

[image: The Warrior Trilogy: En Garde (Preview)]





[image: title]




[image: EnGarde1Title]

[image: EnGardeMap]










PROLOGUE



ComStar First Circuit Compound

Hilton Head Island, North America, Terra

1 June 3022



Myndo Waterly, the Precentor of Dieron, tried to slip into the Primus’ chambers silently. So fluid was her gait that she made it all the way to the golden star symbol inlaid in the floor without so much as a whisper of her silken robes to announce her approach. Taking a deep breath, she stopped there and let the hood of her red robe slip back from her fair hair. In the half-second she allowed herself to recall the starting point of her argument, the Primus utterly shattered her strategy.

Standing stock-still and with his back to her, the voice of Primus Julian Tiepolo suddenly rang out. “The Peace of Blake be with you, Precentor Dieron.”

How could he know I was here? Myndo thought, momentarily shaken. The man is unnatural. “And His wisdom with you, Primus.” Though she fought it, a nervous tremor undercut the boldness of Myndo’s riposte. She swallowed and waited as the tall, cadaverously thin leader of ComStar turned slowly to face her. He had been looking out through one of the high oval windows of the chamber, which let in enough of the bright afternoon sun to illuminate the room. His aquiline nose and piercing brown eyes had always made Myndo think of a hawk, but today she reacted differently to his gaunt boniness and bald head. He’s more a vulture, she thought. Keeping his hands tucked into the broad sleeves of his dun-colored robe, Tiepolo slowly descended the short stairway leading from the window to the main area of his private audience chamber.

He narrowed his eyes slightly. “You rebuke me with your greeting, Precentor. I know better than to spar with you, for you soon become impatient of such games.” Tiepolo’s gaze flickered toward the wall behind her, where a massive star-chart was splashed from floor to ceiling. “How you, with so little tolerance for word play, are able to deal with the Draconis Combine never ceases to amaze me.”

Myndo Waterly stiffened and met the Primus’s dark gaze with the fierceness of her own. “More than words and honor, House Kurita respects action and wisdom.”

Tiepolo pursed his lips and nodded his head slowly. “Again you chasten me.” He let his right hand drift back and point toward the window. “As you are not down below witnessing the signing of the treaty between Hanse Davion and Katrina Steiner, shall I assume that is the matter you wish to discuss?”

She nodded curtly. “You’ve issued orders for me to leave for Dieron immediately. Is this just to be rid of me because I differ with you concerning this alliance?”

“Precentor Dieron, you have made your concerns very clear in the communications you’ve sent me and during the First Circuit sessions we both attended here on Terra.”

Myndo raised herself up to her full height. “You say that as though you have actually listened to my arguments and even given them due consideration.”

“So I have, Precentor.”

“No, Primus, you know that is not true, and now you send me away because I disagree with you.” She stabbed a finger at the window. “Down there in the courtyard, Hanse Davion and Katrina Steiner are being allowed to sign a treaty that will forever destroy the balance of power in the Successor States. With Davion’s Federated Suns and Steiner’s Lyran Commonwealth tied so closely together, we of ComStar lose all hope of maintaining stability. That piece of paper will destroy everything we’ve worked toward.”

Primus Julian Tiepolo tapped his right index finger against his narrow chin. “Will it? You suggest that the treaty will destroy the balance of power between the five Great Houses, but I doubt that. Wolf’s Dragoons will switch from the service of the Lyran Commonwealth to your own House Kurita.”

“Ha!” Myndo Waterly’s barked laugh echoed through the domed wooden chamber like a gunshot. “How dare you use information I supplied you as a means to refute my argument!”

Tiepolo’s face revealed no embarrassment. “Ah, you were the one who provided the information about that mercenary unit. Then you must know as well that the Kell Hounds have accepted a new contract that will return them to the Federated Suns for the short term, though our analysts predict that they will eventually return to Katrina Steiner’s service in the Commonwealth. For now, however, the Lyran Commonwealth will be stripped of its two most capable mercenary units.”

Myndo shook her head violently. “You know as well as I do that all this has nothing to do with troops—be they crack mercenaries or these new, half-trained units Prince Davion hopes to create. The Lyran Commonwealth is dangerous, and now you’ve allowed them to become paired with the most advanced of the Successor States.”

Tiepolo nodded slowly. “Ah, now I sense the core of your discomfort. You are concerned that for the first time in the 240 years since the blessed Jerome Blake accepted his mission to restore communication among the stars, I have allowed an occurrence that jeopardizes the completion of that sacred mission. Is this what I am hearing you say?”

Myndo nodded quickly. “The Lyran Commonwealth sees us as nothing more than an organization of glorified messengers. Those cursed, money-grubbing Lyran merchants look at us as nothing more than another profit-seeking business enterprise. They do not realize how slender our profits are, much less do they understand that we care more for our mission than we do any profits. There is no way to explain the spiritual to those who see only with their eyes and understand riches only in a worldly sense.”

“This is a truth we have long acknowledged, Precentor Dieron.”

“Yes, Primus, we have acknowledged it and we agreed, several Council sessions back, to quarantine the Lyran Commonwealth. We wanted to isolate their view of us so that it would not infect the thinking of the other Houses. But in the sixteen months of negotiations for this Davion-Steiner treaty, it seems as though the resolution has been swept away. You’ve allowed the devil to mate with damnation, and utter chaos will reign because of it.”

Tiepolo narrowed his dark eyes, which flashed with anger. “Your analogy, my dear Precentor, suggests that House Davion is worse in some way even than House Steiner…”

Myndo was no less angry than the Primus, but she struggled for calm. “I have explained my reservations about House Davion countless times before, Primus. Prince Hanse Davion’s hunger for old Star League technology—what the unwashed have so quaintly labeled lostech—will bring him into direct conflict with us. And with the recent advances made by his New Avalon Institute of Science, I believe the conflict will come sooner than later. Quintus Allard and the Counter-Intelligence Division of Davion’s Ministry of Intelligence, Information and Operations have made it very difficult for us to get our ROM agents anywhere close to the Prince. And may I remind you, Primus, that even you have admitted that the Prince is impossible to read from a distance.”

Primus Julian Tiepolo let a smile warp his thin white lips. “The Fox is indeed an enigma.”

