa glanced down, the lights flashing against the gold of her hair falling to her shoulders. "You were my father's cousin and his friend. I never saw him, at least not to remember, because he died six months after I was born." She reached out and squeezed her mother's forearm. "All I have of him are the holographs and some vids. But, for me, he's always lived in the stories you and Patrick told of him."


Melissa's voice trailed off. Morgan handed Dan his glass of champagne and enfolded Melissa in a hug. "He would have been proud of you, Melissa." He released the Archon-Designate from his embrace and smiled at her.


"What I want to know, Morgan, is whether you would give me away at the wedding."


Morgan's head snapped up as though he'd been punched by a 'Mech. He looked over at Katrina, then smiled as he read the expression on her face.


"Melissa Arthur Steiner, it would be the greatest honor of my life to represent your father at your wedding."


At that moment, the palace's tower clock began to ring with the first of twelve peals to announce the new year. The Archon lifted a glass of sparkling champagne to the three people standing with her on the dais. "May 3028 be filled with love, health, happiness, and . . ."


"Justice, Archon," Morgan added as he spotted Aldo Lestrade in the crowd. "Plenty of justice . . ."
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Captain Andrew Redburn saluted smartly as the orderly closed the door behind him. The dark-haired officer standing behind the gray metal desk returned the salute, then smiled and offered his hand to Andrew. "Good to see you, Redburn." The officer indicated a steel chair beside Andrew. "Please be seated," he said politely, but was clearly uneasy.


Andrew smiled. "Thank you, Colonel Stone." Andrew lowered himself into the chair and noticed the frown that momentarily creased Stone's brow. I wonder what's bothering the old man?


Stone forced himself to smile easily. Shuffling some files on his blue blotter, the Colonel looked up at Redburn. "A few simple things to take care of first, Captain. I see we finally got your Leftenant Craon into the Bachelor Officers' Quarters here on the base."


Andrew nodded. "Craon moved his stuff in yesterday. Now all my junior officers are on base."


"Good." The Colonel flipped open a green evaluation file and grinned somewhat sourly as he read it over. "These are amazingly good scores for a company that arrived on planet barely a month ago, Redburn. You should be proud of your people."


There was no way they were going to do anything but their best in their first evaluation, Colonel. "Yes, sir. The honor of being selected for a Davion House unit. . . well, the tradition really seems to bring out the best in my people." Especially because we come from the Capellan March and I'm the only person with an academy background. We've got something to prove—to you and to everyone else in this unit. We're not farmers from the March who think we 're supposed to be running hot AgroMechs around.


The Colonel nodded absently and flipped one page over. Peering up over the edge of the file, he looked at Andrew and chuckled. "Your Corporal Pay en Montdidier earned the regiment's highest rating with small arms. You should know that's irked our Jump Infantry Battalion."


Redburn smiled. No surprise there . . . "I'm certain the Corporal will be happy to hear that, sir." Andrew hesitated as Stone frowned. "About his ranking, I mean, sir."


Stone raised one eyebrow, then closed the file. He slid it to the side, leaving a stark white folder stamped with a red legend alone in the center of his desk. The Colonel looked at it uneasily, then clasped his hands together and leaned forward. His forearms all but obscured the folder.


"Before I get to this last item, Captain, I thought I'd discuss with you the purpose for attaching your company to the First 'Mech Battalion, as your company is organized at this time. While I am not totally in favor of it, the Prince wishes to try an experiment. You're it." The Colonel opened his hands and laid them palms down against the polished surface of his desk.


"First of all, we won't split up your group. With twenty-seven people, you have more than double the personnel normally found in a 'Mech company. That does not disturb us because your people have all trained together. Leaving an odd-sized unit together has worked well with the other training battalions."


Andrew nodded. So much easier to quarantine us . . .


The Colonel eased back, ignoring the white file. "The Prince wants to build your company into a close-assault unit. We've cobbled together a group of 'Mechs that we believe to be uniquely suited to our purposes. Mostly Valkyries and Jenners, but we've added some Javelins and Firestarters to round things out."


Andrew nodded slowly. "They're all jump-capable and are fairly fast."


The Colonel smiled. "Exactly. Your job will be to get in and get out quickly after inflicting as much damage as possible to your objective. The Valkyries, with their long-range missile launchers, will give you some distance weaponry, but I see that as a way to discourage pursuit."


"Or," Andrew offered, "a way to soften up a target as we go in." He frowned. "None of those 'Mechs have machine guns to deal with infantry ..."


The Colonel waved away Andrew's reservation. "The Fire-starters are enough to throw a scare into infantry."


Andrew conceded the point with a nod. "I understand, sir, I'm sure my people will gladly accept this challenging honor." His gaze flicked toward the folder. "Is there anything else, sir?"


With the reluctance of a doctor giving a patient bad news, Colonel Stone handed Andrew the white file. "I want you to understand, Captain, that this makes me uneasy. I know how much you valued your time serving with Major Allard. I was with the Fifth Davion Guards on Spica when Justin and Bill Dobson broke the siege on Valencia. Justin saved our butts and there wasn't a MechWarrior in the unit that wouldn't have given his life for Justin."


A scowl darkened Andrew's face, but Stone gave him no opportunity to speak. "People change, Captain. Something snapped inside Justin. I don't know if it was losing his arm or whether it was the trial or what—but he's not the same man we both knew ..."


Andrew shook his head angrily. "Why tell me this, sir? Are you afraid I'll embarrass the unit when some high official comes to visit?"


Stone stiffened at Andrew's accusation, then seemed to shrug it off. "I just want you to read this report in context, Captain." He pointed to the file. "Read it."


Andrew's mouth dried out like a riverbed in a drought. The scarlet legend stretching across the white folder looked like blood on snow and sent a shiver down Andrew's spine. Codeword Only!—Things don't come much more secure. Andrew opened the file with the enthusiasm of a man prying open the lid of a coffin.


He swallowed hard as he recognized the cover sheet's letterhead. Ml 7-Military Intelligence's liaison with the Ministry of Information, Intelligence, and Operations. Why do they have me reading this? Andrew glanced up at Colonel Stone, but his superior officer seemed to stare through him as though he were made of glass.


Andrew turned the page and his heart nearly stopped. He brushed his fingertips across each of the terrible words, wanting to rub them out, to destroy them and the reality they represented.


"RE: Maskirovka Operation on Kittery, 20 Nov 3027," he read. "Analysis.


"In reviewing the information recovered from the Maskirovka stronghold on Kittery, we have made the following discoveries and drawn the following conclusions:


"1) The operation used personnel last known to have been on Sian. All indig Maskirovka agents captured as a result of this operation have defined the assassination attempt as an operation set up and directed by the highest Maskirovka circles on Sian. All documentary evidence supports this claim.


"2) The operatives used were onplanet for two weeks before the assassination attempt. During this time, ample opportunity presented itself for attacks on ranking officers of the Davion Assault Guards, the Capellan Dragoons, and the Kittery Borderers. There were no apparent efforts made to attack the command structure for these units, despite what our investigation shows was poor security during this time period.


"3) During this same time period, the First Kittery Training Battalion was involved in its final testing and graduation program. To prevent the possibility or appearance of cheating, security surrounding this unit ran high at this time.


"4) Complete dossiers on each of the training battalion NCOs and officer candidates was recovered from the Maskirovka warehouse. The details contained in the dossier included information that has been described as 'intimate' and 'insightful.'


"Conclusion: This assassination attempt against the staff of the First Kittery Training Battalion was not a random act of terrorism. The information compiled and the operatives chosen for the mission were directed at one target, and one target only. Orders flowed from Sian with the blessings of the Maskirovka.


"It is our belief that the effort was directed specifically by Justin Xiang against his old command. Xiang is placed highly enough in the Maskirovka to be the source of all orders associated with this operation, and details revealed in the files are appropriate to the level of information he had as the unit's Commanding Officer. The attempt even took place at what was known to be Xiang's favorite restaurant in Shaoshan. Though this last point may well be a coincidence, it is inconceivable that Justin Xiang had no previous knowledge of this operation."


Andrew's hands trembled as he closed the file. Pale and shaking, he handed it back to Colonel Stone. "I... I don't know what to say." His head had begun to pound with each heartbeat. "I can't believe it."


Stone nodded sympathetically. "I know, Captain. I can hardly believe it myself." He glanced down at the folder and shrugged impotently. "The spooks generally know what they're talking about."


Andrew clenched his jaw to stop it from trembling. "Dammit, Colonel! It makes no sense! Why hit a training battalion's staff?"


Stone shook his head. "I don't know, Redburn. But you're absolutely right. It makes no sense." The Colonel tapped the file with a finger. "I think that's why they've put it down to a personal vendetta. I've seen vids of the trial, and I saw a holovid of Justin's last fight on Solaris. There's no love lost between him and the Prince."


Andrew shrugged. All that may be true, Colonel, but there's something wrong. He ground his teeth and balled his fists. No matter what anyone says, I know Justin didn't change—at least not in that way. Murder just isn't his style.


He glanced up at the Colonel. "I know I can't say anything about that report to my men. What should I do?"


Stone took a deep breath and exhaled heavily. "Just be careful, Redburn. Tell your men to stay alert. You're a lot safer here on New Aragon than you were on Kittery, but we don't want to give Justin Xiang a chance to succeed a second time where he has already failed once."
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New Avalon


Crucis March, Federated Suns 


14 February 3028





As sweat dripped from the tip of his nose, Hanse Davion adjusted his shooting glasses. Then he glanced to where Quintus Allard crouched by a pile of broken bricks, trying to catch his breath. The Prince pointed at the outline of a three-story building hidden in the gloom halfway down the street. He tightened his grip on the laser pistol, then held up three fingers of his left hand. Quintus nodded, and as the fingers curled into a fist, the spymaster spun from cover and dashed across the street.


A string of burning scarlet laserbolts stitched a pattern of destruction behind Quintus as the sniper on the roof sought vainly to track the dodging target. Pools of molten ferrocrete blazed in Quintus Allard's wake. Debris whistled through the air on waves of laser-born heat, but nothing stopped Quintus from reaching the safety of a small building.


Hanse rose to one knee and spotted the sniper in the backglow of the laser rifle's fire. I've got you now! he exulted, sighting down the pistol's barrel and squeezing the trigger twice. His laser bolts stabbed skyward and lanced explosively through the sniper's humanoid form.


Quintus Allard whirled and snapped off three fast shots, which sizzled through the air above Hanse's head. The Prince spun, smashing back flat against the half-wall that had covered him before, and saw two bolts burn into the casement below a window in the building behind him. The third bolt exploded brilliantly, revealing a haunting glimpse of a broken human form reeling back into the room.


An obnoxious buzzer roared over the ruins complex. Lights hidden in the roof came up like three dozen small suns to dispel the artificial night. Smiling broadly, Quintus crossed back to Hanse and offered the Prince his hand.


"Excellent shooting, my Prince." Quintus squinted back along Hanse's line of fire toward the robotic rooftop sniper. "Two hundred meters if a centimeter."


Hanse shook Quintus's hand, then glanced back over his own shoulder. "Well, Quintus, your marksmanship puts mine to shame. A shot through a window at a hundred meters while on the run? Why didn't we ever train you as a MechWarrior? With skill like that, I could leave the Capellan March to you and never have to worry."


Quintus shook his head, though the smile generated by the Prince's praise remained. "I'm afraid that I've slowed down, though, Highness. In the old days, I'd have hit with all three shots."


Hanse laughed aloud. "But you did hit with all three, Quintus. Two hit the building and one hit the target."


The Minister joined in with Hanse's laughter. "I suppose we should head back to the control center and find out our scores."


Hanse glanced at his chronometer. "They only gave us twenty minutes on the course, so we must have scored well." He shook his head. "It would be terrible if you and I didn't qualify with small arms."


Quintus shrugged. "I'm not so worried about that, Highness." The Count jerked a thumb in the direction of the other small arms qualification maze. "I just hope your nephew Morgan and Ardan haven't beaten us out."


God! Not another six months of Ardan and Morgan making jokes. "Amen to that, my friend." Hanse narrowed his light blue eyes. "Speaking of which, what news from Morgan's new companion?"


Quintus pulled the power pack from his pistol, then slid the gun into its shoulder holster. "Nothing suspicious to report. As you know, they've seen a lot of each other. Kym has visited Morgan unannounced a couple of times, and she almost always finds him reading and studying military history."


"Has she reported anything about his communications to and from his parents?" Does Michael enlist Morgan in his mad plans?


Quintus shook his head. "Nothing unusual. At one point, a courier brought a holodisk from Duke Michael to his son, and Morgan played it immediately even though Kym was present. She said she saw nothing unusual in the disked message or in Morgan's reaction to it."


Quintus smiled at the Prince. "At other times, Morgan has gotten disks and set them aside in favor of going out with Kym."


The hint of a grin began to play over the Prince's face. Perhaps we shall find that, indeed, Morgan Hasek-Davion has nothing to do with his father's plots. Very likely, he knows nothing about them. Unfortunately, the pressure will be on, and I have to know which way he will jump. "Good, Quintus. I like hearing independent confirmation of my feelings about Morgan. I still want to continue surveillance, however."


The spymaster nodded. "I understand." Quintus fell silent for a moment, then glanced at the Prince. "I know you did not ask for my opinion, but I'm going to give it to you anyway."


When the Prince did not reply, Quintus took it as permission to continue.


"I hope you realize, Highness, that you've placed Morgan in a position of great responsibility. Other MechWarriors his age— including those who graduated with grades almost as high as his—are just reaching their Captaincies. They've only just been given companies to command, whereas Morgan is a Major in the Davion Heavy Guards, with a full battalion at his command. You'll not find many individuals in the AFFS able to shoulder all the work that requires."


The Prince frowned. "What are you telling me? Do you think Morgan is going to crack under the strain?"


Quintus smiled and shook his head, "No, my Prince, I do not. What I wish to tell you is that Morgan works hard to make himself worthy of the honors you have bestowed upon him."


Quintus stepped around a small pile of debris blocking a section of roadway. "Remember Kym's report that she often finds him studying military history. He's been gobbling up the texts we use at the War College, and he's managed to bootleg a copy of the battle analysis software they use for testing officers."


Hanse slowed his pace. "How has he done?" The Prince fixed Quintus with an appraising glance. "I assume your people have been able to evaluate his performance on those tests."


Quintus tried to look innocent. "We have managed to get a copy of his work, and we have even managed to get him an updated copy of the software—upgraded in light of the troop performances during Galahad '26 and '27."


Quintus drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. "How has he done? I showed a copy of his test results to Field Marshal Yvonne Davion ..."


A wry smile tugged at the corners of Hanse's mouth. With Yvonne's track record for innovative tactics, she’d be just the one to evaluate Morgan's planning skills. "What did she say, Quintus?"


"Knowing how much she hates the Hasek family, I didn't tell her whose tests they were. She looked the over and was visibly impressed. She especially praised the orders he wrote for his company and lance commanders. She found them clear, concise, and encouraging. She called them 'orders even an idiot could get right.' "


Hanse crossed his arms. "What did she say when you told her that it was Morgan Hasek-Davion who had created those plans and orders?"


Quintus chuckled. "She looked me straight in the eye and said, 'Of course, he did this well, Quintus. He's a Davion, isn't he?' "


"That's Yvonne." Hanse smiled. "Thank you, Quintus. I appreciate knowing her opinion." The Prince raised an eyebrow. "And what do you think of his abilities?"


Quintus sighed. "His scores beat those of any I've ever seen."


The Prince stopped. "Even those Dan turned out when he graduated from NAMA?"


Quintus nodded. "Dwarfed them. Give him a regiment, Highness, and there's not a unit in the Capellan Confederation that will stand up to him."


"Good." The Prince's face hardened. "What news of Duke Michael?"


Quintus grimaced as if he'd just swallowed a mouthful of sour chrestra. "We've bugged the Liao ambassador's dog's collar, but the hound has not been present at any more of the meetings. I think the Maskirovka figured out the dog's problem during the meeting in October."


"That's not good, Quintus. We have to have definitive proof of Michael's complicity if we're going to bring him down." Hanse frowned angrily as they turned the corner, coming in sight of the scoring complex. If Michael's stupid enough to be working with Max Liao, he must have made a mistake somewhere. I know we can catch him in it, but will it be in time? "Anything new on Michael's supposed visit to Sian?"


As they cut through the burned-out ruins of a building, the Minister of Information, Intelligence, and Operations shook his head. "Nothing that we can act on, my Prince." Frustration knotted Quintus's brows. "Our agents in place say Michael was there, but using any of that information to accuse him publicly or privately would be death for those agents. We know he was there and is collaborating with the enemy, but we can't prove it well enough to bring him down."


Hanse nodded. "Are Liao troops still shifting around in accordance with the erroneous troop figures we're giving Duke Michael?"


Quintus nodded enthusiastically. "Like puppets on strings."


"Good. Perhaps Michael's treachery will pay for itself in this summer's Galahad exercises." The Prince opened the door to the lounge of the range scoring complex. He allowed Quintus to precede him through the door and immediately felt the room's chill through his sweat-soaked fatigues.


Across the brightly lit chamber, Ardan Sortek and Morgan Hasek-Davion sat slumped against the wall. Ardan, with his forearms resting on drawn up knees, looked up. "You bastards."


The Prince laughed aloud and glanced over at the scoring board. 265 out of a possible 300! Not bad! He looked down the list of scores and saw that both Ardan and Morgan, though scoring well enough to qualify, had not even come close to his team's score. The Prince frowned. "What happened?"


Ardan grumbled. "Bad day."


Morgan laughed and tucked sodden strands of long red hair behind his ears. "We decided that the way to beat you old codgers was to run through the complex and pick up points for time."


Ardan jerked a thumb toward his exhausted partner. "He decided neatness didn't count."


Quintus nodded knowingly. "Your hits per shot ratio dragged your score down." The spymaster turned toward the Prince. "I suppose us 'old codgers' could give them a lesson in marksmanship."


The Prince wrinkled his nose. "You know this younger generation. They never listen to anyone."


Ardan looked over at Morgan. "How long do we have to put up with this?"


Morgan's head sank back. "Six months."


"Ugh."


The four of them broke into laughter. Hanse and Quintus turned in their pistols and spent power packs to the range weapons officer, then headed toward the range cafeteria. They joined Morgan and Ardan at a back corner table and gratefully accepted the foaming mugs of beer that the losers poured out for them from a chilled pitcher.


Wiping foam from his upper lip, Morgan turned to Quintus. "I heard a rumor that someone tried to kill Andy Redburn on Kittery. Is it true?"


Quintus flicked a glance at Hanse, then nodded slowly. "It happened last November. Do you know Redburn?"


Morgan nodded. "We were classmates in my first two years at Warriors Hall on New Syrtis. I was transferred here to the New Avalon Military Academy for my last two years. We got together when he came to New Avalon for the trial."


Morgan saw Quintus stiffen at the mention of Justin's treason trial. "I heard that the 'hit' was quite a little showdown."


Quintus nodded. "The Maskirovka tried to have Captain Redburn assassinated, but he got away without a scratch."


"Is he still in danger?"


Quintus shook his head. "It appears to have been a rogue operation. The orders came directly from Sian, with high Maskirovka clearance."


Ardan traced a figure in the frost on his beer mug. "Justin's the connection there. Did he send the killers after Redburn?"


Quintus nodded sadly. "It looks that way, though we found another interesting bit of information as we broke down the Kittery network." Quintus managed a weak smile. "One of the killers wore a medallion we've tied in to an ancient death cult. The participants worship a Hindu goddess named Kali, and believe that it is their sacred duty to kill other Humans."


Morgan lowered his mug. "I seem to recall the British had trouble with such a sect a thousand years ago on Terra. They called them Thugees, right?"


Quintus nodded. "The cult has been wiped out a dozen times over—or so it is believed—but it always crops up again. Anyway, it seems that there are pockets of these individuals on various worlds, including Terra. One of the biggest enclaves, however, is on the Liao world of Highspire."


Hanse stiffened. "That's Romano Liao's main holding."


Quintus nodded silently, and Ardan Sortek vocalized the spy-master's thoughts. "Romano's a wild card. If she's hooked up with an assassin cult, there's no telling what sort of trouble she could cause."


Quintus poured more beer from the pitcher into his mug. "It is possible that the plot to kill Redburn originated with Romano, but the connection is weak. She's got no motive to want him dead."


Ardan shook his head. "If she's half as mad as her father, she doesn't need a motive."


Morgan glanced at his chronometer. "As much as I would like to linger here with you aces of the robot range, I've got to run." Color flushed his cheeks. "It's St. Valentine's Day, gentlemen, in case you've forgotten. I've got a lady waiting for me, and she's not going to appreciate me in smelly fatigues."


Hanse smiled at his nephew. You're serious about her, aren't you? Good. I want you to trust her. "Enjoy yourself, Morgan."


Morgan nodded, then looked at Quintus. "I don't know how to ask this, Minister." He hesitated, then seemed to find the right words. "I feel close to Kym Sorenson, but I'd not want her used against me to embarrass the Federated Suns. Could you run a check on her?" He held up his hands. "I don't want to read the file. After all, if she wants to keep something in her past hidden from me, that's her business. I just want you to tell me if she has a clean bill of health, so to speak." Quintus nodded. "Consider it done."


Morgan laughed. "Knowing you, I suspect it's already been done." He looked over at Hanse. "I'd like to have her as my guest at your wedding, Uncle, and I don't want any surprises."


Hanse nodded solemnly. "Your concern means more to me, Morgan, than you will ever know."
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Sian


Sian Commonality, Capellan Confederation 


29 February 3028





Justin closed the folder and looked across his desk into Alexi Malenkov's gray eyes. "Excellent work, Alexi." Justin dropped the report onto his desk and tapped the cream-colored folder. "I did not realize Romano had her own little corps of assassins." The analyst from Tikonov nodded solemnly. "The rumors, as you can see, are incredibly vague, yet a consistent thread runs through all of them."


Malenkov stared down at his long-fingered hands and cupped them one over the other as though trying to capture an invisible bird. "Some elders in this cult apparently see her as a Kali avatar. Most reports have not treated the story seriously, but it may be at the core of the first connections made with her. Now, however, her power has made Highspire a safe haven where she has support."


Assassins at Romano's beck and call make her as dangerous as a child playing with a laser carbine. Justin frowned. "I don't like the indications that this cult may be connected with other enclaves in the Successor States. Can you get me anything more about the ties with the groups on Terra, Tikonov, or in the Capellan March?"


Alexi sighed heavily, shaking his head. "I don't think so." He leaned forward. "Getting what I did was difficult enough, Justin. I had a couple of very awkward moments dodging Tsen Shang's questions about what I was doing. I don't think he suspects you're keeping an eye on his paramour, but he'll not like it if he finds out." The analyst shrugged. "I'll see what I can do, of course, but I promise you nothing. These Thugees have their own secret language and an underground network that makes them virtually impossible to track."


Justin nodded and handed the report back to Malenkov. "I understand, Alexi, and I appreciate whatever you can get me. I'll not forget your help here." He pointed to the report. "You'd best burn it, though."


"Consider it done, Citizen Boss." Malenkov stretched and rose from the wing-back chair. "I can let myself out," he said.


Justin came around from behind the desk. "Not to worry. I have to leave anyway."


Malenkov glanced at his chronometer. "Oh, right. It's Monday." The analyst grinned. "I hear that some of the staff has been burning incense in your honor in the shrine because of the training you've been giving the Duchess. They say she's much calmer since she started working out with you."


Justin smiled, wondering if it were only the exercise that had such a calming effect. "T'ai chi is very restful. If you would care to join us ..."


Malenkov shook his head. "I'm not comfortable being a third wheel, but thanks for the invitation anyway." Malenkov opened the door, took a half-step toward it, then stopped abruptly to avoid a collision.


Standing in the doorway like a framed portrait was Candace Liao, and the sight of her set Justin's heart to racing. The light catching the silver of her silken robe matched the sparkle of unabashed pleasure in her eyes. The smile for Justin that brightened her beautiful features faded slightly when she noticed Malenkov.


"Good evening, Citizen Malenkov. How are you?"


Malenkov bowed respectfully. "Quite well, thank you, Duchess." He turned enough toward Justin so that Candace could not see his wink. "I will see you tomorrow, Citizen." Turning back, he smiled at Candace. "A pleasure as always, Duchess."


"Good night, Alexi." Justin watched Candace move through the doorway with a fluidity she'd not possessed two months before, then shut the door behind Alexi. When they were alone, he turned to her with a smile. "Welcome, Candace."


Candace frowned and glanced at her chronometer. "You've not changed yet. I'm not early, am I?"


Justin shook his head, but before he could reply, a red light set above the door burned into life. Justin pointed to it. "Damn! Your father wants me." He shrugged. "You can wait here, if you wish . . ."


Candace's black hair bounced as she shook her head. "No, I'm too impatient to wait. I'll accompany you. If my father doesn't want me there, he can try to send me away."


Justin nodded and offered her his right arm. "I am more than happy to have your company." He chuckled lightly. "I don't envy your father if he believes you should not be present."


Candace slipped her left hand through the crook of his arm. "You and I have an appointment to keep, and I'll not let some minor problem keep us from it."


Justin nodded as they headed down the hallway toward Maximilian Liao's throne room. "But what if that minor problem is a full Davion invasion?"


Candace shrugged nonchalantly. "I suppose I could wait five minutes."


Justin winked. "Make it six. Half that if it's just a raid." As Justin reached out and pushed open the throne room door, he felt Candace stiffen beside him.


Maximilian Liao sat on his throne, glaring down at them like a spindly gargoyle. Standing below the throne, with her right arm enfolded through Tsen Shang's left arm, Romano Liao smiled like a merchant who has just heard the magic words, "Money is no object." Across from her, at Liao's left hand, stood the well-weathered form of Chandra Ling. Fatigue hung heavily on her.


Justin's eyes narrowed to dark slits. Madame Ling looks defeated, which means Romano has convinced her father of some witless scheme. Shang looks uncomfortable enough to mean he's probably been trapped in it, too. When he glanced at Candace, he saw her eyes had taken on that tigerish look they got when she was livid. This isn't going to be pleasant, he thought.


"Ah, excellent, Justin," Liao said, with his wily smile. "You've found her and brought her here." A look of affection softened his features somewhat. "Candace, this affects you as well."


The Chancellor nodded at Romano. "Your sister has come up with a brilliant plan for garnering a great deal of intelligence at the Davion wedding." Liao beamed at his younger daughter. "It is pure genius." He winked at her. "Tell them, Romano, what you propose to do."


Romano's green eyes flashed a look of pure venom at her sister, and Justin felt the tremor that ran through Candace. "Well, beloved sister, I'm sure you will agree that this wedding will be an opportunity to learn much during the receptions and parties. Only the most important people will be there, and any of them might be liable to let tidbits slip to impress their rivals from the other Houses." Like a snake waiting in tall grass, Romano's patronizing tone had its hidden bite.


Candace's reply was frosty. "That conclusion, dearest sibling, is so obvious that even you were able to come to it."


Romano shot a quick glance at Shang, then lifted her head higher. "Each of the Great House leaders would give much to get their spies into the gathering, but Davion and Steiner have been very careful about how many individuals will attend from each House. There is no chance to bring in Maskirovka as servants because ComStar has offered its personnel to handle all such menial duties." Romano smiled and squeezed Tsen Shang's arm. "But I have a way around Davion's proscriptions."


Maximilian nodded solemnly. "Romano has suggested that Tsen Shang accompany her to the wedding ceremony as her escort. In that capacity, he will be able to mingle with the other guests and learn all he can about whatever may be of interest to us in the activities of our fellow Successor States. I will have half my crisis team with me."


Candace grinned, but her eyes were fierce. "Lady Romano, you have indeed hit upon a magnificent plan." Her smile broadened as confusion wrung all joy from her sister's face. "And father, you are correct. It would not do for you to be without your crisis team."


Candace smiled at Justin, too, in a way that made him decide he was not going to like what was coming. He shook his head at her but Candace ignored the implied warning.


She looked down with an exaggerated expression of giving thought to some serious matter. "It is a pity, though, that we cannot surprise Prince Davion at his wedding in the same way he has surprised us by announcing it so suddenly." All at once, her eyes grew wide, and she pressed her hand to her mouth as though in amazement. Glancing up at her father, she smiled. "But there is!


"What if we could bring to the wedding, as our guest, an individual guaranteed to send anxious ripples throughout the gathering? A person whom Hanse Davion has publicly embarrassed, only to have the tables later turned on him? And what if that individual could also gather information of use to the Maskirovka?"


Candace turned toward Justin. "Indeed, what if the presence of that person would mean you'd have your entire crisis team with you?"


Maximilian Liao's face glowed with the light of divine revelation. "Ha ha! A better gift I could not imagine giving the Prince of the Federated Suns." Liao nodded and smiled ecstatically at Justin. "Imagine finding the man you exiled turn up as a guest at your wedding. Oh, yes, this is perfection."


Justin raised his artificial hand, "Celestial Wisdom, do you think it in your interest to have the crisis team with you when we will be cut off from our staff?"


Liao stared incredulously at Justin, then seemed to consider further. "You do have a point." The Chancellor turned to Chandra Ling. "You will coordinate the crisis team during the wedding and use ComStar to keep them informed of all important matters."


"As you wish, Chancellor." Chandra Ling glanced at Justin and some of her anxiety seemed to drain away.


Liao smiled openly. "This is excellent. Tsen Shang will accompany Romano, and Justin Xiang will escort you, Candace." Liao's eyes narrowed for a second, then flashed with an idea. "We can even have your aide, Molatov . . ."


Justin smiled. "Malenkov, Highness. Alexi Malenkov."


The Chancellor nodded sternly. "Yes, Malenkov. We'll attach him as an aide to Colonel Pavel Ridzik to keep an eye on him during the wedding festivities."


Justin looked around at the assembled group, wondering what each of them might be thinking. Having Alexi with us will be good, but putting him there to spy on Ridzik? If Liao doesn't think he can trust the commander of his armies, who does he trust? Justin licked his lips. And when will he stop trusting me?


The Chancellor smiled with chilling intensity. "Yes, this should be special." He shooed everyone from the room. "Leave me. I wish to consider all the ramifications of this plan. I believe I may even be able to use it to advance the primacy of our House over all the Successor States!"


Justin and Candace retreated to the gardens. Arm in arm, they walked through the darkened path, yet Justin felt an uneasiness coming between them. Gravel crunched beneath their feet and the cold glow of a blue moon was barely enough to light their way. The night was pleasant, though, with a gentle breeze that carried the aromatic scent of incense burning at the shrine.


When they reached the shrine area, Candace disengaged her arm from Justin's and slipped out of her robe. Wearing a form-fitting gray bodysuit, she stood for a moment with hands clasped overhead, then took a deep breath and began a slow series of ancient postures designed to stretch and warm up every muscle in the body.


Wrapped in darkness, Justin watched her. He envied the azure moonlight as it caressed her body and felt desire smoldering within. Physically, she's beautiful, but I know my attraction to her is based on more than that. He leaned against one of the trees planted here for its symbolism of strength combined with flexibility, and crossed his arms as he watched. I can't deny that we’ve become close or that I might even love her, but what is it deep inside that keeps telling me it's wrong ?


Candace's head slowly came up. She seemed to sense his mood. "Justin, what's wrong?"


Justin ground his teeth. "I don't like being used."


"What?" She took a half-step closer to him, then stopped as he stiffened. "I don't know what you mean."


Her confusion sounds genuine ... He swallowed hard and uncrossed his arms. "You used me like a scalpel on your sister. You took her plan and made it go one better. Sure, you point out that having me there will anger Hanse Davion." Justin angrily stabbed a finger at her. "What if I don't want to see Hanse Davion!"


Candace recoiled from the fury in his voice. "I don't understand. This would be your chance to beard the lion in his own den."


Justin turned away from her. "The idea of having to come face to face again with the man who humiliated me is not a pleasant one." He stared at the mountains in the blue-lit distance. "It's true that my victories on Solaris might have stung him, but ultimately, he is neither cowed nor repentant." Justin looked back at Candace. "I will appear at his wedding as hired help, a spy sent to ferret out information. You'll use me like a neural whip to provoke a reaction from him." He shook his head vehemently. "I don't like being considered a useful object."


Candace stood looking at him for a moment, hands on hips. "So that's the reason you think I suggested you as my escort, is it?"


Justin turned to face her. "That's all I can see, Candace. Unless you can't bear the thought of being without your exercise partner?"


Justin saw the rage ripple through her, but she seemed to catch and control it. With head lowered somewhat repentantly, she began to speak. "I apologize for using you to sting my sister." She chewed her lower lip as though carefully considering her next words. "I did not realize how much seeing Hanse Davion might hurt you, though I should have." Lifting her head, she seemed to seek out his face in the shadows. "But it was the only way I could think of to convince my father you had to accompany me."


Justin stared at her. "And what was so important about that?"


Candace reached out to him. "Because I want you there."


Justin stepped toward her, took her hand and drew her to him. "The palace is full of servants . . ."


Candace slipped her arms around his neck and gently pressed her forehead to his. "That is true, Justin Xiang, but I do not want a servant with me, or my exercise partner with me. I want you there, with me." She brushed her lips lightly against his. "I want you there as my escort and my consort, and the opinion of anyone else in the Successor States be damned!"
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Breezes fragrant with the scent of pine hissed into the Drop-Ship Manannan MacLir as Daniel Allard cracked open the hatch. He breathed in deeply, then smiled at Morgan Kell. "Definitely smells like home, Colonel."


The harsh glare of arclights splashed through the personnel bay as the hatch slid upward into the DropShip's hull. The light washed up Morgan's form, from his black boots and trousers to his red dress jacket. It flashed silver from the Tamar Tigers medallion, then caught the gray streaks in his black hair and beard.


Dan squinted at the light. Silhouetted against the glare, he saw the Kell Hound mercenaries, row upon row of them, waiting in the night to greet Morgan Kell. Wait a minute! he thought, shooting a glance at Morgan. "Colonel, something's wrong. There are far too many people out there."


Kell, a smile growing on his face as he looked out the hatchway, shook his head. "Nothing is wrong, Captain Allard. We're home, and so is the entire Kell Hound Regiment."


Regiment! Dan's heart pounded against his ribs. Those messages he sent out from Zaniah. The ones he had given to Brother Giles when he arrived at St. Marinus House. . . So, Morgan had planned this all along.


Morgan stepped forward and walked down the ramp. No one moved as he strode across the ferrocrete toward the small assembly of officers standing on a low dais near the Mac's nose. Morgan's footsteps echoed like gunshots in the silence.


Halfway to the dais, Morgan stopped and turned back toward Dan. With a gentle nod, he indicated that Dan should join him. Dan shook off his shocked lethargy, and solemnly marched to Morgan's side. When they reached the dais, Morgan stopped short to allow Dan to precede him onto the platform and to take his place with the other officers.


Dan slipped into the front line between Major Salome Ward and Sergeant Cat Wilson. Cat, a tall black man, acknowledged Dan with a hint of a nod. The runway lights glinted from Cat's shaven head, but his ebon eyes were inscrutable as ever.


Dan glanced over at Salome. Most of her pretty face was hidden by long, red hair, but he could see from the uncharacteristic stiffness in her posture that she was tense and upset, but trying to maintain her composure and military bearing. Dan could imagine what she must be feeling. Morgan and the Defection. He left without saying anything to her and now he returns.


Morgan mounted the stairs, and Salome stepped from the line as he reached the top of the dais. She snapped to attention and saluted sharply. Morgan returned the salute and Salome's arm fell to her side. "Colonel, the command is yours."


He smiled at her with an expression that showed both respect and gratitude. "Thank you, Major." As Salome dropped back into line, the officers saluted as a unit. Morgan's smile grew broader as he crisply returned their salute.


Morgan turned to face the mercenaries assembled before him. "At ease and thank you." The arc-lights sparked blue against his hair as he stood looking around at his troops with hands clutched at the small of his back. His bass voice struggled not to break with the emotion that threatened to overwhelm Morgan at any moment. "It's been a long time, Kell Hounds. Too long a time. Thank you for your faith."


Morgan glanced back at Salome. "When I left the Kell Hounds twelve years ago, I told no one—including, to my very deep regret, my brother—why dissolution of the Kell Hounds was necessary. In truth, I did not fully comprehend the reasons myself. I only knew that it had to be done." Morgan paused to collect himself, and to again survey the many faces turned toward him. "This belief I shared with many of you when I asked you to leave the Kell Hounds."


Kell's voice echoed from the 'Mech hangars surrounding the Kell Hounds. "Those I left behind—those I so callously abandoned—never knew that I had asked each of you to be prepared to return at some future time. I asked you to seek out other MechWarriors who had the fire and spirit of the original Kell Hounds. I asked some officers to form their own 'Mech companies, and still others I asked to join academies to instruct warriors and support personnel we could use later.


"I know how difficult it must have been all these years. I myself spent whole months disbelieving and denying all that happened on Mallory's World. There were also many times when I felt certain that I would never be able to reassemble the Kell Hounds." Almost strangled by emotion, Morgan's voice dropped to a deep whisper. "There were times when I believed you would not come if I called."


Morgan paused for a moment, then a smile spread over his face. "I'm very happy you had more faith in me than I had in you." He nodded in solemn salute to the men and women who had returned. "Perhaps some of you believe I have summoned you here to avenge my brother's death. But from the account Captain Allard has given me, I believe that to seek vengeance for Patrick would only cheapen the sacrifice he made. He fought to preserve a life and gladly sacrificed his own in doing so ..."


Morgan's voice trailed off as he knotted his fists and raised them to his shoulders. Screwing his eyes shut against tears, Morgan raised his face toward the black sky. Anger rippled through his body, then vanished as he forced his hands open. Slowly, calmly, he lowered them and again addressed the regiment.


"I could pretend to be a prophet and predict a coming conflict in which we will figure prominently, but that would be a sham. It's true that the wedding of Melissa Steiner to Prince Hanse Davion is bound to stir up tension and ignite dozens of battles, but we will not be a part of that. We have our own war to wage. It began on Mallory's World over fifteen years ago. An unspoken truce existed while Yorinaga Kurita and I both renounced what we had become, but that truce is ended now. As soon as we are ready, the conflict begins anew."


Morgan smiled and Dan saw a spark of happiness in the Colonel's dark eyes. "Over the next two weeks, I will speak with each of you personally—to welcome those who have not been with us before, and to thank those who have returned. We will train together and become the best mercenary regiment anywhere in the Successor States.


"Again, thank you. Dismissed."


At his order, the assembled mercenaries broke ranks but did not disperse. A rumble of applause started in the back ranks, then rose in waves to become a thundering ovation. Cheers and whistles and shouts of joy reverberated off the 'Mech hangars.


Morgan bowed his head and silent laughter shuddered through his frame. He turned to say something to Dan, but the din smothered his words. Even so, Dan understood what Morgan had mouthed.


Dan smiled and nodded. That's right, Colonel. It's great to be home.
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Cat Wilson pressed a mug of warm stout into Dan's hand the second he entered the recreation room. "Thanks much, Cat." Dan downed two mouthfuls of the thick, dark beer, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "Ah, thank God for this stuff. The swill they brew on Tharkad is allegedly beer, but you couldn't convince any jury of it."


Cat nodded. "I hear that."


Dan shook his head and looked at the other officers filling the room. "God, Cat! Everyone's here." Dan pointed his mug toward a balding, heavy-set man. "Isn't that Conn O'Bannon?"


Cat smiled. "He went away a Captain and returns a Major. He brought two medium lances with him from the 21st Centauri Lancers." Cat nodded his head toward a striking blond amazon. "Remember Peggy Fitzmartin? She's in from a stint with the Blackhearts. She brought her lance with her." Cat also indicated a slightly graying MechWarrior with only one eye. "That's Walter de Mesnil. He left your brother's old unit to rejoin us."


Dan shook his head. "So many people . . .I'd nearly forgotten how big the Kell Hounds Regiment once was."


Cat sipped his own beer, then nodded slowly. "A lot of old faces, and a lot of new ones, too."


A small figure emerged from the crowd, carefully clutching a tumbler of beer in his small hands. Though physically a dwarf, the man's face was handsome, with a warm smile and an irrepressible fire in his eyes that showed no self-pity. His brown eyes peered up through a fringe of unruly black hair. "Which am I, Cat? New or old."


Cat winked at him. "Both, Clovis. Both."


Dan reached down and touched his mug to Clovis's glass. "I'd not expected to see you here." Then he noticed the Kell Hound patch on the dwarf's flight jacket. "Have you joined Fitzpatrick's flyers?"


Clovis shook his head. "Major Ward allowed the refugees from Styx use of the DropShip Lugh to transport themselves to Lyons in the Isle of Skye. The Archon gave us land for a settlement there. In return, my mother offered to make the Bifrost available to the Kell Hounds so you'll have two JumpShips."


Cat smiled slyly. "And part of the deal was for us to take Clovis off her hands until she could finish the drop at Lyons."


"Harumph," Clovis grumbled. "Actually, Major Ward got word that the Eire 'Mech Company here on Arc-Royal was having difficulty with some programming, so I was drafted." Clovis looked up at Cat. "He's just angry because I beat him at cards."


Dan laughed aloud and stared at Cat. "Say it ain't so . . ."


Cat scowled at Clovis, then smiled. "Don't make anything big out of this, Dan, because I can still play better than you."


"Point well taken," Dan said, but he was looking around the room, frowning slightly. "Where's Lieutenant Brand? I would have thought at least one person from my lance would show up to greet me."


Dan noticed an exchange of glances between Cat and Clovis. What the hell have they got up their sleeve?


Clovis smiled innocently. "I don't know. He's probably around somewhere." Cat nodded in silent agreement.


Dan loosened his shirt collar, sighing, "Now there's two of you to give me trouble."


Spontaneous applause erupted as Morgan Kell walked into the room. Dan set his mug down on a nearby table and joined in, then noticed Salome Ward leaning back against the doorway. Dan turned to Cat and pointed to his beer. "Watch this, will you? I'll be back." Cat nodded, and Dan cut through the throng to Salome's side.


"I'm going to get some air. You want to join me?" Dan smiled hopefully and pointed back out toward the now darkened ferrocrete strip.


Salome hesitated, then nodded and preceded him from the building. As Dan closed the outside door behind them, it abruptly cut off the voices and other Human sounds of the gathering. The night sounds of chirping sichakae and rustling long grasses quickly filled the void.


Dan reached out and rested his hands on Salome's shoulders. "Are you O.K., Salome?"


She drew in a deep breath, then nodded. "Yeah. I'll live. I just didn't expect all these conflicting feelings." She shrugged heavily. "Part of me wants to kill him for what he did, and another part of me still loves him." She looked over at Dan. "Does that make any sense?"


"Yeah. Sure." Dan nodded slowly. "I know part of what you're feeling: betrayal and abandonment." He paused to drink in some of the night's peace. "When I saw Morgan on Zaniah, I blasted him pretty hard. Everything I'd saved up for eleven years just came pouring out..."