“You call him an enigma, but I see Hanse Davion as a dagger pressed against ComStar’s throat! You cannot deny that the treaty’s confidential clauses surprised even you.”

The Primus nodded. “True. I never expected Hanse Davion would ask for, or receive, the hand of Melissa Arthur Steiner in marriage. That could well be an impressive event.”

Myndo snorted derisively. “That’s not the marriage I fear between Houses Steiner and Davion. No, what I ask you to contemplate is the match between the Lyran Commonwealth’s contempt for us and House Davion’s technical expertise. The cultural and intellectual exchanges demanded by this treaty could well be the birth of a service to rival our own.”

“Perhaps, Precentor Dieron, perhaps…” A skeletally slender hand waved her objections aside. “I do not see the reality of the Successor States in the same way that you do.”

“I know this,” Myndo Waterly replied, her tone serious and even. “Indeed, I am prepared to ask the First Circuit to strip you of your Primacy because of it.”

Primus Julian Tiepolo froze and studied his subordinate carefully, but she did not flinch beneath his stern gaze. Icy silence hung over the chamber as the Primus sorted through and organized his thoughts. Finally, with a slight nod, he dispelled the mood.

“Very well, Precentor Dieron, you force me to reveal some of my thoughts to you. I do so reluctantly, and only because I sense in you a true concern for the Blessed Blake’s plan rather than a desire for personal power.”

Myndo nodded formally. “I wish only that Blake’s Will be done.”

“Indeed, Precentor Dieron, I believe this is true.” Primus Tiepolo pointed toward the enormous star chart on the wall. “Political,” he hissed. At his voice command, a computer super-imposed a political map over the chart. “You are correct, Precentor, in sensing that Houses Steiner and Davion are the most dangerous to ComStar. My decision—despite the excellent arguments you and other Precentors presented during Council sessions—was to allow the two Houses to come together. It is my belief that a strong alliance between them will solidify the other Houses’ opposition to them.”

Myndo frowned. “The opposition is not all that strong, Primus.” Pointing at a narrow wedge toward the base of the starchart, she said, “House Liao certainly poses a threat to no one. House Marik, positioned between Liao and Steiner, is still recovering from its civil war of six years ago. Meanwhile, Davion’s financial backing of insurgents is further keeping the Mariks off-balance.”

The Primus shook his head calmly, like a professor about to correct one of his students. “Liao’s Capellan Confederation may occupy a relatively small region of space, but it is rich in worlds. And though Liao’s forces are not strong enough to attack the Federated Suns, they are enough to repel any Davion incursions. Aside from the continual border raids and an occasional world won or lost, we will see no major shift on that front in our lifetimes.”

The Primus pointed toward the purple area representing House Marik’s Free Worlds League. “Janos Marik has recovered control of his realm. Let us not forget that his son Thomas is in our service.” Tiepolo shifted his attention toward the red area above the Federated Suns and to the right of the Lyran Commonwealth on the map. “Even more important is your own Draconis Combine. With its dreaded Sword of Light Regiments—and now the Wolf’s Dragoons, too—it should be more than enough to hold Davion in check.”

Myndo shook her head slowly. “This is possible, and we shall soon have the proof of it when Davion begins his Galtor Campaign. I fear, though, that not one of the other Houses could stand alone against the combined might of the Federated Suns and the Lyran Commonwealth.”

“That is more true than you know, Precentor, which is why I have ordered you back to Dieron. You will coordinate the meetings between Takashi Kurita, Janos Marik, and Maximilian Liao. The other Houses will not stand alone, Myndo. They will stand together…” Primus Tiepolo raised a hand to forestall further comment. “You should know that Maximilian Liao is attempting to repeat his success at pitting Anton Marik against Janos in the civil war. He is playing on Michael Hasek-Davion’s desire to rule the Federated Suns in place of his brother-in-law, and has already provided Duke Michael with reasons to refuse Hanse the use of his Capellan March troops in the Galtor Campaign.”

Myndo smiled unconsciously. “And you will exploit Frederick Steiner’s desire to supplant his cousin Katrina…”

The Primus nodded. “The current political situation in the Successor States depends upon maintaining a balance. If any Successor Lord believes he or she is powerful enough to conquer a neighbor, humanity will once again be plunged into the maelstrom of war. We must also remember that ComStar is the balance point. If it ever does begin to seem that the union of Houses Steiner and Davion is a threat to us, have no fear that we will move to crush them both and to establish a new balance.”

“I see, Primus,” Myndo said, head cocked to one side in thought. “The forces do balance. The elements needed to control Davion and Steiner are in place. If those two realms were not headed up by such dynamic leaders, the threat they pose would be minimized. But how can we trigger the necessary internal and external forces? What could set them in motion?”

Tiepolo allowed himself a mirthless smile. “Each and every Successor Lord—Takashi Kurita, Janos Marik, Maximilian Liao, Katrina Steiner, and Hanse Davion—dreams of being the one to establish and reign over a new Star League. Each has an equal claim to that throne, but the marriage of Hanse Davion to Melissa Steiner will change that stand-off of forces. Suddenly, one House will have a stronger claim to the old throne of the Star League. Until the wedding, we will guard the knowledge of that most secret clause of this treaty, but we will not hesitate to use it in laying our own secret plans…”












CHAPTER ONE



Kittery

Capellan March, Federated Suns 

27 November 3026



The loud knock on the plasteel door of Major Justin Allard’s office shattered the quiet tranquility he’d been savoring. The slender, dark-haired MechWarrior drew in a deep breath, then exhaled slowly. As he rose from behind his teakwood desk, he straightened his jacket and tried to compose himself.

I hate this part of battalion command. Do well in combat, get a medal pinned to your chest, and they give you a job spending most of your time with discipline or supply problems. Justin shook his head and frowned at the three piles of paper on his desk. They need an accountant to handle all this nonsense. Then again, he thought, this particular problem probably did require a MechWarrior’s touch.

“Enter,” he said finally.

A faceless MP opened the door, and Private Robert Craon stepped into the room. The MP waited expectantly at the door because the tall, thickly built Craon towered over Allard. The smaller officer narrowed his almond-shaped eyes and gave a short shake of his head to dismiss the MP. The guard shrugged and closed the door.

“Private Robert Craon reporting for disciplinary action, sir.” The younger man’s voice, though shot through with nervousness, rang loud and strong. As his gaze flicked around the office, he seemed to recoil in disgust at the sight of the Capellan rice-paper paintings that formed the backdrop for Major Allard’s desk.