Salome nodded. "I know. He told me." She looked up into Dan's blue eyes. "Morgan said you told him how much he hurt Patrick, you, and me."


As she turned away, Dan's hands slipped from her shoulders. Salome hugged her arms around herself. "He's so changed, Dan. All that wildness is gone, but the passion that drove him is still there. I can feel it. I so desperately want that part of him for myself, the way it was before, but part of me refuses to trust him. I never want to be hurt that bad again."


Dan chewed his lower lip, then stared up at Arc-Royal's twin full moons as he chose his words. "There's something going on between Morgan and Yorinaga Kurita. I don't know what it is, but I do know it has nothing to do with Patrick's death. Morgan knew, well before I told him anything, that Yorinaga Kurita had come out of exile. At the same time my father's debriefers were asking us about Styx and refusing to believe Yorinaga was back, Morgan knew Kurita had returned."


"It seems to be a conflict within him, though," Salome said. "He wants very much to finish what's between them, but he's also afraid of it. I feel his pain, Dan, and it hurts me that I can't open up enough to help him handle it."


Dan kicked at a stone on the ferrocrete. "The one thing I've gotten from Morgan in all the time I've been traveling with him is that he never wanted to hurt any of us. He told me he left us behind—you and Patrick and me—without sharing his fears because we would have headed out after Yorinaga Kurita and tried to kill him." Dan smiled sheepishly. "I say 'tried' because Morgan is convinced we would have died in any such fight." He looked down as sadness seeped into his voice. "Patrick did, and sacrificing my Valkyrie didn't kill Yorinaga."


Salome turned back to face him. "What are you saying?"


Dan sighed. "Morgan left to spare us his pain and to save our lives. He believes it, and I guess I do, too." Dan opened his hands. "Perhaps, if you give him a chance, he can prove that to you. Maybe, just maybe, the part of you that still loves him realizes that. I know he could use your support."


The hint of a smile brightened Salome's face. "There's a lot of sense in what you say, Dan." She shrugged. "I know I'll be giving it all a lot of thought."


Dan smiled. "Look, Salome, we've been through a lot together, and you've helped me through tough times like when I heard about Justin's injury and all. If you ever want someone to talk to ..."


Salome reached out and gave Dan a firm hug. "I appreciate it, Dan. I really do."


Just then, the meeting room door opened, painting a yellow rectangle of light across the ferrocrete. Salome released Dan and they both turned toward the 'Mech hangar. Clovis waved at them, his shadow shooting up to hugh proportions. "Captain, the Colonel would like to see you."


Dan glanced over at Salome but got only a big smile in response to the unspoken question on his face. She gave him a gentle shove, then followed him back into the staff party. Dan shivered. I don't like the feel of this. First, Cat and Clovis act like conspirators, and now Salome lock-steps me into the party.


Dan became more uneasy as the other Kell Hound officers in the meeting room watched him with bemused expressions on their faces. Morgan Kell extended his hand and enfolded Dan's hand in a strong, firm grip. Dan's heart sank as a wolfish grin spread over Morgan's face. No escape now.


"Ladies and gentlemen," Morgan began. "I present to you Captain Daniel Allard. When last many of you saw Dan, he was but a newly recruited Lieutenant. Prince Hanse Davion entrusted Lieutenant Allard and a brand new Valkyrie to our care straight out of the New Avalon Military Academy, and we were more than glad to accept him into our company."


Morgan winked at Dan and draped his right arm over his shoulders. "I understand, from a series of reports given to me by the Lyran Intelligence Corps as well as Kell Hound documents I reviewed while traveling planetside, that the Kell Hounds were very fortunate to get Dan. His leadership and hard work guided the unit through some difficult times. His tactical skill helped them through some tricky assignments, and his courage helped the unit to wrest victory from defeat in some desperate battles."


Morgan's voice fell low as his arm fell from Dan's shoulders. "In the battle for Styx, Dan sacrificed his Valkyrie in an attempt to save my brother's life. That brave act has enlisted Captain Daniel Allard into the ranks of the Dispossessed."


Dan shot a hard glance at Morgan. Dispossessed? Fear gnawed at his stomach. For a MechWarrior, the thought of life without a 'Mech was a nightmare. Referring to a MechWarrior as Dispossessed was not a joke to be made lightly. It was a curse, a vile curse. To be Dispossessed is death itself.


Mischief flashed in Morgan's brown eyes. "Our Techs could have cobbled together enough of some Kurita Panthers to give you a 'Mech that might work, Dan, but I will not have a Company Commander in the Kell Hound regiment piloting Frankenstein's 'Mech. It would be unseemly."


Morgan shrugged. "On the other hand, you are a gifted light 'Mech pilot, and the spare 'Mechs assigned to the regiment are all medium or heavy. What can we do?"


Is he kidding or not? Speechless, Dan looked around the room at the other MechWarriors. Their earlier looks of amusement had melted into dour frowns. Dan looked back at Morgan. "Are you serious, Colonel? If so, you might as well take out a gun and shoot me." Dan shook his head, then his face brightened with an idea. "Look, demote me. I won't be a Company Commander, and then you can give me the damned Panther. But don't do this to me!"


Morgan shook his head ruefully. "I couldn't demote you, Dan— not after all your service to the unit. I'm sure we can find something for you. You'll just have to pilot a desk for a while . . ."


Dan shook his head vehemently. "No! No way." Dan jabbed his thumb into his chest. "I'm a MechWarrior, dammit. Give me an AgroMech if you must, but I don't pilot anything that doesn't have moving parts. Period."


Morgan half-closed his eyes. "Very well. Perhaps we can accommodate you." Kell headed toward the door in the back of the room that led to the floor of the 'Mech bay. "Follow me."


His face burning with embarrassment, Dan cut through the other officers, forcing himself to ignore the titters of laughter behind him. What's going on? What sort of nightmare beast are they going to saddle me with? In his confusion and anger, Dan slammed the 'Mech bay door into the wall and marched stiffly into the hangar.


Ten-meter tall machines stood like silent sentinels all around the tall building's interior. Mostly humanoid in shape, the 'Mechs ranged in weight from 20 to 75 tons. Resplendent in the red and black color scheme favored by the Kell Hounds, the huge battle machines might have been toy soldiers arranged by some giant child for a mock battle.


Dan stopped short, his breath taken away by what he saw. Standing across the wide ferrocrete aisle stood a BattleMech. It was as tall as its fellows, but the ferocious leanness of the 'Mech immediately suggested capability for great speed. Its left hand was fully articulated, but the muzzle of a heavy laser replaced its right. Painted in the black and crimson colors of the Kell Hounds, it looked like a nightmare beast. From a Kurita nightmare . . .


Three medium laser ports dotted the 'Mech's chest left, right, and center to form three corners of a triangle pointing up toward the 'Mech's head. Dan's smile seemed to match the lupine grin on the 'Mech's head. Reminiscent of ancient Terran-Egyptian portrayals of gods, the 'Mech's wolf's-head design gave it an aggressive, fearsome aspect. Dan saw immediately that its ears served as sensor and communications pick-ups, and he mentally congratulated the designer for the way he had perfectly melded form and function.


Dan turned toward Morgan. "I've never seen anything like it."


Morgan smiled openly. "It's a brand new design, Dan. It's a Wolfhound. It's yours."


Dan shook his head. "Mine?"


Morgan nodded solemnly. "For what you did for Patrick." Morgan looked at the Wolfhound, then pointed toward the hangar doors behind. "Go on. Try it out. Your lance is waiting for you out there. They're in four Panthers . . . See what you can do."


Dan saluted smartly. "Yes, sir, Colonel!" He grinned. "With pleasure."
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Dan eased the lever bar down across the hatch and felt his ears pop as the Wolfhound's cockpit became pressurized. He knelt beside the hatch and smiled to see the dim outline of the control couch by the light of the hangar leaking in through the 'Mech's polarized eyes. He reached over the door and flipped a switch that fired up the 'Mech's fusion engine.


A sturdy thrumming began under him in the Wolfhound's heart, and the energy lit bank after bank of switches, buttons, and monitors throughout the small cabin. Reaching out, he punched a glowing green button on the 'Mech's command console. The radio crackled to life.


"Clovis, do you read me?"


"Roger, Dan." The smile Dan visualized on the dwarf's face came through over the radio. "Impressive, isn't it?”


“Affirmative."


Clovis coughed lightly. "O.K. The first thing you're going to want to do is change into a cooling vest and other appropriate garb. You'll find a small locker built into the back of the command couch. It should have all you need."


Dan swung around and opened the narrow locker. From inside, he drew out a quilted vest made of a lightweight goretex designed to pull sweat away from the body. Threaded through the garment were flexible tubes of coolant that would protect the pilot somewhat against the tremendous amounts of heat a 'Mech can produce in battle. The tubes ran beneath the layer of ballistic cloth body-armor that formed the vest's outer covering. A power cord meant to be plugged into the command couch dangled from the vest's left flank.


Dan frowned as he stripped off his jacket and shirt. "Clovis, it occurs to me that this locker occupies the same space normally used for the ejection rockets." He peered deeper into the locker and winced. "I like having all this survival gear in here, as well as a change of clothes, but I think I'd like to be able to blast out of my 'Mech so I could use it."


Clovis's laughter echoed through the cockpit. "Cat bet me twenty ComStar bills you'd ask that question right off the bat. Dr. Banzai incorporated the Hatchetman's unique ejection system into the Wolfhound design. The whole cockpit assembly comes away. No canopies to blow only half-away or cockpit walls to knock the command couch off course."


Dan winced as a twinge of pain lanced through his left shoulder. Remembering the collarbone broken when he bailed out at Styx, Dan laughed. "I think I like this design."


"Roger. Let me know when you've plugged in, and I'll run you through the ignition sequence."


"Roger." Dan slipped into the vest and tightened it down. Finding two adhesive sensor pads in a small drawer of the locker, he stuck them onto his bare upper arms. Then he quickly removed his dress trousers and boots and replaced them with shorts and a pair of plasteel boots that covered his legs to the knees. He pasted two more sensor pads on his body—one on the outside of each thigh—shut his clothes up in the locker, and slipped around into the command couch.


Dan used switches on the couch's right arm to raise the back and lower the feet until he felt comfortable. After plugging the cooling vest cord into the socket on the side of the couch, he popped open a panel on the couch's left arm and pulled out four cables. He snapped he clip-ends of the wires to the electrodes centered in the sensor pads, then threaded the wires up through the loops on the cooling vest. Letting the plugs hang down at his throat, he then belted himself into the chair.


Dan reached up behind his head and pulled the neurohelmet down from its perch. After settling the heavy metal and plastic headgear onto the cooling vest's padded shoulders, he plugged each of the sensor wires into the sockets at the helmet's throat. Dan adjusted the helmet until he felt the neurosensors press against the correct spots on his head, then centered the wedge-shaped faceplate so that he could see all the command console's sensor monitors without any difficulty.


Dan punched a button and toggled the radio receiver, then adjusted the volume to eliminate the static hiss. After keying his mike, he said, "All strapped in, Clovis. Give me the rundown."


There was pride in Clovis's deep voice. "It would normally take about two days to have you matched to that monster, but we pulled some readouts from the salvaged Panther you used on Northwind. I've also added a program with a feedback loop in it to your computer."


Dan punched the radio's visual feed on to the auxiliary monitor. Clovis smiled at him. "The program monitors your performance and checks it against what's considered your normal mode of operation and your best and worst past performances. It reallocates power and processing time to assist your weak points, and augments your abilities if you're dead on during a particular battle."


"In other words, your program will fine-tune the Wolfhound into me?"


"Right," said Clovis. "The double-checking also allows the computer to shut down the 'Mech if the performance profiles vary too wildly from the norm. That way some hotshot using a chip-base EEG filter can't come in and steal your 'Mech."


Dan's chuckle echoed through his helmet. "Beautiful, but let's get this monster on the road. What's my check code?"


Clovis' voice became somber. "No greater love ..."


Clovis's words recalled to Dan the sacrifice Patrick Kell had made on Styx. No greater love hath one man for another than to lay his life down for his fellow man. Dan swallowed against the lump rising in his throat. Such old words, yet with so much truth to them . . . "Thank you, Clovis. Well-chosen."


Dan hit a button on the console. "Pattern check: Captain Daniel W. Allard."


A low hum rose in Dan's helmet, then formed itself into computer-synthesized speech. "Voiceprint pattern match obtained. Proceed with initiation sequence."


Dan spoke around the thickness in his throat. "Code check: No greater love."


The computer spoke again. "Authorization confirmed. Welcome aboard, Captain. Full control is now yours."


Dan smiled as the computer shunted power to all the weapon systems. The 'Mech's primary monitor flickered to life, and the computer quickly filled it with a schematic of the Wolfhound. Then on the secondary monitor there came a computer-generated image of the surrounding landscape on the scale of two-and-a-half centimeters to a kilometer.


Whoa. This is some new stuff, Dan gloated to himself. "Hey Clovis! Do you want to explain how I got this map?"


"Well, Dan, right now, you're getting a feed from the Arc-Royal Meteorological Society satellites. The mapping program works from freely available data like that, or from any survey maps you want to download into the system."


Dan thought for a moment. "If I were to get a line from a military satellite, would it include enemy units on the images?"


"That would depend on what they were sending out to their units. I don't know if my interpreter program can handle all the different data a military unit might send out. If we can sample their signals and crack their scrambler, we can modify the program. Right now, it will receive military data from the Commonwealth and the Fed Suns."


Dan leaned forward. "According to this I have three—no— four medium lasers. I saw three ports on the chest." Dan squinted. "The fourth fires into my rear arc."


"Keep them off your back. The large laser in your 'Mech's right forearm will keep your enemies worried at long ranges."


"Roger that, Clovis."


Clovis hit some switches and started the hangar bay door opening. While Dan turned the Wolfhound to face it, he brought up the 'Mech's full holographic combat display. It surrounded him with 360 degrees of vision. By manipulating the joysticks capping the arms of the command couch, Dan maneuvered twin golden crosshair sights over the display. The crosshairs dropped to half-intensity as he sighted something outside the fire arcs for his weapons.


Clovis's voice buzzed into his head. "The three thumb buttons on the left joystick trigger the chest-mounted lasers. Be careful, because they don't have a safety override. If you cross your 'Mech's arms over its chest and then shoot, you'll wound yourself."


Dan laughed. As though fighting the enemy isn't dangerous enough. "Thanks for the warning. The buttons on the right stick fire the larger laser and the after laser, right?"


"Roger." Clovis held up a hand and Dan saw he'd crossed his fingers. "Luck, Captain."


"Thanks, Clovis." Dan stepped the Wolfhound out into the night. Well, Rover, let's go out and see if either one of us has what it takes to destroy a Panther lance all by ourselves.


The computer painted the Panthers' heat silhouettes on the display in shades of glowing green. Easing the Wolfhound's right arm up, Dan worked the targeting crosshairs onto the further of the paired humanoid 'Mechs. He brushed his thumb against the firing button, and the crosshair blinked on and off, confirming a sensor lock.


Dan punched the button. The large laser's bloody beam skewered the Panther's spine, blasting chunks of ceramic armor from the back of the sleek 'Mech's back. First the Panther began to spin, then stumbled and crashed to the ground.


Radio chatter filled the Wolfhound's cockpit as his computer locked onto his foes' frequency and cracked their scrambling routine. Dan recognized Meg Lang's voice instantly. "I'm hit. Gyros are out. This baby is down for the count."


A strong male voice broke in. "Dammit, Eddie! He's behind us. Swing around with Gwyn. Dan's probably got this frequency. Shift to pattern two."


"Roger, Lieutenant."


You're smart, Austin Brand. I'll give you that. Still, you won't catch me between two forces. As the radio hiss died, Dan glanced at terrain map. Pulling the Wolfhound back and around to the right, he marched it between two low hills, then up a narrow ravine. This brought him out in front of where the two Panthers had stood when he ambushed them.


He raised the Wolfhound above the ravine rim just enough to give his chest-mounted lasers a clear shot. Through scrubby underbrush and between slender tree trunks, he saw the Panther he'd downed earlier. Meg had managed to gather the 'Mech arms under it and had raised the machine to a sitting position.


Dan shook his head in wonder. Without gyros, that's a major accomplishment. I really hate to do this to you, Meg. Smiling, he opened a tightbeam channel to the Panther. Just as he was about to speak, a chill ran down his spine.


First rule as a MechWarrior—trust your instincts more than your instruments. Dan flipped the scanner display from infrared to Magnetic Anomaly Detection. Two magscan images replaced the single heat silhouette on his holographic imaging system. It showed him Meg Lang's wounded Panther, lying in the brush beyond the seated Panther. She had crawled it there and shut down its generator.


Even as Dan dropped the crosshairs onto the seated 'Mech's profile, Brand pivoted the Panther on its left hand. Its right fist, which was wrapped around the grip of a particle projection cannon, swept up. The PPC's glowing coils pulsed once, spitting out a jagged bolt of man-made electricity.


Dan twisted the Wolfhound to the right, but the computer recorded a hit. As the primary monitor showed most of the armor on his left arm evaporating, Dan felt both anger and relief coursing through him. Dammit! This baby can take a lot of damage!


That shot would have crippled my Valkyrie and might well have torn the arm clean off!


Dan keyed the radio as Brand valiantly tried to raise his Panther. "Nice ambush, Austin . . . Almost." He aligned the crosshairs with the Panther and then punched his firing buttons.


Two of the medium lasers ripped parallel scars through armor on the Panther's, left flank. Fragments of computer-projected armor spun away from the scanner image in a whirling explosion. The third medium laser sliced into the armor covering the PPC, but failed to cripple the weapon. The large laser slammed heavily into the Panther's chest, half-dissolving the armor over the short-range missile launch tubes located on the 'Mech's heart.


Heat levels in the Wolfhound spiked into the yellow zone on the monitors. Because the battle was not being fought with live weapons, and all the damage occurred only in the computer's memory, the scorching waves of heat Dan would have experienced in combat did not wash up into the cockpit. Still, Dan saw the primary monitor's status downgrade his top speed as the 'Mech labored to rid itself of the simulated excess heat.


Dan ducked the Wolfhound back down into the ravine. They know I've hit Brand. Studying the map, he decided that they must have found this ravine and were probably tracking him now. He smiled grimly. The Wolfhound's designer had obviously built this monster to engage Panthers because there was enough armor on it to survive a couple of PPC shots. Better to be the hunter than the hunted.


Dan worked the Wolfhound back through the ravine in the direction from which he'd come. Taking a sharp corner, he moved down into a spot where the ravine widened as a stream cut across. Haunting flashes of magscan images danced on his display. Dan dropped the Wolfhound to one knee, raised the right arm, and targeted the golden crosshairs at the ravine mouth across from him.


When the lead Panther was impaled on Dan's sights, he triggered his large laser. As sheets of armor vanished from the 'Mech's right flank, the Panther twisted to the left to protect its wounded side and then ducked back beneath cover.


The twin ignitions of ion rockets splashed silver brilliance through the woods behind the wounded Panther. A second Panther arced up through the night like a shooting star trying to reclaim its place in the heavens. Dan tried to track it, but the 'Mech moved too swiftly. It grounded itself off to his left.


He frowned. It’ll try to flank me while its partner tries to pin me down. Wait a minute. . . Dan stared at the display and saw the Panther he had expected to flank him begin to work back toward its partner. Something's not right here.


Suddenly, as the two 'Mechs facing him moved from cover, Dan realized what they were doing. The image of Brand's 'Mech appeared at his back and raised its PPC.


"Good bye, Captain Allard."
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The Wolfhound's rear-arc laser lanced backward and pierced Brand's left flank. The computer, simulating the effect of a laser bolt on an SRM magazine, painted explosion after explosion over the outline of the 'Mech behind the Wolfhound. As the explosions cleared, they left nothing of the Panther's image behind.


Both the other Panthers launched flights of SRMs at the Wolfhound. The missiles scattered impacts on and around the 'Mech, scoring armor but doing no serious damage. The wounded Panther's PPC shot lashed the Wolfhound's already-damaged left arm. Alarm lights flared to life in the Wolfhound's cockpit as the computer reported that limb completely severed at the shoulder.


Instinctively shifting his weight to balance the 'Mech, Dan dropped the large laser's sights onto the wounded Panther. Good! Give me your wounded flank. He stabbed the firing button, sending a spear of cohesive light into the injured 'Mech. The last of the armor shown on the computer image vanished, and the 'Mech shuddered as it suffered serious internal damage.


The flanking Panther's PPC blast sliced armor from the Wolfhound's left leg, but a quick glance at the primary monitor told Dan that the leg armor had not been fully breached. Mindful of the rising levels on his heat monitor, he did not return fire at the Panther that was still whole.


The Wolfhound's feet dug into the gravel streambed as Dan sprinted straight at the undamaged 'Mech. The pilot raised the Panther's PPC for a simple shot at the charging Wolfhound, but the speedy war machine closed the gap before the pilot could trigger the weapon.


Dan laughed as the Wolfhound swept in beneath the PPC's effective minimum range. SRMs burst from the Panther's chest and managed to blast away the last remnant of the Wolfhound's left leg armor. Heedless of the damage the missiles had done, Dan targeted the Panther and fired everything he had.


The medium lasers converged on the Panther's chest, chipping away every shred of armor over the 'Mech's heart. Enough of the energy blasting away the armor leaked through to destroy the SRM launcher. The large laser in the Wolfhound's right forearm stabbed into the Panther's right shoulder. The holographic display showed layers of armor exploding from the 'Mech's limb, leaving it nearly naked.


Dan continued past the Panther, then dug the Wolfhound's left foot into the ground and whirled. His spin and its agility of execution caught both Panthers by surprise. Expecting a free shot at his back, the furthest Panther had risen from cover while the 'Mech Dan had just savaged managed a turn to aim its PPC at the fleeing Wolfhound.


The Wolfhound's medium lasers unerringly cored three tunnels through the nearest Panther's right arm. The computer imaging system showed the limb snapping off at the shoulder before flying off into the night. The Wolfhound's large laser slammed into the furthest 'Mech's open right flank, burning through what little was left of it, straight into the Mech's heart. The beam, according to the computer, melted all the shielding around the Panther's fusion engine, shutting it down forever.


The weaponless Panther rocketed from combat on the ion jump jets in its legs, and Dan let it go because warning lights ignited throughout his cockpit. Long-range missiles incoming! "What the hell!" he exclaimed. Dan's secondary monitor showed incoming tracks for two score LRMs—and all converging on one spot.


Almost without conscious thought, Dan sprinted the Wolfhound forward, heading straight toward the source of the LRMs. He grinned as the missiles, unable to shorten their trajectories to compensate for his speed, arced over his position. Dan punched two keys on his command console. The computer calculated the origin point for all the missile tracks while his visual scan shifted back to infrared.


He nodded in thought. Twin LRM 20 packs are going to kick out lots of heat. There'll be no hiding it. Dan punched an inquiry into the computer, then smiled as the answer came up on the screen. Yeah. Morgan's Archer is the only 'Mech we have that sports two LRM 20s.


After the computer track projection displayed the coordinates of the attack's origin, Dan turned the Wolfhound so that the coordinate grid marks on the top of the screen pointed him straight in the direction of Morgan's Archer.


He gave a little laugh. O.K., Morgan, I know what your Archer's got. Hiding behind that hill won't help you. Dan increased his speed, sending the 35-ton Wolfhound hurling through the low brush covering the hillside. Once I crest this baby, your LRMs won't have range on me. This close, my Wolfhound out-guns your Archer's twin lasers.


The Wolfhound sprinted over the hilltop, but no heat image painted itself on the computer display. Dan shifted the scanners over to Starlight, and the holographic display redrew itself in the grays and greens of light intensification. Gotcha! Centered on his display, right where the computer predicted it would be, stood Morgan's Archer.


The humanoid 'Mech looked deformed in comparison with the clean-limbed shape of Dan's Wolfhound. The. Archer's head jutted forward grotesquely from just above the center of its chest, and its hunch-backed shoulders were elongated to house both LRM launchers and their missiles. Powerful arms hung from each shoulder, but ended in ridiculously blocky forearms and stubby fingers. The forearms mounted the Archer's two forward-firing medium lasers, while the two lasers protecting the Archer's rear arc stabbed backward from a ball turret riding where the Mech's head should have been.


Dan dropped the large laser's crosshairs onto the ungainly 'Mech's silhouette, but as his computer confirmed a lock, Morgan reacted. Like a dancer, Kell spun the Archer's bulk around to face the stalking Wolfhound. The Archer's right arm came up, its medium laser flashing.


Dammit! He's still fast! With the speed of reflex, Dan dropped the Wolfhound to one knee. While Morgan's laser passed harmlessly over him, the Wolfhound's medium lasers lashed out in a trident of energy beams. Two stabbed into the Archer's right leg, blasting some armor from it. The third beam sliced its way up the 'Mech's right forearm, but the computer reported nothing more serious than armor damage.


Dan frowned as the Archer made no move to escape. Morgan's offering to slug it out! Why? He knows I've got more weaponry than he does if he can't use his LRMs. Still pondering the question at the back of his mind, Dan lashed out with everything his 'Mech had. Two of the medium lasers seared into the Archer's left leg while the third, inexplicably, missed altogether. The Wolfhound's heavy laser sliced ribbons of armor from the Archer's torso, but failed to do any internal damage.


When the Archer's twin forearm lasers blasted into the Wolfhound's chest, Dan got his first clue to Morgan's strategy. The Wolfhound schematic showed that the lasers had cored two-thirds of the way through the armor. I outgun him, but he can survive more rounds of this mutual pounding. Time to move! Shooting a glance at the heat monitors, and then cursing the levels he saw, Dan turned the Wolfhound and sprinted up over the crest of the hill. To keep Morgan from tagging him with blind LRM flights, Dan worked his 'Mech down the slope on an angle.


He frowned. I'll have to get Clovis to check how the heat affects my targeting equipment. I wanted to get a parting shot at Morgan with my aft laser, but it wouldn't lock. That's a dangerous problem.


Halting the Wolfhound so that the heat exchangers could bring down the levels to normal ranges, Dan ran a quick diagnostic program that reported all his weapons functional and also highlighted the damage his 'Mech had taken in the mock battle. He groaned. I hope I do better than this in a real fight. If not, all my pay is going to go to keeping this 'Mech in armor. In spite of the damage report, he smiled. At least, in this 'Mech, I'll be alive to make the repairs, which is something . . .


Deciding to take the long way around the hill, Dan started the Wolfhound moving off at a slow pace. Is Morgan expecting me to close with him—which makes sense for me—or to engage him at longer range—a move that would surprise him? Morgan always was one of the best, and the years in exile don't seem to have slowed him down at all. If I don't play it smart, I'll never get out of this one.


A sudden thought flashed into Dan's mind. He's expecting me to close or engage at long range by coming around the hill. But what if I just go back up over it again? Yeah ... He turned the Wolf to his right, taking the 'Mech up the hillside once again. Seeing the Archer waiting down at the valley's far end, Dan grinned. He dropped the sights for all his weapons onto the hulking Archer's outline, but the sights refused to pulse. What the . . . ?


As the Archer swung into line with the Wolfhound, its arms came up. Dan dodged to the right, allowing the beams to sizzle past harmlessly. He stabbed the diagnostics key on his display while continuing to dodge and work his way downhill as the computer redrew the outline of his 'Mech.


Still shows no damage! Then how come I can't. . . ? Even as the thought entered his mind, Dan's blood ran cold. It was just like that last battle on Mallory's World when the Kell Hound 'Mechs seemed to refuse to show Morgan's 'Mech as a target on their screens, and then again on Styx when the same thing happened in the battle between Yorinaga and Patrick. His mouth tasted sour, and his brain continued to protest what his eyes were showing him. This can't be happening ...


As the Archer bobbed back into view and raised both arms, Dan dropped the Wolfhound to its knees. As his computer projected twin lasers burning above his 'Mech's head, Dan jerked the Wolfhound to its feet and set off at a sprint away from the Archer.


The hillside eclipsed Dan's view of the Archer. Get a grip, Dan. It may be impossible, but it's happening. He shuddered. You couldn't shoot Yorinaga's Warhammer on Styx, but you were able to hit it with your Valkyrie. It did exist. There has to be a way. You're a MechWarrior. Figure it out.


A hopelessly reckless idea popped into Dan's head. Better to try it here in some simulation than to learn it doesn't work in real combat, he told himself. He reached over and switched targeting control from the joysticks to the computer.


The computer's voice spoke with mechanical urgency. "Disengaging manual targeting unadvisable."


"Shut up." Dan turned, continuing to work around the hill. He raced along faster than might have seemed prudent in unfamiliar terrain in the dark, but his natural sense of balance, as relayed to the Wolfhound through the neurohelmet and sensor pads, kept the 'Mech upright.


Dan summoned an Archer schematic from the secondary monitor. "Rear view," he commanded verbally. The computer dutifully spun the image, bringing a grin to Dan's face. "Initiate Setshot program."


"Use of targeting program unadvisable."


"Shut up." Dan glanced at the scale running beside the Archer's image. "Target point equals laser source minus three meters elevation, plus 25 meters distance." My weapons and sensors might not be able to see you, Morgan. Maybe they won't allow me to shoot you, but they do acknowledge your lasers in this little simulation, and I can shoot through you.


Dan crossed himself. Please, God, let this work.


He swung the Wolfhound around the hill. He spotted Morgan immediately, and almost as quickly the lasers perched between the Archer's shoulders swung down. Dan slowed as they locked on, forcing himself not to react despite the alarms wailing in his cockpit and the butterflies churning in his stomach.


Warning lights flared across the Wolfhound's console as the medium lasers blasted armor from the 'Mech's right side. Dan waited to see whether the arming lights for his weapons would die out because of damage, but none blinked or wavered. The lasers had only destroyed armor.


"All weapons, fire!" The computer drew four lines on Dan's display, focusing through and beyond the Archer's visual image. Morgan's 'Mech, which had begun to pivot, stopped dead. Its arms dropped to its sides, dangling like lynched renegades from the Archer's hunched shoulders.


Morgan's calm voice crackled into Dan's neurohelmet. "Fancy shooting, Dan. You skewered the reactor ..."


"Y-yes, sir." Nervous sweat stung his eyes.


"So, Dan, how to you like your Wolfhound!"


The young Kell Hound swallowed as Morgan's reassuringly warm voice melted some of the fear in his guts. "Fine, Colonel. I like it very much." The analytical side of Dan's mind shunted aside the last races of fear. "I'll miss my Valkyrie's jump jets, but the added weaponry and armor make this a prime battler."


Morgan's pleasure survived the transmission intact. "Good, Dan. I'm pleased you like it. How long until you feel comfortable in it?"


Dan swallowed. Do you mean as long as I don't have to fight with you? "Uh, I'm not sure. A month. Maybe more." Dan hesitated. "There are still some things I want Clovis to explain."


"Better make it a month," Morgan said grimly. "We don't have much more than that before we have to travel to the wedding." The Colonel's warmth returned, however, when he added, "You did well, Captain. Take it in."





* * *





Later, Dan hunched over Clovis as both of them stared in disbelief at the battletape's replay. He pointed to the screen as his targeting crosshairs refused to acknowledge the Archer beneath them. "See that, Clovis? What in hell is going on?"


The dwarf shook his head. He rewound the tape, then slowed the image. He turned to his left and projected the scanner's data feed to the computer on another monitor. Carefully, gently, he advanced the battletape centimeter by centimeter. As each image shifted on the picture screen, Clovis glanced at the raw data scrolling across the computer monitor.


He leaned back with a deep sigh. "Dan, I just don't know."


"What do you mean you don't know? You programmed the Wolfhound. You have to know!"


The dwarf shrugged. "I've never seen anything like it, Dan."


Dan was angry, not at Clovis, but at the memory. "Well I have, Clovis. In combat. I've seen it in combat." Dan turned and slammed his fist against the wall. "I saw it twelve years ago on Mallory's World, then twice more on Styx." He turned back and pointed accusingly at the battletape's flickering image. "Now I see it here." His shoulders slumped. "Tell me something, Clovis."


Clovis raised his hands and opened them. "I can tell you this, Dan," he said slowly, pointing to the data feed. "The passive sensors, like your Starlight sensors, can pick up photons bouncing off the Archer. That's why you could see him or, at least, that's why I think you could see him. The other sensors, like magscan or infrared, either don't get data back when they send out a signal, or the computer fails to interpret it when it comes in." Clovis shrugged helplessly. "That's about all I can tell from such a brief look. But I want to do more thorough checking. Maybe cross-correlate all this with Morgan's EEG and EKG readout from the fight."


Dan frowned. None of it made any sense. "In simple terms, Clovis, what are you telling me?"


"What I'm telling you, Captain, is that for all intents and purposes, on the battlefield, the computer does not believe Morgan Kell exists."



 



Book III





Doublé



 



24
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Duke Michael Hasek-Davion stared through his DropShip cabin's big, round viewport at the blue-white ball that was his destination. Dozens and dozens of other DropShips—most spherical like the Overlord Class bearing the Duke, but a few aero-dynamically constructed as well—were all rushing in toward the planet.


The Duke meditated on the world they were approaching. For centuries, DropShips and JumpShips have carried mankind away from this modest little planet. Terra is neither as large as others man has settled, nor is it as rich in minerals or life, yet it alone has produced a sentient species. That makes it very special, indeed.


The door to his cabin irised open with a hiss, bringing a small, slender man with thinning brown hair into the small room. Michael turned slowly, while the other man seemed to wince with discomfort with his every step. "You summoned me, My Lord?"


Michael nodded, secretly exulting in the weight of his long, black braid against his spine. Poor Count Vitios. A man as slight as you is poorly endowed to endure travel at much more than 1 G, but I wish to arrive early. Besides, the exercise will put some tone into your muscles. "Indeed, I did."


Vitios sank gratefully into the deeply cushioned chair that Duke Michael indicated. "How may I be of service, Lord?"


The small man's embarrassment at his weakness flashed over his pinched face while Michael clasped his hands behind his back and effortlessly paced before the viewport. "I wish to reassure myself that you will do nothing foolish on Terra."


The Count froze for half a second, then forced a smile. "Duke Michael, whatever do you mean?"


Michael returned the smile with a crafty one of his own. "Anton, I know you too well not to realize that you must have some sort of contingency plan for this opportunity. I know, though it has been a dozen years since the battle on Verio, that you still mourn your wife and children." Michael lifted his hand with palm out to forestall the Count's reply. "No one thinks you less a man for such open devotion, and many admire you for it."


Michael turned his back to his visitor and watched the Drop-Ships crawl along at a snail’s-pace in their path toward Terra. "I watched the holovids of Justin Allard's trial and saw how your prosecution revealed him to be the Liao agent he has so openly become of late. Yet your desire for revenge still runs deep and hot. This is good."


"I would do nothing to embarrass you, My Lord."


Smiling, Michael turned again toward the Count. "I know that, but I would not wish to see you caught foolishly in some situation that could hurt your crusade."


The Count frowned. "I understand very well, Duke Michael, the ComStar directive instructing no one to carry weaponry of any sort to the wedding. ComStar will screen all baggage and personnel before anyone or anything can leave the Savannah Spaceport quarantine area, and again before they enter the compound. Though I am not invited to the wedding and will stay in Savannah with the rest of the household staff, I have no intention of trying to smuggle in a weapon."


Michael nodded curtly. "And well that you do not. ComStar has made it no secret that they will interdict the flow of messages to and from any House violating the wedding's security. An interdiction would leave one deaf and blind."


Count Vitios narrowed his eyes. "I would guess, then, My Lord, that you mean to speak to me about another subject?"


Michael smiled. "Liao agents have brought me an offer of support against Hanse Davion."


"Those God-cursed bastards!" The Count's jaw muscles bunched as he ground his teeth. "I hope you told them to go to hell!"


Before replying, Michael straightened himself up to full height. "As a matter of fact, I told them that the offer was most tempting."


The Count sank back speechlessly into the blue chair's deep padding. His jaw hung open as he stared at Michael in disbelief.


The Duke watched him with a smile. You, my bulldog, will have value in defending me only if you can see my true plan.


Michael turned away from his subordinate to again study the view of the many ships heading toward Terra. "Consider, Anton, what this marriage means in military and political terms to the Successor States. Hanse has promised me that he will reinforce the Capellan March with troops from the Draconis march as soon as this year's Galahad exercises are over. He feels that the Draconis Combine will not be as much of a threat after the marriage to a Steiner because the alliance guarantees that the Dragon will have to fight a two-front war anytime he decides to be aggressive."


A nervous tremor rippled through the Count's voice. "That seems sensible, Highness. But it sounds as though you do not believe the Prince will keep his word."


Michael nodded thoughtfully. "Your observation is correct, but I have developed this belief without assigning malice to my brother-in-law. I believe he will not get the opportunity."


"I don't know that I follow you, My Lord."


Michael pointed to some of the ships racing toward Terra. "There they are, Anton—the leaders of the Successor States. Lord Takashi Kurita is too wise to let himself be boxed in. Maximilian Liao still dreams of being the First Lord of a new Star League, and Janos Marik has no love for either House Steiner or House Davion. There can be no doubt that those three consider the strengthening of the alliance between Davion and Steiner to be a serious threat."


"If you will forgive me, Duke Michael, that conclusion is obvious. But surely they will not strike at the wedding."


Michael shook his head slowly, letting his braid rustle the silken fabric of his dark tunic. "No, Anton, they would never do that—for the same reasons you have already enumerated. I also daresay that they will not strike immediately after the wedding, either, because Hanse has gathered his troops in and around the Terran Corridor for Galahad '28." Michael sat down to face the Count, but his eyes had a faraway look, as though contemplating a distant future image. "Now that would be a battle for all time, would it not?" he said finally. "The best of Kurita, Liao, and Davion battling it out on a dozen worlds—with Hanse Davion trapped on Terra all the while . . ."


The Count chuckled. "In such a situation, you would have to take temporary control of the government and lead the Federated Suns to victory."


The Duke's smile dried as he pressed his lips into a thin line. "True, but I fear it is an opportunity that will never come. From what I can learn, it appears that Kurita and Liao will take a more conservative approach. They will wait until the Terran Corridor is once again down to normal strength before striking. Liao will likely bear the brunt of the assault, while Kurita forces will attempt to hold the Steiner border. And if House Marik can crush the little revolutions that Hanse has been financing within their realm, then Janos will strike out at the Steiner border. Thus will Steiner have to ease up on Kurita or else lose worlds to Marik."


The Count tapped his pointy chin with the index finger of his right hand. "For Liao to mount a strong offensive against the Terran Corridor, he'd have to strip troops from the St. Ives and Sian Commonalities. That would leave the way clear for you to attack..."


Michael smiled and stretched with feline grace. "Indeed. And that explains the communications I have received from Liao. His inducements to betray Hanse are both intriguing and inviting."


The Count drew in a breath to power a protest, then stopped before the words could form. His jaw closed slowly as a smile lit his face "You will accept Liao's offers so that he can move his troops to the front, and then you will hit him after he has engaged Hanse's troops."


Michael's eyes flashed fire. "Exactly! I will provide Max Liao with details of Hanse's troop placements—and even overvalue them so that Liao will tie up even more troops than necessary in his assaults. I will likewise undervalue my own troop strength so that Liao will not sense the dagger pressed against his belly."


The Count's white teeth showed in a feral grin. "And when the time comes ..."


"And when the time comes, I will eviscerate the Capellan Confederation and be hailed a hero in the Federated Suns. A popular groundswell of support will elevate me to become supreme ruler of the Federated Capellan Empire!"


The Count slapped his hands, and then rubbed them together greedily. "I will gladly serve as an instrument of your victory, Highness. With your permission, I would ask only one thing."


Michael raised a dark eyebrow. "Yes, Anton?"


"When you take Sian, give Justin Xiang to me. He escaped justice last time through Davion's intercession. This time, I would like to see that he gets it."


Duke Michael Hasek-Davion nodded his agreement. "It would be my pleasure, Count Vitios." And wherever you leave off in your treatment of Xiang, that is where I will begin to exact my revenge upon Hanse Davion . . .
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ComStar First Circuit Compound 


Hilton Head Island, North America, Terra 


17 August 3028





Captain Daniel Lord Allard nodded his head at the plump, blond Baroness de Gambier, but the frozen smile on his face felt as though it would never come unstuck. Blake's Blood! How did Felicity get invited here ? While she was making her way toward him through the crowd gathered in the spacious ballroom antechamber, Dan wordlessly communicated his panic to Colonel Morgan Kell.


"Before we left for the wedding, I meant to ask you, Captain how you envisioned the rechanneling of fusion power within a 'Mech engine to maximize cooling . . ." Morgan's voice carried loudly enough to deflect the Baroness from her course toward Dan into a more solicitous grouping. Morgan laughed with a little shake of the head. "She'll be back, you know."


Dan rolled his eyes. "Our grandfathers served in the same 'Mech unit ages ago. Her brother Jacques and I were good friends at NAMA. During our off time from some cadre training operation on Gambier, he took me to visit his family." Dan tugged at his dress uniform's stiff collar. "Gambier is only four jumps from Kestrel, so whenever I went to Kestrel to see my grandparents, I found Felicity already ensconced in the house 'by coincidence.' "


"I've seen the look in her eyes before, Dan. In the way that woman with Morgan Hasek-Davion looks at him, for instance. It doesn't bode well for your continued freedom."


Dan grimaced. "Maybe our next contract will take us beyond the Periphery."


Something flashed in Morgan's eyes, as though Dan had touched him in a dark and painful place, but it vanished just as quickly. "Perhaps, Dan. Perhaps." Morgan's smile broadened at the sight of the heavy-set black-haired man approaching them now. Thrusting out a hand, Morgan greeted the newcomer heartily. "Scott Bradley! It's been far too long."


Bradley returned the smile, but a nervous tremor in his lower lip betrayed his unease. "That it has, Morgan. I'm glad to see you looking fit." Bradley freed his hand from Morgan's and offered it to Dan. "Captain Allard, glad to see you again."


So, even the prodigals return. Dan met Bradley's firm grip with one of his own, pumping the man's arm strongly. "How have you been, Scott?" Dan's gaze brushed over the rank insignia on Bradley's dark green uniform. "You're a Major now . . ."


Bradley nodded somewhat sheepishly. "Yeah, I've got my own battalion." The man looked at Morgan, and Dan could read the anguish on Bradley's face. "I waited, Morgan, just as you asked me to. I gathered a whole group of Mech Warriors around me—really good people." Bradley winced. "They kept after me to leave McGee's Cutthroats and to form our own mercenary group. After so many years of waiting, Morgan, I didn't know what to think."


Morgan smiled and rested both hands on Bradley's shoulders. "Scott, you did what you had to do. You accepted responsibility for a vast number of people and that's something to be proud of."


Bradley nodded. "I am proud of the battalion."


Morgan gave the other man's shoulders a shake before releasing him. "And I'm proud of you for taking the action you did. You've proved yourself to be even more of a natural leader than before. To have a group of mercenaries urge you to form your own unit indicates a special level of trust in your abilities that few leaders ever inspire in their people."