Justin nodded formally. “At ease, Private.” He kept his voice calm, trying to filter out as much anger as possible. When Craon went from standing at attention to a careless slouch, Allard could not help but snap, “I said at ease, Private, not fall apart!”

Craon swallowed and straightened up crisply. “I’m sorry, sir.”

Justin snorted and seated himself. “I doubt that, Robert.” He quickly typed something on the keyboard at his desk, and bars of light drifted up over his features as information scrolled onto the screen. Justin shook his head once, then looked up. “I want you to understand a couple of things, Robert, and they’re matters I expect to go no further than this office. Is that understood?”

Craon nodded solemnly, and the look of sincerity on his face caught Justin by surprise. Perhaps I can trust him, after all … 

Justin glanced at the screen, then stopped the information flow with an almost casual movement of one long finger. “I want you to know that you’re subject to this disciplinary action because of your insubordination, not because of your particular actions at the time of the incident.” Looking up at Craon, he added, “I don’t care that you called me a… Ah, how did you put it?”

A smirk twisted the corners of Craon’s mouth, and Justin felt his own anger leap up like a solar flare. “I believe that I called you the half-wit whelp of a Capellan whore forced upon a Davion noble to prevent a war.”

Justin studied the computer screen again and nodded. “Almost word for word. You must have practiced.” Since your early years, no doubt. Let’s hope your racism has not warped your reason.

Craon beamed triumphantly. “I aim to be accurate.”

“I did not ask for a comment, Private!” Justin snarled. He rose slowly and deliberately. As the two men stared at one another in that instant, both knew that physical size meant nothing in the battle between them. “I don’t care that you hate me because my father’s first wife was a Capellan whom he met while serving in the Federated Suns embassy on Sian. What you regard as an error in judgment belongs to my father, not me. Your bigoted opinion of me is not the reason you will be disciplined.”

Justin angrily twisted the screen on his computer to where Craon could see it. “The report indicates that you disobeyed Leftenant Redburn’s direct order to return to your watchpost. The report does not mention the altercation that erupted after that, but I assume Leftenant Redburn had his own reasons for not including it”

Craon swallowed again and looked down. He shifted his jaw from side to side and winced as it popped. “Yes, sir.”

Justin’s stiff posture relaxed slightly. “Believe me, Robert, when I say that I understand your resentment of my dismissing Sergeant Philip Capet. I know he was assigned to your training company after he guided you all through boot camp. I know he’s a legend here in the Capellan March. And I know how you all looked up to him.”

Craon’s head came up fast, color flooding his cheeks. He hesitated a second, then his blond eyebrows narrowed in anger. “He was the goddamn best, Major, and you kicked him out for disagreeing with your policies toward the indigs. He offered to go man-to-man with you, to fight it out, but you just gave him his walking papers. Damn! He won the Gold Sunburst for his actions on Uravan. He wasted bunches of Liao ’Mechs and gave his boys time to get themselves and their wounded comrades out of that ambush. He was a hero, and you spit him out of the corps without a second thought!”

Having spent his long-pent fury, Craon now seemed at a loss for words. His hands, clenched tightly into fists, rose as though to strike, but he made no move toward Justin.

Give him time to recover his wits, Justin thought. He can be salvaged. Justin waited silently for the emotion to drain from Craon’s body, then he spoke slowly and evenly, measuring his words. “I know what Capet was to you men and of the dreams you all shared. You were to become his new unit to avenge the other boys lost in battle. With you, he would win new awards and would once again become a symbol, a hero, for the Capellan March. With you to lift him up, he would once again dine at Duke Michael Hasek-Davion’s right hand.”

Justin seated himself again and typed out a new request for information on the keyboard. The computer searched for a moment, then spilled reams of data over the screen. “What you don’t know, Robert, is that Capet’s men, the ones he saved on Uravan, should never have been in danger in the first place.” Craon opened his mouth to protest, but Justin raised a hand to silence him.

“Yes, Robert, a Capellan company did ambush them, but they were ambushed because Sergeant Capet led them into an area where he had no authorization to be. Capet’s family lived and, regrettably, died in the village he tried to rescue. His family might still have died in that Liao raid, but if Capet had kept his head about him, a half-dozen MechWarriors would not have perished with them.”

Justin drew in a deep breath and again forced himself to calmness. He looked up at Craon guilelessly. “All I’ve just told you is part of a classified report prepared for Hanse Davion to determine if Capet would get his Gold Sunburst. He had become the darling of a holo-drama, and so the High Command hoped that he would also accept an early retirement at the time of the award. When he refused to step down, they gave him a training cadre.” Justin lowered his voice and shook his head. “When intelligence sources learned of his plan to hijack a JumpShip to go back and get his revenge on Liao, I refused to let him kill you in such an idiotic scheme.”

The color had drained from Craon’s face, and his hands had returned to their place at the small of his back. “I appreciate your trust in sharing this information with me, sir. I stand ready to receive whatever punishment you name.”

Justin nodded solemnly. “You realize that I could have you dismissed from this training cadre for what you have done?” Craon winced unconsciously. “Yes, I thought you knew that,” he added, looking hard at the soldier standing before him. He saw no fear in Craon’s blue eyes, only self-loathing at his own stupidity.

You’re learning to admit that you can make a mistake. Good. That’s the first step toward avoiding them, and the only way to survive as a MechWarrior.

Justin smiled carefully. “You have, in the past, evidenced some leadership ability. As your punishment now, I have decided to let you hone that ability. Until further notice, you will act as shepherd for all of your cadre’s exercises. You’ll eat everyone else’s dust, Robert, and you’ll keep them all in line—or will be your career.” Justin watched a faint smile come over Craon’s lips. “And, you’ll help the Techs keep your ’Mech in perfect working order after each exercise.”

Craon snapped to attention and saluted smartly. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

Justin stood and returned the salute. “Dismissed.”

Craon turned and left the room, but left the door open. Justin smiled at his retreating back, then sat down again to attack some of the paperwork piled on his desk. He initialed a stack of reports and tossed them into a basket for filing. The sooner the whole of Kittery is tied into the computer system, the easier this job will be.