Relief flooded Bradley's face and body. The nervous quivering of his lip had ceased and new confidence seeped into his voice. "I've got a one-year contract with the Federated Suns. We've pulled garrison duty on Northwind, to begin right after the wedding, while some of the regular troops are involved in Galahad '28. After that, I was hoping that you might take Bradley's Bravos on as a battalion in the Kell Hounds . . ."


"The Kell Hounds would be pleased to have you, Scott." Glancing at Dan with a mischievous glint in his eyes, he added, "In fact, if you wish, you may designate Bradley's Bravos the Kell Hound Third 'Mech Battalion. We'll formalize things when your contract is up with the Federated Suns."


Bradley stepped back, saluted, then enfolded Morgan's right hand in his own fist. "I took a straw poll among the battalion's MechWarriors and they favored joining up with the Hounds. With your permission, I'll toss the Kell Hound crest on our standard and add it to our 'Mechs."


"Done, Major Bradley." Morgan shook Scott's hand firmly. "You were sorely missed."


Before anything further could pass between the two men, a wave of applause began near the doorway, then proceeded to grow as the rest of the crowd joined in. The three MechWarriors added their own applause to the swelling sound as Melissa Arthur Steiner, radiant in a sleeveless, shimmering golden gown that matched her hair, entered the room flanked by Katrina Steiner and Hanse Davion. The Archon-Designate gracefully bowed her head in acknowledgement of the ovation, then allowed her fiance to lead her down the stairs. Behind them, the Archon followed proudly.


Dan felt Morgan's hand on his shoulder. "Shall we head over to the receiving line?"


Dan shook his head. "No, Colonel, you and Scott go ahead." He glanced at other people passing through the doorway. "My parents have just arrived and I should speak with them. Besides," Dan said as he saw the Baroness de Gambier waiting to ambush him where the line was forming, "I hate standing in line."


While picking his way through the crowd toward his parents, Dan was amused to note several gatherings of retired MechWarriors holding court as well as more than one clutch of matchmaking dowager noblewomen. Though half-tempted to join a Kurita officer's discussion about the superiority of regular troops over mercenaries, Dan continued on through clouds of noxious cigar smoke and competing perfumes until he reached the elder Allards.


Quintus Allard took his son's hand, then drew him into a firm, back-slapping hug. "Dammit, Dan, you look good."


Dan laughed. "So do you, father." Stepping back, he appraised his father's double-breasted gray suit with approval. "New suit?"


Quintus nodded, smiling broadly. "Got it for the wedding."


"Looks very good, very chic. Mother must have picked it out for you," Dan said teasingly, as he turned to gather up his mother in a hug. "Good to see you, mother." He released her with a smile and found just as much to admire in his mother's appearance. Though fifty years old, her trim figure and bright green eyes be lied her age, as did her thick, straw-blond hair. The green, sleeveless gown she wore was anything but matronly, but the matching short jacket added just the right touch of respectability.


Tamara Kearny Allard smoothed out the black wolf’s-head design on Dan's jacket, letting her fingers linger on the Dragon-slayers ribbon at his left shoulder. Then she snatched back her hand and covered her mouth. "I'm sorry, Dan, your shoulder..."


The MechWarrior shook his head. "No blood, no report." He winked at his mother, summoning the smile back to her face. "I'm fine, mother. Really. It healed ages ago." He had turned now to his sister. "Hello, Riva. How's my baby sister?"


Riva wrinkled her pert nose and hugged her brother. "You're baby sister just got accepted into the NAIS Ph.D. program."


Dan laughed and hugged her even tighter. "That's great, Rat."


Riva pulled back and thrust a finger at Dan. "You promised never to call me that again, Daniel." The anger flashing in her cerulean eyes glinted like the lights off her blue silk gown. Dan stepped back slightly and forced himself to see the woman his sister had become. Though she still wore her black hair in a short gamin cut and her eyes had never lost their combative fire, her tomboy days were surely gone forever.


He bowed his head with great dignity. "I apologize, Riva." Her face brightened again, and the two smiled at one another with much affection. "So, what will you study for your doctorate?"


Riva hesitated, flicking a worried glance at her father, then looked down. "Neural-cybernetic interfaces with an emphasis on cybernetically aided regeneration."


Dan forced a smile. For Justin. Right, Riva? He nodded and tried to put more life into his smile. "I'm sure such work will help many people."


Quintus looked at his son. "We were pleased to get the communication from the Mac that you were aboard and would be attending the wedding, but the Prince thought Colonel Kell would have Major Ward with him."


Dan nodded. "Salome caught a virus a couple of days before we left, and used it as an excuse to stay on Arc-Royal. I had the feeling she didn't want to attend the wedding because she's working hard to get the First 'Mech battalion into shape. She and Conn O'Bannon have a fierce competition going between them. It won't really matter which battalion—First or Second—is best because they'll both be hell on wheels."


Scattered applause turned Dan once more toward the door. It was for Duke Michael Hasek-Davion and his wife Marie, a most unlikely looking pair. Michael stood straight and slender, yet so full of energy that he seemed taller and his deep green eyes even more penetrating. A silver circlet held his long black hair away from his face, and he looked impressive in his decoration-festooned dress uniform.


Beside her husband was Marie, whose petiteness added to the illusion of Michael's height. Her gown was a shade darker than the one worn by Countess Allard, and she wore her blond hair swept back from the left side of her face with a malachite and silver clasp. She looked lovingly at the Duke, then let him guide her down the stairs into the antechamber.


Dan turned back toward his parents just in time to see the hooded expression on his father's face. What is it, I wonder? I know there is no love lost between Duke Michael and my father, but my father has never been one to bear a grudge. The MechWarrior smiled. "Michael and his wife look as though they survived their trip insystem well. The Mac's Captain said they came in at 1.75 Gs. Must have taken its toll on the Duchess."


Riva shot cautious glances to either side, then spoke in a low voice. "The Duchess traveled to Terra aboard the Prince's ship."


Dan pursed his lips thoughtfully. "Interesting."


Janos Marik, Captain-General of the Free Worlds League, was next to appear in the doorway to polite applause. Though he had once been a tall man, age had stooped his shoulders somewhat and had entirely leeched his shoulder-length hair of color. Deep wrinkles gathered the flesh at the corners of his eyes and lined his brow. Everything about him, including the House Marik crest tattooed on his forehead in black and purple, seemed tired. His uniform bore the medals and campaign ribbons befitting the long career of the eldest Successor State ruler, yet the man seemed weighed down by the responsibilities they represented.


His consort, a strikingly beautiful woman with long chestnut hair and almost hypnotic eyes, seemed filled with enough energy to power them both. As she laced her long fingers with Marik's, ihe older man seemed rejuvenated. He smiled at her, and she returned it with a look that seemed to operate on a legion of different levels. Seeing how her red gown clung to her shapely body and the way she continually brushed close to the Captain-General, Dan found himself envying the older man.


Riva leaned toward her brother. "Janos Marik looks so old."


Dan nodded. "The Civil War against his brother Anton really took it out of him, though they say he's gotten better since he look Brownwen Rafsani as his mistress." The Kell Hound nodded at the other members of the Marik family trailing Janos into the room. "Unless someone gets an upper hand soon, it would appear there will be another civil war when he goes." He smiled to himself. Half Janos's heirs will be fighting for the Captain-General's baton, and the other half will be fighting over her.


The appearance of the Lords of the Draconis Combine cut off any of Dan's further speculation concerning the Free Worlds


League. Standing with head held high, Takashi Kurita paused before entering the room. A handsome, wiry man, he exuded strength. Though his closely-cropped hair had gone to white along the sides and forelock, the rest of it was as black as in the days of his youth.


Dressed in a suit of antiquarian cut, with a jacket short in front and with long tails in back and a gray striped cravat, Takashi claimed dignity from some older tradition. He bowed his head slightly to the crowd, then proceeded down the steps.


Following behind him was his wife, Jasmine Kurita, her eyes cast down respectfully. Small and delicate, she wore her black hair gathered at the nape of her neck in traditional Japanese style. Hand painted jasmine blossoms decorated her green silken gown.


Riva groaned enviously. "She walks so gracefully."


Her brother nodded. "Like something so delicate, it might easily break."


Dan stiffened as the next two Draconian guests entered the room. What is he doing here ? he thought. Turning to his father, Dan said, "That one, the older man, that's Yorinaga Kurita." The breasts and sleeves of Yorinaga's hakama were decorated with the Genyosha tidal wave. "You see, father, there's the crest you couldn't identify."


Quintus Allard nodded slowly, his thick, white brows nearly touching at the center of his forehead. "Who do you suppose that is?" he said, gesturing with his chin toward the tall, blond man descending the steps with Yorinaga.


Dan shook his head. "Don't know, but I'll bet he's from Rasalhague. He's wearing the same crest, so he must be in Yorinaga's unit."


"Hmmm ... I wonder." Quintus scratched at the back of his neck. "I recall that Yorinaga had a son before he was disgraced."


Dan raised an eyebrow. "What happened to him?"


"Don't know, really. Yorinaga's wife killed herself. We've assumed the son did the same, but perhaps not." Quintus's gaze turned to follow the progress of Coordinator Takashi Kurita and his wife. "No Theodore Kurita, though. How interesting."


Riva turned toward her father. "How so?"


Quintus's face froze in an expression that Dan recognized immediately. It was the I can't talk about it look, which puzzled Dan, because the answer to Riva's question was hardly classified information. He turned to his sister. "Everyone else here is parading their heirs. With Theodore stuck off somewhere with his 'Mech unit, well, it raises questions of relations between father and son."


Quintus nodded to confirm Dan's analysis, then turned his head quickly as Maximilian Liao became the next figure framed in the doorway. Dressed in formal black robes embroidered completely with Liao crests in shiny black silk thread, the tall, slender Capellan Chancellor showed something less than a festive air. A thin smile tightened the corners of his mouth as his dark eyes swept the crowd. With his left hand, he smoothed the long tails of his mustache.


In contrast to the Draconian Coordinator, Maximilian Liao turned and extended his hand to his wife. Almost as tall as her husband and strikingly beautiful, Elizabeth Jordan Liao gracefully accepted his arm. Her waist-length black hair tumbled over her right shoulder, half-obscuring her white silk robe. Dragons and tigers embroidered in black thread cavorted throughout the design, but the aggressive images could not rob Elizabeth Jordan Liao of her femininity or charm.


Emerging behind her father and her stepmother, Romano Liao assumed center stage with the air of a warrior conquering a planet. Blue silk trimmed her golden robe, yet her obvious uneasiness in wearing it seemed to dim its beauty. Beside her, dressed in a blue robe trimmed with gold silk, Tsen Shang escorted Romano with a smile of pleasure. The Maskirovka analyst led her down the steps, though the look on her face made it clear that she was not yet ready to relinquish the spotlight.


Dan's breath caught in his throat as Candace Liao and her escort stepped through the door. My God! It's Justin! Riva shot Dan a hard glance, and Tamara reached out for her husband's hand.


Unlike Maximilian or Romano, Candace had chosen to wear a clinging black gown decorated with sparkling black sequins instead of traditional Capellan garb. In a concession to current fashion, the right side of the gown was sleeveless, but a full sleeve covered her left arm, from the back of her band up beyond her scarred shoulder all the way to her throat. Starting at the shoulder, the sequin design swirled down the sleeve like ivy, while slender sequined tendrils spiraled from the same spot down across the rest of the dress.


His face a proud mask, Justin stood a half-step behind Candace, with all his attention focused on her. He wore a black waist-length coat and sharply creased black trousers that accentuated his lean build. No design or insignia decorated his jacket. As though to mirror the way Candace's sleeve half-concealed her left hand, Justin wore a black leather glove over his.


Turning her head toward Justin, Candace lifted her left hand. Justin reached for her with his right, then guided her down the stairs. Though Colonel Pavel Ridzik, the tall, red-haired Strategic Military Director for the whole of the Capellan Confederation, was next to stride through the door—discreetly followed by a uniformed Alexi Malenkov—no one in the room noticed.


Dan turned to his father, whose face was ashen. "I have to talk to Justin," he said.


"No, Dan. Don't do it. Please."


"How can you tell me that? He's my brother, dammit, and I've not seen him in years." Dan glanced down, remembering a holovid he'd seen of Justin's battles on Solaris. "At least, not in person."


Quintus's eyes hardened. "He's changed, Dan. He's no longer the Justin we knew."


Dan's head came up with a snap, and his voice had a similar sharp edge. "I'll see that for myself." He turned to his sister. "Coming, Riva?"


Riva frowned. "Thanks, but I'm here to have fun."


Shaking his head in disbelief, Dan said, "You're wrong about him."


Tamara reached out and squeezed Dan's arm. "We're not wrong, Daniel." She swallowed hard to choke back tears. "We still love him, and that's what hurts so much."


Dan turned abruptly and began to move through the crowd. No one could change that much. I know the trial was hard on him, and I know the holovid companies played up Justin's hatred for the Federated Suns fighters. But a man is what he is and nothing could have changed Justin that much. He remembered Jeana and what she had said to him back on Tharkad. The Justin he had grown up with was still there somewhere.


"Justin! Justin, wait!" His brother stopped, and Dan grinned in anticipation of their reunion. The smile died on his face when Justin slowly turned toward him.


His brother's voice was as cold and lifeless as the expression on his face. "Good evening, Captain."


Bile burned as it rose to Dan's throat. "Captain? Justin, I'm your brother. . ."


Justin stiffened, but Candace Liao's intervention prevented any reply. Smiling cordially, she bowed her head toward Dan, then turned to Justin. "Citizen Xiang, you have not introduced me to this handsome gentleman."


"Forgive me, Duchess," he said, with the merest hint of a smile. "Captain Daniel Allard, this is Candace Liao, Duchess of St. Ives." Turning to Candace, he added, "And, Duchess, this is the son of the man who was my father."


Dan was stunned by the coldness and hatred in Justin's voice, but he took Candace's right hand politely and pressed it to his lips. "Meeting you is a great pleasure, Duchess." Dan indicated Justin with a nod of his head. "At one time, he would have introduced me as his brother."


Justin's head came up sharply. "Half-brother, but not even that anymore. Hanse Davion said Quintus Allard no longer had a son. By imperial decree, he wiped away everything I had ever been. I lost a father, a brother, a family, a whole life."


Dan stiffened at the venom in his brother's voice. "Justin, wait." Dan fought to control his breathing while his heart raced out of control. "What happened between you and Hanse Davion doesn't change things between us. We're still brothers."


Justin shook his head slowly. "That's impossible. Our relationship belongs to a system and a society now closed to me. This isn't a game, Captain. No one is going to yell, 'Ollie, Ollie outs in free' to end it. All the confidences we shared, the secret clubs we formed, and the cyphers we created are no more. It's all gone. All of it." He stepped closer to Dan, and looked him squarely in the eyes. "Justin Allard died a year and a half ago!"


Dan stared blankly at Justin for seconds that seemed to last for hours. When he finally gained control of his anger, he raised himself to full height and glared down at the man who had been his brother. "I don't believe you, Citizen Xiang. I don't believe Justin Allard is dead. Instead, I choose to believe that, like King Arthur or General Kerensky, Justin Allard is a hero just waiting for his chance to return. When he does, Citizen, tell him that his brother waits to stand gladly beside him."
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The jostling of well-dressed guests finally forced Dan away from Justin. For half a second, Dan fought against the tide of people shifting around and pressing back from the doorway, but there was nothing more he could say to the man his brother had become. How they must have hurt you, Justin.


Like an automaton, Dan turned and let himself be moved toward the far end of the hall. Standing on a raised platform against a white silk banner emblazoned with ComStar's logo, a red-robed Precentor held up his hands in an effort to get the attention of all who were gathered here.


Dan narrowed his eyes. Looks like Ulthar Everston, Precentor of Tharkad. Makes sense. He's part of the First Circuit and this is a momentous occasion. When Dan turned to the man standing next to him to confirm his guess, he was startled to discover Morgan Kell at his side. "Colonel!"


Morgan nodded. "I saw you speaking with Candace Liao's escort. He is your brother Justin?"


Dan looked down and shrugged. "It depends who you ask, I suppose." Catching the puzzled look on Morgan's face, Dan opened hands and raised them shoulder-high. "Sorry, Morgan. You don't deserve that. In body, that was my brother. In mind, however . . ."


Morgan reached up with one hand to squeeze the thick muscles at the back of Dan's neck. "Are you all right?" Dan nodded. "I'll live ... The hurt tells me that much.”


“People change, Dan."


Dan smiled weakly, wondering how many more people would tell him that about Justin.


Precentor Tharkad was lowering his hands in a gesture that cut off virtually all conversation in the room. "It is my very great honor to welcome all of you to our Compound," he said. The man smiled so guilelessly that Dan sensed that the speaker's words echoed his true feelings. "We are all present to witness and bless a most hallowed event in our lives, the lives of the Archon-Designate and Prince, and, indeed, the lives of all who inhabit the Successor States." Looking around the room, the Precentor seemed to sense how quickly he had established a rapport with his audience. "It is the hope of every member of the First Circuit, and all members of ComStar, that the Peace of Blake be upon you during your stay with us. If there is anything we can do to make your visit more pleasurable—within the bounds of reason, decency, and nonviolence, of course—please ask it of any yellow-robed Acolyte you see."


Clasping his hands against his chest, Precentor Tharkad closed his eyes and smiled. His lips moved as though mumbling a prayer, then he bowed his head. "It is my very great pleasure and honor to introduce your host, ComStar Primus Julian Tiepolo."


Polite applause rippled as Precentor Tharkad stepped back to allow the Primus to take the platform. Dan narrowed his eyes as the hawk-nosed ascetic walked slowly to centerstage. He looks barely alive, Dan thought. I wonder how true are the rumors that he is really a revivified Jerome Blake. As Tiepolo faced forward, Dan answered his own questions. No. Even a reanimated corpse would have more humanity in his eyes.


As Tiepolo removed his hands from the broad sleeves of his dun-colored robe, Dan wondered if the Primus had some hidden reason for wearing so plain a garment. Does he mock his richly dressed guests with humility, or is this a graphic demonstration of the poverty ComStar claims so that it can keep communications possible between the stars? Dan chewed his lower lip, realizing that here was a man whose every word and action would have many levels of meaning.


Tiepolo smiled as though the effort were more strenuous than lifting a cubic myriameter of uranium. "We greet you in the name of the Blessed Blake and trust that you will find this place as hospitable as your own domains while you are with us. It is said that one should treat guests as family, and family as guests. This we shall endeavor to do during your stay."


Morgan leaned toward Dan. "Given the history of patricide in the Successor States, I've had warmer greetings in hot landing Zones."


Tiepolo's strong voice swallowed Dan's chuckle whole. "Most honored guests, we of ComStar are not divided by location or nationalities. We have renounced all title and ties to the structures of power so that we may more perfectly serve the divine mission placed upon us by the sainted Jerome Blake. Through strict adherence to the Word of Blake, we have recaptured, in ComStar, the unified spirit that mankind once knew and cherished."


With the light glinting off the sweat on his bald head, Tiepolo had begun to warm to his subject. "That rivalries and open hostilities exist among and between the various people gathered here is no secret. That many people fear what this union of man and woman will mean to the Successor States is not in doubt. Some see their share of power withering and would wish to reverse this loss. Others see energy draining away from their enemies and would seek to hasten the loss. Like selfish children," the Primus chided, "some gather to them the means of exploiting the less fortunate. This is pitiable.


"It is pitiable because this marriage does not involve loss." Tiepolo graced the Archon-Designate with a respectful nod. "This woman will gain a husband, and this man will gain a wife. It is the normal enactment of a cycle that has, for eons beyond counting, brought life into an entropic universe. The cycle of life is all that keeps man above savagery, because as man and woman struggle to create a better future for their children, they aspire to greatness. Facilitating and nurturing this growth of the Human spirit and invention is the cornerstone of Blake's Wisdom."


Tiepolo smiled as though he alone understood the true significance of his words. "This gathering, and the ceremony that will cap it, is a celebration of life, of unity, and of growth. We all gain through the wedding of Melissa Steiner to Hanse Davion. It is our wish that you will dwell with us here in this spirit of hope and affinity."


Tiepolo bowed, then drew to the side as Precentor Tharkad again moved forward to speak. The tall double doors on either side of the platform opened into the room beyond, from which Dan could hear the strains of a sonata for flute and clavichord.


Ulthar Everston listened to the music for half a second, then he spoke over it, but with reluctance "We ask you to join us in an evening of music, dance, and food." He waved a hand toward the doors on his right. "All waits for you within ..."


His words trailed off as though someone had dialed down the volume on his voice. Staring over the heads of the crowd, the Precentor's mouth opened as though to speak, then he licked his lips and simply remained silent as he watched the man who was coming now through the entrance.


Though physically small, the gray-haired, lantern-jawed Mech Warrior standing in the doorway commanded the attention of everyone in the room. He wore a cropped black jacket that was belted at the waist, and well-creased black pants with a red stripe down the side of each leg. Over his right shoulder hung a cape that was cinched across his chest with a silver chain. This left free the left shoulder of his jacket, which was intricately embroidered with a gray wolf's head and pelt, with eyes of ruby-red. Everyone immediately recognized the man as a member of the feared mercenary unit known as Wolf's Dragoons. Light caught at the wolf's head insignia on either side of his collar, but the only other indication of the man's rank or identity were three silver stars that glittered on the lower part of each jacket sleeve. The newcomer was none other than Colonel Jaime Wolf.


The Mech Warrior's gray eyes smoldered as he surveyed the crowd. Spotting his quarry, he tightened his grip on the long black cloth bag in his right hand. Light rippled along the bag's silver brocade as he brandished the satchel.


He had barely taken a step forward before Tiepolo's voice rang out over the assembly. "You are most welcome here, Colonel Wolf."


Wolf's head turned almost mechanically to slash Tiepolo with a harsh stare. Dan was startled, almost frightened by what he saw, Wolf looks at the Primus with such contempt!


Wolf gazed from Tiepolo to the people crowded between them. As though moved by force of the mercenary's will, people slowly began to drift through the doors and into the room beyond. Dan, too, turned to leave, but Morgan's strong grip on his elbow broke Wolf's spell. "Wait, Dan."


As the crowd thinned out, Jaime Wolf descended the stairs. He backed two Acolytes away with one of his molten stares, then crossed to where Takashi Kurita stood amid a circle of retainers. One by one, the MechWarriors surrounding the Coordinator withdrew until only Yorinaga Kurita stood between the mercenary and his master.


Wolf appraised Yorinaga with a frank stare, then nodded almost imperceptibly. Yorinaga bowed his head to the mercenary Colonel, but did not give way until Takashi laid a hand on Yorinaga's shoulder and guided him aside.


Wolf slipped the corded knot at the head of the bag. Sliding the black fabric down, he revealed the hilts of a katana and wakazashi. With contempt in his eyes, the mercenary cast the two swords down at the Coordinator's feet. Then Wolf lashed out at the Coordinator in a voice that had the fury of some nightmare storm. Though Wolf's flawless Japanese was too rapid for Dan to follow completely, there was no mistaking his intent.


The Coordinator listened for as long as his honor would tolerate. Though he had looked uneasy at first, he soon had complete control of his expression, which was a truer sign of his own anger building. When Takashi opened his mouth to speak, Wolf cut him off with more angry words and gestures. Like a ship in some storm, the Coordinator had no choice but to weather it.


Words spent, but fury unabated, Wolf finally turned from Kurita. The few people still standing about quickly removed themselves from his line of march, fearful that he might direct his fury on one of them. The only exception was Morgan Kell, who moved toward Wolf, clearly intending to intercept him. As though in a dream, Dan could not keep himself from following.


By the time the two men came face to face, Wolf had dominated his emotions, for not a trace showed in his expression. His eyes narrowed as he studied Morgan's uniform and the decorations it displayed. "Morgan Kell," he said, as recognition sank in. "After all these years, Morgan Kell."


Dan was now totally confused. He says Morgan's name with... respect?


Morgan nodded and extended his hand. "I have long admired and respected your abilities, Colonel Wolf. Indeed, I have always held the Kell Hounds to the same high standards you set for your Dragoons."


Wolf shook KelPs hand heartily, though his expression remained impenetrable, "I'd used to hope," he said, "that our regiments might have a chance one day to test their mettle against one another in the field." Wolf shrugged as though to say, that hope had not disappeared forever. "Unfortunately, your Kell Hounds were reduced to battalion size after Mallory's World. Not much of a challenge for one of my regiments and without you"—Wolf looked directly into Morgan's eyes—"no challenge at all, for me."


Morgan nodded slowly. "There was a time, Colonel, when I would have offered a meet to answer the question of which unit, which warrior, is superior." Weariness tinged Morgan's voice. "It seems that I've learned not to enjoy such games."


Pain washed over Wolf's face. "Many people have died ... sometimes I think it is too many."


"I was sorry to hear of your brother's death in the Marik civil war. You have my deepest sympathy."


Wolf again accepted Morgan's hand. "And I regret your brother's death on Styx. Though it does nothing to ease the pain or loss, you must realize he died happy, knowing he had saved his command."


Morgan barely whispered his reply. "I trust it was so."


Releasing Morgan's hand, Wolf turned and looked Dan over. He closed his eyes for a half-second, then nodded. "You are Captain Daniel Allard, New Avalon Military Academy, Class of' 15."


"Yes sir," Dan said. "I've been with the Kell Hounds since then." It gave him an unpleasant start to realize that Wolf was not asking, but telling Dan that he already knew about him.


The trace of a smile worked its way onto Wolf's lips. "Yes. And how's the shoulder?"


Shocked even further by the question, Dan hesitated. How the hell does he know about my injury? He swallowed hard to force his heart back down from his throat. "Excellent, sir."


"Good. I'd hate to think that a MechWarrior of your caliber would let a broken bone keep him down for long." With a smile, Wolf turned to Kell. "Now a question for you, Morgan."


"Ask," Morgan said, returning the smile, but cautiously.


"I've often wondered if the Kell Hound name was, in some way, a play upon the Dragoons' name."


Shaking his head, Morgan chuckled to himself. "No, Colonel . . ."


"Call me Jaime."


"No ... Jaime. The Kell Hound's name comes from something far older than Wolf's Dragoons." Morgan narrowed his eyes. "Wolf's Dragoons, as I recall, first appeared in the Federated Suns back in 3005. I remember it well because I was just out of Nagelring myself. Anyway, the name originated before the turn of the millennium and almost seventeen years before we formed the unit."


Morgan smiled broadly. "Arthur Luvon, Melissa's father, was my cousin. One summer, when Arthur had come to visit our family on Arc-Royal, he saw Patrick and me running around, baying at the moons, and generally terrorizing a neighbor's flock of sheep. He tagged us the Kell Hounds, drew up our crest, and said we'd be great MechWarriors some day." Morgan's smile laded a bit. "Patrick and I formed the unit with the money Arthur left us when he died."


Wolf held up his hands. "Just wanted to satisfy my curiosity. No offense ever taken, really." He smiled easily now. "Actually, the Dragoons always appreciated the fact that the other unit with a wolf/hound crest fought so well."


Quintus Allard appeared at Dan's side. "Excuse me, gentlemen," he said. "Colonel Wolf ... Colonel Kell, Prince Hanse Davion has asked me to invite you to join him and Archon Katrina Steiner." Quintus waved a hand toward the doorway leading out of the reception room.


Realizing that the invitation did not include him, Dan bowed his head toward Wolf. "A pleasure meeting you, Colonel Wolf. In fact, the dream of a lifetime."


Wolf smiled. "We should have met on a battlefield."


"No," Dan said, as he withdrew with a smile. "I said it was a dream, not a nightmare."


With a nod to Morgan and his father, he turned from them to enter the reception hall, now crowded with people. The tall windows running from floor to the two-story vaulted ceiling gave the room an airy feel. Though the couples swirling gracefully over the dance floor cut off his view of the other side of the room, Dan assumed that the long row of tables laden with food and drink also ran the length of the room's far wall. Combined with the pleasing music and the gentle hum of conversation, the festive atmosphere was most welcoming.


Dan smiled as he looked around with pleasure at the elegance and gaiety. I'll relax, put Justin out of my mind for the time being, and just try to enjoy myself. What could possibly go wrong?


Even as the words formed themselves in his mind, Dan felt doomed. Making her way through the crowd like an SRM with a hard lock onto its target, the Baroness de Gambier drove straight at him. He managed a weak smile, but it faded into puzzlement as Felicity pulled up short at the sight of someone slipping her hand through the crook of Dan's right arm.


Dan turned, half expecting to see his sister come to his rescue. "Jeana!" he gasped, at the same moment catching a whiff of the same spicy scent that she had worn back on Tharkad.


Jeana smiled and gave him a kiss on the cheek. "Come, Daniel. You owe me a dance." Taking his hand, she led him past a fuming Baroness and onto the dance floor.


As they moved to the music, Dan drew her close enough to whisper in her ear, "Thanks for the save."


Jeana laughed lightly. "Never like to see a friendly have to punch out."


Dan raised an eyebrow. That's MechWarrior jargon! But she can't be! She sure didn't look it at Tharkad, and the red gown she's got on now makes it hard to imagine her in a cooling vest and shorts.


Dan pulled back enough to look into her green eyes. "What are you doing tomorrow?"


Jeana shrugged. "I'm not sure. ComStar has so much going on for us. How about you?"


"I don't know," he said.


Jeana threw back her head and laughed. "Whatever it is, Dan, let's do it together."
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Myndo Waterly clenched her fists so tightly that pain shot up her arms as her nails dug into her palms. This failure is unforgivable! She stared hard at the black-robed man kneeling on the inlaid star in the Primus's Chamber as though the heat of her gaze could melt him. "How can you tell us that you don't know how Colonel Wolf brought those swords into our Compound?"


The man looked up, directing his response to Julian Tiepolo. "Most exalted Primus, the Colonel's luggage went through screening twice, as did all the other guests' baggage." He looked down. "There was no mistake. Neither time did the swords appear on the scanning devices."


Tiepolo regarded the man with a benevolent expression. "You must understand, Jarlath, that we are most concerned about this incident. You did well in having your personnel offer to keep the blades for the Coordinator—I daresay he may not claim them when he leaves. But the matter of how they were smuggled onto our island is troubling."


Precentor Dieron's head came up. "It is more than troubling, Primus." She stabbed a finger at Jarlath. "This man directs ROM. He is the head of our security services, but he tells us there was no mistake. He maintains that the swords could not have been smuggled onto the island by Jaime Wolf, yet we all saw him pull those blades from the sack. Just yesterday, Jarlath reported that no one had smuggled weaponry into the island. How are we to believe him when he's been shown so emphatically to be wrong?"


Ulthar Everston shook his head. "Jarlath, in the wake of the events last evening, have the guest rooms been searched?"


The ROM chief nodded. "We have carefully gone through every chamber. We have recovered no weapon, yet we did gather a wealth of forensic samples, which we have forwarded to the laboratories for analysis."


"Don't try to evade the question, Jarlath!" snapped Precentor Dieron. She looked around the circle of Precentors surrounding the ROM chief. "Does it provide any of you with solace to know that your assassin dyes her hair or what his DNA sequence might be? No!" Myndo stared hard at Jarlath. "Your job is to maintain our security."


Precentor Tharkad opened his hands. "Precentor Dieron, Jarlath and his ROM agents are keeping us secure." He smiled easily at the other members of the full First Circuit. "We have not been assaulted and neither has any of our guests."


Ah, the Primus speaks through his other mouth. Myndo calmly tucked some strands of her golden hair back behind her right ear. "Again you evade my point. ROM searches for weapons were meant to keep them off the island. ROM failed. ROM surveillance of all meetings, covert and overt, was supposed to keep us informed. Again ROM fails."


The Primus raised his hand. "Surely, Precentor Dieron, you cannot lay the blame for that on Jarlath. How can he be responsible for the presence of devices that distort our own monitoring equipment?"


Myndo stared at the Primus in open amazement. "Isn't he? We know the devices originated in the New Avalon Institute of Science. Jarlath's ROM agents were ordered to infiltrate that institution from the day its doors opened, but they still haven't gotten anywhere. Had we but a hint of how those devices worked, we could have neutralized them. Now Davion has given them to Katrina Steiner so that her councils will be closed to us as well."


"But how has this compromised our security?" Ulthar said. "You know, Precentor, that we will learn of what happened in their secret councils when they send messages back to their subordinates."


Precentor Dieron shook her head. "And if they do not?"


Ulthar rubbed his hands together. "In time, we always find out what was said." He looked down at the ROM chief. "I would suggest, Jarlath, that you convey our distress to your people."


The Primus smiled at Precentor Tharkad, then addressed the other Precentors. "If there is no other . . ."


Precentor Dieron stepped toward the center of the circle. You do not escape that easily, Primus. "I have other business." She glared at Jarlath. "You are dismissed."


Jarlath looked up at Tiepolo, whose curt nod gave him permission to leave. Myndo Waterly went to where the ROM chief had stood in the center of the inlaid star, but she refused to kneel. With her head held up defiantly, she waited for the chamber doors to close behind the ROM chief before speaking.


"I wish to know, Primus, your purpose in offering so insidious a message to the gathering last night." She raised her hands to include all of the First Circuit. "For years, we have heard you argue that binding different Houses together was a blind, a sham. You have steadfastly maintained that by playing one alliance off against another, we will retain control of man's destiny.


"Yet with this as your professed goal, you spoke to our guests of unity and a return to the solidarity of mankind. You offered a shining vision of what man had once been, then you portrayed this cursed marriage as the prime example of it. How can you justify this action?"


The Primus breathed in slowly, but neither the pain nor the fatigue completely left his face. In a voice so low that all had to strain to hear, he said, "Once again, Precentor Dieron, your distaste for diplomacy prevents your ability to understand." The Primus shook his head like a parent watching a foolish child. "How is it that a person of your wisdom cannot pierce the veil surrounding my true intent?"


Precentor Dieron trembled with rage. "Do not patronize me, Primus. I will not have it! I serve the Holy Word of Blake, not any man or organization. I know only what I heard last night, and I did not find it a message in keeping with our mission!" She turned to the other Precentors. "What I heard was the Primus placing the destiny of mankind in the hands of generals and political schemers, while offering ComStar as an example of what they could become if they tried."


She turned back and pointed at Tiepolo. "You show us as an example to people who cannot possibly understand ComStar's true significance to mankind. We are not and can never be a mere example. If mankind is to reclaim its destiny and rise from the dung heap of conflict and war and if the Word of Blake is to be fulfilled, mankind needs a leader, not an example. ComStar is that leader, which is what you should have made very clear last night!"


Precentor Tharkad clapped his hands in a slow, insulting cadence. "Bravo, Myndo. As always, you provide us with a glimpse of what small minds think. Our audience last night heard the true message in the Primus's words."


Myndo stiffened. "Did they? After all the idiotic antics you've witnessed over the years, how can you assume any of them were smart enough to hear what I did not?"


Ulthar's predatory smile flashed and Myndo felt his snare close around her. "You, yourself, have just warned us of the dangers posed by Hanse Davion and Katrina Steiner. Are we to suppose that it is pity that has kept these two intellectual giants from crushing their enemies, or shall we believe—correctly—that the combatants are too evenly matched?"


Ulthar shook his head indulgently. "As you did not have ears to hear the Primus last night, allow me to translate his words' true intent. By emphasizing that the wedding ceremony symbolized growth, he poignantly reminded lords of stagnant and dwindling domains that all growth would be at their expense. By urging the blessing of unity upon those assembled, he rekindled the fierce fires of nationality and independence that burn so fiercely in the hearts of that audience. He urged them to bless a union that many of them secretly curse, and in asking them all to come together, he forces them further apart."


Myndo snorted derisively. "Did he say anything that did not require such mental contortions to understand?"


Precentor Tharkad nodded slowly. "In holding ComStar up as an example, he diluted our threat. 'Look at us,' he urged, and all there did. They saw a toothless organization in its dotage. Were anyone to point us out as sinister and scheming, he would probably have been laughed out of the room."


Precentor Tharkad smiled at the whole of the First Circuit. "Calm yourself, Precentor Dieron. Though you were deaf to the message spoken last night, do not worry that others did not understand its full import. They did—and closer yet to fruition comes the Word of Blake because of it."
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Akira Brahe ignored the guide's droning voice and selected a table as far from the Acolyte as possible. He moved toward the corner of the rooftop patio and set his box lunch down on the table. Leaning against the railing that surrounded the patio, he closed his eyes and raised his face to the sun. It feels so good to breathe the salt air and feel the sun's warmth. He exhaled deeply, letting all tension flow from his body.


"Excuse me," a feminine voice interrupted. "But may I join you?"


Akira forced a pleasant smile to his face, but it became more genuine as he opened his eyes and turned to the dark-haired woman. He nodded and waved her to the bench opposite him. "Please be seated."


"Thank you." Dressed in white slacks and a blue-and-white striped sailor jersey, she looked perfectly at home against the oceanscape background. The young woman extended her hand to him with a smile. "My name is Riva."


Akira shook her hand, then bowed. "I am Akira." He slipped onto the bench at his side of the table. "You are from . . . ?"


"The Federated Suns." She looked up at him. "I hope you don't mind that I came to sit with you." She glanced back at the other tour members gathered at tables nearer the ComStar guide. "I didn't realize this tour would be a geriatric attraction."


Akira smiled. "Though I acknowledge our elders as living storehouses of knowledge and tradition," he said in low, conspiratorial tones, "I do not want to spend all my time with them, either."


"The worst of it," said Riva, "is their curiosity. I've been asked so many questions about myself this morning that I feel like a terrorist under interrogation. No more. Your learning where I'm from is the last bit of information I'm giving out." She met his frown with a friendly smile. "Everyone here is being so careful about who they're seen with or what they say that I've decided to give up worrying about it."


Akira narrowed his eyes. "I'm not certain I follow you."


Riva slid her thumbnail through the tape holding down the lid of her box lunch. "Last night, I saw you arrive with the Coordinator. You wore a uniform, so I know you are a MechWarrior. Where are you stationed?"


Akira stiffened slightly. "That, of course, is something I cannot tell you."


Riva nodded. "If your posting is a secret, I respect that." With a gesture of the thumb, she indicated some of the people behind her. "It's just that so many of them seem to think of themselves as spies, when they're all just amateurs." She frowned as she dug through her box lunch. "If any of them had half a brain, they could find out what they want to know without having to ask a single question."


"How so?" Akira opened his own lunch, which immediately released the scent of pickled ginger.


Riva winked at him. "Well, first off, if I'd not seen you in a uniform last night, this little lunch ComStar packed for you would tell me you're from the Draconis Combine. Smells like some kind of sushi to me."


Akira nodded. "Rice rolls and teka-maki." He tapped at the side of her box lunch. "And what is ComStar's idea of a typical Federated Suns repast?"


Riva shrugged unenthusiastically. "Quillar and peanut butter sandwich, with a naranji on the side."


The sea breeze carried the screams of hungry sea gulls to the picnickers. Looking up at the white birds floating on the sea winds, Akira said, "I think they would accept our lunches if we do not want them."


Riva smiled, but waved away the suggestion. "Tell you what. I'll give you half my sandwich for some of your sushi."


Akira shook his head. "All or nothing—I hate sushi."


"We split the naranjil"


"Deal."


"Great!" Riva plucked the purplish citrus fruit from her lunch box, setting it directly in the middle of the table. She then slid her lunch over to Akira.


He passed his sushi to Riva, then pulled the sandwich from the box, and carefully removed its petrochem wrap. As he bit into it, a dollop of yellow-green quillar oozed from the sandwich, but Akira managed to catch it in his right hand before it dripped onto his clothes.


Wiping his hands on a napkin, he chewed and chewed to clear his mouth of food so he could speak. Riva pressed a hand to her mouth, trying to hide her amusement at his discomfort, but it showed clearly enough in her dimples and blue eyes. Finally, after scraping the roof of his mouth with his tongue, Akira swallowed and felt himself blushing.


Embarrassed, he glanced down at his food. "Forgive me."


Riva slid her left hand onto the back of his right fist. "I'm the one who should ask pardon." She ducked her head in order to see his eyes. "Really, Akira. I apologize." She grinned sheepishly. "I was glad you took the sandwich because I'd never have gotten a quillar stain out of these slacks."


Akira looked up. "As I meant to explain, when I had the chance, I do not normally play with my food, but having quillar on my clothes would be cause for a report."


Riva shook her head. "Your father wouldn't write you up for that, would he?"


How much does she know? Akira narrowed his eyes. "I would feel obliged to write myself up for sloppy appearance."


Riva's expression told him she understood the necessary wording of his answer. "Sorry, Akira. I'm doing what I accused others of doing. I asked because you arrived with Yorinaga Kurita. He's fascinated me ever since I read Mitchell's book about Mallory's World. My brother was there ..."


Akira nodded. "A fair exchange, I think, Riva. I am Akira Brahe, and Yorinaga Kurita is my father."


Riva wiped her hands on her napkin. "I am Riva Allard and my brother is Daniel Allard of the Kell Hounds."


Akira closed his eyes. As vast as is the universe, we move in tiny circles. "And your father is Quintus Allard?"


Riva hung her head with resignation. "You can start treating me like a leper now." Her hand retreated from his.


Akira again frowned. "I don't follow you . . ."


Riva shrugged. "Many people assume I'm a conduit straight to my father." She summoned a weak smile. "I nearly gave one Marik Captain a heart attack when I told him who I was."


Akira shifted his right hand to cover her left and gave it a reassuring squeeze. "I know something of what you describe, for I earned similar treatment when acquaintances discovered my father's identity." He winked at her. "Let us finish our lunch and direct our detective skills toward the others or"—he paused for dramatic effect—"to uncovering ComStar's deepest and darkest secrets."


Riva rolled her eyes skyward. "Like, what do ComStar Acolytes do when they can't find a quote from Blake to justify their actions?"


Akira shrugged. "It's bound to be more interesting than the rest of this tour."


"O.K. It's a deal." She laughed, but there was a dangerous glint in her eyes. "Who knows ... we might even learn something about ComStar in the process."


Seeing the ComStar Acolyte trying to hustle his group together again, the two young people rejoined the others as they descended a broad spiraling staircase that would take them beneath the island's surface. Opening his arms to take in the entire building, the guide smiled. "All this is devoted to the work of training our personnel. Everything from classrooms to individual meditation cells are contained in this facility. Now if you will follow me, I will show you how an average ComStar recruit passes his or her time during the day."


Akira and Riva hung back. Riva looked over the stair's railing and stared into the spiral's dim depths. "I wonder how far down it goes?"


Akira shrugged. "Not that far." He pointed to four robed figures climbing the stairs from below. "See? None of them are wearing rebreathing devices."


Riva wrinkled her nose. "That's true, but they walk funny."


Akira glanced back down at the men. Though their robes effectively hid their limbs, their strides did appear exaggerated. It was strange, too, for the only time he'd ever seen people walk like that was after an extended run in a 'Mech simulator. When a bitter scent wafted up from the advancing figures, he turned back to Riva and grabbed her arm. "Do you smell that?"


She frowned, then sniffed twice. "Burned ashqua."


Akira nodded. 'Mech coolant, an odor he knew all too well. He glanced back over his shoulder as the Acolytes approached their level. Whispering harshly, he pulled Riva to him. "Slap me, hard." Cupping her head in his hands, he kissed her forcefully.


Riva's right hand rocketed up, spinning Akira with a thunder-crack slap. The tall MechWarrior reeled away from her and crashed heavily into the ComStar Acolytes. He grabbed at their robes, and they supported him without anyone spilling to the ground. Straightening up, he pressed his left hand to the hot red mark on his face.


Riva graced him with a withering glare, then turned on her heel and stalked off with her nose in the air. Stunned to silence, the ComStar Acolytes stared after her. Once she had vanished from sight around a corner, they let Akira drop to the cold marble floor and laughed heartily.


Akira rolled to his feet. "Who does she think she is? She can't do that to the Combine's finest Jump Troop Commander." He turned to stalk after her, but one of the Acolytes grabbed his wrist.


"The Peace of Blake be with you, sir." The Acolyte wiped sweat from his brow. "Why don't you leave her alone? That slap hit you harder than an autocannon round. As far as you're concerned, why not just consider her a Firestarter. Got it?"


Akira nodded sheepishly. "Hai, wakarimas."


The Acolyte smiled sympathetically. "Look, it will be best if you rejoin the tour. And keep your hands to yourself."


Akira rounded the corner and found Riva waiting for him, excitement written all over her face. "What did you learn?"


Akira rubbed his cheek. "I learned never to kiss you."


Riva stood on her toes and kissed his reddened cheek. "You learned never to surprise me. What else did you learn?"


Akira shook his head. "I'm not sure." He opened his hands. "I want to do some more checking before I say anything."


Riva looked disappointed, but she never seemed to be at a loss. "I'll accept that on one condition."


"Name it."


She smiled. "You tell me what you know when you confirm it."


Akira nodded. I know I felt cooling vests hidden beneath the robes of those Acolytes. That leads me to only one conclusion, but it's one that defies all reason. An icy foreboding seemed to flood his gut. Who would believe that poor, pacifistic ComStar is training their own MechWarriors?
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Warm sea water rushed up the sandy beaches and tickled Dan and Jeana's toes as they walked hand-in-hand along the shore. The setting sun stretched their shadows far out in front of them. Dan raised Jeana's hand to his lips and kissed it gently.


"You're still a very good listener."


Jeana smiled. "I guess you're just such an interesting speaker."


Dan shook his head. "We've been together all day and you've listened to my whole life story." He stopped and faced her. "But you've barely said anything about yourself." It feels as though you trust me, but you do not. Who are you ?


Jeana glanced past his shoulder. "Look, Dan! Dolphins!"


Dan spun around. The dying sun burned red-gold highlights on the wet gray dolphins as they came up to breathe, then dove for food. There were so sleek and beautiful. Dan smiled as he watched the trio swim along the shore and then out toward deeper water once more.


"Again you manage to deflect me," he said, turning back to Jeana. "I feel so close to you that little things shouldn't matter, but I don't even know your surname." He sighed helplessly and looked down.


Jeana took his hands in hers and kissed him on the lips. "The feeling is very mutual, Dan." She looked up at him imploringly. "There is so much I want to share with you, but I cannot." She chewed her lower lip. "I can't even tell you my full name."


She tried to pull her hands away, but he held onto them firmly. "Names are just labels. If you can, tell me about you. Tell me what you do. Tell me if you're happy."


Jeana nodded and led Dan to a dry section of beach that was above the high-water line but below the sea grasses. She knelt and drew him down to face her. "There's not much I can tell— but it's not because I don't trust you."


Dan nodded confidently. "I know."


Jeana smiled and caressed the side of his face. "I am close to Melissa Steiner, but my duties are hard to define. I do a little bit of everything, yet nothing in a routine sort of way." She fell silent momentarily as she remembered something. "The work is not hard, though it can be demanding and require long hours."


"You'll not have any problems because you spent the day with me, will you?"


Jeana shook her head. "No. Melissa has more than enough people here to attend her. During the wedding, I can just be myself. But afterward, it's back to work."


Dan narrowed his eyes. Babysitting the Archon-Designate is quite a change from being a MechWarrior. I suppose, though, after the Silver Eagle incident, that the Archon felt it necessary. "Do you like the work?"


Without hesitation or reservation, Jeana nodded and smiled. "Though I wouldn't have thought it possible, this has turned into the most satisfying job I could ever imagine."


"Good." Dan raised her right hand and kissed the palm. Smiling, he sniffed gently at the perfume she'd sprayed on her wrist. "What is that scent? It reminds me of night-blooming furancia on Ciotat, but not quite."


Jeana's light laugh sounded a perfect accompaniment to the tenor crash of waves along the beach. "It's a fragrance created specially for Melissa by a cosmetic consortium on Eutin. They call it Nocturne, but they market a similar blend under another name for sale to the public." Jeana leaned forward, dropping her voice conspiratorially. "Melissa says she hates the scent so much she wouldn't be caught dead wearing it. So she gave the whole supply to me because I do like it."


"And so do I ... on you." Dan leaned forward to kiss Jeana gently on the lips. Pulling him closer with hands around his neck, she deepened their kiss. Dan gathered her into his arms, and hugged her fiercely.


They remained in each other's arms, oblivious to all else until the alarm on Dan's watch started to beep. "Just a reminder about the reception hosted by the Free Worlds League tonight," he said, hitting a button to cut off the sound. "Shall we go together?"


Jeana pulled back, shaking her head. "No. I don't think so."


Confused and disappointed, Dan could not keep the feelings from his face or his voice. "Oh, I'm sorry ... I thought..."


Jeana pressed a hand to his lips and looked into his blue eyes. "Today, being with you has meant more to me than you will ever know, Daniel Allard." She kissed him quickly. "I don't want this day to end, not yet, not tonight."


She took his hand, leading him up the beach toward the sandy path to her bungalow. "There will be other receptions, Daniel Allard, and I would be proud to attend them with you. But tonight, my love, I want you all to myself. . . ."
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Kneeling at the side of his bed, Akira Brahe slid his valise from under the bed, then hoisted it up onto the quilt-covered mattress. After carefully opening the polybaux case, he let it lie flat on the bed while he pulled the cloth lining away from a long hinge holding together the two silvery metal halves of the case.


Casting a nervous glance at the door, he assured himself that it was, indeed, locked and bolted it. I could get into deep trouble for this, but only a fool travels unarmed at an enemy's invitation. Akira shivered. Until this afternoon, I'd not considered ComStar the major threat here . . .


Akira pulled a multi-bladed pocket knife from the shaving kit on his nightstand, and flipped open its screwdriver blade. He ran his thumb over the triangular wedge cut into the blade to make it a two-pronged fork. Smiling, he fit the blade into the specially shaped screws along the hinge edge.


When the last screw was out, he laid it carefully with the others in the bottom of the case and flipped the hinge plate. From its hiding place between the hinge and the polybaux rim of the suitcase, Akira pulled a thin, paper-wrapped metal strip. The punctured holes down its center matched the location of the hinge screws. The bedside light flashed off the razor edge of the blackened blade as he stripped away the paper covering.


Akira refastened all but two of the screws, closed the case, and slid it back under the bed. He crossed the room to his chest of drawers, from which he pulled a thick leather belt and a clothes brush. He tossed them onto the bed beside the blade. After only a moment's hesitation, he removed his shirt and pulled on a thick black sweater over his naked torso.


Returning to the bed, Akira separated the belt buckle from the belt. An oblong oval of bronze with a lotus pattern worked in the center, the decorative buckle had been styled after a 16th-century Japanese swordguard. Akira slid it into place on the blade's tang and secured it with one of the two screws left from the suitcase.


Then he freed the wooden handle from the head of the clothes brush and screwed it into the blade's tang to form a hilt. Satisfied at last that he'd gotten it set as tightly as possible against the guard, he used the last suitcase screw to fasten it securely. Finally, Akira used the sword's keen edge to slice through the stitching holding the belt's two layers of leather together at the buckle end. The long blade slid home into its sheath without even a whisper.


After stripping the black laces from a pair of shoes, Akira studied the crudely drawn map of the ComStar training facility he'd made upon returning from the tour. As the group left the building, he'd studied the approaches and slowly worked out a plan for returning there without being seen. By soaking his black woolen sweater and pants in water, he would get a slight margin of protection from infrared scanners. Akira frowned, wondering whether it would be enough.


He traced his pencil-marked route with a slender finger. Come in from the sea on the south side and look for openings. Akira remembered the look of pride on the guide's face as he recounted the dozen construction projects undertaken in the past two centuries to expand ComStar's facilities. The accompanying slides, taken from the air, had shown the expansion and often included natural additions to the beaches surrounding the island.


Except in the area south of the training facility. There the shoreline had pushed out about fifty meters over the years, with the last big move coming when the training building was erected. But cliffs were not supposed to expand the way beaches do.


Akira shook his head as he used the shoelace to fashion a strap for the sheath. Why should I find it so difficult to believe that ComStar is training MechWarriors? The guide reminded us that Terra became ComStar's neutral headquarters after Jerome Blake planned and executed a 'Mech assault on the planet. Some even claim that he paid off the 'Mech regiments who helped him with vast amounts of spare parts, but who can say if what he gave away was only a drop in the bucket? Terra was, after all, the capital of the Star League. Who knows what ComStar actually found here?


Akira pulled his shaving kit into his lap, and lifted a small flashlight and a worn piece of chalk from it, which he shoved into his left front pocket along with the pocket knife he'd used before. Now he shut off the bedside lamp, plunging the room into darkness. After waiting with eyes closed for thirty heartbeats, he opened his eyes again, and they adjusted readily to the light cast by the white sliver of Terra's only moon.


He swung the sword onto his back—the hilt rising at his left shoulder—and walked around the bed to the arcadia doors. Using a strip of knitted black cloth that he pulled from his pocket, Akira made a mask by wrapping the strip around his face and head until only his eyes and a thin strip of flesh around them showed. Lastly, he slipped on a pair of black leather gloves, opened the door, and moved out into the shadows.


He became part of the night, slipping from inky patches of shadow to low hillsides covered with long stalks of wind-whipped sea grass. The crash of waves on the beach and the rustling of leaves swallowed what few sounds Akira actually did make during his journey. Where the entrance to a canal cut across the beach, he slipped into the water and waded through to the other side.


Moving with exaggerated caution and care, it took him half an hour to cross 500 meters of uninhabited beach, but Akira surrendered himself to his sense of the night and moved with it. He only took conscious note of things that were out of the ordinary. Other than a few guests hurrying to attend the Marik-sponsored reception, there was little to attract his attention.


Guided only by feel, Akira worked up along the rocky face forming the south shore. The climb was not difficult for him, except when he had to backtrack once after running out of handholds for pulling himself up. Compared to the cliffsides on his grandfather's estate on Rasalhague, this ten-meter edifice was nothing. After finally pulling himself up over the top, Akira lay there quietly to listen and regain his strength.


While lying there, he recalled his map. ComStar or not, when they extended this spit of land and built beneath it, they had to provide for ventilation. With luck, I can find a vent large enough to slip through. If not, I'll have to try some of the tricks I learned for getting unauthorized supplies from the Eleventh Vegan Legion's depot. If they work here on Terra, I'll be into the building's restricted areas tomorrow.


Having heard nothing suspicious while resting at the cliff-edge, Akira proceeded to work his way inland through the thick, tangled undergrowth. His desire to move as quietly as possible made it difficult going, but it was not long before he found a grate-covered cement cylinder jutting about half a meter out from a low rise.


He took a deep whiff of the moist air pouring from the opening. Mech coolant! He smiled approvingly. Vented out here, it mixes with the ocean breezes and no one can detect it. One of the MechWarriors must have had a vest leak this afternoon, or been working on his 'Mech earlier.


Cupping the flashlight in his hands to partially hide its beam, Akira peered closely at the four bolts securing the grate to the vent. He smiled and fished out his pocket knife. Salt air and warm weather had done their work on the bolts, and so Akira made short work of them with a few strong strokes of the knife's hacksaw blade.


Shifting the sword around to his belly, he then lowered himself feet first into the diagonally set shaft. Though more narrow and confining than a 'Mech cockpit, it held no terrors for Akira. With this tight a fit, I can easily climb back up. He lifted the grate back into place, then slid down into the darkness.


At a depth of about seven meters, his shaft intersected another tunnel of roughly double its diameter. Akira dropped into it and crouched. Taking a small piece of chalk from his pocket, he marked his tunnel with a triangle pointing toward the surface. Then he looked both up and back along the tunnel, before choosing to head south toward the ocean.


Akira moved carefully on through the ventilation tunnel, using the flashlight only when absolutely necessary. When he did, he kept the burst of light short so that it would not interfere with his nightvision. Twelve meters in, the main shaft began to slant down at a sharp angle, with another shaft moving laterally off to the west.


Akira stopped. The air's moister coming from down there. Apparently, the ComStar training facility does extend beneath the ocean. Reluctant to head down the shaft for fear it might become too steep or slick for him to climb back out, Akira cut west along the tunnel he visualized as running roughly parallel to the cliff face.


Ten meters in, he saw light pouring from a vent. His heart pounded as he forced himself to inch down the tunnel. Straining to hear the sounds coming from below, he soon identified voices, whose words he valiantly tried to discern and their meaning decipher. Then he reached the vent itself.


Akira's heart leaped to his throat. I've died and gone to Valhalla. Dumbfounded, he stared at the scene below. By the Dragon's blood! It's either Valhalla or the Universe's own hell...


Stretching back through the cavernous chamber below him, rank after rank of BattleMechs confronted Akira. Grouped by weight, with the lightest 'Mechs nearest the walls and working inward to the titanic assault 'Mechs in the center, the war machines stood in neat, orderly lines like soldiers at attention. Dwarfed by their charges, Techs and astechs in yellow Acolyte robes moved repair and maintenance equipment over and around the 'Mechs.


Akira tried to wet his lips, but his mouth had gone utterly dry. The long lines of 'Mechs receded so deeply into the room that he could barely make out the back rows. Each machine gleamed white except for the ComStar logo emblazoned in gold upon its chest.


Akira rubbed his eyes in disbelief, but he could not deny the reality of this legion of BattleMechs under ComStar's arms. His heart sank. My father may believe he saw the Yellow Bird when he fought Morgan Kell, but he was mistaken. It's this—this horde of 'Mechs that will be the Dragon's death. Staring at the nearest machines, he saw that these were not even battlefield salvage. If any of these 'Mechs have ever seen battle, I'll gladly defend the Lyran border all by myself.


Badly shaken, Akira crawled back through the tunnels to the vent shaft, erasing his chalk marks as he went. Wedging his knees, elbows, and back against the tunnel walls, letting the sword hang across his chest again, he slowly nudged his way up to the surface. At the exit, Akira moved the grate off the tunnel and lowered it to the ground. He uncoiled himself from the cramped shaft, then straightened up to stretch his weary muscles.


The garrote dropped around Akira's throat and jerked him backward as his assailant tried to pull it tight. Because it caught on the sword's hilt, the garrote failed to crush Akira's windpipe cleanly, giving him a chance to react to the ambush. The Mech-Warrior clawed at the wire with his right hand as he drove his left elbow back into his assailant's chest. Akira heard ribs pop with the second blow. As the garrote slackened slightly, he grabbed it in both hands and pulled. Ducking quickly then, he bent forward and flipped his attacker over his head.


Even before his assailant hit the ground, Akira had wrapped his left hand around the sword's sheath and pulled it free of his body. Though his attention was focused on the person lying before him, he caught a flash of something moving on his left as he started to draw the blade. Emerging from the brush, another attacker lunged forward with a metallic truncheon just shorter than the sword. Pivoting to the left, Akira made a weak attempt at parrying the blow with his half-drawn blade, but utterly failed to stop the attack.


The truncheon jabbed him in the left armpit, exploding fiery agony through every nerve on that side of his body. The electric jolt threw Akira halfway across the small clearing like a toy discarded by an angry child. The MechWarrior rolled to a stop in a crumpled heap, his sword lost somewhere in the underbrush.


Stun-stick. Feels like half my body is on fire. He lay on his back gasping for air as a third individual joined the first two. Each wore a helmet with full, dark visor that gave no clue to the wearer's identity. Their dark uniforms had padding at the elbows and knees but no rank or branch insignia that Akira could make out as they swam into focus. Because all three were tall and powerfully built, he had first assumed they were all male. Without seeing their faces or some other clue, he realized that there was really no way to determine any of their sex.


His first attacker rewound the garrote around gloved hands. When he turned to speak to the latest arrival, his voice buzzed like an insect's because of computer modulation. "He is mine to kill, Captain."


The figure with the stun-stick shook his head. "No." He pointed the stun-stick at Akira. "I struck. I hit. The kill is mine."


The garroter hugged his left elbow to his broken ribs. "But he laid hands upon my person."


The Captain nodded to the man with the garrote. As that one moved to finish the job he'd begun earlier, Akira kicked up with his right foot. He dealt the garroter a crushing blow to the groin, then struck again, propelling his attacker aside into the dark brush. The modulator translated the man's screams into harsh, flat croaks as he stumbled around in the undergrowth. There followed the sound of a great crash and then the croaking ceased.


Akira, half-paralyzed, glared at the remaining pair of guards. "I will not die easily."


"Suit yourself, infidel." As the man with the stun-stick started toward Akira, another shadow figure detached itself from the night-darkened undergrowth. He locked one hand on the ComStar guard's chin and the other on the back of his helmet. Yanking back and twisting savagely, the shadowman jerked the guard off his feet, snapping the man's neck like a dry twig.


The ComStar Captain turned toward the shadowman, drawing a neural whip and telescoping its blade out to full length. The lean shadowman dropped into a low crouch as the whip's electric hum sliced through the night. Using the whip blade like a fencing foil, the Captain feinted twice at his victim and Akira could feel the ComStar man's confidence growing.


Then a smaller man appeared at the Captain's back. "No way, Morgan. You had the other one." Cracking his knuckles, the new man laughed easily. "This one is mine . . . Let's see what he's got."


The Captain whirled in an instant, slashing wildly at the man behind him. The small man dropped beneath the cut, then swept his legs through the Captain's. The ComStar Captain crashed to his back, raising his hands to defend himself, but the small man did not press his attack.


Shaking his head, the smaller figure stood up, brushing dirt from his hands. "Slow, very slow," he said, looking down at the Captain and waving him forward. "Come on. Get up."


The Captain scrambled to his feet and brandished the neural whip. In full control of his movements, he inched forward like a fencer. He kept the blade's tip moving in small circles as he worked his way in. When he felt the gap had closed enough between himself and his target, he lunged.


The small man sidestepped, then ducked under the recovery slash. As the Captain retreated and fought to regain his balance, the small man swept in. He lashed out with a roundhouse kick that snapped the Captain's head back, blasting him to the ground.


The shadowman shook his head. "Do it, Jaime. We don't have that much time."


Wolf nodded and pulled a glove from his belt and onto his left hand. The Captain regained his feet, but before he could set himself to attack, Wolf had closed with him. The Captain slashed at him, but Wolf caught the blade's forte in his left hand.


"Insulation, friend, makes your fancy toy worthless," Wolf said. Stiffening the fingers of his right hand, he stabbed them into the Captain's throat. The ComStar guard collapsed at Wolf's feet.


Yorinaga Kurita emerged from the brush and knelt beside his son. "Can you move?"


Akira nodded painfully. "Hai, sosen. The stun-stick got me on the left side. What isn't numb hurts pretty bad."


Wolf looked over at Yorinaga. "Can you get him back by yourself?"


"Hai."


"Good. Morgan and I will clean up here. Kid, did you bring anything with you besides yourself?"


Akira nodded as his father helped him to his feet. "Sword . . ."


Yorinaga draped Akira's left arm over his shoulder. "It's back in the brush ... in the other one."


Morgan Kell nodded. "We'll bring it to you. But you better hurry. The next sweep is due in five minutes."


Yorinaga guided his son into the woods. The older man picked his path with great care to avoid low branches or jarring drops. As sensation slowly began to work its way back into Akira's body, he became able to move more freely, and the journey went faster.


"Father . . ."


Yorinaga, his face hidden in shadow, shook his head. "Save your breath."


Akira grabbed his father's shoulder. "How did you know where to find me?"


"Your map. You left it on your bed." Yorinaga glanced back over his shoulder. "Wolf and Kell saw me on the way here—how I do not know—and offered to help search for you."


Akira managed a weak smile. Thank the Dragon, that for once, a mistake did not prove fatal. Then he remembered the nightmare of the ComStar 'Mech legions, and it made him stumble.


Yorinaga caught his son before he could hit the ground. "Akira," he whispered hoarsely. "What is it?"


"Down there, I got a look beneath ComStar's facade." He shook his head slowly, remembering what he had seen and for the first time realizing how much it had struck fear in him. "The Word of Blake is bound with steel . . ."
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Primus Julian Tiepolo stared at the three unwavering images holographically suspended in the center of his private audience chamber. How can this be happening? He shifted his gaze from the projection of the corpses to the room's only other occupant. "Yes, Jarlath. I do find this most disturbing. How were they killed?"


The ROM chief pointed to the top picture. "Bruises on his body indicate he was kicked and punched in the front of the body. Then, as you can see from the narrow incision in his chest, a blade of indeterminate length was shoved through his chest." Jarlath licked his lips. "We found the spot where he died. The blade had penetrated the ground to a depth of 15 centimeters."


Jarlath indicated the second body. "His neck was broken. Whoever killed him is enormously strong, and I would suppose, very quick."


Tiepolo closed his eyes and massaged his temples to forestall a headache. There were hundreds among the wedding guests who could fit that description . . . "And the third?"


Jarlath swallowed hard. "The Captain actually drowned, Primus. A blow to his throat fractured his hyoid bone and crushed his windpipe, but it did not kill him instantly. When his assailants tossed him and the other two into the ocean, he drowned. We know this because we found salt water in his lungs, which was not true of the others. His assailant must have been very quick because the Captain's neural whip was still fastened to his wrist by a martingale."


The Primus shook his head. "The same man did not kill all three?"


Jarlath shook his head. "From footprints at the scene, we estimate that there were at least two attackers, and quite possibly four to six more. From the angle of the bone break in the case of the Captain, we know his attacker was shorter than him."


Tiepolo waved his left hand at the pictures. "Images off." At his command, the pictures dissolved. "This disturbs me, Jarlath. Why was no alarm raised? Why weren't more ROM agents there to capture these individuals?"


Jarlath cleared his voice. "Primus, our ROM agents have been trained to operate as individuals because so many of their missions demand that they work alone. As you are aware, we recruit them from among some of the most notorious sociopaths in the known universe precisely because they do not quibble at possible violence and because few would be missed if they fail. We also encourage competition among them. I assume that this patrol did not call for help because they felt they could handle the situation."


Anger contorted the Primus's face. "They clearly did not handle it."


Jarlath shook his head. "I would beg to differ with you, Primus. Though you accurately note we lost three people, we can detect no sign of a security breach. The vent grating was welded shut. In addition, I hasten to point out the information any uninvited visitor to our facility would bring out would certainly have caused quite a stir and a commotion by now."


The Primus exhaled slowly. Could we have been that fortunate? "Your point has merit." He narrowed his eyes. "You do realize, of course, that if any word of this gets out, you will be removed." I don't need Precentor Dieron in an uproar about this, too.


The ROM chief nodded courteously. "Our patrol found the bodies before dawn. We are reasonably certain that they had been in the water for under ten hours, so we assume that the only people outside ComStar who know of the murders are the culprits themselves."


A dull ache pulsed up from the Primus's neck into his brain. "Very well, keep this quiet. Report on it only to me."


Jarlath bowed. "As you direct, Primus."


Tiepolo ground his teeth. "And double security, Jarlath. With the Blessed Blake as my witness, I will have no more incidents like this to ruin the culmination of our plans ..."
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Chu-sa Akira Brahe bowed his head as he broke into the small circle of people at the Archon's reception. "Excuse me, please."


Riva's face brightened immediately. "Hello, Akira."


Akira smiled, despite the scowl on the face of Riva's brother. "Good evening, Miss Allard." Akira looked over toward where Colonels Wolf and Kell stood with Daniel Allard and Ardan Sortek. "Colonel Wolf . . . Colonel Kell? Tai-sa Yorinaga Kurita has asked to speak with you out on the balcony."


Dan Allard stiffened, but Morgan nodded easily. "Lead the way, Chu-sa." He handed Dan his mug of stout. "Watch this for me, please, Dan. Everything's fine."


Akira bowed his head again. "Please forgive my rudeness." He smiled at Ardan and the two Allards. "I will return them very soon."


The look on Riva's face told him he'd be welcome. He winked at her, then escorted the two mercenary leaders back through a glass doorway to the darkened balcony. He closed the door behind them, then looked toward the man gazing out at the ocean. His father looked so tired . . .


Yorinaga Kurita turned slowly from the railing. His face an impassive mask, he executed a deep, respectful bow. Moonlight washed his black silk kimono with silver highlights and the ocean breeze tugged at the ends of the sash, but somehow Yorinaga seemed beyond the effects of nature.


Akira watched with his heart in his throat. The honor he shows them is unnatural—as unnatural as their helping an enemy save his son.


The mercenaries imitated Yorinaga's gesture with equal care and precision. As all three men straightened up, no one smiled, but Akira felt that in that instant, the three men shared a unity and sense of well-being.


Yorinaga chose his words carefully. "I am indebted to you for Chu-sa Brahe's life. His loss would have been a great blow."


Jaime Wolf nodded slowly. "You honored us by accepting our help."


Yorinaga received Wolf's remark with a graceful nod. "Do you know what he found in ComStar's heart?"


"We did not have time to explore ourselves, but we have an idea," said Morgan Kell. "One of the guards had a tattoo on his forehead that marked him as a former member of a band of Periphery pirates. Hiring a man like him means ComStar has something it desperately wants to hide."


Wolf smiled cynically. "Such as a storehouse of lostech."


Yorinaga invited Akira forward with a nod. "Tell them."


Akira looked apprehensively at the two mercenaries. These words should be for the Dragon's ears only, but my Father is right. These men have earned the right to hear. As he began to speak, his voice betrayed a slight nervous tremor. "Down inside the ComStar facility, I saw a warehouse of BattleMechs. From what little I could make out, all appeared to be in perfect condition. I saw no indication that they'd ever seen combat."


Something cold and dreadful flashed through Wolf's gray eyes. "Think back. Did you see any 'Mechs of the Hatchet-man design?"


Akira chewed his lower lip and closed his eyes. He summoned back the picture of all those many 'Mechs and searched through it for the unique model Wolf had inquired about. Opening his eyes, Akira shook his head. "I do not recall seeing that model, but I believe I understand the purpose of your inquiry. All the 'Mechs I saw seemed, from external appearances, to have been built along the lines of Star League originals."


Wolf's frown revealed his distrust of Akira's analysis, but the younger MechWarrior held his right hand up to forestall any comment. "Colonel, I know I do not have your vast experience, but I learned to pilot a 'Mech in the Alshain factory. Engineers used to regale us with stories about the original designs for the 'Mechs they worked on. It's true that their purpose was to show how their work had improved on the original design, but they taught me enough to make this report with certainty."


Morgan Kell stroked his beard thoughtfully. "Your answer, Chu-sa, gives us half the puzzle. It is possible that ComStar is sitting on a Star League armory. Colonel Wolf's question actually meant to discover if ComStar was manufacturing their 'Mechs, and if they were keeping current with post-Star League designs."


Akira shook his head. "I saw no assembly gantries, but then I only glimpsed a very small portion of what must be a very large facility." Remembering the shaft heading down beneath the ocean floor, he said, "Very large, indeed."


Wolf turned to Yorinaga. "Have you told the Dragon what your son has learned?"


Yorinaga hesitated before answering, and Akira winced at the pain in his father's eyes. The elder man brought up his head. "I hesitate to do so because of the reaction it might provoke. Given ComStar's pacifistic propaganda and despite the encounters last night, I believe it is possible that they keep these 'Mechs to prevent them from being used in war. Furthermore, any attempt to take the BattleMechs away from ComStar would be most troublesome."


Akira's emotions tore him apart as he listened to his father speak. My loyalty to the Dragon cries out at my father's betrayal of the Combine, but my brain and heart tell me my father is correct. If the Draconis Combine attempted to wrest the 'Mechs away from ComStar, it would be placed under an interdict that would prevent all interstellar communications from going in, out, or through the Combine. Without communication, defense would be impossible and our enemies would pick us apart.


Morgan Kell nodded in agreement with Yorinaga. "We have not truly determined ComStar's purpose in keeping those 'Mechs. I believe that it is advisable to keep the news of Chu-sa Brahe's discovery secret for the time being."


Colonel Wolf reluctantly gave his consent. "I do not so easily accept the fiction of ComStar's purity, but the choice of action you draw from it is acceptable to me."


All three men turned toward Akira. They ask me to agree. They do not order compliance. I am indeed fortunate to serve with one of their caliber. He nodded. "The secret shall not pass from my lips, but what if ComStar is monitoring our discussion?"


Wolf grinned like his namesake. "Have no worry about that. Our conversation is safe."


Yorinaga turned slowly to face Morgan Kell. "Colonel, I would speak with you on another subject."


Morgan nodded slowly and Akira saw a weariness in his eyes and bearing that seemed to bear down on him like a great weight. It is as though he already knows what my father will say, and my father seems equally burdened.


Yorinaga bowed his head respectfully. "I wish you to know I that I would not have chosen to destroy your brother if there had !J been any other option. I assure you that your brother had full j knowledge of his actions and did not shun the glory of a war-rior's death."


Morgan clenched his jaw and forced his hands to unknot. In his heart was pain and grief, but his words were calm and measured. "It pleases me to know that Patrick earned your respect in the manner of his death. For all that, however, I wish it had not happened."


Yorinaga nodded. "It is the best one can hope for now. I trust that when you and I meet again in the battlefield, we shall be as honorable."


"Do you so look forward to that meeting?" Morgan asked. "You know what it will mean, don't you?"


Yorinaga opened his hands. "I have accepted and awaited that outcome for the past twelve years. I was ready for it on Mallory's World. In showing me honor, you shamed me. I have had many years to remember that battle and your actions. I have relived our contest again and again. I recall it in such exquisite detail that I have often studied a single action or thought for weeks at a time."


Morgan Kell's face became a mask of anger. "Have you learned nothing through that study?" He clenched his fists, then his expression melted in a flood of compassion. "I can feel it in you, Yorinaga. You have touched the key. You know it and have mastered it, but you've not used it to unlock the door."


Yorinaga smiled tolerantly. "Perhaps it is true that I have found what you call a key, but perhaps I have used it to open a different door. For me, it will unlock the chains that keep me from what I lost on Mallory's World. I have endured the years without it in hopes of some release from my captivity. For a time, I felt that the Coordinator would allow me to take my own life to purge me of the shame. He denied my every request, and so I came to accept that my salvation would not come by the Dragon's claw."


Yorinaga's hands moved through the air, eloquently describing a sphere. "I studied our battle and mastered every nuance of it. In myself, I found the raw materials of what you discovered during our battle. From them, I constructed the key. When we next clash, I will use it to free myself and to forever banish my shame."


"You willingly accept the price that we both will pay when that battle comes to pass?"


Yorinaga nodded. "Is there any honor in saving our bodies from what our minds already know and accept about us?"


Morgan shook his head. As he turned to walk back into the reception, Yorinaga moved to join him. Akira, confused, turned to Jaime Wolf. "What do they mean, Colonel? What are they talking about?"


Wolf narrowed his eyes. "It's simple, Chu-sa Brahe. Morgan Kell and Yorinaga Kurita both know that the next time they meet in combat, they will kill one another."
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As Tamara Allard joined the depleted circle of Federated Suns citizens, she raised an eyebrow as she saw the two mugs of stout in Dan's hands. He motioned with one mug toward the balcony. "This one belongs to Colonel Kell, mother."


Ardan shook his head. "No way you can escape it, Dan. My mother still worries, too, even though I'm piloting a desk, for all intents and purposes."


Tamara turned to Ardan with a look of reproval. "Shame on you, Colonel. Your mother is most proud of you, and you know that."


Ardan winked at Dan, then nodded to Tamara. "You are most correct, Countess. Believe me, I dearly cherish my parents, and I know that Dan does as well." Ardan smiled slyly. "In fact, when we last met, about a year and a half ago on Pacifica, he spoke to me of you . . ."


"Wait a minute, Colonel," Dan broke in. "Let's not start anything I can't handle here."


Riva poked her brother in the ribs. "Come on, Dan. Let the Colonel finish."


Dan firmly shook his head. He turned toward his mother and met her severe expression with a mild chuckle. "Let's change the subject," he said. "Where's dad anyway? I have something to ask him."


Tamara shrugged. "He's still back at the bungalow. Some late dispatches arrived and he said he needed to go over them." She glanced at her chronometer. "I expect him soon."


Dan saw Riva whispering in Ardan's ear. I've had it now. Ardan will tell Riva the story of my 'Mech being shot up on Paci-fica, then she'll needle me about it. He thrust both mugs toward his sister. "Here, Riva. Hang onto these." Nodding to his mother and Ardan, he added, "If you'll excuse me, I'll escort my father back here. Colonel, I entrust the Allard women to your care."


Ardan smiled. "An honor and a pleasure."


Dan cut a path through the crowd and ducked out the door into the cool evening air. Light sea breezes rustled the fronds of palm above his head and set the dark cone-shapes of pine trees dancing in the night. Setting off along a ferrocrete pathway lined with dim lamps alternating sides every twenty meters, Dan thought about how peaceful and beautiful it was here.


He took a deep breath, filling his lungs and nose with the salt air. I can see why Terra has always held a cherished spot in the hearts of wandering mankind. No matter where one is born, or on what worlds one has dwelt, Terra feels like home.


Dan shook his head. Maybe it's just the romance of Terra that's gotten to you, Dan. Or maybe it's Jeana who's given you such a cheery new perspective? Yet all you know about her is that she comes from the Lyran Commonwealth, is close to the Archon-Designate, and probably once trained as a MechWarrior. Aside from that brief encounter on Tharkad, you've really only known her for the past thirty-six hours. It's not like you to let a woman get under your skin so quickly and completely.


Dan smiled as he recalled the time they'd spent together. He remembered fondly their aimless wanderings over the island the day before and how they'd begun to anticipate the other one would finish sentences. Hell. Half our conversations ran unspoken, yet fully understood. Then when they'd rummaged through the shops and galleries in the small civilian village ComStar allowed on the island, they discovered how parallel were their tastes.


And their lovemaking. At first urgent, but always gentle and loving, it was more than just the joining of their flesh. They hungered for each other and yet hungered to please. Wants and desires, spoken or unvoiced, were met eagerly as each partner physically shared the love that was welding their spirits together.


Dan sighed. I'm so happy it scares me. From these emotional heights, about all I can be sure of is that eventually I'll fall. I hate to be apart from Jeana but, like tonight, I have no choice. I am a mercenary and she serves the Lyran royal house. I have her heart, yet I seem to need to cling to something more solid. . .


Dan turned off the main path and carefully made his way along a flagstone pathway heading east. Silhouetted against a background of moonsplashed ocean, the bungalow was set amid a stand of pines. A wide porch surrounded the squat building, with pillars at each corner to support the steeply pitched roof.


Dan mounted the wooden steps, quickly crossed the wooden deck, and knocked on the wooden door. "It's Dan, dad."


Quintus Allard smiled as he opened the door. "Didn't expect to see you here, Dan."


Dan shrugged. "I saw mother at the reception and she said you'd soon be joining her. I thought I'd take a chance at finding you here so we can talk." Dan glanced down at his boots. "I mean . . . well, I assume that if any place on this island is secure, it's this one . . ."


Quintus nodded and waved his son into the bungalow's huge parlor. The center third of the back wall was made of glass, giving both father and son an excellent view of the ocean and a stretch of white beach. The glass wall extended halfway up the roof to form a partial skylight that provided the added spectacle of the brilliant, crescent moon.


The cream-colored carpet matched the walls, giving the room a light, airy feel. A lazy fan turned slowly on the room's cavernous ceiling. Dan flinched as he saw the various neo-cubist paintings decorating the walls, but he realized they'd been selected because their colors matched the more subtle and subdued rose and blue tones in the overstuffed chairs, couch, and loveseat arranged in the center of the room. A huge hearth of roughly finished stones dominated the exterior wall, and across from it, a short hall led deeper into the bungalow.


Dan looked at the papers scattered on the couch, then spied a tumbler half-filled with amber liquid on a glass-topped table between the overstuffed chairs. Pointing at the glass, Dan said, "I hope I didn't interrupt anything."


"Not at all, son. I had just poured myself a drink when you knocked." The elder Allard pointed toward the hallway. "I've got a fully stocked bar in the kitchen. Want anything?"


Dan shook his head. Someone was here. You don't drink alone, father, and you don't drink whiskey. "You're a lousy liar, you know."


Quintus Allard gave his son a wry grin. "Taken to calling your father a liar now, Dan?" He shook his head with exaggerated remorse. "I guess it must be true that being a mercenary does sap a MechWarrior of his moral fiber."


"Touche," Dan laughed. He pointed to the drink. "You don't have to finish it to convince me."


"Thank God. Scotch is awful."


Dan nodded sympathetically as he seated himself in the nearest of the overstuffed chairs. He turned it to face the chair his father had taken, which also gave him a partial view of the ocean beyond. As he sat down, Dan heard something scrabble its way onto the roof.


Quintus noted his concern but waved it away. "Racoons. This is one of the last few places you can see the real thing in the wild. ComStar reintroduced them from zoo stock about a century ago."


Dan smiled. "They really have changed Terra, haven't they? Coming in on the DropShip, no one could have guessed how bad things must have been in the wars before ComStar took over the planet."


Quintus nodded. "I assume you did not come here to talk about ComStar's successes at terraforming Terra herself."


Dan chewed his lower lip. "True." He smiled weakly. "I've met a woman-—actually we first met on Tharkad—but I've seen her here again. I. . ."


Quintus leaned back in his chair. "You're in love with her."


Dan nodded. "I think so. Hell, I know so."


Quintus smiled broadly. "Good. I'm happy for you, Dan. Your mother will maintain she's too young to be a grandmother, but I won't mind having a new Allard generation running around." Quintus winked. "And I know your grandfather would love it."


Dan held his hands up. "Whoa! Not so fast. I didn't come here to tell you to ask the Prince to make this a double wedding. But yes, I do love this woman, and I think she shares my feelings." Dan sighed heavily. "I trust her more than I trust the people in my 'Mech lance, but there are some things she can't tell me about herself. I want to know if you can do some background work for me?"


Quintus narrowed his eyes. "You mean you want me to abuse my office as the acting Minister of Intelligence, Information, and Operations of the Federated Suns?"


Dan smiled nervously. "Please?"


The elder Allard nodded. "Of course, son. What do you know about her?"


Dan swallowed hard and concentrated. "She's just a bit shorter than me and not a gram more than sixty kilos. Her hair is brown and her eyes green ..."


"Those can be changed," Quintus said.


Dan nodded. "True. She calls herself Jeana and I'd guess she's in her late twenties to early thirties. I think she trained as a MechWarrior, but she's got no scars or wounds from combat. She's here with the Lyran royal party and says she is very close to the Archon-Designate."


Quintus raised a white eyebrow at the last remark. "Could be LIC. Anything else?"


Dan looked up at the ceiling as he tried to remember any other clue Jeana might have let slip during their time together. As he opened his mouth to add one more detail to the list, he saw something shadowy through the skylight. The room's soft light congealed around and flashed from one part of the shape, spurring Dan into action.


Gathering his feet beneath his seat, Dan launched himself at his father in a tackle that hit Quintus high on the chest. Enfolding his arms around the Count, Dan twisted, wrenching both men free of the overstuffed chair and spinning them into the short hallway.


Above them, spears of flame shot from the submachine gun's muzzle. A hail of bullets blasted through the skylight, cutting a ragged line of holes across the carpet. The projectile stream sawed Quintus's chair into a cloud of wooden splinters and feathers. The stuttering explosions drowned out the whine of ricocheting bullets and the crash of falling glass.


Using his momentum, Dan tossed his father deeper into the hallway, then looked back up at the assassin. The muzzle flame's backlight etched deep canyons in the gunman's hateful face and stained his broad teeth blood-red. Dan felt terror ripple through his body as their gazes met. Grinning madly, the assassin swung the gun toward the hallway.


An overwhelmingly brilliant green light seared its way into the room. Squinting against the painfully intense illumination, Dan saw a narrow, scintillating beam slice up into the gunman's left flank, right below his ribs, then burst free through the man's right shoulder. The gunman stiffened as though every muscle in his body had tensed with the extra energy. When the green light vanished abruptly, the assassin collapsed like a marionette whose strings have been cut. Falling forward, the man somersaulted, landing on his back amid the skylight's ruins and floating white chair feathers.


Dan rubbed his eyes in a vain attempt to rid them of the afterimage the laser had burned into them. Quintus knelt beside his son. "Are you hurt, Dan? God, there's blood on your face!"


Dan pulled his hands away and saw blood on his right hand. He turned toward his father and took heart as the concern quickly bled from Quintus's expression. "Just a small cut, Dan, over your right eye. Won't even scar."


Dan nodded. "Probably flying glass."


Quintus glanced over at the toppled chairs. "You saved my life, Dan." He dug a handkerchief from his pants pocket. "That's as close as I ever hope to be again."


Dan accepted the handkerchief and pressed it to his forehead. Leaning heavily against the wall, he slid himself to his feet. He crossed to the corpse and kicked the boxy submachine gun free of the assassin's nerveless grasp. "Dark hair, darkish skin." He glanced up at his father. "Looks as though he's from a Hindi or Azami enclave—they never did mix much with others. Subhash Indrahar has a Hindi background and the Azami live in the Draconis Combine. Do you think this could be a Kurita Internal Security Force operation?"


Quintus knelt next to the body. "No. If the Combine wanted me dead, they would have used some of the Nekekami."


Dan nodded. "The Spirit Cats. I've heard it said they're as invisible as the wind and apprentices to Death itself."


Quintus grimaced. "You're right about them. This guy, however, is probably Hindi." The Count glanced down at the man's boots. "Wet, with sand in the treads. He came in from the sea."


Dan nodded. "That explains the red line around his eyes. It's from his diving mask. He probably left his gear down by the ocean, then slipped into this black jumpsuit."


Quintus pointed to the hole burned through at the man's ribs. "Had to be a laser rifle. Clean shot."


Dan nodded slowly. "From the angle, the shot must have gotten both lungs and heart. No blood, though. The beam cauterized everything."


Suddenly the bungalow's front door burst inward. Dan dropped to a crouch as two individuals in Jump Infantry body armor swept in, covering the room with the muzzles of their autorifles. Their full helmets and mirrored faceplates totally obscured their identities, but Dan easily recognized the golden star crest emblazoned on their chestplates.