He shook his head. You’re not being paid for easy duty, Justin. If you were, they’d not have put you in charge of a local training battalion, especially not on a planet where your Capellan blood makes you a sworn enemy. Prince Hanse Davion put you here because you’re half-Capellan and can understand the Capellan natives. Dealing with these sons and daughters of Federated Suns carpetbaggers, on the other hand…

Justin glanced at the holograph of Hanse Davion and himself that had been taken at the ceremony awarding him the Diamond Sunburst. The tall leader of the Federated Suns towered over the then-Captain Allard. As Justin twisted the holograph to examine it closer, he saw that Davion’s expression of gratitude and trust was sincere.

In presenting the award, Hanse Davion had said to Justin, “Once again, I find my realm indebted to your family. I hope the Federated Suns is ever worthy of your courage and sacrifice.” It was Davion’s trust in Justin that had brought this posting to Kittery, for the Prince hoped Justin could help to normalize relations with the newly conquered population. I only wish that more of his subjects understood that being able to get along with the Capellan natives is not a prelude to giving the Capellan March to Maximilian Liao and his Capellan Confederation, Justin thought ruefully.

Just then, a smiling man of average height and build paused in the doorway and tapped lightly on the open door. “Major, we’ve got to get moving.”

His musing interrupted, Justin righted the holograph, looked at the time on his watch, and then cursed softly. “Come in, Andy. Close the door behind you.” Justin narrowed his eyes suspiciously at the stack of papers the man was carrying. “What are those? I can’t deal with anything routine right now. Besides, you know as well as I do that the only reason I can head out with you this afternoon is because the stack of requests you sent through channels is taller than any other mound on this desk.”

Leftenant Redburn crossed to Justin’s desk and set the papers on top of the computer monitor. Clad in boots, shorts, and a cooling vest that revealed a well-muscled, if somewhat pale, body, the man smiled and ran a hand over his cropped auburn hair. “Forms, filled out in triplicate, for this afternoon’s exercise. I’ve filed an environmental impact statement for every meter of the turf we’re to cover today, and the locals have just issued us a `parade permit.’” He sighed loudly. “Sometimes I wonder why the Duke of New Syrtis just doesn’t give this world back to Liao. Michael Hasek-Davion’s let so many of them into the government here that he might as well cede the place to Capella.”

Justin smiled slyly. “Leftenant Redburn, now you sound like your men when they complain about having a Capellan half-breed as their commanding officer.”

Redburn’s cheeks immediately flushed red with embarrassment. “Sir, if you think I was saying…”

Justin held up his hand and quieted the young officer. “Easy, Andrew. I understand what you’re saying.” Justin unbuttoned his jacket and walked to the dressing chamber annexed to his office. His voice echoed through the open doorway. “The idea of turning in a centimeter-by-centimeter description of our line of march doesn’t thrill me, either, but there’s nothing we can do. This is Michael’s domain, and his word is law.”

Redburn nodded. “I trust him and his bureaucrats about as far as I can toss Craon.”

Justin laughed. “Indeed, and just how far is that?”

“What?”

Justin stepped from the dressing chamber in boots, shorts, and open cooling vest. Muscles and veins stood out on a body virtually without fat. “Your report said nothing about the battle I heard about between you and Craon.”

The Leftenant shrugged. “Wasn’t really a fight. I cracked him a good one on the jaw, then concentrated on his bread-basket.” Redburn unconsciously rubbed the ribs on his right side. “He got a couple of punches in, but it ended quickly.” He smiled like a child remembering the taste of stolen melon. “Was hardly worth mentioning.”

Justin chuckled. “I accept you at your word, Leftenant.” Justin nodded at his subordinate. Thank you for your efforts on my behalf. Redburn returned the nod, and Justin knew he’d been understood. “I’ve assigned Craon to be shepherd for this little outing. How many ’Mechs will we have with us?”

Redburn thought for a half-second. “Thirty-two, including us. I have four lances of four and three with five. As usual, I did not assign you to any one lance. I’ll be in the Spider and I’ve given you the Valkyrie on loan from the Kittery Borderers. You know, those damned regulars said that they were only handing over the ’Mech because you’re a real MechWarrior. Everyone else gets a Stinger.”

Justin nodded. The two men left the office and quickly made their way through the tiled corridors to the massive ’Mech bay that loomed over the smaller Base Command Center. The roof, supported by metal beams and a skeletal framework, arched some fifteen meters over the ferrocrete floor. The translucent plastic used to form and seal the roof let in enough of the gold light from Kittery’s F9 sun to illuminate the metal giants housed within the hangar.

Ringing the room like silent tomb-sentinels, BattleMechs gleamed in the sun’s bright light. Techs and astechs in green jumpsuits swarmed like insects over units in need of repair, and spare parts dangled from powered winches running on beams above the war machines. Five times the height of the men who worked on them, ’Mechs were objects of fascination rather than fear for the men and women who nursed them back to health. At the moment, these broken giants stood docile and in dire need of the steady hands and diagnostic genius of the Techs before any would again march into battle.

Other ’Mechs, armed and operational, stood waiting with their canopies open. Spilling down their chests like comical ties were rope ladders that allowed men and women to mount the huge machines they would pilot into battle. The Stingers, 20-ton light ’Mechs often used for training MechWarriors, did not look any less deadly than the heavier ’Mechs scattered throughout the bay. The massive medium laser grasped pistol-like in each Stinger’s right hand seemed lethal enough for anyone’s taste.

As Leftenant Redburn and Major Allard entered the bay, the 1st Kittery Training Battalion, including a hastily arriving Robert Craon, stood at attention in ranks. When Justin nodded approvingly to Sergeant Walter de Mesnil, the one-eyed MechWarrior turned to face his troops. “At ease,” he rasped.

Justin cleared his throat. “This afternoon Leftenant Redburn and I will take you through an evaluation exercise. Please bear in mind that your ’Mechs are fully armed and powered. As always, we wish to minimize damage to the surrounding area. Target practice on livestock owned by the natives is discouraged and will be punished by immediate dismissal from the training program.” Justin emphasized the word “native” so that his troops would note that he was not using the slang “indig,” which most of his trainees preferred. “I know you think I speak of the people here as natives because I am half-Capellan, but you must learn that to accept them is to have them accept you. And that is a major part of our mission on Kittery.” He turned to Redburn. “Leftenant.”