"Clear," clicked the computer-adjusted voice of one. He and his partner snapped to attention as Precentor Tharkad stepped into the room. "Minister Allard . . . Captain . . . are you hurt?"


Quintus shook his head and Dan shrugged. "A scratch," he said.


The Precentor nodded distractedly as he viewed the body. "Shot at you through the skylight?"


Quintus nodded. "Dan pulled me from the chair as the attack started. We rolled into the hall and avoided the first burst."


Precentor Tharkad forced a light smile. "How fortunate." He glanced at Dan. "Excellent shooting, Captain."


Dan shook his head. "Wish I could take credit for it, Precentor. The shot came from outside."


The Precentor narrowed his eyes for half a second, then he let a big smile begin to play over his features. "Well, I'm glad no one was seriously hurt. If you would allow us some time here for a couple of hours, I assure you we can put everything right again."


Dan hesitated. Someone's wandering around on this island with a laser rifle and you 're worried about our accommodations! His anger gathered like a storm over his features, but Quintus laid a hand on Dan's arm.


"Come, Dan. Let us leave the good Precentor and his people to clean up this ... accident."


The Precentor nodded, smiling kindly. "I knew you would understand, Minister. We would not want to spoil the wedding by alarming anyone needlessly. It will be dealt with discreetly."


Quintus smiled as he and his son passed between the ROM guards toward the door. "Oh, Precentor."


"Yes, Minister?"


"The Peace of Blake be with you ..."
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Justin Xiang pounded thunderously on the plasteel door to the suite shared by Romano Liao and Tsen Shang. Tsen swung the door open quickly, but his welcoming smile died instantly as Justin pushed his way past into the suite's parlor.


Justin turned back to face him, rage contorting his face and blazing through his eyes. "Where the hell is she?"


Shang stared at him. "What is this about?" He reached for Justin with his right hand, but Justin savagely parried with his metal hand.


"No, Tsen. This is between that scheming bitch and me." Before Tsen could oppose or restrain him, Justin had spun about and marched across the handsomely appointed room toward the far door. With a savage kick, he knocked down the door, then he hung in the darkened doorway like a madman, with one hand on each side of the portal.


Two candles burned on the outside panels of a three-way mirror. Her silken robe puddled at her feet, Romano Liao stood admiring the triple reflections of her naked form. Light from the open doorway washed over her, but Justin's hunched shadow clung to her back like an inky stain.


Contempt glowed in her green eyes as she stared at Justin's silhouetted form. Justin detected not a shiver, not even the shadow of a tremor to betray the outrage she must feel at his intrusion. Lifting her chin so that her eyes became half-hooded, she murmured, "I assume, Citizen Xiang, that you have a reason for this . . . visit."


"Oh yes, Lady Romano, a most urgent reason." Justin's voice came low and controlled despite his fury. Shaking his head in disbelief, he met her gaze with a fierce directness. "How could you have been so utterly stupid?"


Her eyes narrowed at his accusation, but she restrained an outburst. Brushing her red-brown hair back from her shoulders, she turned slowly to tease him with the sight of her naked body. As she moved to the side, Justin's shadow no longer shrouded her in darkness. Smiling coyly, she dropped her voice to a seductive whisper. "Am I not more desirable than Candace?"


"This is no time for your games, woman!" Justin's left hand tore free a long section of the doorway's wooden trim. As he stepped into the room, his shadow covered her again. "You senseless idiot! Do you have any idea what you risked? Little matter if it worked—which it didn't—the advantages you sought were phantoms!"


Justin's left hand came forward as he threw the chunk of wood at Romano. She flinched, ducking beneath it. The missile sailed past, shattering the mirror's central panel into a cloud of glittering crystals.


Furious, she snarled at Justin. "How dare you call me an idiot, you halfling whelp! You lack the fortitude to carry out the actions that must be taken! Don't fault me for your lack of courage."


Justin closed on her within the space of a heartbeat and lashed out viciously with his right hand. The backhanded slap smashed against the side of her face, sending her reeling off to his right. She crashed onto her bed, arms and legs splayed akimbo, and lay there staring up at Justin in terror. She pressed her hand to the hot red welt on her cheek.


A feral grin peeled Justin's lips back from his white teeth. "Yes, Lady Romano. I dared strike you. How fitting it is for you to lie there naked, for you are nothing more than a babe—hardly as innocent, but just as naive." Justin shook his head heavily. "And just as unquestionably self-centered."


Another shadow, this one long and lean, stretched into the room. "What is the meaning of this, Xiang?"


Justin half-turned toward the doorway, thrusting a finger back at Romano. "The meaning of this, Highness, is to teach your daughter a lesson in restraint. This halfwit arranged for an assassin to make an attempt on Quintus Allard, here, tonight, not but an hour ago!"


The revelation shook Maximilian Liao. Justin smiled and turned back to Romano, who mewled in terror at the angry shiver that rippled through her father's silhouette. "Yes, Romano, this little game of doing the things you believe your father would wish ordered has done more harm than good. You alone saw the wisdom of killing Davion's Intelligence Minister. Did you strike at him because he capitalized on your mistake of ordering the attack on Kittery last year, or did you have some other brilliant plan in mind?"


Romano swung her legs together and sat up. "Killing Quintus Allard would deal a crippling blow to the Federated Suns."


Justin nodded emphatically. "Yes, perhaps it would, but not here. Not now. Don't you see what you risked?"


Romano's chin came up defiantly. "I risked one individual, a pawn, nothing more. He was insignificant compared to the gain."


Justin glanced back at where the Chancellor leaned heavily on the door jamb. "But the loss, my Lady, the loss could yet mean the end of House Liao."


Romano frowned. "How? What loss?"


Are you truly that stupid, or are you utterly mad? Justin laughed cruelly. "ComStar guaranteed the safety of everyone here, Romano. They vowed no harm would come to any guest. Our security is in their hands."


Romano bristled. "They would never dare harm us!"


"Maybe not," Justin growled. "But they would issue an Edict against anyone violating their precious peace. Yes, my Lady, you have risked placing House Liao placed under a total Interdiction!"


Justin watched as Romano's irrepressible belief in her own superiority struggled to deny the horror of a ComStar Interdiction. No messages in or out through ComStar channels. Aside from a relay system that could take months to travel from one end of the Confederation to the other, we would have no way to send messages between worlds. Without ComStar and their HyperPulse Generators to send messages, we could not order our troops. The only word we might get of Davion or Marik advances upon our borders would come from the mouths of fleeing refugees.


Justin nodded as though he were reading her mind. "Yes, Lady Romano. Hanse Davion could gobble up our worlds and we'd have no way to allocate reinforcements. Our agents, who use ComStar to send us confidential dispatches, could no longer communicate with us. If ComStar places us under Interdiction, the only thing we could do would be to make wagers on which House would capture Sian first."


Justin advanced and roughly took Romano's chin in his right hand. He forced her to lift her head and stare into his eyes. "And one more thing, my Lady, something I never want you to forget. The man you tried to have killed tonight is my father. He may be a thorn in our side, but it is not yet time for him to die."


Romano tried to twist her head from Justin's grasp, but he held on firmly. "I want to humiliate him as deeply as he humiliated me. I want him to know his efforts have been thwarted by the son he betrayed. When I think he's been frustrated, when I think he's been humiliated, when I think his spirit has been broken—that will be the time for him to die—not a second sooner."


Justin thrust Romano back down on the bed. "And when that time comes, I will kill him. He is my father. That is my right!" He stood over her menacingly. "Don't get in my way, Romano."


Justin turned on his heel, stepping past Maximilian Liao, and strode back into the suite's parlor. Tsen Shang stared at him, stunned, then started toward the bedroom's doorway.


"No, Tsen. Not yet," Justin said. "Come with me now. Let her live with her blunder while we try to make it right."


Shang hesitated, but Justin snapped a harsh command, forcing compliance. "Now, Shang! Now!" With leaden feet, the Maskirovka analyst followed Justin from the large quadruplex building reserved for the Liao guests.


Halfway to the beach, Justin turned to the tall, slender Shang and stabbed a finger at the man's chest. "You get this one chance, Tsen, to tell me that you knew nothing, had not even a hint of this ridiculous assassination attempt. . ."


Tsen drew back like a cobra preparing to strike. "And if I do not choose to answer your accusation . . ."


Justin was furious. "This is no time for games of face and honor, Shang. What she did could damn us all. If ComStar denies us service, we'll be more helpless than a blind, deaf man in a room full of cutthroats." Justin rubbed his eyes. "Do I have to draw the big picture for you? Our job is to preserve the Capellan Confederation. Even as we speak, the forces of House Davion are gathering for another series of Galahad military exercises. If ComStar cuts us off, I can guarantee you that Davion will strike—and strike hard."


With much of his anger spent, Justin sighed. "I need to hear from your lips what my heart and head tell me is true. I need to hear you deny any knowledge of this plot."


Tsen Shang nodded slowly. "Had I known of it, Justin, I would have told you."


A weak smile tugged at the corners of Justin's mouth. It died, however, as the silhouette of a man ran down the path toward Tsen's back. Justin moved to the side and dropped into a low crouch. Tsen spun, brandishing the long nails on his left hand like razor-edged daggers.


Alexi Malenkov raised his hands as he slowed to join the other two members of the crisis team. "Thank God I found you two together, and away from the building . . ."


Justin frowned. "Where the hell have you been? And you smell like a distillery. How could you be drinking while you're supposed to be watching Ridzik?" Justin raised his face to the sky. "What have I done to deserve this plague of idiots?"


Alexi's face closed immediately. "I don't know what you're talking about, Citizen Xiang, but I'm not drunk. As it was, I had to share a bottle with a couple of men from the Davion contingent here. It was the only way to keep an eye on Ridzik without drawing suspicion to myself. Onerous duty, to be sure, but at least they had the sense to steal a bottle of good Scotch from the Archon's reception." Alexi allowed himself a guarded grin. "And an effort well worth the information gained by it."


Justin folded his arms across his chest. "We've neither the time nor the patience for guessing games. What's Ridzik doing? Selling out the Tikonov Commonality?"


Alexi flicked a cautionary glance toward Tsen's shadowed face, but Justin waved away his concern. "Speak freely, Alexi. What is said here will go no further, and I doubt it will either improve or worsen the present situation."


Alexi took a deep breath. "Colonel Pavel Ridzik had a tryst this evening with Elizabeth Jordan Liao."


Justin felt his stomach somersault. Has the whole court gone mad? He glanced over at Tsen Shang, ruefully noting that his expression had taken on a look of determination. No, Tsen. Don't go rogue on me now. Justin grabbed Tsen's arm. "Hold it, Tsen. We don't need to stir up more trouble."


Justin turned to Alexi. "Why do you think he's after the Chancellor's wife?"


Alexi shrugged uneasily. "Ridzik is a womanizer, so it could simply be a case of lust. Though I'll wager it's more than that. I think Ridzik wants to use Lady Liz to influence the Chancellor. Ridzik bristles publicly at the preferential treatment given to the Warrior House regiments. If the Chancellor drops his support of those units, the bulk of new supplies will go to Ridzik's troops."


Justin nodded. "Interesting. Tsen?"


Shang nodded stiffly, as though hearing only distant echoes of Malenkov's words. "The motivation runs true. Elizabeth Liao has lately been caught in the crossfire of Candace and Romano's battling. Romano has hinted that her stepmother has taken lovers before to spite the Chancellor, but Maximilian either knows nothing of the affairs or he simply does not care. His preoccupation with forging a new Star League makes him oblivious to many things."


Alexi nodded in agreement with Tsen's assessment. "Now what else has happened?"


Anger smoldered in Justin's eyes. "Romano used one of her Thugee assassins to try to kill my father this evening!"


"What!" Alexei stepped closer and looked hard at Justin. "Believe me, Justin. I had no idea. I continued to check on Romano's dealings with the cultists, as you asked, but I heard nothing about this..."


Tsen angrily turned to face Justin. "You've been checking on Romano Liao?"


Justin's face hardened. "I check on all threats to Liao security."


Tsen glowered at him. "I suppose that includes me."


Justin shook his head curtly. "Not yet. You're not a problem."


Muscles bunched at Tsen's jaws. "Why do I sense some sort of hidden agenda here, Justin? Do you work for House Liao, or just one member of it?"


Justin's eyes narrowed to thin black slits. "I work to preserve House Liao in spite of itself. Imagine, Tsen, what would happen if we were not here to act as control rods in an old fission reactor! ComStar would cut House Liao off. Maximilian would try to kill Ridzik, which, in the best case, would leave him minus his most competent military commander and, in the worst case, would start an outright revolt in the Tikonov Commonality. Romano would provoke a war between the Federated Suns and the St. Ives Commonality just to spite her sister, then she'd use her influence with the Chancellor to get him to attack the Free Worlds League again."


"You are correct to characterize it as a nuclear meltdown," Tsen said.


Justin's face darkened. "And you are correct in noting I have a hidden agenda. I need a healthy and strong Capellan Confederation so that I can exact my revenge upon Hanse Davion and my father. In the coming months, I will locate their hidden research base and use the fruits of their labors against them. I would hope my success would be House Liao's success as well. Until that time, I will do anything I can to hold this insane band of rulers together."
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Unabated fury blazed in Myndo Waterly's blue eyes. "I cannot understand this, Primus. How can you call a near assassination of a Davion Minister a 'minor incident?' " Golden hair washed across the shoulders of her red robe as she shook her head in dismay. "By now, most of the guests have heard the tale. What action will you take against House Liao?"


Julian Tiepolo looked around at the First Circuit. "Why, Precentor Dieron, we will take no action against House Liao for this disturbance. It's true the assassin managed to slip between our ROM patrols, but we killed him before he could spill anyone's blood."


That ploy will not work, Primus. Myndo narrowed her eyes. "I was unaware we had issued laser rifles to our patrols. That would denote the existence of a Stage Three emergency in our Compound."


Precentor Tharkad threw his head back, barking a harsh laugh. "This is truly absurd, Precentor Dieron. Not two days ago, you rebuked the Primus for not taking enough security precautions because Jaime Wolf arrived here armed with two swords. Now, it seems, you complain when we hear and comply with your own urgent demands."


Myndo's stare silenced Precentor Tharkad. "What I wish to know, Ulthar Everson, is whether the laser rifles were issued before three ROM agents died Thursday night, before the assassin attacked Quintus Allard and his son, or after both of those most serious incidents."


Ulthar stiffened, turning mechanically to face the Primus. "Three ROM agents dead?"


Myndo smiled slyly. Yes, Ulthar, your mentor has deemed you unworthy of trust in that matter. "Well, Primus, what is the answer?"


Anger smoldered in Julian Tiepolo's slender frame, filling it out with almost palpable energy. Yet when he rebuked her, it was in a voice that he managed to keep calm through near superhuman effort. "I gave the order, Precentor Dieron, when I felt it prudent to do so. The deaths of three ROM agents were put down to misadventure. You know as well as I that the preservation of Blake's Will forces us to employ many unsavory individuals. Disputes among them break out and sometimes prove fatal, as in this case. The investigation revealed no breach of security."


Myndo smiled as she surveyed the faces of the other First Circuit members. None of you believe that story, though some of you will support the Primus just because of his office. "Let us accept that answer, for now. What has prevented you from placing House Liao under total interdiction? We know the assassin belonged to a cult associated with Romano Liao. Our course seems clear."


Villius Tejh spoke in a sibilant whisper that still seemed too powerful for his small frame. "Forgive me, Precentor Dieron, but I do not feel interdiction is advisable at this time." Precentor Sian's gaze flickered toward the Primus, then returned to Myndo. "While I agree with you that House Liao must be disciplined for this unconscionable breach of courtesy, interdiction would destroy the Capellans."


Myndo nodded slowly. "Ah, the theory that Hanse Davion would strike at the Capellan Confederation. It is a rather large state to swallow, Precentor Sian."


Tejh graced Precentor Dieron with a brief smile. "Under normal circumstances, Precentor, I would share your skepticism about House Davion's ability to take the Capellan Confederation, but you must recall that Liao's military strategy really relies upon communication and swift reaction. The Warrior House Regiments are provided with the means necessary to reinforce besieged worlds. Lacking the communication and coordination that our Order provides, Liao's ability to wage war is severely limited."


Villius gestured with his left hand. "I hasten to add that an interdiction would affect all Liao agents in the Federated Suns, but would not work against Davion agents in the Capellan Confederation. The intelligence supplied by Davion's spies would prove a crushing blow to the Confederation."


Myndo laughed throatily. "I believe you overestimate Alexi Malenkov's efficacy, Precentor Sian, because the information streaming in from Michael Hasek-Davion more than offsets Malenkov's anemic efforts. Besides which, you know the easiest way for us to deal with that threat is to expose Malenkov to his masters. I am quite certain Justin Xiang Allard would take great delight in debriefing one of his father's agents!


"Still, your point is well taken. How, then, shall we punish this rash action by Romano Liao?"


The Primus folded his arms across his chest. "We will demand that the Capellan government supply the materials and labor to upgrade several of our stations on their worlds. We will also select from among the best and brightest of their citizens as inductees into our service."


Villius smiled openly. "We may even suggest that the Chancellor turn over to us his son Tormana for reeducation. It would remove a thorn from his side, and give us the kind of opportunity ComStar enjoys in the Free Worlds League."


Myndo narrowed her eyes. "This course of action seems appropriate to my mind." It is a bold step. I doubt the Chancellor will agree to it, but Villius feels confident enough to suggest it. He will bear watching.


The Primus bowed with exaggerated ceremony toward her. "We are so pleased you approve, Precentor Dieron." He straightened up and gazed around at the other Precentors. "If there is no objection, we shall appoint Precentor Sian to undertake the necessary discussions."


Myndo, in concert with the other First Circuit Precentors, nodded agreement. Mock me now, Julian Tiepolo, but remember that unlike the Word of Blake and my anger, you are not immortal and you will not rule forever. She smiled to herself. When I'm through with you, you'll not even be remembered.
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Archon Katrina Steiner bit at her lower lip to stop it from trembling as she watched her daughter's reflection in the triptych mirror. Melissa, my child, you are so beautiful. I do not want to lose you yet. Though she fought it, a tear rolled down one cheek.


Melissa turned slowly amid a swirl of white silk and smiled gently at her mother. Fine lace covered her from throat to shoulders and down the bodice of the gown. Wide white silk bows sat on each shoulder as though securing the puffy upper part of the sleeve to the body of the dress. From elbow to wrist, the sleeves tapered down Melissa's forearms, ending in a lace triangle that covered the backs of her hands.


Hundreds of pearls had been painstakingly handsewn over the bodice to roughly describe not the well-known Steiner Fist, but the four center-pointing triangles crest of Arthur Luvon's home-world, Donegal. Delicate lace patterns decorated both the gown and the train.


Melissa reached out to her mother and brushed away the tear. "Please don't cry." She smiled sheepishly. "If you start, then I will, too, and then we'll never be ready."


The Archon nodded. Katrina looked over at Misha Auburn, Melissa's maid of honor. "Misha, could you give me a minute alone with my daughter?"


"Call for me when you want me to put on the veil and I'll help you," Misha said, flashing them both a smile as she closed the door of the dressing room behind her.


After Misha had vanished, the Archon turned to her daughter.


"I know we've had this conversation before, Melissa, and you've answered my questions . . . I just want you to know . . ."


Melissa raised her right hand to her mother's lips. "Hush, Mother. Yes, you and Hanse Davion arranged this marriage six years ago when I was still a child. You asked for my consent then, and I agreed because you asked. What I knew of Hanse Davion at that time was nine-tenths legend and one-tenth hostile court gossip."


Melissa smiled as memories flooded back to her. "When Ardan Sortek came to Tharkad to recover from his injuries on Stein's Folly, I developed a fine crush upon him. Hanse seemed so distant then and Ardan so immediate. It was difficult to keep things straight in my mind, but so fierce was Ardan's loyalty to Hanse that I don't think anything in the galaxy could have made him return my interest.


"It was then that I realized what sort of man Hanse Davion must be. He trusted his friends and confidants with power and responsibility." Melissa glanced at the framed picture of Hanse on her vanity table. "As you've often reminded me, a ruler is judged by the people she keeps as advisors. A strong person associates with strong people, and a weak ruler gathers a court of sycophants around himself. Hanse Davion, as I came to see him through Ardan's stories and actions, had to be a strong man."


The Archon nodded. "But is he a man with whom you can spend the rest of your life?"


Melissa nodded. "The incident with the Silver Eagle last year gave me all the assurances I'll ever need. When I reached Northwind in the company of the Kell Hounds, I was badly shaken. I saw every death on the Styx station as my fault and an indication of my inability to do anything effectively. Hanse was firm but gentle in pointing out where my assessments were flawed, and where I had made errors in judgement. He helped me understand that I must learn from that horrible situation. I know I cannot prevent disasters, but I do feel I'm better able to deal with them because of his help."


Melissa half-shut her eyes. "More important, Mother, I saw how deeply Hanse cared for me and for those lost in the Styx station battle. To him, the people who died there were more than statistics. In private moments, he spoke of his pain at seeing so much human potential senselessly wasted.


"I do not doubt, Mother, that Hanse is capable of using men and machines to punish his enemies—this we both know—but I do believe a piece of him dies with each of his citizens. Any war he chooses to wage will occur only because it prevents a conflict that would be even more destructive."


The Archon smiled openly. You made a decision first as a child, but you have grown into it as a woman. I pray you find the happiness you deserve. "Melissa, I always believed that you were destined for great things. This wedding, sealing the fates of the Lyran Commonwealth and the Federated Suns together, is just the beginning. Thank God such responsibility has fallen upon one who is willing to accept it."


Melissa hugged her mother tightly. "Thank you for trusting me with it."


The Archon broke the embrace reluctantly. "I'll get Misha."


Melissa shook her head. She crossed to the room's other door and knocked on it twice. She waited, then knocked three more times. The Archon-Designate stepped back as the lock clicked and the door opened.


Jeana bowed her head to the Archon. "You need me?"


Melissa nodded, then turned to her mother. "Mother, could you hand me that box on the vanity, please?" Melissa took the small hinged box from her mother and handed it to Jeana. "Open it."


Jeana looked from Melissa to the Archon and back apprehensively. She started as she opened the box, then drew from it a slender silver chain. Hanging from the chain was a twisted, partially melted sliver of metal. The Archon's eyebrows knitted together in a wary look. That's a 'Mech charm. What's Melissa doing with it?


Melissa smiled at Jeana. "That is what they refer to, in the Federated Suns, as a 'Mech charm. The tradition of salvaging a piece of your first 'Mech, especially if it's shot out from under you, dates from Star League days—or so Hanse tells me. He said the graduates of the Albion Military Academy believe that to give a 'Mech charm to a loved one will protect that person, and that it is the greatest honor one person can bestow on another."


Melissa swallowed hard. "Hanse gave me the charm after Styx, and said he wished he'd given it to me earlier. I've worn it ever since."


Jeana slowly shook her head. "I can't take this, Highness, I . . ."


Jeana tried to give it back, but Melissa firmly shook her head. "You must. I have Hanse to protect me now. I want you to have this 'Mech charm to hold you safe, and as a very inadequate token of my gratitude for all you have done for me, and will continue to do. Because of you, I have this chance to be happy."


Jeana nodded wordlessly. Melissa reached out and brushed the tears from her cheeks. Jeana brought her head up and smiled. "I have happiness in service to you, Melissa Arthur Steiner. You are the heart and soul of the Lyran Commonwealth. You make all of us proud."


"Thank you, Jeana." Melissa gave her a brief hug, then let her slip back through the door. Turning to her mother, she smiled happily. "Don't worry, Mother. I really do love him."


The Archon nodded at her only child. "You look so beautiful, Melissa. Your father would have been proud of you. I can only hope that you and Hanse will share the joy that your father and I did, and know it for many more years."


Melissa closed her eyes to hold back the tears. "I love you, Mother."


The Archon enfolded her daughter in a hug. "And I love you, Melissa, my child. Always."
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Morgan Hasek-Davion tugged at the sleeves of his midnight blue dress jacket. The silvery starburst at his left shoulder sent four rays out toward the jacket's centerline. He rubbed his sleeve against one ray to remove a smudge, then brushed his long red hair back from the argent epaulets with the wide white band at their base. Turning from the full-length mirror, he opened his arms wide. "What do you think, love?"


Kym smiled proudly, then reached up and adjusted the ceremonial silver gorget so that it was centered on Morgan's broad chest. Standing on her toes, she kissed him briefly. "I think, dear heart, that you look very handsome and that I shall be most jealous at the reception while you dance with the maid of honor."


"Not to worry, Kym. I learned the other night that Misha Auburn was quite taken a year ago with Andrew Redburn during his tour of the Lyran Commonwealth. I guess they've been corresponding since then. I'd not steal a woman from an old friend."


Kym's lower lip began to thrust forward in a pout. "Is that the only reason you'd not be interested in her?"


Morgan pulled Kym close. "You are the only reason I'm not interested in any other woman."


She smiled and brushed the tip of Morgan's nose with one finger. "That's the right answer, Morgan Hasek-Davion. Don't you forget it."


Morgan nodded happily. "Just as long as you're there to remind me."


The door behind Kym swung open, but Hanse Davion hesitated in the doorway. "Forgive me. I should have knocked."


Kym shook her head. "No, I'm the one who shouldn't be here." She kissed Morgan quickly, then added, "I'm just leaving. Congratulations, Highness. I wish you much happiness."


Hanse smiled pleasantly. "Thank you, Lady Sorenson. I trust you have made sure Morgan has the rings and will not embarrass the Federated Suns."


Kym winked at Morgan. "Have no fear, Highness." She bowed to the Prince, then withdrew, closing the door behind her.


Morgan smiled at the Prince. "I have the rings, Uncle."


Hanse nodded somewhat distractedly. "I know, Morgan. I know."


Morgan's red brows knitted together in a frown. "Hanse, you're not actually nervous, are you?"


Hanse hesitated, then laughed. "It shows, then?"


"A bit," said Morgan, a devilish grin working onto his face.


"But I don't expect you'll have any trouble, you know . . ."


Hanse raised his eyebrow, but kept his good humor. "Trouble with what, Morgan?"


Morgan chuckled. "Remembering your lines today. But if you do, I'll be there to help."


Hanse laughed along with his nephew. "Thank you, Morgan, for helping me to loosen up some of this tension. This is a momentous day."


Morgan nodded solemnly. "That it is." He chewed his lower lip, then swallowed hard. "I just want you to know, Hanse, that being your best man means a great deal to me. You know, back when the tradition first began, the best man was chosen because it was his job to fight off pursuers when the groom stole the bride from her family." Morgan looked down at his boots and spurs. "That's what I'll do, too . . . I'll defend you, your bride, and the House of Davion against anyone who threatens it."


Hanse rested both hands on Morgan's broad shoulders. "Morgan, when I brought you to New Avalon four years ago, it was a way to make your father think twice about some of the actions he'd taken. Soon after your arrival, I realized it was a mistake because I ended up punishing you for difficulties your father and I had with each other." Hanse smiled briefly. "However, I also came to realize that I wanted you to remain on New Avalon. It is my home and having you there made it seem even more the kind of place I want it to be."


Hanse dropped his hands and turned away. "I would be lying if I said there were not political considerations in choosing you to stand beside me, however. Ardan suggested it, and I agreed because we know that by honoring you, we show the people of the Capellan March that I do care for them and their well-being."


Hanse turned back slowly. "Believe me, however, when I tell you that not for an instant have I regretted that choice. There are those who advise me against trusting you. They say you are a Hasek and they remind me that you spent your formative years in the Capellan March. Indeed, you sit nearest the thrones of two Houses. Were I to die without an heir, you would certainly be pressed into service as a candidate to succeed me."


Hanse smiled with sincerity at his nephew. "Still and all, I have come to understand one very important thing about you, Morgan. Because you have lived in both the Capellan March and the Crucis March, because of your education at Warriors Hall and NAMA, and because of your blood, you do truly understand what it means to belong to the Federated Suns. You are a Hasek and a Davion, but more than either one. No matter what, never doubt that you have my complete trust."


Morgan looked down for a moment as he collected his thoughts. He was touched by the fervor in the voice of the man who was his uncle and also his Prince. "Thank you, Hanse, for that trust. I don't want Marches to rule, nor do I want the power-that intoxicating, mindnumbing power that warps and twists people—that seems to go hand in hand with ruling some part of the Successor States. Once you have an heir, you can award me a small plot of land somewhere and let me live out my days as a country squire."


Hanse smiled. "You've been talking to Ardan Sortek too much."


Morgan shrugged. "Maybe so, but he's got the right idea. Politics is for those who know how to navigate the intricate and subtle patterns fate weaves. I served the Federated Suns willingly, but if I can keep the thread of my life clear of political entanglements, I will be more than happy."


Hanse glanced at his chronometer. "Well, it looks as though the time has come to tie another knot in fate's tapestry."


Morgan nodded, leading the way to the door. "Into the future, my Prince, a future of great happiness for you and your bride." Into a prosperous and secure future, my Prince, which I will do all in my power to make come true for you.
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Justin refrained from making a comment as Colonel Ardan Sortek met him and Candace Liao just inside the cathedral's door. Sortek graciously bowed his head to the two Capellans. "Good afternoon, Duchess . . . Citizen Xiang."


Candace smiled politely at Ardan. "And to you, Colonel."


Justin nodded stiffly, keeping his voice flat and emotionless. "Colonel Sortek . . ."


Ardan offered his arm to Candace. "As an usher, it will be my distinct pleasure to lead you to a seat. Do we consider you a friend of the bride or of the groom?"


Even Justin had a hard time keeping his face impassive at Candace's reply. "Why Colonel," she cooed, "that must have been a most difficult question for many of the guests to answer."


Though Ardan managed to smother a chuckle, amusement lit his handsome face. "Truer words have seldom been spoken. Citizens of Houses Marik and Kurita have split over the issue, though your father and sister have chosen to represent themselves as friends of the bride."


Justin nodded. "Choosing the lesser of two evils," he said evenly.


Ardan smiled cautiously. "An interesting perspective, Citizen."


Candace flicked a cool gaze at Justin, and he fell silent. Quite right, Candace. This is not the time or the place for rancor.


Candace slipped her arm through the crook of Ardan's elbow. "If you think the Prince would not find it offensive, Colonel, I would wish to sit on his side of the aisle. I do this as the first installment on the debt I owe him."


Ardan raised an eyebrow. "Debt, Duchess?"


"Yes, because the Prince did not attack the St. Ives Commonality after the unfortunate terrorist attack on Kittery. My passions do not run as hot, nor my blood run as cold, as they do for others in my family at the mere mention of Prince Hanse Davion's name."


"A wise decision," Ardan said with a slight smile before turning to Justin. "Citizen Xiang, if you will follow us."


Justin went along with them, but his mind was elsewhere. What game is Candace playing? Sitting away from the Chancellor while her sister sits close by can only serve to weaken her relationship with her father. Romano's stock may be very low with her father right now, but it rises with every passing day that ComStar does not punish House Liao. Candace must know that whatever she says to Ardan will get back to the Prince.


Organ music filled the cathedral with strong, impassioned notes as Ardan led the couple to a pew parallel to that occupied by the Capellan Chancellor and directly behind Jaime Wolf. Candace slid into the pew with a rustle of blue silk, but Justin genuflected automatically before joining her.


She laid her left hand upon his right. "Why did you do that?"


"Old habits die hard," he said with a shrug. "I was raised in the New Avalon Catholic Church, but I renounced my faith when Hanse Davion stripped me of my name. Since then, I have begun to study the Buddhist beliefs of the Capellan Confederation."


Candace squeezed Justin's hand. She nodded toward the altar where two men in gold-trimmed white vestments sat in canopied chairs emblazoned with medieval crests. "Perhaps, with your knowledge of religion, you could tell me why we have two priests to officiate at this wedding."


Justin leaned closer to the Duchess. "Those are cardinals, not just priests. The one on the left is Francis Flynn, of the New Avalon Archdiocese, and the one on the right is John Maraschal of the Tharkad Archdiocese. Because the Prince is New Avalon Catholic and the Archon-Designate is Roman Catholic, the wedding mass is to be concelebrated."


Candace frowned in puzzlement, prompting Justin to continue. "Two hundred and eighty years ago, when Stefan Amaris usurped the Star League throne, his goons occupied the Vatican. In response to the emergency, the Pope transferred church control to the Cardinals on the capitals of the five Houses. Unfortunately, the Pope's message to New Avalon was garbled in transmission, and the New Avalon Cardinal ended up believing he'd been given control of the entire Catholic Church.


"It took thirty years to elect a new Pope. During that time, the New Avalon branch of the Church initiated some reforms—such as allowing priests to marry—that created difficulties with the Church's mainstream. Since then, the two denominations have not reunited, though they openly recognize their common beginnings and respect each other's offices. To keep the peace, both Cardinals will officiate at the ceremony, though they will forego the mass that usually accompanies a wedding celebration."


Leaning back against the pew's oaken back, Justin allowed his mind to drift as he studied the beautiful architecture of the cathedral. Like the trunks of venerable redwoods, massive white marble columns rose strongly from the floor to support the vaulted ceiling. Above the central aisle, a vast stained glass mural depicting the Last Judgement glowed red, blue, and gold in the midday sun. Painstakingly exact reproductions of frescoes from the Sistine Chapel decorated the ceiling's vaults and won grudging admiration from Justin.


Once I would have marveled at these images and assumed that they thrilled me because of the story they represented. He glanced at a corner painting depicting David beheading the slain giant Goliath. Seeing that picture on a holodisk about Michelangelo inspired me to become a MechWarrior. Even now, it still has the power to take my breath away.


Justin studied the stained glass windows in the exterior walls, his gaze lingering on the huge rose window above and behind the ornate marble altar. I know the Church built this Cathedral from the rubble of churches destroyed during the Civil War started by Stefan the Usurper. But instead of it being a curious collection of unrelated styles, the unity of a theme binds everything together. Like the shrine back on Sian, this is a place of peace.


Justin smiled to himself. Be careful, warrior. If you begin to think like a philosopher, you will lose your edge. That edge is the only thing that keeps you alive. Justin chewed his lower lip. Grant the ceremony and the Prince the respect he and it are due.


Seeing Ardan Sortek escort the Archon to her seat in the front row on the left side of the aisle, Justin smiled slightly. Interesting to see the Archon in civilian dress instead of the paramilitary uniforms she normally wears. She is, indeed, a beautiful woman.


Another usher guided Marie Davion, the Prince's half-sister, to a spot of equal importance on the Davion side of the aisle. Michael Hasek-Davion, his hair in its characteristic braid, joined his wife. Justin narrowed his eyes. The Duke seems ill at ease. I suspect he sees this marriage as the destruction of his chances to take the Federated Suns throne. Justin caught himself. Still, as long as Hanse has no heir, Michael's path to the throne remains open. And as long as Michael is alive, he will aspire to the throne.


Moments later, the six ushers filed up the aisle and seated themselves further along in the front row. As members of the Armed Forces of the Federated Suns, all wore dress uniforms decorated with gold braid, medals, and campaign ribbons. They sat tall and proud, and for the barest of moments, Justin envied them.


Through a side door behind the altar, Morgan Hasek-Davion led the Prince to his place a third of the way down the aisle. Both men wore the deep blue uniform of the Davion Heavy Guards, but aside from the insignia of rank, neither had added any medals or ribbons to their jackets. Justin admired that. Neither of these men needs trinkets to remind others of their bravery. Anyone with eyes to see can read it in their stance and in their eyes.


As the organ music shifted smoothly to the familiar tones of a wedding march, all the guests rose as one and turned to face the rear of the Cathedral. Justin strained unsuccessfully to see through the crowd, but the growing wave of hushed whispers proceeding from the rear told him the procession had begun.


Finally, he saw the first members of the wedding party. Two young girls, nervously glancing back over their shoulders to make sure they were not outstripping those who followed, scattered rose petals along the aisle. The Prince smiled at them as they drew close, and the one nearest him giggled as she moved past.


Next came the bridesmaids. All tall, slender beauties, they wore matching gowns cut from a deep green silk. In their hands, they carried small bouquets of mycosia blossoms that matched the color of their gowns.


Justin licked his lips. He knew that the mycosia flowered only once a year on Andalusia. The Prince must have set up a Command Circuit of JumpShips to get the flowers here in time for the ceremony. The image of one DropShip passing from JumpShip to JumpShip along a string of jump points to reduce a long interstellar journey to mere hours sent a shiver down Justin's spine. Hanse honors his bride with such extravagant expense.


Behind the half-dozen bridesmaids came Misha Auburn. Wearing a gown similar to, but more beautifully embellished than those worn by the bridesmaids, she smiled radiantly as Morgan Hasek-Davion offered her his arm. He led her to the foot of the altar, then both of them genuflected and moved in opposite directions. Instead of joining the bridesmaids, who were seated beside the Archon, Misha proceeded on to the altar and stood beside the Cardinal from Tharkad. Morgan took up his place opposite her on the groom's side of the altar.


Justin felt Candace clutch his arm as Melissa drifted into view. "Justin, she is so beautiful!"


Justin nodded. Despite Melissa's veil, he could see the love shining in her gray eyes. Her expression was grave, but it was clearly that of a woman who very much wanted to marry the man waiting for her.


Morgan Kell stopped Melissa a pace shy of Hanse Davion. He enfolded her in a fierce hug, which she returned equally, then he turned to the Prince. Offering his hand, the mercenary Colonel murmured something to Hanse Davion. The Prince shook Morgan's hand warmly, nodding in silent reply to whatever the other man had said.


Morgan placed Melissa's hand on the Prince's arm, then drifted down the aisle to sit directly behind the Archon. Arm in arm, the bride and groom completed the walk to the altar. As the processional's final notes trailed off, and their echoes died in the ceiling's vaults, the bride and groom knelt before the altar.


Both Cardinals stood, but it was the bearded, black-haired cleric from the Federated Suns who came forward first. In a rich, warm voice, he greeted the congregation. "In the names of Prince Hanse Davion and his bride, Archon-Designate Melissa Arthur Steiner, I welcome you here within the sight of the one merciful God. Their wish is that you join them in celebrating this most holy rite and that you add your blessings to this union."
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As Cardinal Flynn made the sign of the cross, Justin's own lifetime of training started his own hand moving in imitation, but he stopped himself abruptly. He glanced over to see if Candace had noticed but she seemed raptly involved in the ceremony's quiet reverence. You do not betray yourself, Justin, in doing likewise.


Cardinal Maraschal of Tharkad, his hands folded in prayer and pressed to his chin, smiled as the couple rose from before the altar and parted company to come around it. Hanse took his place between Morgan Hasek-Davion and Cardinal Maraschal, while Melissa stood between the Cardinal from New Avalon and Misha Auburn.


Cardinal Maraschal opened and raised his hands. "Let us pray." After a moment of silent reflection, his strong voice rang out through the cathedral. "Father, you have made the bond of marriage a holy mystery, a symbol of Christ's love for His Church. Hear our prayers for Hanse and Melissa. Make their marriage a true joining of man to woman, heart to heart and soul to soul. Bless them and all who love them so that they may serve as witnesses to your divine love for the universe. We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Ghost, one Spirit, for ever and ever."


"Amen," Justin murmured. Smiling reassuringly, Candace reached over and patted his right hand. Justin returned her smile, then looked up as Flynn approached the pulpit.


The Cardinal motioned the guests to be seated, then raised the leather-bound red book on the podium enough for the audience to see it. Light reflected from the gold-embossed letters on the spine, but Justin could not read them. "A reading from the Book of Revelations, chapter nineteen." The Cardinal licked his lips, then began in his sonorous voice. "I heard what sounded like the roar of a vast throng in heaven; and they were shouting: 'Alleluia! Victory and glory and power belong to our God.' "


Justin stiffened involuntarily. This hardly sounds like text suited to a wedding. I wonder if Hanse chose this passage to convey another message. It's true that victory, glory, and power will be his if he uses the combined might of the Federated Suns and the Lyran Commonwealth to crush the Draconis Combine.


Justin smiled as the Cardinal finished the reading with the words, "Happy are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb." He was certain that many of the guests here were less than happy. Chuckling to himself, he could even imagine more than one rewriting those lines to say, "Happy are those invited to the funeral of the Fox."


Cardinal Flynn returned to his place, then both Cardinals invited the bride and groom to come forward. Hanse and Melissa joined hands, with eyes only for one another. Cardinal Maraschal whispered something to the couple, making both of them smile.


Cardinal Maraschal looked toward the Archon. "Who gives this woman to be wed to this man?"


Katrina Steiner stood proudly. "I, Archon Katrina Steiner, in the name of her father, myself, and the Lyran Commonwealth, give this woman to be wed."


As the Archon seated herself again, Hanse's deep, strong voice filled the church. "I, Hanse Adriaan Davion take you, Melissa, as my wife. I promise, from this moment forward unto forever, to love, honor, and cherish you with my heart and soul. Forsaking all others, in good times and bad, in sickness and health, and in prosperity or poverty, I will be yours alone for as long as I shall live."


Melissa took a deep breath, then answered the Prince's vows in a clear, resonant voice. "I, Melissa Arthur Steiner, take you, Hanse, as my husband. Openly and freely, without hint of reservation, I vow my fidelity to you and affirm my love for you. In adversity or happiness, in sickness or health, in security or beset by enemies from within or without, I shall be yours alone, now and for all time."


In unison, the Cardinals pronounced their blessings. "You have declared your consent before the Church. May the Lord in his goodness strengthen your consent and fill you both with the strength to keep your vows. What God has joined, men must not divide. Amen."


Morgan Hasek-Davion handed the rings to Cardinal Maraschal. The cleric nodded thanks, then joined with his counterpart from the Federated Suns in blessing the rings. "May the Lord God bless these rings that you give to each other as a sign of your love and fidelity."


Hanse cupped Melissa's left hand in his left hand. Taking the ring from Cardinal Maraschal, he held it up so that all could see the light glinting from the golden band. "Take thee this ring, Melissa, as a visible sign of my promises to you." Smiling, the Prince of the Federated Suns slipped the ring onto Melissa's finger.


Melissa accepted the other ring from Cardinal Flynn and held it up for all to see. "Take thee this ring, Hanse, and know my vows to thee will remain as pure and unchanging as the gold herein." Melissa slid the thick gold band easily onto Hanse's finger.


Cardinal Flynn smiled broadly. "Through the power granted me by God, I confirm and bless what you have promised each other. I pronounce you man and wife." He hesitated a moment, then added in a lower voice, "You may kiss the bride."


Smiling, Hanse slowly lifted the veil from his wife's face. They stared lovingly at each other for a moment, then the Prince lowered his face to hers. Delicate and brief, their first kiss as man and wife wordlessly affirmed everything the ceremony had so eloquently described.