Redburn nodded and accepted command. “Sergeant de Mesnil… Corporals... form up your lances and conduct them outside.” He turned toward three trainees—two men and a woman—and nodded to the largest man. “James, head out after Sergeant de Mesnil and wait for me to join you.” He scanned the crowd and caught one Corporal’s eye. “Hugh, Private Craon has been assigned shepherd duty, so your lance will run last. Dismissed.”

The MechWarriors broke ranks and ran to their ’Mechs while the two officers walked over to where their own ’Mechs waited. Redburn swung up the ladder that hung from a Spider. Unlike the Stinger, this 30-ton humanoid ’Mech carried no weapons in its hands, but the twin medium laser snouts jutting from the center of its chest left no doubt about its battleworthiness. Reknowned for its speed and the “jumping” abilities that allowed it to range behind enemy lines to wreak havoc, the Spider was the perfect ’Mech to ride herd on a company of trainees.

Justin quickly climbed up and into the cockpit of his Valkyrie. He strapped himself into the pilot seat and punched a button that reeled in his ladder and slowly closed the polarized canopy. As it shut, the cockpit became pressurized and Justin had to open his mouth wide to equalize the pressure in his ears.

He laced up his cooling vest and plugged the power cord into the socket to the right side of his command chair. After carefully pressing the adhesive monitoring discs to his upper arms and thighs, he fed the leads from them up toward his throat. Then he settled the olive-green neurohelmet pad over his shoulders, and threaded the monitor disc leads into their proper connections. Finally, Justin reached up and pulled the neurohelmet down over his head.

Justin shivered unconsciously as the helmet cut out all external noise and made his breathing rumble thunderously in his ears. He adjusted the helmet until the roughly triangular viewplate had centered itself in front of his face and he could feel the pressure of neuroreceptors in the proper places around his skull. He plugged wires from his ’Mech into the appropriate sockets at the helmet’s throat and then spoke.

“Pattern check. Major Justin X. Allard.”

Justin listened to the static crackling through his skull, then smiled as the ’Mech’s computer replied, “Voiceprint pattern match obtained. Proceed with initiation sequence.”

Justin’s eyes narrowed. “Code check: Zhe jian fang tai xiao. Authorization code: Alpha X-ray Tango Bravo.” Now the computer was checking his codes against the vast list of authorizations and personal passwords stored within its memory. Unlike most ’Mechs, which responded only to the secret code locked into it by its pilot, training ’Mechs had to be able to accept numerous codes. Each pilot in the training cadre had his own code, which meant that anyone performing an irregular action—such as stealing a ’Mech—could be pegged by checking to see which code had last been used to activate the ’Mech.

Justin knew that it was unorthodox for him to have a personal check code in Capellan, but it ensured that none of these clowns would steal his machine. He laughed to himself. Even if they could figure out that his code meant, “This room is too small,” none of them would understand the humor, nor would they be able to pronounce the words correctly. A sudden new thought sent a chill up Justin’s spine as he realized that if his code ever did become known, it would only confirm the bigoted opinions about him. Stupid, Justin, he thought. Better change it after this exercise.

The computer’s metallic voice knifed through his thoughts. “Authorization confirmed. Glad to have you aboard, Major.”

In response to the correct codes, the control console came alive with lights and flashing buttons. The heat scales on the internal systems monitor all sat low in the cool-blue range. The data readouts on the rack of long-range missiles housed in the left side of his ’Mech’s torso and the medium laser that replaced the ’Mech’s right hand both reported the weapon systems operational but unarmed. Justin caressed two buttons on the targeting joystick with the fingers of his left hand, and the systems armed themselves.

Other data displays told him that both jump jets on his Valkyrie’s back were ready to boost him up to 150 meters at a blast. The mechanism for reloading his missiles also reported itself ready to supply twelve full flights of ten missiles apiece, though Justin knew this included the brace of missiles already loaded into the launchers.

Justin drew in one last breath of cool air, then closed his eyes and flexed his fingers. He exhaled slowly, then cleared a radio link to Leftenant Redburn’s Spider. “Ready, Andy?”

“Yes, sir,” rang out Redburn’s reply.

“Good. Let’s get out of here and see what these kids have learned.












CHAPTER TWO



Kittery

Capellan March, Federated Suns 

27 November 3026



Justin stopped his Valkyrie just below the crest of a hill and turned back to watch the trainees straggling through the meadow below. The stark, snowy-white color of the ’Mechs made them a sharp contrast to the golden-brown of the dying summer grasses. A breeze swirled down into the valley’s bowl and rode through the grasses in waves until it hit the wide swath of destruction made by the marching ’Mechs.

These kids are good. I suspect that after they get a battle under their belts, no one will doubt Prince Davion’s wisdom in creating these training battalions-no one but the people running the military academies and the few bureaucrats who don’t want their planets protected by such “green” troops. Justin shook his head. They’re really pushing themselves so that their Capellan Major will see how good they really are. Excellent!

Justin glanced at his heat monitors. The levels still hovered in the blue range, but were nearer to the green of the next higher level. The day’s warmth was not much of a danger, and none of the ’Mechs, with the possible exception of Craon’s Stinger, should have cracked the green wall. “Andy?”

“Yes, Major?”

“See if you can have Corporal Montdidier pull his lance in a bit more. He’s ranging too far north, and I suspect it’s just to give Craon fits.”

The warmth of Redburn’s laughter almost survived transmission intact. “Roger.”

Justin watched as Montdidier’s lance moved back toward the main line of march, then frowned as one ’Mech halted. Justin quickly scanned and identified the warrior. “Private Sonnac, why aren’t you moving in? Is your ’Mech having trouble?”

“No, sir. I’m just getting odd magscan readings.”

Justin reached out and punched the button on his command console that shifted his scanners from infrared to magnetic anomaly detection. A holographic display of the terrain filled the screen before him and showed each ’Mech as a glowing red pyramid or sphere. As his computer identified each machine, it tagged a glowing number beneath the symbol that told Justin at a glance the ’Mech’s type, model, and designation. Other concentrations of metal—anything from an ore deposit close to the surface or a lost bicycle—showed up as a green cube until it could be identified.

As Justin turned his head, the 360-degree display continued to provide him with a tactical view that pinpointed large concentrations of metal in the area. The blue hexagon that appeared and then vanished again in his peripheral vision sent a cold chill down his spine. “Andy, check Sonnac’s readings. I’ve got something over the hill I want to see.”