With his face lit with unabashed joy, Morgan Hasek-Davion turned to the crowd. He pointed his right hand at the royal couple as the assembly came to its feet and applauded. In a voice booming with pleasure, Morgan announced, "It is my great honor and distinct pleasure to introduce to you Prince Hanse Davion of the Federated Suns and his wife, Princess Melissa Arthur Steiner-Davion!"
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Justin nodded gratefully as the ComStar acolyte directed him to the nearest of the long tables set up to ring the room in a roughly hexagonal pattern. The head table sat on a dais directly across from the one reserved for House Liao. At an angle to the right of the House Liao table, Justin saw the members of House Marik gathering at their own table. This placed House Marik directly opposite the table reserved for the nobles of House Steiner. House Kurita's dignitaries were seated at House Liao's left, where, across the sea of tables meant for less important guests, they faced the House Davion nobility.


Justin drew Candace's chair away from the table for her, then seated himself as he answered the question she'd just posed. "Walking beneath the crossed swords is an old tradition among those who have graduated from a military academy. All the groomsmen had graduated from Albion, as had the Prince." Justin grinned mischievously. "I imagine ComStar was nervous about those ceremonial swords. They collected them rather quickly after the bride and groom had passed under."


Tsen looked past Candace at Justin. "What are you talking about?"


Candace answered before Justin could. "You recall, as the newlyweds left the church, how the groomsmen performed that little ceremony with the swords. Each of the three pairs lowered the swords to bar passage until the groom kissed his bride. That pair would then raise the swords, and the couple would pass on." Candace glanced back at Justin. "What I really wanted to know is why Ardan Sortek, being the last man on the bride's side, slapped her posterior—albeit lightly—with his sword as she went past?"


Justin smiled openly. "That's to ensure many children—or so the superstition goes."


Candace raised an eyebrow. "And do the graduates of the Sakhara Academy subscribe to the same superstition, Citizen Xiang?"


Justin shook his head. "Those of us at Sakhara were smart enough to figure out where children came from, and we had other ideas about how to be sure there'd be plenty of them."


Peering down the table from beyond Shang and Romano, Maximilian Liao growled in a deep voice. "Let us hope no one from Sakhara advises Prince Davion about having many children. The last thing the Successor States need is a plague of Davions hungry for conquest."


Justin narrowed his eyes. Max is already planning a war against the next generation of Davions! "Would that truly be so bad, Celestial Wisdom? Many Davion daughters could mean many women to marry off in strong alliances to your grandchildren."


"Perhaps, Citizen Xiang, but I have no grandchildren."


Justin nodded. "The point is well taken, though the situation is not yet utterly lost. Consider this, though. Many sons could mean a division of the Federated Suns. You have seen it before. The destruction that comes when brother pits himself against brother can shred an empire that no outside force has ever been able to dent." Justin glanced over at Janos Marik.


Maximilian Liao stroked the long wisps of his mustache. "Your insights, Citizen Xiang, bear further consideration. Perhaps, with this wedding, we enter into a new peace in which the conflicts will be more political than military."


The Chancellor's wife laid her hand upon his forearm. "Soul of my soul, let us not ruin this celebration with talk of politics and war."


As the Chancellor nodded agreement with his wife, Justin sank back in his chair. Candace handed him a card printed in gold script. "Does this say what I believe it does, Justin?"


Justin read quickly. "Hmm. Most interesting. It says that the crystal, cutlery, and china being used at this reception banquet were specially created for the celebration. Each piece will be washed and packed up after use so that each guest may take away his place setting as a reminder of this celebration."


Candace smiled as she held up her crystal water glass and slowly turned it to study the four crests etched on it. "I recognize the Steiner Fist and the Federated Suns Sword and Starburst symbols, but what are the other two?"


Justin shrugged. "I think the dirk is from the Campbell family crest, which would represent Hanse's mother. And I would suppose that the lyre is for Arthur Luvon, Melissa's father." Glancing at the long, slender champagne glass, Justin narrowed his eyes. "Oh, this is a switch."


Candace frowned. "What's wrong? Isn't it the Hasek Lion crest?"


"Yes and no. In one paw, the lion bears the Davion Sword and Sunburst. That's how the crest used to appear when George Hasek was Duke of New Syrtis. After Michael's battle with Hanse for the throne, he deleted the Davion symbol from the Hasek crest."


Candace shook her head. "Why the return to the old symbol? Is it a slap at Michael?"


"Worse." Justin nodded toward where Morgan Hasek-Davion stood speaking with some guests while awaiting the arrival of the royal couple. "The best man offers the first toast to the couple, hence the crest on the glass is his. Adding the sword and sunburst back into the Hasek crest must have been Morgan's choice. Duke Michael has a son, but he has no heir."


The arrival of Hanse and Melissa cut off further discussion as spontaneous applause arose from the guests. Hanse led his bride to the dais, then gently lifted her up over the steps. Melissa took the centermost seat at the head table and the Prince took the seat to her left. Morgan Hasek-Davion sat on the Prince's left and Misha Auburn on Melissa's right, with the rest of the wedding party filling out both wings of the table.


ComStar Acolytes passed throughout the room filling the champagne glasses from heavy bottles of champagne or with a sparkling paffel cider from the Lyran Commonwealth for those who wished no alcohol. Watching them intently, Justin noticed how automatically each Acolyte matched the name at the place setting with the choice of beverage before pouring. Incredible that ComStar could have compiled enough information to know who drinks and who does not, but apparently they've done it. In a universe where knowledge is power, ComStar's peaceful facade seems to hide a very strong body.


Once all the glasses had been filled and the ComStar Acolytes had left the floor, Morgan Hasek-Davion stood and raised his glass. "I would like you to join me in a toast to the Prince and Princess." He beamed as he turned to face the newlyweds. "May your love be greater each day than the last, yet not as great as in the day to come, and may anyone who hopes to cause you trouble fail as miserably as did those who attempted to interfere with Melissa's passage aboard the Silver Eagle."


Justin's glass stopped halfway to his mouth as the significance of Morgan's phrase hit home like a missile. Melissa was on the Silver Eagle and we didn't know it! He shot a fearful glance at Tsen Shang. "Tsen, why didn't we know?"


Tsen frowned as he looked toward those seated at House Kurita's table. "Draconian idiots saved face by covering up their failure!"


Just like Hanse to have Morgan put that little tidbit into the toast, Justin reflected. I wonder what other surprises he has in store for us?


ComStar acolytes served the wedding meal with no further incidents of political importance. As Justin worked his way through the salad, he, along with all the others at the meal, discovered that the gold-rimmed, bone china dish was indeed special. Inscribed in gold script around the rim was the date as well as the names of the bride and groom. When Justin had cleared the bowl of its salad of lettuce and thin purple riniosh slivers, he discovered the crest of a world in the Lyran Commonwealth.


Candace smiled at him. "I got Izar in my bowl? What did you get?"


Justin narrowed his eyes, looking down at the stylized lightning bolt and the legend beneath it. "I got Pacifica, better known as Chara III. My brother served with the Kell Hounds on that world."


Candace winked at him. "Do you think it's a message?"


Justin shrugged, shaking off his uneasiness. "The Spirit of Blake alone knows."


The main dish came in two different selections, and Justin noticed again that the Acolytes showed no hesitation in serving the guests. He received a plate of beef in wine sauce, with pomtera and another vegetable he utterly failed to recognize on the side. Candace, on the other hand, was served fish steamed in rice wine, with neara sprouts and water chestnuts on a bed of rice.


She smiled at him. "ComStar apparently chooses not to recognize your change in allegiance, Citizen."


Justin nodded reluctantly. "Is it treason if I enjoy the meal? It's been a long time since I've eaten the foods I grew up with."


The Duchess of St. Ives pretended to reflect for a moment. "I think, Citizen Xiang, that with the proper presentation of your argument, I might be convinced to grant you pardon for such an unforgivable crime."


Justin smiled. "I look forward to our legal discussion."


The dinner plate bore gold decorations similar to those Justin had found on his bowl. Though the Federated Suns world image he found on his plate did not surprise him, he began to lose his appetite as he uncovered more of it. He continued to eat mechanically, but his thoughts were on more than food.


Kestrel. The world owned by the Allard family. Justin looked up from the image of a falcon clutching a Davion sword in its talons. So, Hanse, did you command ComStar to deliver me this plate, or was it merely my bad luck to get it?


As if in answer to his unvoiced question, the Prince smiled enigmatically at Justin just then. Justin nodded curtly, then looked over at Candace's plate. "I see you have uncovered Axton, Duchess."


Candace nodded. "Do you know it?"


Justin forced a smile. "When traveling to my first assignment, my duty on Spica, I spent two weeks on the beaches there. The ocean is a deep blue and the beaches are blacker than night on a moonless world. Volcanic activity warms the oceans, making the coastal areas livable. The rest of the world is a polar wasteland, though many people praise the skiing found there."


Justin smiled to himself. It's also one of the worlds where I believe Hanse Davion has hidden his secret NAIS 'Mech Research Facility. How curious it is that Candace ended up with that world. An omen, perhaps?


While some ComStar Acolytes cleared the plates, two others carefully wheeled a four-tiered wedding cake to a spot directly before the head table. Hanse assisted Melissa down from the dais, then stood with her beside the cake. Huthrin Vandel, Precentor New Avalon, handed the Prince one of the swords used earlier in the wedding ceremony.


Grasping the sword together, Hanse and Melissa cut the first two slices from the cake. Hanse returned the sword to the Precentor, then he and Melissa returned to their places at the head table. An acolyte delivered the first two pieces to them, but the newly weds waited until other Acolytes had sliced up the remaining cake.


When they saw all their guests served with pieces of cake, Hanse and Melissa stood. Justin glanced at his plate to see what world this one represented, but the paper doily beneath the cake totally obscured the world's identity.


Melissa lifted a small piece of the cake toward Hanse. "Husband, in honor of our marriage, in addition to this cake, I give to you a regiment of BattleMechs and the means to support them in perpetuity." Though her eyes glinted mischievously, Melissa fed the piece of cake to Hanse gently.


Hanse smiled when he was done, every bit of him exuding the wily confidence that had earned him the nickname of "the Fox." His clear voice filled the hall with happy sounds, but filled Justin with uneasy terror. Something is wrong. Hanse, what are you doing ?


"I thank you for the gift, beloved," began the Prince of the Federated Suns. He lifted a piece of cake in his right hand. "Wife, in honor of our marriage, in addition to this morsel, I give you a vast prize." He slipped the doily from his dessert plate and held the dish aloft in his one hand for all to see. "Here, my love," he said, looking at Melissa with laughing eyes and a triumphant expression. "I give you the Capellan Confederation!"
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St. Andre


Sarna Commonality, Capellan Confederation 


20 August 3028





A missile exploding against the DropShip's hull shot static through the auxiliary monitor's picture of the Dropmaster. The woman turned from the camera, then looked back at Andrew Redburn. "No sweat, Redburn. They just flamed that bird." She glanced at the time at the bottom of the screen. "Mark, one minute until drop. We're hot, so your children better have their brakes on."


Redburn nodded. "Roger." He reached out and switched his radio over to the tactical frequency. "Fifty seconds to drop, campers. This is the real thing. Archer and Demon Lances will harass the targets. Bullseye, Cat, and Fox Lances, go in. Hit your jets when clear of the egg. Remember, we'll be facing 'Mechs lots bigger than we are, but the others in the First Battalion have them occupied. We're the sting. Make it good."


Redburn gave his couch harness an extra tug to pull it tight over his cooling vest. Sending an assault lance of light 'Mechs against Assault 'Mechs? The intelligence on these Goliaths better be right or this Firestarter they've got me in will be my coffin. Stinging sweat dripped down into eyes as he waited for the seconds to tick off the digital display on his monitor.


Redburn felt two more explosions rock the Overlord Class DropShip Firewalker. I hope like hell this baby makes it to the drop zone. Above him, he heard the deep roar of the ship's auto-cannons as they spat clouds of metal back out at the Liao fighters swarming around the ship. He switched his radio back to speak with the Dropmaster and caught the piece of a transmission heading for her.


"Roger, Firewalker. We copy. Intercept in fifteen seconds. You sow the dragon's teeth and my Aerowing will keep the gnats off your hide."


The Dropmaster smiled. "Glad to have you with us, Falcon Leader. Torch One, drop in ten seconds, nine . . ."


Punching two buttons on his command console, Andrew patched the countdown through to his command, First Battalion's Delta company. "Because you and your people appear on no official rosters, Captain Redburn, you'll be our little surprise," Colonel Stone had remarked as the Firewalker hurled insystem from the sun's nadir jump point. "The first and second battalions will draw out Cochraine's Goliaths, and you'll goose them."


A series of sharp metallic rasps and clanks thundered through the Firestarter's cockpit as the drophatches irised open. Redburn's stomach lurched as the 35-ton Firestarter fell from the DropShip. The familiar thrum of engines and other comforting DropShip sounds suddenly vanished into the windy quiet of a drop.


Sensory input from a thousand sources flooded into Redburn's cockpit. Sorting through it, he ignored the fear that had built up while waiting for the drop. His brown eyes flashed on the altimeter, then growled, "Low drop, Delta. Burn hard! Now!" Following his own command, Redburn pushed hard on his foot pedals, igniting the jump jets on the Firestarter's back. He eased up on the left pedal for half a second, letting the right jet twist him toward the battlefield.


My God, it's a hellground, thought Redburn as he surveyed the landscape of frozen red desert. The wide, virtually featureless plain stretched out as far as the eye could see in all directions, except where the thick, black smoke of burning 'Mechs cut off his view. This place is a desert because it gets so little rainfall during the year, but this high up means it stays cold. He glanced at his external thermometer. Zero degrees Celsius. Damned cold!


Opposite where his command had jetted to the ground, the Davion Light Guards' First Battalion was arrayed in a staggered formation to engage the Liao Battalion at a distance. Long-range missile exchanges had pockmarked the landscape with cratered reminders of poor marksmanship. Burning 'Mechs of various sizes and allegiances, or scraps thereof, decorated the battlefield as reminders of war-machine efficacy.


Redburn chewed his lip, thinking that something was very wrong here. Our lines are pushed too far back! "Eagle, how's your vantage point?"


Leftenant Craon's voice crackled with nervousness. "Not so good. I don't see Second Battalion."


Redburn swallowed hard. "Neither do I." He studied the tactical display on his auxiliary monitor. It showed elements he identified as First Battalion withdrawing toward some low hill formations to the south. First Battalion's speed will beat that of the Goliaths, but running keeps our 'Mechs at the Goliath's optimum range. Most of the First Battalion's 'Mechs can't fight at that range. Where the hell is Second Battalion ?


Archie St. Agnan's voice cut into Redburn's neurohelmet. "My sensors have picked up Colonel Stone's identifier still with our troops. Wait! I have a transmission from him ..."


Andrew licked his dry lips. "Patch it through."


Static crackled and popped loudly, half obscuring the faint transmission. "Delta, pull out. Second Battalion aborted landing. Liao air cover is too heavy. The Goliaths will eat up your recruits ..."


That's Stone, all right. Andrew keyed his throat mike. "Did you all get that?"


Drew Montbard replied strongly. "We copied, Captain. I vote we go in."


"This isn't a democracy, Drew." Andrew summoned a technical readout on the Goliath Assault 'Mech to his primary monitor. Two LRM launchers, but those four-legged monsters should be out of missiles by now. That leaves them their particle projection cannons. If we get in close enough, those won't be worth spit, either. We're at doublestrength for a company.


"Archie," Andrew said. "Don't acknowledge the transmission. We never got it. Ground 'em now, troops! Land in that wash over to the south. Hit top speed, use the wash for cover, and come in from behind. If they want to court-martial us for disobeying orders, first they'll have to let us win this fight, won't they?"


The massive quadruped Goliath 'Mechs looked more like conventional tanks that had sprouted a leg at each corner of their boxy chassis. Their low, flat turrets swiveled side to side as though the muzzle of their PPCs spied out targets before blasting them into oblivion. Nearly twelve meters high, the 'Mechs stood a third again as tall as any of the light 'Mechs opposing them. Like a solid line of mechanized war elephants, the Goliaths, drove their fleeing enemies before them.


Andrew Redburn narrowed his eyes as he settled the targeting crosshairs for his Firestarter's twin arm-mounted medium lasers. It was just like they said at Warriors Hall on New Syrtis. Every 'Mech had two flaws. One was the designer, who believes he's created an invincible machine, and the other was the pilot, who believes the designer. "Archer and Demon Lances, let fly!"


The two Valkyrie lances released their flights of LRMs while the other three Delta lances raced in beneath the missile umbrella. As the missiles arced overhead, ten ruby shafts of medium laser fire flashed forward like arrows at two of the Goliaths. The lasers slashed long, deep gashes in the giant 'Mechs' armor, and the incoming missiles gnawed at the holes like maggots feasting on an open wound.


The two rearmost Goliaths shuddered. Missiles blasted chunks of aft armor from the torsos of both 'Mechs in a fiery rain of debris, then Andrew saw explosions carry further into the Goliaths' hearts. Subsidiary explosions wracked both machines, and a flash of white light on Andrew's infrared display told him that the 'Mech on the right had lost some of the shielding surrounding its fusion engine.


The pilots of both 'Mechs, reacting to the assault from the rear, tried to turn their cumbersome machines to face the threat, but Delta company's initial attack had damaged them more seriously than they had realized. As the 'Mechs began to come about, their legs, no longer coordinated because of destroyed gyrostabilizers, splayed out, sending each machine crashing to the ground.


Redburn fought the earthquake-like tremor triggered by the 80-ton monsters slamming into the earth. Hope our luck holds and Stone can rally his forces. "Move it, Delta. We're here."


Staying out of range, yet moving to make themselves difficult targets, the Valkyries of Archer and Demon Lances concentrated their missile and laser fire on carefully chosen targets. Bullseye, Cat, and Fox Lances, consisting of light 'Mechs designed for close-in combat, streamed into the midst of the Liao force like a pack of wolves hunting caribou. Working in close concert, each lance picked out a target, then took it apart.


Fox Lance, led by Hugh de Payens in a Firestarter, attacked the first Goliath to complete the turn and engage Delta company head on. As Hugh closed, two of his three flamers bathed the large 'Mech in orange fire. The Goliath pilot cranked his PPC muzzle down, releasing a savage bolt of blue lighting that stabbed the left side of the Firestarter's chest. Armor peeled off like butter rolling up a knife, but it failed to fully breach the Firestarter's armor.


Hugh's lancemates swept in beneath the PPC's azure beam. The three ungainly, birdlike Jenners released flights of short-range missiles that spiraled out at their massive target. Brilliant explosions blossomed over the Goliath's torso, and two of the SRMs pierced the 'Mech's chest armor to sow havoc in its heart. Black smoke began to pour from the hole, indicating damage to the engine shielding.


The Jenners and both Firestarters of Fox Lance raked the Goliath with relentless ruby beams of laser fire that shredded armor on the 'Mech's left legs. Through the ragged holes, Andrew saw the massive, corded myomer fibers that made up the artificial muscles driving the Goliath. One more barrage and that 'Mech is done for.


Andrew turned his attention to the Goliath just forward of his position. It had begun to turn in an attempt to attack Delta company, but all it had managed to do was expose its left flank to Cat Lance. Without a second thought, Geoffrey St. Omer and his MechWarriors made the most of the opportunity.


The two humanoid Javelins launched two dozen SRMs at the ponderous Assault 'Mech. The missiles, augmented by another dozen SRMs from the lance's three Jenners, peppered the 'Mech's left flank and long legs. They spawned a fire-torrent whirling around the Goliath's left foreleg. As the twisting column of fire changed to dark, greasy smoke, it spat glowing, half-melted shards of ceramic armor to the frozen ground.


The Goliath's pilot fought valiantly to bring his machine around, but Cat Lance gave him no quarter. Even as the Goliath's PPC muzzle tried to find a target, the Jenners fired their wing-mounted lasers. Like surgeons in a field hospital, they concentrated on the Goliath's obvious injury.


Andrew dropped his targeting crosshairs onto the Goliath's weakened forelimb. In concert with those of Cat Lance, his lasers stabbed out. The scarlet beams vaporized what little armor remained on the leg, then cut up into the Goliath's shoulder. In a font of burning metal fragments, the joint melted and the left leg slipped. The Goliath tottered to the left, then the limb snapped off, spinning the 'Mech to the ground. The assault 'Mech tumbled back into half a somersault, crushing the cockpit, before it fell heavily onto its wounded flank.


Andrew pivoted his Firestarter to the left as a searing white fireball shot from the holes in another Goliath's right flank. Andrew watched as the miniature sun of the Goliath's fusion engine sent superheated plasma tendrils throughout the 'Mech's body. Looking like a DropShip blasting for the stars, the Goliath's turret shot into the air on an argent jet, then exploded into a million smoking scraps.


Poor bastard. Never got out. Andrew felt a pang of sympathy for the Liao pilot, then glanced at the tactical display on his auxiliary monitor. Four Goliaths down and three badly hurt.


Suddenly, a spiral of oily smoke dissipated, giving Redburn a clear view of a Goliath in the middle of the Liao formation. Riding just above the stylized white castle marking the 'Mech as a member of Cochraine's Goliaths, Andrew thought he saw an insignia. He punched a command for magnification into his command console. The holographic display refocused closer, showing sunlight glinting off the bronze triangle boldly emblazoned on the 'Mech.


Typing hurriedly onto his command console's keypad, Andrew labeled the 'Mech's image with a digital ID tag, then sent the information out to his command. "Archer and Demon Lances, that's Colonel Fiona Cochraine. Hit that Goliath with everything you've got!"


At his command, the two lances unleashed a hundred LRMs at the Liao commander's Goliath. Explosions saturated the 'Mech, flaying ribbons of ceramic armor from its surface. One flight wreathed the turret in flames, crumpling previously unmarred slabs of armor. The Goliath staggered as the pilot fought against the detonation's Shockwave. Smoke poured from a hole in the 'Mech's chest.


With the range and hurried timing of the assault, the accuracy of the long-range lances' laser fire suffered. Somehow, though, the shots that did hit the target made up in quality for the deficiencies of the other attacks. One beam carved more armor from the Goliath's chest, leaving the 'Mech with only a pitifully small amount of protection against future assaults. Most important, one coruscating beam stabbed straight through the Goliath's head.


Andrew saw the Goliath shudder. It wavered, and for a moment, he imagined that the laser had hit the cockpit, killing the pilot, but the 'Mech's continued activity dashed those hopes. Sending thundering Shockwaves through the ground, the Goliath planted its feet widely enough apart to steady itself. Its PPC moved like an eye on a stalk, then locked onto one of the offending 'Mechs with the callousness of a child stomping on a cockroach.


"Craon, move! It's got you in its sights!" Almost reflexively, Andrew stabbed both feet down, igniting the ion jets on the Firestarter's back. Inertia slammed him back into his command couch as his 'Mech rocketed up and out toward Cochraine's Goliath. No free shots on my command! Both arm-mounted flamers blazing, Redburn brought his 'Mech down on the Goliath.


Blood gushed from his nose and filled his mouth with a salty-sweet thickness as the impact's Shockwave jolted up through his cockpit. Andrew felt tooth chips grind beneath his molars. Lights flared everywhere in his cockpit and alarms rang with brain-numbing intensity, but failed to cover the scream of metal and the sharp cracking of ceramic armor. Static filled his holoscreens and sparks shot from behind his command couch.


Waves of heat washed up and over him as dazzling white fire flashed around the Firestarter. Again, he felt himself slammed down into the couch, but his legs had fallen from their positions on the jump jet controls. Some titanic force grabbed his Firestarter at the feet, whipping the 35-ton 'Mech into the air like a doll.


Andrew clawed desperately for the eject button, but gravity pinned his arms into place on the command couch's arms. Spots flashed before his eyes and a dim, horrifying realization crawled up from the place where his nightmares hid. Out of control! ...G-forces too much. Can't black out! Gritting his teeth, he forced his right hand to punch again at the eject button, but consciousness had already drained away before he could hit it.
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Outbound, Terra 


21 August 3028





Daniel Allard started so violently as Morgan Kell's low laughter filled his JumpShip cabin that he nearly dropped the green strip of silk hanging from his fingers. Dan whirled to face the narrow cabin's hatchway. "I'm sorry, Colonel. Is there something you need from me?"


Morgan smiled broadly and shook his head. "You've got it bad for that woman, haven't you, Daniel?" He folded his arms across the chest of his dark blue jumpsuit. "You've been preoccupied since we saw the Archon and her daughter off on their JumpShip earlier today. I'm sure your lady love would have been there, but she probably had many things to do."


Dan narrowed his eyes until they were little more than sapphire crescents. How much do you really know, Morgan? The Archon trusts you, but would she trust you with this ? Dan glanced down at the silk strip. "The Archon-Designate said as much to me when we saw them off. That's when she gave me this ... Said it was from Jeana."


Morgan held out his hand, and Dan reluctantly passed the cloth to him. "Well, Dan, this lets you know she shares your feelings." Morgan turned the cloth over in his big hands. "If Slangmore cadets successfully complete their final training run in a 'Mech, the graduates receive one of these headbands." Morgan smiled, the expression in his brown eyes growing distant. "I've heard stories about mortal wounds healing when bound with one of these things, and other superstitious tales that go around in MechWarrior circles. I do know of one Mech Warrior who used his Slangmore Sash to strangle the Draconian who captured him after he ejected."


Dan nodded slowly. "I've heard the same sort of thing about Albion grads and their damned 'Mech charms."


Morgan chuckled evilly. "Yeah, at Nagelring, we always thought the idea of keeping a piece of your first 'Mech with you was kind of silly. Why would anyone willingly carry around evidence that they'd been shot out of a 'Mech?"


His expression brightening briefly, Dan smiled. "Well, it proves you survived."


Morgan shrugged. "As they say at Nagelring, that's why the body forms scars . . ." Morgan handed the meter-long strip of cloth back to Dan. "Slangmore grads usually wear these things as headbands in combat. They only give them up when dead, or when they want to ensure someone else's survival. Pretty powerful stuff."


That's not the half of it, Morgan . . . Dan looked back up at his commander. His gaze swept over Morgan's strong features, but failed to pierce the man's emotional mask. "I suppose part of my distraction comes from seeing the Archon-Designate head back to the Commonwealth with her mother." Dan shrugged. "I mean, well, one night isn't much of a honeymoon, is it?"


Morgan shook his head. "I'd hope for more, I think. But you have to remember that no matter what Hanse and Melissa feel for one another, their marriage was political. Declaring war on Liao, Marik, and Kurita on the day of the wedding points that up in no uncertain terms. As a political marriage, it had to be consummated, but staying together any longer than they did was impossible for them at this time."


Dan nodded slowly. "The war's not likely to be popular in the Commonwealth, is it?"


Morgan smiled coldly. "All wars are popular as long as your side is winning, but your point is well taken. Aldo Lestrade will have to do something to counteract whatever popularity the Archon will pick up in this exchange. Because of the advantage of surprise, the LCAF will have several early victories. After that, things will bog down, or Kurita will counterstrike hard and things may go badly."


Do you know the truth, Morgan? Dan nodded. "The Archon couldn't afford to have her daughter stay with Hanse Davion because that could be made to look as though she'd sold out the entire Commonwealth." As Morgan nodded slowly in reply, Dan sprang his trap. "Still, it must have been hard for the Archon to keep her daughter away from the man she loves."


Morgan stiffened almost imperceptibly, then studied Dan with a harsh gaze. The Colonel unfolded his arms and slowly closed the cabin's hatch. From a pocket in his jacket, he took a small cylindrical device no larger than his thumb, held it up, then nodded in satisfaction. In a cold, dangerous voice, he asked, "How did you know?"


Not what, but how do I know . . . Dan suddenly felt sweat beading on his brow. He swallowed hard because his mouth had gone dry, then nodded. "That thing ... it tells you the room is secure?"


Morgan nodded. "How do you know, Captain?"


The fearful menace in Morgan's voice obliterated the joy Dan had felt in drawing his conclusion. He's afraid Melissa might be in some jeopardy. Dan held up his hands. "No, Colonel, don't worry. It's no leak. A lucky break . . . only one in a zillion people might have noticed, but I've told no one." Dan looked down at the green sash. "Until your question confirmed it, I could barely believe it myself."


Morgan's dark visage eased a bit. "Tell me, Dan. I'll not have Melissa endangered."


Dan nodded. "You will recall that when we saw the Archon and Melissa off, you hugged both of them? I bid them farewell in a bit more restrained manner. I shook hands with the Archon, then I kissed Melissa's hand."


Morgan raised an eyebrow. "And?"


"Melissa was wearing a perfume called Nocturne. She'd dabbed some of it on her wrist." Dan smiled as he remembered the day on the beach. "Jeana told me it was a fragrance created especially for Melissa, but that the Archon-Designate hated it and never wore it. In fact, Jeana said, Melissa had given the entire supply to her because she liked it."


Dan met Morgan's dark gaze. "Now I know why Jeana was so secretive about herself. And that's why she made a play for me. Melissa is traveling back to New Avalon as Jeana, pretending to get to know my family." Dan's mouth dropped open as he numbly swung his head side to side. "What could be more perfectly secure and natural?"


As his hand crushed the silk, Dan turned from Morgan to stare at the bulkhead. "Now I know how Justin felt when he found himself on trial." Dan slammed his fist on the desk. "How could my father do that to me?"


Morgan settled both of his strong hands on Dan's shoulders. Dan wanted to fight him, to pull away and let his anger flash out like a PPC blast, but Morgan held him firmly. "You've hit on pieces of the plan, my friend, but you've not got it straight."


Morgan released Dan, then moved back to his place by the door. "No one had expected me to bring you to the wedding as my aide. Katrina believed I'd bring Salome, but as you'll recall, Salome insisted on remaining to complete training with the First 'Mech Battalion. I chose you to accompany me because I knew your parents would be there."


Morgan looked down at the JumpShip deck. "Jeana was supposed to strike up a friendship with your sister. She already had papers showing her to be a transfer student to the New Avalon Institute of Science. Because your sister attends classes and teaches there, the friendship would have seemed natural." Morgan grinned. "Your friendship with her seemed yet more natural."


Dan turned slowly. "Why didn't my father tell me?"


Morgan shrugged. "I don't know. I only found this out when Katrina and I spoke the night of the wedding. She explained it to me so I'd not betray anything when we saw them off. I suspect your father would have told you on Friday night but. . ."


Dan nodded. "He never got the chance."


Dan opened his mouth to ask a question, but Morgan waved it away. "Don't ask. If it were all a lie, she'd never have given you that sash." Morgan pointed at the shiny green ribbon threaded through Dan's knotted fists. "There's your proof."


Dan grinned sheepishly. "Point taken." He looked up. "Thanks. This has been eating me alive. I didn't know if Jeana was part of some plot by Lestrade, or something even more strange."


Morgan smiled openly. "I need you sane and clear, Dan, so I thought I'd try to reassure you. I didn't expect the conversation to take this turn, but I'm glad it did. In this war, I can't afford to have a company commander preoccupied with anything but his people."


"Roger that, Colonel." Dan smiled as he recalled the pandemonium following the Prince's announcement concerning the Capellan Confederation. "I'll be more concerned about my people than old Max Liao was about grabbing dessert dishes."


Morgan threw back his head and laughed heartily. "It must have been a full five seconds of dead and utter shocked silence after Prince Hanse made the announcement. Takashi Kurita looked as if he'd been slapped with a cold squid."


"And I thought old Janos Marik was going to have a stroke," Dan said. "His face turned red, and then purple when he saw his consort looking at the Prince with her lusty eyes. Still, Maximilian Liao's reaction had to be the best..."


The Kell Hound Colonel nodded in agreement. "When he shot from his seat, I thought he was going to launch straight away for his JumpShip. He croaked a couple of times, then clutched his dessert plate to his chest as though it were solid gold! Then he starts shouting at his wife and daughters to gather up the plates because they're military intelligence! 'They show the worlds he means to conquer!' Max bellowed. I hope the Liao defenses are more organized than their leader."


Dan chewed his lower lip. "I think they will be. Did you see Justin's reaction? He just stood there, rock still, and glared at the Prince while all hell broke loose around him. He took absolutely no notice of nobles and Mech Warriors fighting over plates, cake flying everywhere, and the ComStar Acolytes trying to calm things down. Justin raised his champagne glass in that steel hand of his and waited for the Prince to return the salute. When the Prince did so, they both drank and then Justin crushed his glass..."


Morgan narrowed his dark eyes. "Very bad blood there. You may well be right to suggest that Liao's forces will be well-organized if Justin has any say in the matter. I actually think Hanse Davion has more to fear from him than he does from Max Liao."


Dan nodded, then deflected the conversation away from thoughts of his brother. "What is really happening out there, Colonel, if I may ask?"


Morgan half-closed his eyes. "If things are going according to plan, Davion forces have landed—or will soon be landing—on nine different Liao worlds. The initial invasion hits all the worlds on the Tikonov-Sarna border ..."


Dan dredged a map out of his memory. "At the narrow point, choking Tikonov off from the rest of the Capellan Confederation?"


Morgan nodded. "The Federated Suns had their troops gathered up for the Galahad exercises, but launched deep into Liao space. They grossly outnumber and outclass the troops they're going against, but nothing is certain in war." Morgan pressed his lips together into a thin, grim line. "That said, Liao troops would have to fight far better than they have in the past to avoid being overwhelmed."


Dan frowned. "Won't Kurita attack the Federated Suns to help Liao?"


Morgan opened his hands. "Wolf's Dragoons left the Draconis Combine in a hostile fashion. Lots of troops got ripped up in the Galedon Military District, and Wolf's set his people up to hammer any and all comers House Kurita wants to send to him. The war's gotten personal there . . . It's less House Davion versus House Kurita than it is Jaime Wolf versus the Draconis Combine."


The mercenary Captain winced. "The Draconis March is larger than just the Galedon Military District. The Combine could attack down and shut off the Terran corridor."


Morgan shook his head. "No time. Lyran forces hit all along the border. The Combine had been moving troops toward the Galedon District to shore up their defenses, so the attack will catch them with their zubon down. The LCAF slammed Marfik hard and, with any luck, caught Theodore Kurita in their trap. Eliminate the Coordinator's heir, and internal struggles could rip the Combine apart."


"So, what does all this mean for the Kell Hounds? What are we going to do?"


Morgan smiled grimly. "I've sent word to Salome to bring the regiment to Thorin, and Katrina is lending us DropShips and a JumpShip to do it. Then we wait."


Dan shifted uneasily in his chair. He already knew the answer to his question, but he had to hear the answer from Morgan's lips. "Wait for what?"


Morgan Kell looked away, as though seeing far away, down some corridor in time. "We wait for someone to determine which is the Genyosha homeworld, and then we bring the war home to Yorinaga Kurita."
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New Avalon


Cruris March, Federated Suns 


25 September 3028





The air hung heavy in the underground command center known as the Fox's Den. Acrid with the scent of nervous sweat and filled with tension, it defied all attempts of the air conditioning system to do more than swirl into a turgid breeze. Hardly anyone looked up when Prince Hanse Davion appeared in the darkened doorway, while those who did merely nodded, too weary for more. Studying the tired faces, the Prince smiled to himself. Here, now, we are equals, and that familiarity pleases me in this setting. Here I need men and women who will tell me the truth, not courtiers who will falsify reality to gain their own ends.


An orderly handed the Prince a wireless headset. He slipped it onto his head, then adjusted the microphone to hover just at the corner of his mouth. Radio chatter filled the earphone clapped against his right ear, but by lightly touching the back of the ear piece, he cut the volume to little more than a light whisper.


Moving through the darkened command post built deep beneath his palace, the Prince approached the holographic wartable through a crowd of milling bodies. Surrounding the rectangular room and extending down into the massive amphitheatre to his left were giant computer screens that displayed scrolling lines of data or recorded battlefield vids assembled from the 'Mechs fighting light years away.


The Prince saw Quintus Allard hunched over the wartable. The holograph's phosphorescent greens and reds overlaid Quintus's face like a topographical map, etching dark valleys onto the Minister's face.


Quintus looked up as Hanse reached the table's edge. The Minister greeted the Prince with a smile and a nod, then pointed to the battle unfolding on the massive wartable. "It worked, my Prince. Redfield's Renegades landed successfully in the Liao family estate on Liao. It placed them directly behind the Capellan Hussars. The word we have now is that the Hussars have left the world."


Hanse Davion nodded. "Excellent. Liao surprised us by having the Hussars on the world, and we return the favor by having the Renegades pull off a dangerous assault." The Prince tapped two fingers against his chin. "We shall reward Redfield and his people for their effort." Hanse narrowed his eyes. "Have you discovered how the Hussars happened to be on Liao without our knowledge?"


A sour expression washed over Quintus's face. "It turns out a clerk in the Quartermaster Corps had been collecting pay for a halfdozen phantom troopers. He delayed recording the Hussars' shift in station until he could clean up his files, which is why our people didn't spot the move initially. Our agents on Liao knew the Hussars performed exercises there each summer, so they routed their reports via the normal channels. We'd expected the Hussars to end up on Liao, but we thought it would be later. Without the payroll confirmation, we just didn't have them on-planet yet."


Hanse nodded. "They got offworld?"


Quintus nodded. "And they took one battalion from the House LuSann unit and one badly damaged battalion from the Confederation Reserve Cavalry's First Regiment. That unit, for all intents and purposes, is destroyed. The officer corps and command structure is gone."


The Prince touched a glowing stud on the table's edge. The holographic projection changed away from the battles on Liao to a representation of the planet Aldebaran. "Any more trouble here?"


Quintus shook his head. "House Ijori got a company and a half off the world. Since their departure, trouble has dropped to a minimum. The Fourth Guards have a good handle on things, and per your instructions, have opened a number of temporary relief centers for refugees. The Fourth Deneb Light Cavalry has regrouped and is ready for the next wave of strikes."


Quintus typed a short command into a computer console off to his right. "Liao got one battalion of the First Ariana Fusiliers off Algol and one and a half battalions of New Hessen's First Irregulars regiment off New Hessen." He looked up with a grim smile. "Liao's salvaged two weakened regiments from the garrison forces on nine worlds. We've been hurt in a couple of places, but we're still strong. In fact, the units scheduled for participation in the next wave of attacks are virtually intact."


Hanse nodded thoughtfully. "On Algol, did we pick up the prize?"


Quintus nodded. "Half alive, but we have him. He ejected from a damaged 'Mech and headed into the wilderness. Infection almost cost him his leg, and his broken ankle will never heal quite right, but we've got him."


Hanse smiled to himself. Excellent. A son is such an effective tool to use against the father. "No one is to know his true identity. Have him brought here." Accepting Quintus's nod as a reply, Hanse shifted subjects. "Has an evaluation of the close assault company's activity on St. Andre been completed?"


Quintus again typed a command into the computer console, then touched a button on the table's edge. Aldebaran's image faded, to be replaced with a data display. Projected in bold blues and greens, the column indicating the tonnage destroyed by Redburn's company towered over the column representing tonnage lost by the same group.


The Prince smiled broadly. "This is better than expected."


Quintus nodded. "You should remember, my Prince, that the Goliath 'Mech is notorious for its lack of close-in weaponry. The Delta company was fighting a Liao force singularly susceptible to their configuration. That said, the most important thing to remember about the Delta company is how well they fought when they believed Redburn had died."


Quintus shifted the wartable's display. It went from the graphics breakdown to holographic battle footage. "We captured this from one of the Goliaths." Quintus pointed to a Goliath slowly turning after being hammered by a series of LRM explosions. "That's Colonel Cochraine's 'Mech."


Lasers blasted into the 'Mech, scouring the remaining armor from the turret, but failed to stop the war machine. Its turret slowly turned, then focused on a Jenner. Off to the Goliath's right, a Firestarter shot into the sky on silver jets of ion flame, then landed, feet first, on the Goliath's head.


The resulting fusion engine explosion filled the war-room with a blinding white fire. As the light died, the Prince saw the legless torso of the Firestarter whirl up and away from the ruined Goliath. The broken 'Mech spun through the air like a discarded toy, then slammed into the shoulder of another previously damaged Goliath. That assault 'Mech's shoulder collapsed, sending it crashing to the ground, while the Firestarter bounced off and lay face up. It did not move.


Quintus stopped the display, leaving the 'Mechs frozen in the midst of battle. "Redburn suffered a concussion and remained unconscious for the rest of the battle. Leftenant Craon immediately directed his Valkyrie fireteams to keep Goliaths off the Captain's position, then drove the three other lances deeper into the Goliath formation. He even radioed Colonel Stone and told him that the rest of the First Battalion could, quoting now, 'join in any time they wished.' "


That drew a chuckle from the Prince. Stone must have loved to hear that! "Imagine that, Quintus. A unit built from one of my training battalions inviting an academy unit to join them. Mech-Warriors like Craon would never have had a chance if we'd not started that program. Let us hope this kind of thing will help kill criticism of that program."


"Yes, Highness, let us hope." Quintus summoned the data display back to the wartable. "The Delta company is still at full strength. Redburn is fine, and his Firestarter has been replaced with a Centurion captured from Liao forces. It occurred to me that the Delta company could be used for tactical drops similar to the way we used Redfield's Renegades on Liao. I can allocate a DropShip to them if you think it wise."


The Prince nodded. "Do it. It appears that everything is under control. All the preparations for the second wave are proceeding apace?"


Quintus smiled. "We could go early in some cases."


The Prince shook his head slowly. "No, we stick with the plans. I want each wave to land hard—hard enough for Maximilian Liao hear his doom in every step."


Quintus narrowed his eyes. "And the data going to Michael?"


The Prince clapped Quintus on the back. "Focus the spotlight on our weak points, as we've discussed. We don't want to make the Maskirovka's job any easier for them, but we can't have them miss the obvious weaknesses in our strategy. If they do, our plans will not fulfill their potential."


Quintus nodded solemnly. "It will be done as you direct."


"Good." The Prince gave Quintus's shoulder a squeeze, then removed the headset and placed it on the wartable. He strode from the command center, and after giving his eyes a chance to adjust to the hallway's somewhat brighter light, he marched on past the bank of elevators. Turning the corner at the far end of the passage, he nodded to the two CID guards posted beside the entrance to his private elevator. He entered the open carriage, then leaned back against its oak-paneled walls as it silently carried him aloft.


The invasion had gone well, very well. It had, in fact, exceeded his wildest dreams of success. His forces had suffered no major losses and their attacks truly appeared to have been surprises. Liao salvaged even less in the way of troops and materiel than the Prince and his advisors had calculated.


As the elevator slowed, Hanse Davion stood away from the wall, straightened his military style tunic, and composed his face with a smile. The next wave is in place and goes off in October. I hope its harvest will be equally bountiful.


The elevator door opened into the Prince's private apartments. "Hello Melissa . . . Morgan. How are you?"


Melissa, her golden hair framing her face, smiled. She set her teacup and saucer on a white marble table before her, then rose to greet her husband. She slipped her hands into his and kissed him lightly on the lips. Pivoting to her left, she pointed at the holodiscs on the table, then smiled at Morgan. "Your nephew brought me discs of the latest episodes of the New Adventures of Sherlock Holmes holovid series. They've not yet reached the Commonwealth for rebroadcast." Holding his left hand within the folds of her pale blue skirt, Melissa squeezed it a bit more than necessary.