“Roger.”

Justin marched his Valkyrie up over the crest of the hill and turned to face the direction where he’d spotted the blue hexagon. Through the holographic construct, he saw that it was located deep in a wooded vale. A stream ran through the wooded area and emptied into a good-size pond. The nearby hills, covered with the red, green, and orange wildflowers, sloped down toward the pond. The whole scene, bereft of the blue scanner-ghost, looked peaceful and inviting.

And dangerous. Justin clenched his jaw. Those tranquil woods would be just the place for light ’Mechs like the Stingers to seek shelter if they had to elude enemy ’Mechs. That stream would also provide cooling for overheated ’Mechs. The valley formed a superior battle arena for light ’Mechs.

Redburn’s voice blasted over the radio. “Major Allard! Cicadas, sir! All over the place!”

At the urgency in Redburn’s communication, Justin’s mind went automatically into a kind of special battle mode that filtered out all emotion. “Withdraw south, Leftenant.” Just don’t come this way, he added silently, sensing something ominous behind the seeming tranquility of the vale.

“Negative, negative,” burst in Robert Craon. “I’ve got magscan readings off the scale south, east, and north. You’re clean, sir. We’ve got to head out west.”

Justin turned his head to study the escape route that Craon suggested. His mouth went instantly dry. The blue hexagon appeared again. This time, the computer graced it with an identifier. My God! It’s a Rifleman!

Justin snapped an order over the comm channel. “No way out here, either. Do what you can, Andy. The cadre is yours.” With that, Justin turned his Valkyrie and jumped toward the woods. “It’s a trap. All a trap. Don’t run west…”



•     •     •



Leftenant Redburn barely heard Justin Allard’s enigmatic reply to Craon, but it was too late to ask any questions. Not knowing what to do next, he nearly panicked. Slow down, Andrew, he told himself. Get a grip. The Major put you in charge. He has confidence in you. Don’t let him down.

Redburn watched the ground crack open. Capellan ’Mechs—Cicadas—sprouted up like nightmare plants in some hideous time-lapse holodocumentary. While Craon was shouting, they had appeared on the north, south, and east sides of the valley rim. Only the west, the direction Major Allard had forbidden him, stood safely open. “Move, dammit! Move! This isn’t a drill. Withdraw west, up the hillside. Sonnac, jet out of there!”

One armless Cicada thrust its ugly snout in front of Sonnac’s position and fired its twin medium lasers. Both beams converged on the Stinger’s head. Armor melted and ran like wax, then the beams lanced into the cockpit. Something exploded, leaving nothing and no one behind. Sonnac’s Stinger staggered backward, then fell lifelessly to the ground.

Redburn’s magscan vision of the valley blazed with green pyramids and blue rectangles. The Cicadas, which weighed twice as much as any Stinger on the field, had no arms and sported two medium lasers and one small laser that fired in a forward arc. As data flowed across the screens on his command console, Redburn cursed angrily. Three of the Cicadas sported flamethrowers, and already one cadet’s screams were ringing through Redburn’s ears as a Cicada ignited the cadet’s ’Mech. Outweighed and outgunned, the cadre had no other choice but to retreat.

Philip Nablus, pilot of the burning ’Mech, hit his jump jets in panic, taking off with enough speed to snuff the flames coating the left side of his machine. He came down on his feet, but stumbled and rolled into an untidy heap. A Cicada turned to fire at him, but the other members of Nablus’s lance poured laser fire into the rear of the Cicada.

There’s only a dozen of them, but they’ve got to be veteran pilots, Redburn told himself. Still, we do outnumber them. There has to be a way.

“Pull back. Get above them,” he ordered. “We’ll hold the heights.” Suddenly, the solution burst into his brain like a missile. “They want us to go west, so let’s oblige them. Now move it, and let’s see how cocky they get. We’ll make them pay.”



•     •     •



Justin’s Valkyrie hit top speed as it reached the bottom of the hill. The blue hexagon flickered to life, and the computer placed it behind a thick stand of pines. Justin closed one eye, adjusted the target selection with one hand, and smiled. He had no computer lock, but the shot felt right. “Die, bastard,” he growled as his thumb stabbed the launch button and a flight of missiles burst from the chest of his Valkyrie.

The launching dropped his speed from 86 kph to 72 kph, but speed did not concern Justin at that moment. The tall pines became instant torches when the first two missiles hit them, then fell away into a circle of flaming debris as three more missiles shredded them with fire and shrapnel. The remaining five missiles soared through the firestorm and slammed into the true target, lurking in its now-shattered haven.

Those five missiles burst like an exploding bandolier across the Rifleman’s 60-ton body. Five dents in the scarred armor showed where the missiles had hit, but Justin’s initial view suggested possible damage to only one of the ’Mech’s torso lasers. “Damn,” he muttered.

The semi-humanoid Rifleman’s arms swung up, pivoting at its shoulders, and tracked Justin’s Valkyrie. The torso swiveled at the waist, keeping the twin autocannons and heavy lasers locked onto their target. As the radar wing atop the enemy ’Mech began to swing faster, the Rifleman took one step out of the burning trees toward the tiny Valkyrie.

The Rifleman’s autocannons spat out a hail of slugs amid great gouts of flame. Smoldering shells rained from the shoulder ejection ports to the ground. The ’Mech tracked the speeding Valkyrie as best it could, sending after it a jagged trail of autocannon shells.

Too close now! Justin thought, waiting until the last possible second to kick in his jump jets, which sent him rocketing ahead of the autocannon slugs. Knowing he could not land on his feet at this speed, Justin hit the ground and rolled his ’Mech forward. Then he rose to one knee, launched another flight of LRMs, and let the launch-reaction carry him backward as twin laser lances melted the ground where he had crouched.

Only three of his hastily loosed missiles made their target, but those hit with a vengeance. One exploded into one of the Rifleman’s autocannon ejection ports, fusing the ejection mechanism. The other missiles both slammed into the radar wing whirling like a propeller above the ’Mech’s hunched shoulders. The first explosion froze the mechanism in place, and the second blast left the wing hanging by thick electrical cables.

Had enough? Justin demanded silently.