Hanse smiled. "That's very considerate of you, Morgan."


Morgan stood, folding his hands behind his back. "I need to speak with you, Uncle." The look of concern on his face echoed the emotion in his voice. "I did not come here only to bring Melissa those discs, and we both know it. Again, I ask you to let me rejoin my unit."


Hanse slipped his hand from Melissa's and drifted over to a small desk as his wife again took her seat near Morgan. "I cannot, Morgan. You know that." Hanse turned toward his flame-haired nephew. "Your unit is performing successfully—perhaps not as well as it would with you leading your battalion—but I need you here."


Morgan shook his head angrily. "You told me I'm too valuable because I am your heir, but that never prevented me from participating in combat operations before."


Irritation settled over the Prince's face like a thundercloud. "Before was different, Morgan."


"No, Uncle, it was not. Before, I became a rallying point. The Heavy Guards knew you were confident of them because you let them fight with me in their midst." Morgan pointed angrily toward the ceiling, but his gesture encompassed the sky and the universe beyond it. "They knew you knew they'd win because, otherwise, you'd not have sent me out with them. You would never risk losing me."


Hanse shook his head slowly. "I have Ardan Sortek leading them. They can take the same confidence in the fact that I have entrusted my best friend to them."


Morgan snarled. "No, Uncle, it's not the same. Ardan has no blood tie to you. As much as I like him and believe in him as a commander, he is little more than a pawn in this battle." Morgan jabbed a thumb into the middle of his broad chest. "I'm a prize, Uncle, and we both know it. Were I to be captured, Maximilian Liao could use me against my father. He could bargain my father's neutrality in return for my life."


Hanse's head came up. "There. You yourself have given me the perfect reason to keep you here."


Morgan's shoulder slumped forward, pain showing on his face. "No, it's not a good reason. You should have me out there, in the field. It would say to everyone that you know our victory is inevitable."


Hanse's eyes narrowed. "And, if it isn't? What happens if you are killed in battle? Your father will accuse me of having bungled my plans. He'll say that I needlessly thrust you into danger, just to get at him. Instead of fighting Liao, I'll end up fighting him."


Morgan shook his head. "No, Uncle, you don't know him as I do. He would rally to your side if I died. He would commit his troops and crush Liao." Morgan allowed himself a wry smile. "You and I both know that as good as are the troops we've committed to the invasion, we will need the Capellan March forces if we are to succeed."


Hanse raised one eyebrow. Does your facility for planning extend beyond military matters, Morgan? Are you equally insightful and careful when it comes to politics? Hanse's voice sank to the whisper of a boneyard breeze. "If it is as you say, perhaps I should just arrange for a Maskirovka assassin to kill you here on New Avalon. It would galvanize the Capellan March, yet save me the demoralizing effect your death in combat would have on the Heavy Guards ..."


Melissa gasped and Morgan stiffened. Morgan drew himself up to his full height. "All I've ever asked is to serve as you see fit, my Prince. If my death would suit your needs, I only need time to settle my affairs . . ."


Hanse waved off that suggestion with both hands. "No, dammit, I'm not Takashi Kurita and you're not one of his fanatical samurai. Your death will not serve me at all! Your presence, your insight, your support is what I need, and I need it here, on New Avalon." Hanse swallowed hard, then met Morgan's emerald stare unflinchingly.


"Here, Morgan, untouchable on New Avalon, you are the future. Your presence, your life, irritates Maximilian Liao to no end. He knows he cannot defeat my troops. And if by some fluke, he kills me, he knows you, my young lion, are waiting in the wings to take my place."


Hanse smiled confidently. "Furthermore, Morgan, your presence at my side tells our people that this war, though horrid and costly, will be won. Events have not forced me to commit you to battle. I hold you in reserve to be the rallying point that I may need. In this, you have more value than you know."


Morgan broke off his stare, yet Hanse knew that even though he'd won this round, his nephew would return again and again. Each attack will be different, but they will come. That's the heart in you, Morgan, and your loyalty. Stay strong, because I will refuse your request every time. I cannot put you in the field. Hanse glanced at Melissa. I cannot have you in the field until she has given me an heir.


Morgan's head came back up. "I accept what you have said, Uncle, because it makes some sense. If I cannot be with my unit destroying Maximilian Liao's 'Mechs, I might as well contribute to his sleepless nights." Straightening himself, he settled his face into a look of calm acceptance. "I stand ready, my Prince, to fulfill whatever role you choose for me. When the time comes for me to lead troops, I will not shrink from that duty, either. Whatever task you assign me, I promise to carry it out to success."
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Sarna Commonality, Capellan Confederation 


20 October 3028





A green light burned to life on the command console of Captain Andrew Redburn's Centurion. He stabbed it with a long, thick finger, but kept his voice low. "Centurion here, go ahead."


Robert Craon's voice buzzed into Andrew's neurohelmet. "Fox Lance has readings indicating about a dozen Marauders coming down the slot."


Andrew frowned. "Are you sure?"


Craon's tone convinced Andrew that Craon did not doubt the information. "We've measured the time differences between the vibration pickups with different seismic monitors. Factoring in the conductivity of the terrain, the estimate is solid. They're varying their footstep cadence, but the pilots are tired and are getting sloppy. We've got them."


Andrew nodded his head. "Good. Notify the other lances and then prepare to shut the back door. Have Archer and Demon Lances fire off their first volleys after my signal. Take it slow and don't sever your land-line with the lances until battle is joined."


"Roger. Just like we planned it."


Andrew nodded. "And, Robert, do not arm the mines until I give the command."


Craon's voice echoed his reservations from an earlier discussion. "I'm still uneasy about the number of mines we have. I'd have liked more."


Andrew shook his head. The Aragon Borderers were really reluctant to give anything to a "March recruit troop” like ours, but we’ll show them . . . "We make do with what we are given. Orders understood, Leftenant?"


"Roger, sir. Out."


Andrew smiled as he mentally estimated where the enemy 'Mechs had to be. Your raiding days are over, Major Xong.


Andrew punched a button on his command console, bringing his combat computer on line and filling his primary monitor with a display outlining the Centurion's weapons systems. Good. Both the autocannon in the right arm and the LRM launcher in the chest are operational. Andrew glanced at the lower section of the monitor. And the torso mounted medium lasers fore and aft check out as well. Now if I could only get some targeting assist.


Andrew looked out through the Centurion's broad viewing canopy. Beyond it, he saw a warped landscape of reddish brown frozen lava flows and half-melted purple hillsides. Pale yellow vapors twisted from sulphurous geysers, rising through the thick, brown soup, belching out steam in fetid gouts.


Xong knew what he was doing when he brought the remnants of Freemont's Cuirassiers First Battalion into the Hellfire Mountains. The volcanoes and springs make this place too hot for infrared scans to be effective, and the sulphur vapors hamper radar and magscans. Makes targeting all guess and luck.


Andrew moved his Centurion down a hillside toward the narrow valley running between jagged peaks. The mountains had been formed when whole sections of the planet's crust had thrust upward. Waiting for Xong's raiders, Andrew had spent hours studying the broad geological striations that raked the mountains.


Freemont's Cuirassiers had a single battalion defending Hunan when the second wave of the Davion invasion landed the Aragon Borderers on the world. Led by Major Sidney Xong, the Cuirassiers fought a hard series of battles against the Borderers, but could not defeat a whole regiment. Xong finally fled with the unit's survivors into the Hellfire Mountains. Traveling up and down the chain, the raiders struck at targets and harassed the Davion garrison.


Andrew moved into the narrow valley his command had nicknamed the "Slot." Because of you, Major, my men were pulled from R & R to spend a week waiting for you in this hellhole. It's time to get this over and done with. With your people running captured Marauders, I don't expect this to be easy, but we 're prepared for you.


Under normal circumstances, Andrew would have considered the Delta company's mission something close to suicidal. Massing 75 tons, Marauders were powerhouses. Each of the jutting claws on these birdlike 'Mechs packed a PPC and a medium laser. Augmenting that formidable weaponry, the Marauder also had a torso-mounted auto-cannon. Aside from problems with overheating, the Marauder had proved itself as one of the deadliest 'Mechs in the armies of the Successor States.


Intelligence sources estimate your Marauders are all out of autocannon ammo. What's more, the heat in this place makes a Marauder less than effective, and we know your 'Mechs took some damage in the early fighting. I can only hope you've been hurt enough . . .


Down a slight grade from his position, through the swirling mist, Andrew saw the first dark, hunched silhouette drifting toward him. He extended the Centurion's right arm toward it. With the touch of a button on the command console, Andrew flipped open the hatch coverings over the ten LRM launch tubes in his Centurion's chest.


He shifted his scanners over to Starlight. The light amplification system brightened the picture appreciably, giving him a better view of the shuffling, crablike Marauders. Fifty more meters and it's over. Andrew adjusted the joystick in his left hand, dropping a gold crosshairs on the lead 'Mech's low silhouette. Sulphur mist foils computer lock, but the valley there brackets the Marauders. If I miss one, I'll hit another.


The first Marauder pilot stopped short as he saw Andrew's Centurion standing tall in the pass's narrowest point. As the Marauder's right claw moved forward, Andrew punched the combat joystick's button. The Centurion twisted slightly back to the left as the missiles launched themselves on jets of bright yellow fire.


Eight of the missiles corkscrewed through the vapors, exploding against the Marauder's left arm and leg. The blasts shivered armor from each limb, adding yet deeper scars to those already won in battle, but failed to destroy anything vital. The Marauder recoiled with the impact, but Andrew knew well that the action had come from the pilot's reaction to the explosions instead of any problem with the deadly 'Mech.


Like an actor in some ancient holovid western drama, the Marauder raised its right claw to fire the PPC housed there, and Andrew reacted instantly. Almost without conscious thought, he swung the Centurion's right arm into line with his foe. His right hand caressed the autocannon's firing button, triggering a burst even as the enemy's PPC coils glowed blue.


The autocannon's slugs shot down the PPC's muzzle as the awesome weapon gathered energy for its terrible beam. The projectiles shattered the magnetic coils that focused the particle beam, and freed the power vortex in a brilliant azure flare. Fire shot from the Marauder's wrist, peeling back armor and blasting through the titanomagnesium 'Mech bones. A half-second after the explosion's thundershot reached Andrew's Centurion, its violence shaking the massive war machine, the Marauder's claw fell smoking to the ground.


Suddenly, the valley behind the Marauder erupted in a flood of incandescent golds and fiery reds. Missile barrages launched from Delta company's hidden lances arced down into the valley. The missiles shot in at the Liao Marauders like Palosian stingers aiming for bare flesh. Each blast froze the Marauders in a stroboscopic montage of flame and destruction.


Andrew nodded grimly as the Marauder pilots sprang into action. They're good, or they wouldn't have survived this long. They're also tired and—what was the word Craon used? Sloppy.


The Marauders charged up the valley's gravel-strewn slopes to close with their attackers. Their PPCs might not function well at close range, but the medium lasers in their claws certainly did. Because of its sheer size, the Marauder was also fearsome in close combat because it could crush the limbs and head of lighter 'Mechs with one swat of its claw.


The Jenners of Cat and Bullseye Lances moved from cover, giving the Marauders their first glimpse of the enemy. Fighting hard against gravity to rush their massive machines up the slopes, the Marauders did not even attempt to shoot at the lighter 'Mechs. Delta company's pilots, on the other hand, gave the Marauder pilots no slack.


The Jenner's stubby wings locked down toward the Marauders and shot ruby red lances of cohesive light at its enemies. The energy bolts seared deep scars into the Marauders' pockmarked ceramic armor, and steaming bits of it dropped onto the hillsides. One laser shot through a chink in a Marauder's torso armor, half-melting one of the 'Mech's gyrostabilizers and causing the pilot to miss his next step. The Marauder stumbled, then tumbled backward, heels over head down to the valley.


Seeing the Marauders enter what he and his men had deemed the "kill zone," Andrew punched a button on his command console. Opening a tactical channel through to his men, he growled a low order. "Arm the mines now!"


As the leading Marauder planted its ponderous metal foot on the hillside barely ten meters from the crest, a fireball ignited beneath the giant foot, then rose up to consume it. Unbalanced by the explosion, the pilot tried valiantly to steady herself. She pressed the shattered limb into the ground again, but it failed to hold. The Marauder toppled over and triggered another mine that ripped a huge hole in the Mech's torso as it somersaulted down the slope. The 'Mech slid the rest of the way down the hill in a cloud of yellow dust, then lay very still on the valley floor.


Andrew set his radio to broadcast over the full range of frequencies available to Mechs. "It's your choice, Cuirassiers. You're in the middle of a live minefield. My mission is to stop you, but that doesn't mean you all have to die. I'd just as soon save you and my people, but it's a choice only you can make."


After a moment or two of silence, a cultured voice answered his call. "I am Major Xong. You will honor all the Ares Conventions as they pertain to prisoners of war?"


Andrew smiled. "Each and every provision, Major."


"And our 'Mechs?"


Andrew heard the chill in the Major's voice. No one in his command wanted to be Dispossessed, but no one was foolish enough to give enemy troops weapons, or allow them to keep the same. Andrew chewed on his lower lip for a moment, then answered slowly. "Well, Major, as I understand it, your unit is made up of captured Davion Marauders. I doubt the Prince will write you a thank you note for keeping them in good condition, and you won't be able to keep them while you're being processed, but I imagine you could get them back. It all depends on how cooperative you are. That may seem a faint hope right now, but I'd say it's a damn sight better than any other prospect you currently face."


Xong's reply came after a moment's reflection. "Your logic, like your trap, seems inescapable. Before I make a final decision, I would know your name and that of your unit."


Andrew grinned. "I'm Captain Andrew Redburn and this is Delta company."


"Ah, Redburn. You and your people took Cochraine's Goliaths. This makes my choice easier. If you would be so kind, Captain, I would like to offer the surrender of Freemont's Cuirassiers, First Battalion, Kuo Company."


Redburn nodded solemnly. "Welcome to peacetime, Major."


Andrew watched as the last of Xong's Mech Warriors boarded the airskimmer sent out by the Aragon Borderers. Thank God the Major was reasonable. It could have gotten nasty otherwise.


Robert Craon's voice buzzed into his neurohelmet. "Why didn't you tell him, Captain?"


Andrew shrugged even though Craon could not see. "No reason. He made an honorable and intelligent choice. I can respect that—he chose the life of his people over honor. I can't see the value in pointing out that we fooled him, can you?"


Craon's voice, drained of mischievous enthusiasm, answered slowly. "I guess not, sir."


"Good, Robert. Remember that." Andrew chuckled evilly. "And, Leftenant, would you be so kind as to stick around and supervise the Borderers' sappers when they come out to recover those other four mines. Waste not, want not. . ."
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ComStar First Circuit Compound 


Hilton Head Island, North America, Terra 


15 November 3028





Myndo Waterly took pleasure in the way Primus Julian Tiepolo grimaced as she made her motion. She also noted the shocked look on Precentor Tharkad's face and the sour look stealing over the Precentor of New Avalon's features. No allies here, but no serious competition, either. She shot a covert glance at Villius Tejh's closed face. Is Precentor Sian with me or not?


The Primus folded his hands into the broad sleeves of his tan robe. "You have heard the motion made by Precentor Dieron. She moves that we place House Davion, its allies, vassals, and agents under a complete and total Interdiction." The Primus's head came up like a vulture scanning the area where it has been feeding on a carcass. "Precentor Tharkad."


Ulthan Everson balled his fists. "Primus, fellow Precentors, this motion is clearly without basis in fact. We have no reason to cut off House Davion. They have done nothing against ComStar directly that would justify our interdicting services to them. I would also add that doing so would destroy our ability to listen in on Davion's orders and plans."


Myndo laughed aloud. "Forgive me Primus, but Precentor Tharkad's logic is grossly flawed. He argues that we should not strangle the wolf at our door because then we would no longer be able to locate him by his howls. What good is it to monitor Davion's messages piecemeal when his intent is so clearly obvious? He means to conquer the whole of the Successor States!"


Julian Tiepolo shook his head. "That is clear and utter nonsense, Precentor Dieron. He has neither the resources nor the mandate to carry on a sustained war of that sort."


Myndo lifted her head, which flashed with gold highlights. "Oh, and I am to believe your predictions, Primus? Not six years ago, did you not tell me, in your private audience chamber, while Hanse Davion and Katrina Steiner signed their treaty, that we would see no change in the Davion-Liao border in our lifetimes?" Myndo pointed to the holographic projection of the Capellan Confederation on the room's rear wall. "Davion's first wave severed Tikonov from the Confederation's body, and his second strike enlarged the cut. As a fortuneteller, Primus, you lack true sight."


Precentor Sian nodded to Myndo with respect, but opposed her with his remarks. "It may well be true that the Primus misjudged the Fox, but I feel you now misjudge the situation. If we pass your motion, information will no longer flow from Michael Hasek-Davion to the Maskirovka. This would place House Liao in very great difficulties."


Myndo frowned at him. "Duke Michael's information has hardly helped them so far. Better yet, my bill would prevent Alexi Malenkov from sending more information out about Liao's operations to his superiors in Davion's Ministry of Intelligence, Information, and Operations. How is it that months ago, when I thought we should have voted interdiction to punish House Liao, you said it would lead to Liao's military collapse, but you do not see the same thing happening now?"


Huthrin Vandel, Precentor of New Avalon, smiled like a crocodile. "Had you, Precentor Dieron, spent as much time as Precentor Sian and I pouring over the communications going to and from New Avalon to the troops, you would realize that very few orders are going out." Vandel smiled and smoothed back his greasy black hair with his right hand. "Apparently Prince Hanse realizes how costly the war could become in terms of ComStar fees, and he has issued orders that went out physically to all of his commands. Indeed, only Hanse's small circle of advisors knew for certain that he would actually send his troops into the Confederation. The invasion, once it started, was virtually self-contained. Such things had worked during the previous two Galahad exercises. Now it's for real."


Precentor Tharkad gave Myndo no time to reply. "You still have not stated why we should interdict House Davion. Forget that we have no substantive reason to oppose the Fox. What has he done that prompts you to ask so urgently for interdiction?"


Are you blind, or just too stupid to see? Myndo pointed at the map again. "Hanse Davion will conquer the Tikonov Commonality and add it to his Federated Suns. Once he controls its industrial worlds such as New Hessen, Aldebaran, and Tikonov, Davion will emerge as the most powerful of the five Successor Lords."


Myndo shook her head, her golden curls tumbling over the shoulders of her red robe. "Your own Lyran Commonwealth has been tricked into attacking the Draconis Combine. The war has stalemated there—with some gains for the Commonwealth, granted—but it serves only to drain resources from both states."


Vandel chuckled, and Precentor Tharkad indicated with a nod that he might speak. "Methinks the lady doth protest too much. You could not be upset that the Draconis Combine was blooded, could you?"


Myndo's nostrils flared. "You arrogant, insolent idiot! Were I only upset about a nation getting bloodied in this battle, I'd not be here. I would have resigned my position and would be helping with the war effort. But, you're wrong. Nationalism has nothing to do with this. You should remember that you belong to ComStar, not to the Davion court. The success of the Federated Suns is not our success. It is our doom!"


"How is it that, Precentor Dieron?" The Primus's question cut off any reply that Precentor New Avalon may have intended. "The Word of Blake predicts just these sorts of wars. The Combine fights on both fronts, as does the Federated Suns. The Lyran Commonwealth has hit the Combine and even struck at a couple of House Marik worlds." The Primus shrugged slightly. "House Marik, thanks to Davion's insurgents, still fights within itself, but this is not in opposition to the Word of Blake. Blake says that through such wars and destruction as this, ComStar will be able to fulfill its mission."


Myndo nodded wearily. "I know that, Primus, and I daresay that I understand the Word of Blake more deeply than any of my fellows in this room, with the possible exception of you. Yes, the Blessed Blake spoke of the wars that would fragment mankind. The key concept is fragment. I see no fragmentation occurring because of Davion's war."


Precentor Sian shook his head. "Precentor Dieron, I fear that it is the boldness of the Prince's plan and its initial success that daunt you. Consider, if you will, that this war is only into its fourth month. The logistics were planned very well for its start, but no one could plan against each and every eventuality that would crop up in the plan. Davion's troops are already on a tether, and it grows shorter each day."


Myndo narrowed her eyes. "He's winning the war, dammit. If there is a tether, I see no evidence of the slack being taken up. I see Hanse Davion spitting on Maximilian Liao's grave."


Villius Tejh did not let her protest slow him down in the least. "The Davion forces have recovered some supplies, but those were stores meant to sustain battalions, not Regimental Combat Teams. Those stores do nothing to replenish the quantity of materials Davion is spending in this operation. The tether, then, is Davion's line of supply. I am certain that as soon as they can sort out the reports flooding in from the fronts, Liao's crisis team will hit on that fact, and then will deal with it."


Precentor New Avalon nodded in agreement. "I would also point out to Precentor Dieron, in an effort to calm her anxieties, that no Capellan March troops have been committed to this invasion. Without Duke Michael's support, there is no way possible that Hanse Davion can conquer the whole of the Capellan Confederation. Likewise, because of Michael's lust for the throne, Hanse cannot afford to weaken the Crucis March too much—and the invasion involves Crucis March troops almost exclusively— for this would give Duke Michael a chance to stage a revolt and depose Hanse Davion."


Myndo pointed to the crescent of worlds carved from the Capellan Confederation. "Hanse's troops are all far from home. Why doesn't Michael strike now?"


"Why should he strike while Hanse is weakening both himself and Liao?" the Primus said, with a knowing smile. "Michael is merely waiting for his two enemies to bleed themselves dry, then he will step in and finish off both of them." The Primus narrowed his eyes. "Of course, his son Morgan will oppose his father's conquest of the Federated Suns. This will split the Capellan March between father and son, weakening the Federated Suns yet further."


"Things run similarly in the Commonwealth and the Combine," Precentor Tharkad put in. "Theodore Kurita has rallied his Vegan Legions—at least two of his regiments anyway—to lead a vigorous defense against Commonwealth troops. He will be seen as a strong leader, which will help divide the Combine into two factions, pitting father against son. Wolf's Dragoons are fighting a vendetta out in the Galedon District. I would suppose that if the Combine becomes substantially weaker, then the Rasalhague district will again attempt to secede." The Precentor paused for effect. "And Duke Aldo Lestrade will undoubtedly proclaim the Isle of Skye's independence whenever House Kurita lands troops within his holding."


Myndo clapped her hands mechanically. "Bravo, gentlemen. Your analysis is brilliant. You prophesy, most convincingly, that the entropy predicted by the Word of Blake is accelerating. You speak of decay as if we were already watching it. But I, fellow Precentors, do not see it. You peer into the future and act upon what you think you see. Yet I do not share your view.


"As told in the old Terran tale, someone must say that the Emperor has no clothes! You tell me of civil wars in all the Houses, yet I only see House Davion moving like an agroreaper through the Capellan Confederation. If we do not act to stem the tide now, when will we act? What will be too much?"


Primus Julian Tiepolo looked over at Precentor Sian. "In your estimation, when will the situation stabilize itself?"


Villius Tejh pressed his lips together in a flat line as he considered the question. "I calculate that Davion will have exhausted his supplies by the start of the new year. He will, no doubt, reinforce the worlds he has taken, but I cannot see him extending himself in more than one or two more waves, taking perhaps another dozen worlds total."


Precentor Sian hesitated, then continued at a gesture from the Primus. "I should add that if Colonel Ridzik survives the siege of Tikonov and manages to drive out the Davion forces, he may attempt to declare the Commonality independent. In that event, I would heartily recommend extending our influence and aid to ensure his success."


The Primus looked at Huthrin Vandel. "Does Precentor Sian's assessment coincide with yours, Precentor New Avalon?"


Vandel nodded solemnly. "Yes, Primus, I believe we will see two more waves, then a cessation of hostilities. Davion will have enough worlds with which to reward his mercenaries. Anything more than that and the mere effort of garrisoning the worlds will become more than he can handle."


Vandel nodded to Precentor Sian. "In addition, Primus, I would voice my support for Precentor Sian's recommendation that we welcome an independent Tikonov."


Myndo growled with irritation. "Again you avoid my question. How much is too much? When do we act?"


Vandel grinned cruelly. "If Davion's forces get as far as Sarna, that is when we make our move."


Fury flashed through Myndo's eyes as she watched the other Precentors react to Vandel's suggestion. I ask for a serious discussion and I get nonsense. Vandel knows, given what was said, that Sarna is utterly out of reach. Still, they have given me something. "Very well, Primus, I amend my motion as follows: ComStar will place House Davion, its allies, vassals, and agents under a complete and total Interdiction when House Davion troops attack Sarna."


Myndo smiled as each Precentor nodded silently in agreement with the motion. Now that it has passed, all I have to do is somehow prompt Hanse Davion to strike at Sarna and so trigger the fall of his empire. She looked around at her fellow Precentors. With only these fools to oppose me, there is no doubt: Blake's will be done!
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Sian


Sian Commonality, Capellan Confederation 


21 December 3028





Justin Xiang shut his eyes, deeply fatigued from a job whose demands never seemed to give him a moment's respite. I've not had more than six hours sleep in any one stretch since the Davion invasion began. And that was on the trip back to Sian— after spending twelve hours analyzing dishes for their "secret messages." He looked up at Tsen Shang and read the same physical and emotional exhaustion in his aide's brown eyes.


Between them sat a glowing holographic projection of the Capellan Confederation's holdings. What had begun as a chop across Tikonov's throat had widened on both sides. Half the Tikonov Commonality had been either conquered or was currently besieged by Davion forces. All the loyal worlds glowed with a savage green light, while the worlds taken in each successful wave of Davion assault burned in ever deepening shades of blue.


Tsen Shang pointed at the cerulean light that represented Tikonov. "Your estimates of Davion actions check out, Citizen. The Crucis Lancer Regimental Combat Teams have spread out and hit six targets in the third wave. On Menker and Achernar, they face nothing but militia ..."


"Great. Just great." Justin forced a weak smile. "I suppose we can console ourselves that they will capture no supplies."


Shang shrugged. "Face it. They won't expend any either." He pointed a long-nailed finger at the verdant world called Tigress. "House Hiritsu might do some damage, but that world's lost. Davion tossed two RCTs at it."


Justin massaged his right temple. "As I see it, even with this latest wave, we've still got one shot at stopping the Federated Suns. As you've suggested all along, all we have to do is hit the staging bases. If we can capture—or at least destroy—the Davion supply bases, it'll cut off support. We'll not be able to turn around and force the troops out, but we'll get the time we need to recover."


Shang sighed loudly enough to fill the small, dark chamber with the sound of his frustration. "But how do we get the Chancellor to listen? You heard him last time I broached the subject of sending out strike forces. 'We must crush the invader here, Citizen Shang. We must feed their flesh to our worlds so that what the enemy has made barren will flourish again.' He's obsessed with his dream of being the new Star League's First Lord—so much that he can't see his realm collapsing around his ears."


Tsen looked away. "I've even tried to get Romano to speak to him on behalf of my plan, but ever since the First Kearny Highlanders took off from Highspire, she's been in a nasty frame of mind."


"She should have known the First Kearny would head out as soon as they got the news about the Second Kearny getting hit on Jonathan. All the Northwind Highlander regiments feel a kinship with each other. I suspect it's only Pavel Ridzik's presence on Elgin that keeps McCormack's Fusiliers from running off to avenge Marion's Highlanders."


Shang nodded. "Well, they were wiped out without a trace. The Third Davion Guards RCT is nasty."


Justin backed away from the table and slumped down at the hase of the cool, sound-baffling black tiles. He pulled his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around them. "I guess we'll have to beard the Diablo in his den. You said Michael's latest information packet contained data that confirmed your earlier guesses?"


"I'm a bit uneasy about trusting the data. Michael did tell us what the troop assignments were for Galahad '28, but he didn't know the assignments were changed via sealed orders sent out from New Avalon. How much can we trust him or his information?"


Justin chewed his lower lip before replying, and when he did, liis voice sounded more tired than ever. "Well, we've had a couple of hints that he's undervaluing his own troop strengths, but those fictions are easy enough to correct. I don't trust him as far us I could throw the Chancellor's throne. Yet, Michael's not attacked us, despite having the resources to do so. He's keeping up his end of the bargain."


Shang, leaning heavily on the wartable, nodded with resignation. "True enough. Davion's maintained a two-month per wave schedule. The troop movements show something of a regular schedule for resupply, but most of the supplies go out in preparation for the next wave. This fourth wave, we both agree, should head out in early February."


"And that means Davion's larders will have to be full by the middle of January," Justin reflected. "And his storehouses are well behind his lines. That means that, in his arrogance, Hanse Davion believes them to be beyond our reach."


The conversation between the two Maskirovka analysts died as the room's only door whisked silently into the ceiling. A shaft of yellow light poured around the slump-shouldered silhouette of Maximilian Liao. A spear of lights fragmented into rainbow shards, reflected from a holodisc. Liao looked up as Justin rose from the floor, then nodded. "Good. You're both here. Citizen Shang," he said, extending the disk toward Shang. "View this!"


Justin stiffened as he heard the fury in the Chancellor's voice. "What is it, Excellency?"


Liao waited for the chamber door to slide down into place before growling a reply. "That idiot! He issued me an ultimatum. Do this or else! How dare he?"


Shang fed the holodisc into the wartable's port, then moved back as the political map dissolved into the head and shoulders of Colonel Pavel Ridzik. The room's hidden speakers flooded the room with the gentle yet firm tones of Ridzik's voice. Justin nodded. This man has the voice and manner appropriate to a leader of men.


"Chancellor Liao, I beseech you to listen to my plea. Tikonov has fallen, and with it go the hopes of the Tikonov Commonality. My people have not yet lost heart, and they believe in the ultimate victory of the Capellan Confederation. Now and forever, they wish to remain in union with Sian."


Ridzik's head came up and his eyes flashed with fire. He stroked his red beard, then narrowed his eyes. "The majority of this message is data outlining a campaign I ask permission to undertake. My sources point to a weakness in the Davion defenses of Tikonov, Menkar, and Jonathan. Davion forces have not solidified their hold on those worlds, but already these troops are treating their conquests as docile members of the Federated Suns."


Ridzik bowed his head almost deeply enough to be respectful. "I require that my own unit, Stapleton's Iron Hand—all three battalions—be transported up within striking range of Tikonov. I have included a list of stars that will take advantage of the Jump-Ships allocated to the Chancellor's command circuit for access to Terra. In addition, I will require the units that retreated to our worlds of Hamal, Woodstock, and Bharat. With these forces, I will retake Tikonov and begin the counteroffensive we so desperately need."


Ridzik's image smiled. "I know this plan will succeed. I urge you to accept it and order it. If you do not, I cannot say how long I can maintain my hold on Tikonov. As always, Chancellor, I am at your service."


His head exploded into a stream of alpha numeric data that the computer immediately translated into a new political map with symbols for military units moving about. Shang and Justin both studied it intently, the latter drifting in closer like a sailor entranced by a siren's song.


Justin nodded slowly as the plan unfolded before his eyes. It could work. It's daring enough, but it strips troops from the rest of the Tikonov Commonality. A dangerous gamble, but as they say in chess, it takes strong moves to counter a strong player.


Maximilian Liao stared at the plan, then spat in disgust. "His plan ... it is flawed, isn't it?"


Justin shot a quick glance at Shang, then nodded. "It works, but it's based on some suppositions we have no way to evaluate."


Liao raised his head. "For example?"


Shang smiled. "The Colonel cites his own intelligence sources as telling him the Eighth Crucis Lancers RCT is the only force garrisoning Tikonov." Shang pointed at a bound transcript of Michael Hasek-Davion's latest troop information. "Duke Michael's information differs with that. It is true that the Eighth Crucis Lancers RCT is the only complete force on the planet, but Duke Michael points out that the other seven Lancer RCTs left considerable amounts of infantry, armor, and aerofighters behind to help hold the world."


Justin nodded, then pointed his metal hand at the world of Teng. The planet glowed a haunting green down in the St. Ives Commonality peninsula. "The Colonel wants his own personal command transferred up to help take Tikonov. Aside from that being a logistical nightmare, under the best of circumstances, it is impossible right now. Virtually all the JumpShips have been stripped from the St. Ives Commonality to facilitate troop movements elsewhere. In fact, most of the remaining ships are set up in the command circuit you established for Duke Michael to visit Sian."


Maximilian Liao slowly folded his arms across his chest. "I sense Ridzik's personal thirst for power as a driving force behind this plan of his," he said, his expression darkening as he stared at the map.


Shang glanced over at Justin and the former Federated Suns MechWarrior nodded. Shang cleared his voice. "Celestial Wisdom, analysis of Duke Michael's data has pointed out a weakness in the Davion assaults that we might be able to exploit."


Liao did not move, and barely breathed for a moment, then looked at Shang with hungry tiger eyes. "What? What did you say?"


Shang punched two buttons on the wartable. Ridzik's map vanished, to be replaced by an almost identical one. "Duke Michael's troop strength and location report reveals the central weakness in the Davion plan."


Liao raised an eyebrow. "Yes, Citizen Shang?"


Shang smiled weakly. "We know the purpose of modern warfare is to destroy the enemy's capability to wage war. This can be done in two ways. The first is to destroy the enemy troops."


The Chancellor frowned. "This I know only too well, Shang. The Fox has aptly pointed this out to me."


"Forgive me, sire. I meant no disrespect." Shang hit a stud on the wartable's edge. Six worlds in the Federated Suns burned with a golden light. "Davion's supplies all run through these six worlds. We know, because of the schedule of advances and by what we know his forces captured, that the Davion war machine is not living off the land. His conquests have not won him the supplies he needs to continue his war."


Justin saw frustration and anger ripple through the Chancellor's slender frame. Justin lifted his metal hand to forestall an outburst. "Highness, Citizen Shang has hit upon a way to hurt Davion's advance and resupply our forces with the 'Mechs and parts they need to finally throw the invaders back out of the Confederation."


Shang nodded his thanks to Justin, then continued his explanation. "Kawich, Nopah, Basal, New Aragon, Algot, and Halloran V are Davion's storehouses. Using the troops we've evacuated from the worlds Davion has taken, we can hit his supply depots. We'll deprive his troops of the supplies they so sorely need and we'll replenish our own dwindling cache of weapons and 'Mechs."


As Shang began to describe the operation world by world, Justin picked up his notebook from the wartable's edge and began to copy down, in detail, the proposed series of strikes. The Chancellor glanced at him, then nodded. Shang watched Justin to make sure he got each point before continuing.


Shang smiled carefully. "Because we know, Celestial Paragon, that Davion's forces are solidifying their grasp on the worlds they have just hit, we know that no new wave will come until February. Davion has taken many worlds, but he's had to garrison each one. For this reason, supplies have to be stretched to their practical limits."


Shang pointed to the planet Halloran V. "This is the attack that will have the fewest forces. We can only send the one surviving company of Freemont's Cuirassiers, but the Duke's information indicates that the world lacks anything in the way of a garrison. Kawich gets the equivalent of four battalions, New Aragon gets a reinforced regiment built from what's left of the Chesterton Voltigeurs, and Nopah will be hit with two full regiments, including your own Second Capellan Hussars Regiment." As he spoke, the computer focused on each world, then unfolded a small chart listing all the forces assigned to the assault.


The Chancellor nodded slowly. "An interesting plan, Citizen Shang." A smile had crept onto Liao's face. "Do you concur, Citizen Xiang?"


Justin looked up from his notes, then turned to a new blank page. "I believe the whole campaign has been meticulously planned. I am in favor of it. . ." Justin's voice trailed off, drawing the Chancellor's attention to him.


"What is it, Citizen? I hear hesitation in your voice."


Justin smiled and pointed to a world a bit deeper in the Federated Suns. "Axton. McCarron's Armored Cavalry hit it four years ago when, at your direction, that mercenary unit raided throughout the Capellan March. Davion put lots of money into rebuilding the mines McCarron's people destroyed, but the cost of reconstructing them is out of line with what we estimate the projects should have cost."


The Chancellor's head came up. "Implication?"


Shang smiled. "It's Justin's Grail, Celestial Worship. Justin has been working to track down the location of a secret NAIS 'Mech research facility. He's heard rumors that it has created some very powerful 'Mechs."


Justin nodded as the Chancellor looked at him. "I've eliminated four of the six candidates I had for the world containing the research facility. I need a force to raid Axton to discover if it has the base on it. If it does, we can capture some of the new 'Mechs, or whatever it is that makes them so powerful, then use Davion's own technical efforts against him."


Justin looked at the world labeled Axton. "Axton is the logical target for us to hit. The Fourth Tau Ceti Rangers retreated its First Battalion to Highspire. From there, they can hit Axton easily. Either we get the technology, or we find out where it really is." Justin smiled, remembering that Candace had Axton as one of her plates at the wedding. It had to be a sign.


Maximilian Liao nodded carefully. "Your plans are ambitious, but based on more solid and convincing data and reasoning than those advanced by Ridzik. Let us proceed with them."


Tsen Shang held up one hand. "Wait. There are a couple of other angles we must consider." He pointed at the thin finger of Davion worlds running between the Tikonov Commonality and the Draconis Combine's Dieron Military District. "The Combine is fighting tooth and nail against Wolf's Dragoons in the Galedon Military District, but that's a strictly personal fight. General Cherenkoff is content to let Theodore Kurita stabilize the Steiner border, but he does nothing with the troops in his own Al Na'ir prefecture. If he could be persuaded to slash down into the Terran corridor, it would force Davion to pull troops back, troops he might be gathering for the fourth wave. Were this attack to come in ten days, it would allow Davion to react, giving us the breathing room we need for our operation to take place."


Liao nodded. "I see that. I will communicate with Takashi Kurita immediately. A number of systems will be his for the taking." He smiled easily. "Consider the attacks done."


Suddenly the Chancellor stiffened. "I should have seen it before," he said, turning back toward the wartable. "I know what Pavel Ridzik meant to do. Yes ... it is so clear." The Chancellor smiled coldly, then looked from one analyst to the other. "As clear as crystal."


Justin shuddered inwardly. He feels inspired. What madness can he be concocting now?


The Chancellor pointed to Justin's notebook. "You will order your assault, timed to take full advantage of the Combine's attack on the Terran corridor. Call it Operation Riposte. Include your attack on Axton. We will strangle Prince Davion with his own supplies and research. Lastly," Liao said with a cruel smile, "we will eliminate the most dangerous threat to the Capellan Confederation."


Justin frowned in puzzlement and Tsen Shang looked equally confused. The Chancellor, lost in his revelation, paid no notice to either one of them. "He wanted his own troops so that he could recapture Tikonov, then declare the whole Commonality an independent nation-state. He would have all the troops in Tikonov with him for the assault, then he'd turn and march on Sian. He'd strike a deal with Davion, much as I have with Duke Michael. He believes he can replace me!"


Liao's voice dropped to a hissed whisper. "The Fox has learned well from my example, but not well enough. Ridzik's plan has forewarned me of the coming treachery and betrayal. I will not have it." He looked over at Justin. "Write it down so that it may be recorded for all posterity. On this day, I, Maximilian Liao, order the death of Colonel Pavel Ridzik for the act of treason he plans to commit."


Chuckling to himself, the Chancellor spun on his heel, then strode out of the room. The door slid down behind him, abruptly cutting off his laughter.


"Either he's a genius," said Shang, "or he's totally mad."


Justin shrugged. "Your guess is as good as mine. Fifty-fifty chance he's right about Ridzik. After all, we do know Ridzik has betrayed the Chancellor in bed. Who's to say the Colonel doesn't want a clear claim to the Chancellor's wife?"


Shang nodded. "Well, we've got our work cut out for us." He sighed. "Writing the orders for these attacks is going to take all night."


Justin tapped the notebook. "Do you want my notes?"


Shang touched a finger to his right temple. "Got it up here. You write up the orders for the Axton strike and I'll holler if I need help with the rest. It's my plan, after all, so I'll do the work."


Closing his notebook, Justin smiled. "Hoped you'd feel that way."


Justin looked up from behind his desk as Alexi Malenkov entered the office. "What are you doing up? Didn't we work you hard enough earlier?"


Alexi glanced at his chronometer, then frowned. "Hell, Justin, it's not even midnight. The last three months have been so bad that I can never get to sleep until dawn. Besides, until Duke Michael transmits some new data, and with you and Tsen sequestered away in the map chamber, I actually get to take it easy."


Justin extended his right arm and stretched it. "You must lead a good life, Alexi, because there certainly is no rest for the wicked."


The tall analyst laughed. "Maybe I can change my image." He nodded toward the notebook, then looked at the computer console. "Got anything you need me to do?"


Justin hesitated for half a second, then smiled. "Sure." He tore one page from the notebook, then handed the book to Alexi. "I've got orders to write it all up, but the rest of these notes need to be transcribed." Justin held up his metal hand. "This thing reduces me to hunting and pecking, and so my typing speed is horrid. Just enter the notes as is and transfer the files to my section. Destroy the notes and make no copies."


Alexi nodded. "Standard operating procedure. Roger, Citizen boss. Code word?"


"The first thing goes under Operation Riposte." Justin thought for a moment. "The other thing you have there should be code-worded: Judas Retribution."


Alexi raised an eyebrow. "Sounds nasty."


Justin shrugged. "Triage. Like amputating a limb before the infection in it can kill the whole body. After you're done, give me a readout on all the Maskirovka termination technicians we have in Tikonov, preferably on Elgin and preferably an attractive female."


Alexi bowed from the waist. "Your wish is my command. Should have everything for you within the hour."


"Good, Alexi. Good." Justin smiled despite his weariness. "If all goes as planned, Hanse Davion will have some big surprises to start off his new year." He leaned back in his chair as Alexi left the room. Operation Riposte and the death of a traitor. How fitting that thus ends the year of the Rat. . .
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Northwind


Draconis March, Federated Suns 


11 January 3029





Akira Brahe, sweat pouring down his face, dropped the scarlet targeting crosshair for his Orion's, autocannon onto the Phoenix Hawk's outline. "Kaji-3, break right!" He punched the fire button, filling the cockpit with the high-speed whine of the autocannon's firing. A new wave of heat washed over him, but he kept the crosshairs locked onto his target.


The autocannon salvo blasted into the Phoenix Hawk's right arm. The line of impacts raced up the limb, blasting the last few shards of tattered armor from the 'Mech. The heavy slugs dug up into the 'Mech's armpit, and snapped the limb off at the shoulder amid a shower of sparks. Awkwardly stumbling backward, the pilot fought vainly to rebalance his 'Mech.


Jiro Thorvald, Kaji-3, had turned his Marauder in accordance with Akira's order. His right claw spat out an azure whip of man-made lightning from the PPC. The energy beam lashed armor from the stricken Phoenix Hawk's chest, utterly obliterating the Team Banzai insignia on its right breast.