As if in reply, the Rifleman twisted its torso again. Its two medium torso lasers and the remaining autocannon fired on their tormentor. Up and running again, Justin eluded the assault, but knew that he could not hope to avoid disaster forever. He just had to make it worth it.



•     •     •



Redburn nodded as the Stingers formed a line to face the oncoming enemy ’Mechs. “On my mark, as I’ve outlined it. Remember, they’ve got no jump jets, and they can’t easily fire into the backward arc. Now, go!”

At his command, de Payens, Montbard, and St. Agnan jumped their lances over and behind the line of Capellan Cicadas. While Redburn turned his lance to face the crush of ’Mechs closing from the north, St. Omer moved his lance to repel the southern wing of oncoming Capellans. Meanwhile, Montdidier’s damaged lance slid over to help. De Mesnil’s lance held the center and opened up on the Cicadas marching at them up the hill.

Redburn smiled as he saw the Capellan warriors hesitate. You may have thought you were fighting trainees, but these cadets are good. With one smooth operation, we’ve turned the ambush back on you.

Craon landed first, having jumped his Stinger in a flatter arc than had the others in de Payens’s lance. His ’Mech’s long legs absorbed the impact of landing with the grace and strength of a cat. Craon whirled the Stinger about and brought his medium laser up in a fluid motion. When it fired, the ruby beam sliced virtually all the armor from a Cicada’s leg.

That Capellan ’Mech spun to face the threat to its rear. Craon moved wide to avoid the Cicada’s return fire, forcing the enemy ’Mech to pivot hard on its wounded leg. Evita Banes marched her Stinger forward and deliberately sighted the Cicada’s damaged limb. The remaining armor vaporized at the beam’s touch, then the ’Mech’s myomer fiber muscles parted with a snap. The Cicada’s leg collapsed, and the birdlike ’Mech smashed nose-first into the dirt.

The Cicadas on the southern wing ignored St. Agnan’s lance as they jetted overhead. All the Capellan ’Mechs pressed forward, raking the defenders with bolt after bolt of laser fire. In Montdidier’s lance, Reynold Vichiers’s Stinger took heavy damage in the head and chest. Unaware that a bolt had already killed Vichiers, Bill Chartres imposed the body of his Stinger between his comrade and the Cicadas. Shafts of ruby light skewered his ’Mech even more savagely than they had Vichiers’s machine. Utterly shot through, the Stinger collapsed in a heap.

St. Omer directed concentrated fire at the two outside Cicadas, while Montdidier and the other two cadets in his command hammered the two Cicadas closest to the center. The Capellans, in an effort to break through Montdidier’s weakened lance, rushed forward and smashed their ’Mechs into the defending Stingers.

St. Omer’s efforts paid off handsomely. The Cicadas that his lance had flanked disintegrated as the heavy fire picked them apart. Once the lasers had blasted away chunks of armor, they struck deep into the ungainly ’Mechs to destroy their engines. The Cicadas stiffened as though seized by rigor mortis, then crashed the ground.

Montdidier’s lance took hideous damage from the charging ’Mechs, but managed to hold. Bures, whose Stinger had been knocked down by a Cicada, swept his ’Mech’s legs in between those of the Capellan ’Mech. The Cicada’s next step shattered the Stinger’s limbs and tore them from the ’Mech’s torso, but the effort tripped the Cicada and dropped it to its knees.

Thomas Berard met a Cicada’s charge head-on. The Capellan ’Mech hammered the smaller machine at first impact, sending shards of armor flying over the battlefield. Despite the bone-shattering impact, Berard managed to smash his Stinger’s left fist against the Cicada’s head and cracked the cockpit canopy. The Capellan pilot, disoriented by the assault, backed off just long enough for Berard to eject from his damaged ’Mech before the Cicada trampled his Stinger into spare parts.

St. Agnan’s lance laid down a pattern of fire that caught the two Cicadas from behind and hurt them badly. Scarlet laser fire ripped through the aft armor of both ’Mechs, stabbing straight through. In the case of Berard’s target, the shots burst out through the cockpit. Both Cicadas crumpled to the ground, where they lay smoking.



•     •     •



Justin’s Valkyrie cut to the right as the heavy laser on the Rifleman’s left arm torched a black furrow through the meadow off to Justin’s left. It can’t continue to turn! he thought. The torso locks up after about forty degrees. If I can get into its rear arc, the weapons can’t track me!

Justin started his Valkyrie running to the right, and grinned as his battle display showed him the lumbering Rifleman’s attempt to follow his movement. In the effort, the big ’Mech’s waist locked, so that it had to make an almost comical shuffle-step to continue turning. Perfect, Justin told himself. Just a bit faster, and I’ll be in the clear. He grinned again and dropped his missile targeting crosshairs onto the Rifleman’s silhouette. He kept it there, despite the pounding, jarring strides that carried his ’Mech forward.

But wait. What is that pilot doing? Justin felt terror flash through his guts as the Rifleman stopped trying to track his Valkyrie. The larger machine stood rock-still for a moment, then twisted back in the other direction. As it did so, the Capellan ’Mech’s arms swung up toward the sky and back down to lock in the rear firing arc.

“No!” Justin twisted his Valkyrie violently to reorient it, and tried valiantly to fire the jump jets. These frantic efforts only managed to trip up the Valkyrie, and he had to fight hard to regain control of the falling ’Mech.

No! Not like this! Justin stabbed the Valkyrie’s medium laser out at the Rifleman, but the gesture was useless. The Rifleman, swinging its weapons into line with the Valkyrie, scythed laser fire through the ’Mech’s legs and ended Justin’s futile attempt at flight.



•     •     •



The southern flank crushed, St. Omer, St. Agnan, and Montbard directed their lances at the Capellan center. The hellish crossfire sliced one Cicada to ribbons and drove the rest north. The northern wing withdrew quickly as the training battalion swept up toward it. After a savage exchange with St. Agnan’s lance, the Cicada pilots realized that the battle was lost and chose to save their ’Mechs.

De Mesnil’s gravelly voice crackled over the radio. “They’re backing away, Leftenant.”

Redburn looked at his magscan image and concurred with de Mesnil’s assessment of the battle. “Let them run, cadets. We couldn’t catch them if we wanted to.” He watched the enemy ’Mechs flee and shook his head as his computer reported their running speed at better than 120 kph. Damn, they’re fast, he thought, then shivered as his body burned the adrenalin coursing through his bloodstream.