Akira shivered despite the heat as he watched the colossal Phoenix Hawk totter, then fall to its back. These mercenaries, the Blue Blazer Battalion of Team Banzai, fight as if possessed. I once thought mercenaries had no honor, no sense of duty to anyone but themselves. Morgan Kell and Jaime Wolf first made me question that idea, and now these Blue Blazers oppose us even though they cannot win. And they fight to allow other mercenaries to escape.


Chu-i Per Andersen, leader of Korasu lance, called to Akira on the radio. "Ichi sector is clear, Chu-sa. We've driven the Blue Blazers back. Do we pursue?"


Akira watched the Phoenix Hawk's pilot punch out before he answered. The 'Mech's faceplate blew up, and the pilot's command chair clipped it while blasting free of the downed 'Mech. The pilot's chair spun off crazily before the guidance rockets ignited, stabilizing its flight. The pilot drifted down into the courtyard of a ruined, fire-blackened building, and support infantry lent to the Genyosha by the Fifth Sword of Light regiment swarmed all over it like ticks on a dog.


"Negative, Korasu-i. Break off the engagement." Akira took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. "We are not here to fight Team Banzai. We blunted this incursion as a courtesy to General Conti. We couldn't stand back while the Blue Blazers overran the Fifth Sword of Light's headquarters, could we?"


Andersen's voice echoed back much of the frustration that had underscored Akira's words. "Hai, Chu-sa Brahe Akira-sama. Wakarimas."


Akira pressed his lips together into a grim line. We have suffered gross indignities in this campaign. The 5th Sword of Light and the 36th Dieron Regulars treat us as though we were mercenaries. They resent us because the Coordinator has blessed us. And the Internal Security Force Liaison . . . Anger flashed through Akira. He seeks to exert control over the Genyosha just because we are exempted from ISF supervision. He cannot question our loyalty to the Dragon, yet he strives to lord his power over us. We should never have come here in the first place.


Akira keyed his microphone. "Did you copy that transmission, Denko-M"


"Hai, Chu-sa, in fact and sentiment," Chu-i Jack Seaborg answered in a gravelly voice. "Our sector is clear as well. It appears the mercenaries are withdrawing to the Rockspire Mountains."


Akira nodded. "Hai, Seaborgton. Let's pull all three lances back to the firebase perimeter."


Akira glanced back at where the Blue Blazer pilot had gone down. He winced as he saw the mercenary being buffeted by cuffs and blows from the infantrymen. One, a Chu-i by the look of his uniform, brandished a katana and screamed at the mercenary. The mercenary, clutching his broken right arm to his stomach, stumbled along as best he could.


Akira moved his Orion forward, keying the external speakers. "He! Have you no respect for an enemy who has fought valiantly?"


The Chu-i turned slowly and brandished his sword at the BattleMech. Even without the enhanced vision afforded him by the 'Mech, Akira could easily read the contempt on the man's face. In a high-pitched voice that reminded Akira of a yapping dog, the man yelled, "Who are you to question me? I am Chu-i Sakai Iemasa. Generation after generation of my family has fought for the Dragon . . ."


Akira cut him off with a harsh laugh. "Beware, Chu-i Sakai Iemasa, for the Dragon's blood runs in my veins. You phrase your protest like an invitation to battle." Akira's cruel chuckle echoed off the surrounding ruins. "I do not believe you wish to challenge me here and now, do you?" Akira swung the 'Mech's left arm into line with the Lieutenant to punctuate his question.


The infantry Chu-i paled as he stared down the barrel of a laser that produced a beam larger than his own head. The Blue Blazer looked up at the Orion's cockpit, and despite the pain of his broken arm, managed to nod his thanks to Akira.


Chu-sa Narimasa Asano's voice crackled through the speakers in Akira's neurohelmet. "Chu-sa Brahe, report please."


Akira punched a button on the command console. Narimasa's open face filled the auxiliary monitor. "Our sectors are clear. The Blue Blazers have been driven back." Akira hesitated because of the frown slowly spreading over Narimasa's face. Someone's pushing him to do something . . . "Do you have orders?"


Narimasa nodded. "Hai. Tai-sa Kurita requests your presence. Please pull your company back toward our encampment."


" Wakarimas,” Akira said, then he keyed Andersen. "Per, head Korasu and Denko Lances back to the encampment." Switching over to the frequency he'd programmed in for private conversations with his own lance, he sent a broadcast out to all three of Kaji Lance's MechWarriors. "I need you to drop back to the encampment, but I want you to guide this captured MechWarrior to the holding compound first. Make sure the foot soldiers don't hurt him any more. Step on some toes if needed."


Jiro Thorvald answered for his lancemates. "Hai, Chu-sa, with pleasure."


Akira smiled. "Good. I will see you back at the encampment."





* * *





An orderly ushered Akira into General Conti's headquarters building with the respect and concern of a maglevtrain conductor shoving one more patron into an overstuffed car. Akira straightened the knot on the sash holding his dark blue silken robe closed. As the orderly closed the door behind him, Akira surveyed the small, white-washed room.


To his left, Akira saw his father flanked by Chu-sa Narimasa Asano, Chu-sa Saladin Bey, and Sho-sa Tarukito Niiro. Across from them, leaning against one of the thick wooden pillars supporting the ceiling, was Hassan Faud, the 5th Sword of Light's top ISF officer. Tall and dark, he strongly resembled Saladin Bey, but the Genyosha MechWarrior had the leanness appropriate for a warrior true to the spirit of bushido. Faud, on the other hand, was beginning to show the paunch associated with easy living and the squint of one who constantly searched for treason that probably does not exist.


Akira bowed fully to the man behind the wooden desk in front of him. "Konnichi wa, Tai-sho Conti."


Short, wiry, and dark-haired, the General snapped a bow in Akira's direction, revealing his impatience and frustration. I know the Tai-sho is a man of action, hence his irritation at being trapped here in his office. Akira saw the tactical map affixed to the wall in the corner. It looks as though the 5th Sword and the 36th Dieron Regulars have driven the stragglers back into the Rockspire Mountains. He wants to be there for the kill.


Palmer Conti cleared his voice. "You have been brought here, Chu-sa Brahe, because of a dispute between the Genyosha and the ISF. Orders have come down from the Dragon, but Tai-sa Kurita refused to acknowledge them until his entire staff had been assembled . . ."


Faud's sharp outburst cut Conti off. "Enough of sugar-coating this, Tai-sho!’ His eyes like dark windows on his suspicious soul, he glared at Akira. "The Genyosha have been ordered to kill all the mercenaries we have captured."


"What!" Akira looked at his father in disbelief. Yorinaga met his son's stare, then nodded slightly. The anger and confusion in


Akira's mind melted away as he felt his father's confidence fill him. He gives me leave to oppose these orders.


Akira turned back, spitting Faud with a sharp look. "Did these orders mention the Genyosha specifically?"


Faud stiffened. "The Dragon has demanded the death of the mercenaries. No quarter is to be given."


Akira narrowed his eyes. "Were these orders issued to deal with the specific situation here on Northwind?"


Faud's face darkened. "Who are you to question me? The orders have come down and they must be obeyed. By what right do you presume that I could be in error in this?"


Akira forced himself to laugh derisively. His laughter scourged Faud, shocked Tai-sho Conti, and summoned the hint of a smile to Chu-sa Saladin Bey's face. "You know the Coordinator himself gave the Genyosha the orders to come here to face the Kell Hounds because the ISF told him that this is where they would be. What did we find? A ragtag mercenary battalion claiming to be the Kell Hounds' Third 'Mech Battalion."


Akira spat at Faud's feet. "If you can mistake a newly assembled unit for one of the most deadly mercenary companies in the Successor States, you can misread or misconstrue orders."


Faud puffed out his chest and attempted to melt Akira's defiance with a threatening stare. "Be careful, Chu-sa Brahe. You go too far. You have no friends in the ISF."


Akira took one step toward the ISF agent, ietting his voice drop to a sharp whisper. "I would vouchsafe, Hassan Faud, that you have no friends in this room. I believe you are in more jeopardy than me. You should recall that the Coordinator has exempted the Genyosha from ISF monitoring because he wants a unit to train leaders and imbue them with the true spirit of bushido. He wants us to build warriors, not opportunists waiting to inform on superiors in order to advance themselves."


Faud opened his mouth to speak, but Akira cut him off with an impatient gesture. "You claim to have orders that require the Genyosha to engage in the wholesale murder of captive mercenaries. I ask why the Coordinator would not send the orders directly to Tai-sa Kurita if he wished such a mission performed?" Akira poked a stiff finger against Faud's breastbone. "I submit that the orders, if they exist at all, originated within the ISF and so should be carried out by the ISF. The murder of captives, especially mercenaries who have fought a long and difficult series of battles, is without honor."


Tai-sho Conti grimaced and tapped his finger against a sheet of paper on his desk. "I am afraid, Chu-sa, that your assumptions are only half right. The order to execute all mercenary personnel does come from the Coordinator. It will discourage other mercenaries from fighting us."


Akira turned stiffly toward Conti. This is madness. Such orders might dissuade those mercenaries who have no honor or pride, but such units would be like autumn leaves before the wind when they faced our forces. The stouthearted units, like Wolf's Dragoons, the Kell Hounds, or even this Team Banzai, will be spurred into greater acts of heroism. They will know they can expect only death, and so they will embrace it willingly, as a warrior must. The Coordinator only whets the appetites of our enemies.


Faud forced himself not to rub the sore spot on his chest. "Mercenary scum like Wolf's Dragoons must be destroyed once and for all time."


Akira brought his head up slowly, then turned back toward Faud. His face remained as expressionless as was his father's. "That could well be so, Hassan Faud, but the Genyosha does its killing in the battlefield. Even if our enemies are not warriors in their hearts and souls, there is no reason we should descend to their level."


Faud narrowed his eyes, then a low laugh rumbled from his throat. "It is a pity you refuse to eliminate the captives from the Third Kell Hound 'Mech Battalion, Chu-sa." The ISF agent opened his hands solicitously. "I had anticipated that you would welcome the task."


Akira felt a trap closing around him, but he could see no way to avoid it. "How is that, Hassan Faud?"


Faud smiled demonically. "Don't you know? Hasn't the word gotten to you yet?"


Akira felt something reach out and squeeze his heart as he shook his head.


Faud laughed nonchalantly. "While the Genyosha has been here chasing illusions and discussing honor, the Kell Hound Regiment hit Nashira. Your base has been utterly destroyed!"
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Northwind


Draconis March, Federated Suns 


12 January 3029





Major Scott Bradley hissed as the mountain wind slashed through his jumpsuit. Leaning heavily on a crutch hammered out of the lateral leg support salvaged from a 'Mech, he worked his way up the narrow, snow-crusted path. Moving around a jagged tooth of rock and through a slender arch, he reached a wide ledge on the mountain's south face.


Scott smiled and raised his left hand to wave away help from the other man on the ledge. "Don't worry yourself, Tommy. I'll live." Scott glanced down at the inflated petrochem cast on his right foot. "This broken ankle only hurts when I think about it."


The slender, blond Major from Team Banzai smiled, then raised his binoculars again to his eyes. Scott followed his gaze across the windswept plains stretching out to the south. Even without help from the binoculars, Scott could make out the vast army of 'Mechs marching toward the mountains. In the distance, he also saw a gray smudge of greasy smoke.


Tommy's voice was without emotion. "The Blue Blazers' third company didn't make it back from that raid. Would have been a hell of a thing to take the Sword's HQ while they were out on field maneuvers."


Scott leaned back heavily against the mountain's granite face. "The Genyosha must have stopped them." He shivered, but not from the cold. "God almighty, they came after us with a vengeance. We couldn't stop them. I really screwed up this assignment."


Tommy lowered his field glasses and glanced back over his shoulder at Scott. "Listen, Scott. You can't take responsibility for this assault. The 5th Deneb Light Cavalry is the real garrison of Northwind. Ptomaine poisoning knocked half of them out, then the 5th Sword of Light used the 36th Dieron Regulars to lure the rest of the Light Cavalry out of their defensive position. The Sword cut them apart. It's not your fault."


Scott took a deep breath, then exhaled a vapor cloud. "I know that, Tommy, but I can't forget the sound of the Light Cav boys calling to us for help. It just goes on and on in my head." Scott met Tommy's ice-blue stare. "I mean, a battalion should have been able to crush the Genyosha and then head out to help the Light Cav. Bradley's Bravos turned out to be nothing more than glorified gunnery targets."


Tommy shook his head vehemently. "I saw the Genyosha in action when our First Battalion popped down to pry their jaws free of your ass. The Genyosha are very good—better than the 5th Sword by a long shot." Tommy narrowed his eyes. "Come to think of it, the MHO put out an advisory that said Yorinaga Kurita was running that outfit."


Scott bowed his head. "He was." Scott balled his left fist and smashed it against the rock. "He piloted a Warhammer. I could have had him . . ."


Tommy's eyes grew distant. "Me, too. He's the one that got the Doc. I had him right in front of me, but. . ."


Scott's whisper came wreathed in frost. ". . . But the damned computer wouldn't give me a lock."


Tommy nodded and shivered despite the warmth of his thick parka. "I've never seen anything like it."


Scott stiffened, then looked up into Tommy's eyes. "I have. Mallory's World, 3016—only that time it was Morgan Kell defying Yorinaga to hit him. Back then, it confused me. Now it just makes my blood run cold."


Both men sat silently for a moment. The wind howled hungrily, raking clouds of sharp, stinging ice crystals over their faces. Each man turned from the wind and found himself staring back out at the forces closing on the mountain stronghold. Scott broke the silence first. "How is Doctor Banzai?" Tommy shrugged quickly, but Scott easily read the pain on his face. "Medics say the Doc has stabilized, but it's still very serious. Lost lots of blood, they tell me."


Scott smiled carefully to keep from cracking his chapped lips. "Guys were line up all around the caverns down there waiting to donate blood. Not just your people, but folks from the Bravos and the Light Cav."


Tommy nodded. He lifted the field glasses again to study the Draconis troops. "It's going to get nasty when they come for us."


Scott grimaced. "Do you think they're waiting for the Genyosha!"


Tommy laughed for a half-second. "No, if the Genyosha were coming to this party, the 5th Sword would have already begun the assault." Seeing the puzzled look on Scott's face, Tommy explained. "We've been listening to their radio chatter. There's no love lost between the 5th Sword and the Genyosha."


Tommy smiled openly. "I guess they didn't tell you. The Genyosha came to Northwind because ISF sources told them they'd find the Kell Hounds here. From what we can make out, the ISF learned that the Kell Hounds hit the Genyosha base while they were here kicking us around."


Scott grinned. "That's something, for certain. Serves those bastards right." Way to go, Morgan. Wish I coulda been there with you.


Tommy crossed back to Scott, ice and snow crunching beneath his boots. He squatted and laid a long-fingered hand on Scott's right forearm. "Look, when they come tomorrow, we'll hold them off. The Hong Kong Cavaliers," Tommy snorted, "or The Cavaliers combined with the remnants of the Blue Blazers and the Radar Blazers will fight a delaying action. That should give the Bravos and the Light Cav enough time to get the Doc to safety through the northern passes. Once you get into the jungles beyond these mountains, the Snakes'll never find you." Tommy winked at him. "The Prince will send more help."


Scott shook his head. "Face it, Tommy, Team Banzai was our help. You managed to save a company of mine, and two very disorganized battalions of Light Cav, but it cost you two-thirds of your regiment." Scott swallowed hard. "It's time we pay you back."


Scott held up his left hand to forestall any argument from the slender mercenary. He raked his fingers through his windblown tangle of black hair, then glanced down. "I made some quick trades with the Light Cav. I've got the Bravos arranged into an Omega company ..."


Tommy shook his head. "You can't..."


Scott nodded solemnly. "We've already loaded inferno rockets into all of our SRM pods . . ."


"No!" Tommy shook his head vehemently. "Inferno rockets are too volatile. They're just jellied incendiaries. If one of your 'Mechs gets hit..." Tommy opened his hands in a mock explosion.


Scott smiled weakly. "Tommy, we're dead anyway. The infernos will cook a few Snakes in their 'Mechs, and will scare lots more. It'll give you more time."


"I don't like it," Tommy said.


"Not up to you to like it. Weapons are at full, and so now it'll be up to The Cavaliers to get the Doctor clear. I'd appreciate it if you'd take the wounded Bravos." Scott glanced at his own broken ankle. "The seriously injured Bravos, that is."


Tommy nodded, patting Scott on the shoulder. "Consider it done, Major Bradley."


Another man, dark-haired and ruddy-faced, charged onto the ledge from below. He brandished a portable radio transceiver. "Tommy! Tommy! You gotta hear this!"


Tommy stood. "What is it, Reno?"


The excited man smiled and flicked on the radio. "Listen."


Static crackled from the speaker, then cleared, but the transmission was so faint that all three men huddled around the radio. The first voice they heard, coming in somewhat stronger than the others, Scott identified as coming from the Team Banzai member named Rawhide. "Banzai Base to incoming DropShips, please repeat identification."


The reply, coming in a woman's voice and featuring slightly rolled r's, ignored the question. "We show considerable activity near the Rockspire Mountains. Please confirm, Banzai Base."


Rawhide replied quickly. "Roger that. Two, repeat, two Kurita Regiments. Fifth Sword of Light and 36th Dieron Regulars approximately ten klicks south on the plains. Please identify yourself."


The female voice again let the question of her identity slide by. "Copy. Fifth Sword of Light and 36th Dieron Regulars. Anything else?" A strange squealing echoed beneath her words, but Reno's adjustment of the radio did nothing to clear it up.


The three men on the mountain ledge laughed as Rawhide's surprise crackled through the speaker. "Isn't that enough?"


"For a while, luv," she laughed in return. "For a while it might be."


Scott glanced up over Tommy's shoulder and saw a dozen glowing white sparks against the blue sky. Too bright to be stars at this time of day. Suddenly, it dawned on him what they were. Stabbing his crutch at them, he shouted, "Tommy, look! DropShips coming in!"


Tommy snatched the radio from Reno's mittened hands. Hitting the transmit switch, he broke into the conversation. "Rawhide, we see DropShips incoming!" He glanced over at Scott and got a nod to confirm his unvoiced question. "They're coming this way."


Rawhide's voice took on a strong edge. "Unknown forces, please identify. Are you the incoming DropShips?"


As the squeal sounded slightly louder, a lilt worked through the woman's reply. "That we are, luv."


"Dammit, who the hell are you and what's that caterwauling?" Rawhide exploded in exasperation.


"We're the best of the best, Banzai Base, and those are the war-pipes you're hearing." The woman's voice filled with pride. "We're the Northwind Highlanders, and courtesy of Prince Hanse Davion, we've left the service of Maximilian Liao. Plainly put, Banzai Base, after centuries in exile, the Northwind Highlanders are coming home."
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Algot


Capellan March, Federated Suns 


14 January 3029





In response to the light knocking on his half-opened door, Captain Andrew Redburn waved Leftenant Robert Craon into his room. "What is it, Robert?" Andrew took a last glance at the holodisc viewscreen to memorize the page number of the book he was reading, then shut off the viewer. "You don't look like you're enjoying your R & R."


Craon dropped himself onto the green, vinyl-covered couch set against the quonset hut's curved wall. "Something's odd here, Captain." Craon shrugged his shoulders eloquently, then sighed. "Things just aren't right."


Andrew nodded cautiously. "I've told you repeatedly, Robert, that we're just going to have to get used to the fact that the Davion Light Guards view our unit with some suspicion. You're all products of a non-Academy training program. The unit is configured differently, and they still feel stung by our little rescue of them on St. Andre. Face it, any Davion Guard unit is going to be cocky, and they're just not going to take well to half-trained recruits from the Capellan March."


Craon shook his head. "It's not that, Captain." He smiled briefly. "The guys in the first regiment are still acting like stood-up debutantes, but I expect that from them. No, their attitude is about the most normal thing around this place. It's other stuff that's strange."


Andrew smiled. "I know Algot is not the Axton Riviera, but it's warm and we're off duty. After six months in action, we deserve something of a rest."


Craon nodded, then leaned forward with elbows firmly planted on his knees. "I agree with you, sir, but I just can't kick this uneasy feeling." He nervously clasped and unclasped his hands. "You know how, when in a combat zone, you just have that gut feeling when something's about to pop? That's what I've got, and it's bugging the hell out of me."


Andrew nodded. You're not alone in that, Robert. "Let's look at this logically. Anything else besides this gut feeling?"


Craon narrowed his eyes. "How about the fact that they won't let us travel off base. Sure, this place has everything a MechWarrior might want for rest and recreation, but what if I want to go climb a mountain? I mean, they have us at liberty, but not at liberty."


Andrew waved away that objection. "Standard operating procedure, especially for a unit like ours. If they need to assemble our people to head out and save someone's butt, we've got to be close enough at hand to be collected quickly. Keeping us on the base is the only way to be sure of being able to gather us up in anything approximating a short time. Besides, there are no good mountains on this flat dustball."


Craon nodded reluctantly. "Good point about the mountains, and the need to keep us close. I thought about the recall thing at first, but then I wondered why, given our uses as a quick-reaction force, they just didn't keep Delta company on an Overlord Drop-Ship at the jump point. It could cut transit time from the world and make us all that much faster to deliver."


Andrew thought the point was well-taken. "That's something I hadn't considered," he said. "Still, it's hardly enough to justify your uneasiness."


Craon nodded in agreement. "There're some other things, Captain. Have you noticed that we've not gotten any mail? I went down to the base message center to inquire about it and was told by a clerk that nothing had come in." Craon glanced down at his feet. "I talked to a woman in base ops and, ah, got her to check our status on the computer. As far as the whole AFFS is concerned, we're still on St. Andre. Not only that, but the rest of the Davion Light Guards are there, and the Twelfth Vegan Rangers billeted over on the other side of the camp is supposed to be on Buchlau."


Andrew leaned forward. "Come on, give. I can see from the look on your face that there's something else ..."


Craon took a deep breath. "Maggie—she's the woman at the base ops center—just laughed it off. She said it was a computer screw-up and that she'd seen lots of them during this whole thing. She said the computers are usually a couple of months behind what's really going on. Unless someone has faxed orders from New Avalon, nothing gets done. In fact, they consider that the faxes have more validity than anything the computer spits out."


Redburn frowned. "Fax?"


Craon leaned forward. "Orders that come printed out on paper. No discs, nothing. Just messages on paper that burns fast. Maggie says they come in by courier, but no one knows where the courier gets them. Weird, huh?"


Andrew nodded. "True. And faxes contradict what the computer says?"


"Yup." Craon licked his lips. "The computer reports that the warehouses where we have all our 'Mechs being stored—and I mean all the 'Mechs on the base, Captain—those warehouses are reported to be chock full of supplies and spare parts. In fact, the computer says there's enough spare materiel there to refurbish a whole regiment. And the computer reports there's nothing more than an infantry detail for base security!"


Andrew's square jaw dropped. "Those idiots. If the Maskirovka has spies able to tap into the base computer, this place will look like a quillar ripe for the plucking."


Craon opened his hands. "That's why I've got that gut feeling, Captain."


The loud, bone-rattling scream of a 'Mech raid warning klaxon obliterated Andrew's reply. Within the space of a heartbeat, both men had begun sprinting to where their war machines waited for them.


Andrew snapped his Centurion's right arm up and tracked along the Vindicator's flight trajectory. He dropped his crosshairs onto the humanoid 'Mech, saw the sight flash once, then stabbed his thumb down on the firing switch. Fighting against the auto-cannon's recoil, he kept the gun on target.


The hail of depleted uranium slugs savaged the Vindicator's already-damaged right leg, blasting completely through the 'Mech's knee. The limb's lower half twisted free and rocketed skyward on a jet of flame. The 45-ton war machine, unable to sustain controlled flight with only two-thirds of its jump jets, slowly began to spin over. Its flight path deteriorated badly as the 'Mech continued its lazy roll, then finally slammed into the ground, exploding into a roiling ball of argent fire. "Cap, break left!"


Craon's shout brought Andrew about instantly. A blue line of PPC energy sizzled through the space his Centurion had just occupied. Damn! Would have breached my back if Craon hadn't warned me! Continuing his spin, Andrew came face to face with a humanoid, battle-scarred Griffin. On virtually the only untouched section of armor, high on the machine's right breast, Andrew saw the gold and green chess knight crest that marked this 'Mech as another member of the Second Ariana Fusiliers regiment.


Four coruscating spears of laser light flashed from Craon's Jenner. Each one cut deep wounds into the armor on the Griffin's arms, dropping half-melted ceramic plates to the ground. The other two beams vaporized the Fusiliers' crest and liquified half the armor on the Griffin's chest.


The Griffin brought its pistol-like PPC up, the coils glowing with cerulean light. Its particle beam leaped like an electric arc from the weapon's muzzle to the chest of Andrew's Centurion. Squinting against the harsh blue light, Andrew fought to control the Centurion's reaction to the beam's impact. Rocked back into his command couch, he saw armor shards arc away from his 'Mech on superheated plasma jets.


Andrew dropped the Centurion's targeting crosshairs onto the Griffin's outline, then stabbed the firing switch angrily. The auto-cannon's roar was deafening as it vomited out a storm of hot metal and orange flame. As the autocannon rose with the recoil, its shells raked a diagonal line across the Griffin's chest from hip to shoulder. The shells chewed twisted scraps of armor from the 'Mech and opened holes through which Andrew saw the Griffin's ferrouranium skeleton.


"Cap, swing wide left!" Archie St. Agnan's voice seethed with outrage. "Archer lance has this one."


The Griffin all but vanished from sight as wave after wave of LRMs from Archer Lance's Valkyries washed over it. They exploded all over the war machine, cloaking it in a solid sheet of flame. Armor remnants pinwheeled away, smoking like damaged aircraft, then bounced across the landscape. The Griffin's right arm, still clutching the PPC, whirled free of the fiery vortex, narrowly missing Craon's Jenner in its erratic flight.


The firestorm raging over the Griffin evaporated like a magician's illusion to reveal a badly damaged 'Mech. The cratered armor had been utterly carbonized. Chunks had been blown from the cylindrical LRM launching canister perched on the 'Mech's right shoulder, and the canister now drooped impotently toward the ground. The armor had been blasted from the 'Mech's left thigh, leaving only tatters of the thick myomer muscles that made possible the machine's movement.


The Griffin's faceplate exploded outward in a glittering crystal shower. The pilot's command couch followed immediately on a tongue of red fire. The 'Mech, unbalanced and frozen in an awkward pose, tottered in reaction to its pilot's ejection. Tipping backward, the Griffin fell to the dusty, armor-strewn plain with a thundering crash.


Andrew checked his scanners. "I've got nothing on screen."


Archie's voice buzzed into his neurohelmet. "Archer is clear, and the other lances report the same. Our sector is safe." A chorus of agreement from the other lance leaders followed Archie's report. Andrew keyed up Craon's Jenner. "What about you, Robert?"


"Sonovabitch!" Craon's voice, filled with equal parts surprise and pride, echoed in Andrew's cockpit. "I don't believe it!"


Andrew frowned. "What is it, Leftenant?"


Hearing his voice, Andrew could easily visualize the broad smile on Craon's face. "Just got a message from Colonel Stone, sir. He said that if we're through playing around, he's got a real fight over in Charlie sector. If we don't mind, he said he'd be honored if we'd join up and help him."


Andrew smiled. Would wonders never cease? "Did you copy that, lance leaders? Let's head on over south and help the rest of our regiment show these invaders how a real Davion Guard unit fights."
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New Avalon


Crucis March, Federated Suns 


20 January 3029





Hanse Davion cinched his robe tighter around his waist, then rubbed one hand through his closely cropped red hair. Stifling a yawn, he smiled at Quintus Allard. "Good morning, Quintus." The Prince took a closer look at his Minister of Intelligence, Information, and Operations, then narrowed his eyes. "Or is it still evening for you?"


Quintus bowed his head. "I'm sorry to have awakened you at this hour, but it's important."


Hanse stiffened. "Is there a problem with Operation Ambush?"


Quintus smiled broadly, which drained some of the weariness from his seamed face. "Not really, sir. We had some trouble on Axton ... elements of the Fourth Tau Ceti Rangers blooded an NAIS training cadre and escaped with a few supplies. All other Capellan assaults were met and neutralized. Operating on Duke Michael's last report, they expected to find little or nothing in the way of garrisons on five supply worlds. They lost everything." Quintus glanced down at his notepad. "And even that little thing on Elgin seems to be progressing nicely."


Hanse clapped his hands together. I've owed you this, Maximilian Liao! Now I begin to repay you. "What's the word from Northwind?"


Quintus's smile dimmed. "The Northwind Highlanders arrived in time to kick the Draconis forces out, though the First Kearny Highlanders got ripped up by the Fifth Sword of Light before the Sword was forced to retreat offworld. All our units there, including Team Banzai, were seriously mauled. The Fifth Deneb Light Cavalry is going back to its homeworld for rest and refitting. Team Banzai, or the ragged battalion they've cobbled together from the survivors, is en route back here, to New Avalon. They want Dr. Banzai treated in the NATS Medical Center."


"Of course. Whatever they need," the Prince said. "But what about Bradley's Bravos?"


Quintus smiled. "Major Bradley kept them on Northwind. Says he's got a contract for a year's service and he means to fulfill it."


Hanse nodded approvingly. "They're affiliated with the Kell Hounds, aren't they?"


Quintus nodded. "They're its third 'Mech battalion."


Hanse rubbed his unshaven chin. "Send a message to Northwind. Let the Bravos rebuild themselves from all our battlefield salvage. In a week, I'll issue a transfer for them to rejoin the Kell Hounds—wherever they are."


Folding his arms across his chest, Hanse studied Quintus as the Minister made some notes. "I take it these two items were not why you woke me up?"


"The rabbit bolted from his hutch," Quintus said, with a smile from ear to ear.


Hanse's laughter filled the room and banished his fatigue. "Ah, Quintus, that's the best news I've heard since inheriting the throne." His blue eyes blazed with an obsessive light. "When? How?" Hanse crossed to the antechamber's couch, and seating himself on the edge of it, waved Quintus to a brown leather chair.


Quintus licked his lips and mirrored Hanse's predatory grin. "As you requested, CID agents moved in and arrested Serge Korigyn for espionage on the fifteenth. We tossed him onto his own DropShip and told him not to come back. At the same time, we cleared all trace data from the computer and let Michael see who and what was really where. He eluded our surveillance in the wee hours of the sixteenth, and a small shuttlecraft was reported to have boarded the Ambassador's DropShip before it reached its JumpShip and left the system. Since then, Michael is reported to be in seclusion."


Hanse leaned back with a humorless laugh. Michael, you fool! Don't you realize you've blown your one real chance at making something good out of your treachery? If you had come to me, in return for some concessions, I would have hailed you as my partner in an effort to deceive Maximilian Liao. We had nothing solid on you, nothing we could use to crucify you. Once again, you assume too much, and you suffer for it.


"When do we estimate the ship's arrival at Sian?" the Prince asked, his eyes still glittering.


Quintus hesitated. "The middle of February, which is also about the time we can expect word of Liao's disastrous Operation Riposte to get back to him." The Minister smiled cautiously. "Michael could get there sooner, but that would mean Liao has some extra JumpShips hidden away in the St. Ives Commonality to fill the gaps in that command circuit he set up."


Hanse barely heard Quintus's words. "The middle of February. How appropriate. I dearly hope Maximilian fully appreciates my Valentine gift to him."
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Elgin


Tikonov Commonality, Capellan Confederation 


2 February 3029





Colonel Pavel Ridzik half-rose as his dinner partner left her seat, headed for the restaurant's powder room. A few steps from the table, she turned, flicking her black hair back off her shoulders, and winked at him. Clad in a silver-black sequined dress that clung to her like a second skin and that was cut deeply in both front and back, his companion drew the eyes of every man in the room. As she passed from their sight, more than one man nodded a silent salute to the Capellan Confederation's Strategic Military Director.


Ridzik smiled broadly. I sincerely hope she is as talented as she is beautiful. Recent and bitter memories of Maximilian Liao's rejection of his proposed campaign still rankled. She will be the salve for my wounds . . . for now, anyway. Then I can decide what to do.


The Colonel cupped the brandy snifter in the palm of his left hand, swirling the liquid around and around as he reflected. My choices are simple, really. Either I arrange for Liao's death and force marriage on his daughter Candace, or I carve myself a sovereign realm from what's left of the Tikonov Commonality and negotiate a truce with Hanse Davion. He smiled while weighing the two alternatives in his mind. Bah! To hell with Hanse Davion. Why settle for a slice of the pie when I can arrange to have the whole thing ?


When the head waiter approached, Ridzik snapped out of his ruminations. "Excuse me, Colonel," the man said, "but there is a call for you." He pointed nervously toward the restaurant's entrance. "I'm sorry, but none of our mobile receivers are secure."


Ridzik nodded. I should never have told those idiots at headquarters where I was going. "Don't worry. No offense taken. Please let my companion know where I am when she returns." Ridzik deposited his linen napkin beside the brandy snifter, then slipped past the waiter.


He found the visiphone in a corner of the entrance alcove, but the screen was dark and the connection had obviously been broken. If there ever was a call at all! he thought angrily.


Before Ridzik could act on his suspicions, however, two large, strong-looking men had him bracketed. "Please come with us, Colonel," one of them said.


"No! What is this?"


The man who had spoken glanced apprehensively toward the dining room. "Colonel, we have no time, and we're not supposed to hurt you."


Ridzik bared his teeth in an angry snarl. "Time? What is this about?"


The other man tugged hard on Ridzik's right arm. "Your date. She went to powder her nose, but she left her purse on your table. Move it!"


They lifted Ridzik off his feet and carried him from the restaurant. They made it through the doors and halfway down the dark street before a tremendous explosion ripped through the restaurant. Spears of flame shot all the way across the street to singe the buildings across the way, and glass splinters sliced through the half-dozen pedestrians unfortunate enough to be traveling the streets.


The ear-shattering blast and Shockwave knocked Ridzik and his guards to their knees. Momentarily freed from the grasp of his captors, Ridzik turned and saw a white-hot inferno burning where just moments before he'd been dining.


He swallowed hard. "By all that's holy, she tried to assassinate me. She was a Davion agent!"


The two men laughed briefly. "No sir, we're the Davion agents. She did try to kill you, but she was Maskirovka."


Ridzik's jaw dropped open. "I don't understand . . ."


The CID agents helped him to his feet. "If you don't mind, sir, we have an aircar waiting to take you to the spaceport. We have a ship bound for the Federated Suns. Prince Hanse Davion said he would explain everything to your full satisfaction if you would accompany us and be his guest."


Ridzik nodded weakly, then mumbled something. The guard on his left leaned down. "Excuse me, sir, I didn't catch that."


Ridzik smiled, his confidence growing. "Just an old Tikonov saying—'A slice of the pie, no matter how thin, is preferable to starvation.' " He bowed from the waist. "Colonel Pavel Ridzik, late of the Capellan Confederation, at your service. Do lead on, gentlemen. We don't want to keep the Prince waiting."
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Justin Xiang narrowed his dark eyes as Duke Michael Hasek-Davion strode boldly through the heavy bronze doors of the Chancellor's throne room. Michael paused for half a second at the entrance, then continued just as boldly along the strip of red carpet running toward Maximilian's throne. Under his left arm, the Duke of New Syrtis carried a cylindrical, black-lacquered map case and an unruly sheaf of notes.


Maximilian smiled courteously as he stepped down from his throne to meet Duke Michael on even footing. He bowed respectfully to his visitor, then looked to the others in the room to join his gesture. Justin, standing between Tsen Shang and Alexi Malenkov and opposite six members of the Chancellor's personal bodyguard aped the Chancellor's bow.


Justin smiled as Michael also bowed. The Duke's confidence seems to be fading. He was prepared for a violent tirade, not for the Chancellor to greet him calmly.


Maximilian Liao smiled and offered Michael his right hand while his left hand twisted the long thin strands of his mustache. "Your visit is unexpected, but is most welcome." Liao shook Michael's hand firmly and warmly. "I might add that it is also providential."


Michael's green eyes darted uncertainly over the faces of the assembly as he freed his hand from the Chancellor's grasp. "You have learned, of course, of the outcome of your Operation Riposte?"


The Chancellor spread his hands nonchalantly. "A minor setback. After all, we only lost forces that should have died earlier while defending their worlds." Liao smiled benignly as he remounted the steps to his throne. Standing before the symbolic carving that represented the universe, the Chancellor shrugged. "When I explained to those commanders that only through their service to me could they ever redeem their honor, they begged for assignments. They failed, their karmic burden becomes greater, and they pass to a new life. It is the way of the universe."


A look of relief washed over Duke Michaels face. "Yours is an interesting perspective on this matter, Chancellor." Maximilian accepted the compliment with a nod, and Michael smiled. He extended the map case toward Alexi. "I have some plans here, Excellency, that I worked up while in transit. I think you'll find that they offer the means for both of us to get what we most want."


Maximilian smiled broadly. "Splendid, my friend. Let us look at them now, and then we can refresh ourselves." The Chancellor nodded to Alexi. "Please stand over here where both the Duke and I can see the maps. Citizens Shang and Xiang, will you help the Duke? Citizen Shang, hold his portfolio of notes for him."


All three of the Maskirovka analysts moved solicitously to assist Duke Michael. Alexi unrolled the maps and laid them out on the floor. The Duke pointed to a tactical map of the area around Tikonov's largest 'Mech production facility, which Alexi held up first. Tsen Shang took up a position to the Duke's right and a little in front of him, holding the portfolio at an angle, resting it on his hands at the bottom and against his collarbone at the top. Justin stood between the Duke and Shang, ready to turn pages as needed.


Duke Michael, no longer nervous, began to explain the operation that the map depicted. "Hanse Davion has shifted his forces around so that only the Eighth Crucis Lancers RCT is left on Tikonov. He has designated the 'Mech factory complex there as the most important site on the world and has arranged his forces accordingly. What I propose is a joint operation between my Fifth Syrtis Fusiliers RCT and your Sung's Cuirassiers."


Michael pointed to the map. In addition to a detailed description of the terrain in and around the factory complex, it had dozens of arrows in different colors to point out routes of approach and precise military maneuvers. "Sung's Cuirassiers will swing in here through the south, drawing the Eighth Crucis toward them. My Syrtis Fusiliers will form up on the Lancers' eastern flank, then turn and crush them while your forces engage them from the front."


The Chancellor squinted at the map, then smoothed his mustache with thumb and forefinger of his right hand. "Would this be all three battalions of Sung's Cuirassiers, or just one battalion?"


"I should think it would take the full regiment, Chancellor," Michael said. "That would be the only way to draw the Lancers out."


Maximilian nodded thoughtfully. "True, true." He pointed a trembling finger at the map. "Now your troops would travel to Tikonov as Davion reinforcements, despite your flight?"


Michael nodded confidently. "Yes, in this case, they will. Hanse trusts their leader, though the man would kill his own wife and children willingly if I so commanded him." Michael waved his left hand at the other maps on the floor. "In many of the other cases, of course, my troops will travel through your territory in order to arrive at their targets surreptitiously. With coordinated allocation of JumpShips, I believe I could have all my troops in place to strike a telling blow by the first of April."


The Chancellor's head came up. "The first of April—All Fools' Day. You choose this as an omen for your strike?"


The Duke of New Syrtis nodded, rage flashing in his green eyes. "What better time to strike at an old enemy who believes you harmless?"


"Well put, Duke Michael. Well put." The Chancellor, a smile still on his face, glanced at Alexi. "Citizen, gather up those maps." Liao’s voice dropped to a sepulchral whisper. "Burn them. Burn them and scatter the ashes!"


"What!" Michael's hoarse cry of outrage echoed sharply from the room's teak walls. He took a step toward Alexi, but Justin grabbed his right arm. Michael swung back with his artificial left hand, but Justin ducked the roundhouse blow, then doubled Michael over with a short, metal-fisted punch to the ribs.


Pain lanced through Michael's words. "What? What is this? Those maps . . . those plans have taken weeks to prepare. This is outrageous!"


Maximilian Liao's laughter rang through the throne room. "We have an old saying, you traitorous idiot... 'Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me!' No one makes a fool of Maximilian Liao twice!" The Chancellor's face flushed purple as he finally released the rage he'd contained since Michael had first arrived.


Liao gestured broadly, taking in both the maps and Michael's notes. "You ask me to ship your troops to my worlds aboard my ships! You ask me to plant the dagger in my own back! You and your cursed brother-in-law will not find me so incredulous that you can expect to invade me with my own ships!"


Michael stared at him wide-eyed. "No! You mustn't think that. I . . . we. . . I . . . were both betrayed by Hanse Davion. He played me for a fool. He used me to get at you!"


"Ha!" The Chancellor crouched on his throne, thrusting his face forward to leer at the Duke. "How foolish do you believe I am? Do you believe me such an idiot that I would fall prey to such an obvious fabrication?" Liao gestured one hand toward Justin and Tsen Shang. "They've pointed out to me that the estimates of your own troop strengths were undervalued! How could you have made that mistake? How could you have let it slip past if you were being truly faithful to our agreement?"


Michael shook his head violently. He stabbed a finger at Justin. "He's lying! He's Quintus Allard's son! He's been planted here to deceive you!" Turning quickly, Michael lunged at Justin with hands outstretched, his fingers tensing to grab the analyst's throat.


Justin ducked, then buried his left fist in Michael's stomach. Michael grunted audibly as he fell back, then lay writhing and gasping for breath on the carpet. Still croaking weakly with unintelligible accusations, he pointed wildly at Justin.


Maximilian Liao, spittle collecting at the corners of his mouth, descended halfway down the steps of his throne. He snorted derisively, then looked up at Justin. "This man is no spy, you moron! Our Operation Riposte was not entirely a loss. Justin sent the Fourth Tau Ceti Rangers off on an expedition. They destroyed a damned NAIS training cadre and escaped with some supplies."


The Chancellor glared down at the Duke. "Do you realize what that means, you Judas? His attack ignored your reports, and it succeeded." Maximilian spat on the Duke of New Syrtis. "The man you accuse of being a traitor has again proven his loyalty to me."


Liao turned his obsidian gaze toward Justin. "Justin Xiang, I require a service of you."


Justin's head came up proudly. "I live to serve."


Smiling, Maximilian Liao gestured to one of his bodyguards, then nodded at the Duke. "Execute the traitor."


Justin wrapped the Duke's long braid around his left hand and used it to haul him to his knees. Accepting a pistol from one of the bodyguards, Justin eared the hammer back and pressed the gun's muzzle to Michael's right temple. Seated deep within his throne, Maximilian Liao nodded his head and the sound of a single gunshot filled the room.


Maximilian Liao watched Michael's braid slither through Justin's black metal fingers, then motioned to his bodyguards. "Get that thing out of my sight, and take the maps and notes with it." Leaning forward from his throne, the Chancellor smiled solicitously. "Now, Justin Xiang, refresh my memory on what you learned from the Rangers' raid on Axton, and tell me again how it will allow us to destroy Hanse Davion and his precious Federated Suns."
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