Redburn flipped a switch on his console that instantly put his Sergeant and Corporals on a command frequency. “Report.”

“De Mesnil here. All pilots alive, but Bisot and Montvalle both have leg damage. St. John lost his medium laser.”

“St. Omer here, Leftenant. William Chartres is dead and his Stinger is gone. Minor damage otherwise. Everyone else stayed calm.”

Redburn nodded and looked out toward the smoking, riddled ruin of Chartres’s ’Mech. A damn shame. “Very well. St. Agnan?”

“Yes, sir.” St. Agnan’s voice came in sharp snippets of words. “I’m the only one who got tagged here, sir. Cockpit breached, and I think I have some busted ribs. Torroges lost an arm actuator, but it’s been bad for awhile.”

“Archie, pop your canopy so Gil Erail can get in and see what you look like.” Redburn turned his attention to Montdidier’s lance. “Payen, report.”

It took Payen Montdidier a moment to collect himself. Even then, his voice almost broke. “Sonnac and Vichiers are dead, sir. Bures’s ’Mech has no legs, and Berard’s ’Mech is lost. He ejected, though, and got away fine.”

Montbard and de Payens both reported their lances were virtually intact, though de Payens said that Craon wanted to know why such things never happened to anyone else running shepherd.

“Tell him it builds character,” Redburn laughed, and his staff joined him. “Major Allard, how about you?”

There was no answer until De Mesnil’s voice filled the silence. “I never saw him come back into the battle, Leftenant.”

“De Mesnil, organize this rabble. De Payens, Montbard, form up your lances on me.” Hoping the fear in his stomach would find nothing to feed it, Redburn trotted his Spider up over the hill. No, God! Not the Major! The smoke rising from the burning trees sent a tremor of dread through him. Why does it have to look like a funeral pyre?



•     •     •



Justin Allard’s shattered ’Mech lay on its back. Heavy laser fire had hacked off its legs and reduced them to an armored puddle. The missile autoloader clicked audibly as it attempted to feed a long-since exhausted supply of missiles into the fire-blackened ruins of the launch tubes. The right arm laser had melted clean away, and autocannon shells had ripped off the ’Mech’s left arm at the shoulder.

Andrew Redburn and Robert Craon both scrambled over the ’Mech’s torso, heedless of hot armor and the sparking wires of exposed mechanisms. They clambered toward the ’Mech’s shattered face, then stopped short, suddenly afraid of what might be behind the jagged holes blasted through the canopy.

Redburn knew it was going to be bad. In anger and frustration, he kicked away some of the spider-webbed glass. Carefully listening for any clue to what the darkened cockpit concealed, he lowered himself into the Valkyrie. When Craon hesitated, he motioned impatiently for the cadet to follow him. The cadet bleated a strangled cry as he bent down before the ’Mech’s command chair.

Redburn looked up from where he pressed two fingers to Justin’s bloody throat. “He’s alive, Craon, and he’ll stay that way if we get some evac help in here fast.”

All color had drained from Craon’s face, and he refused to meet Redburn’s gaze. “Do you think we ought to, sir?”

Redburn’s head snapped around as though he’d been punched. “Are you suggesting that `a good Capellan is a dead one?’”

Craon’s jaw dropped open and horror showed in his blue eyes, “Oh God, no, sir.”

Redburn’s brows furrowed together with fury. “Then what the hell are you talking about? Of course, we save him.”

“But, sir,” Craon pleaded, pointing down at the Major. “His arm.”

Redburn leaned forward and looked beyond the tangle of wires and console components that hid the left side of Justin Allard from his view. He swallowed hard and rolled back on his haunches in a crunch of broken glass and debris. “Blake’s Blood,” he whispered, not even realizing that he spoke. Craon was probably right. It would have been better for Allard if he’d died.

Staring down, Craon was nodding like a robot. “His arm, from the elbow down, sir. It’s gone, it’s just gone…”












CHAPTER THREE



Pacifica (Chara III)

Isle of Skye, Lyran Commonwealth

15 January 3027



“I don’t like it, Captain.” Eddie Baker’s quiet voice crackled past the storm-generated static in bits and pieces. Captain Daniel Allard of the Kell Hounds mercenary unit turned his Valkyrie’s head far enough to watch Baker’s ungainly Jenner waddle out of the river. “The storm’s catching up with us fast. I don’t fancy being out here in this walking lightning rod.”

Lieutenant Austin Brand, his humanoid Commando following Baker’s Jenner out of the river, laughed. “If you had a ’Mech with arms, Baker, you could swat those lighting bolts out of the air like the rest of us.”

Baker, an ex-Tech who had been given the captured ’Mech as a reward for years of service, grunted in disagreement. “Just more actuators to go out.”

“Can the chatter, children,” Dan said, smiling to himself. Ease up on them, Dan. Their squabbles are just battle nerves, and you know it. This scout lance works together better than almost any other lance you can name. “Let’s at least pretend to have some semblance of military order here, shall we?”

“Roger, Dan.”

Daniel Allard turned his Valkyrie’s head around to face forward, and headed off toward the Wasp waiting at the crest of the hill. “How does the storm look from up there, Meg?” he asked the Wasp pilot.

Sergeant Margaret Lang paused a moment before answering. “Doesn’t look that bad, Captain, but the flyboys are moving their fighters inside. Must look nasty on the satellite pictures.”

Dan sighed. “All right. Let’s move it and get under cover. Old Stormy is living up to her name. Brand, you and I are already late for the staff meeting. This patrol is over.”

“I wish the same could be said of this tour,” Baker told him.

Daniel Allard laughed. Baker’s right. This is a miserable world for pulling garrison duty. “Eddie, I’m sure if I express your dissatisfaction to Colonel Kell, he’ll pull some strings and get us posted elsewhere.”

“No, Dan, that’s all right. I could actually come to like Pacifica.”

Dan’s laughter filled his own neurohelmet. “You’d be the only person in the Successor States to develop that sort of affection for this world.”

Chara III, a large, moonless planet in Steiner space, had proved to be one of the most contradictory places in the Inner Sphere. On one hand, the fertile soil readily accepted hybrid plants and produced fruit abundantly. The world had enough water to make it a natural paradise and to warrant garrisoning a full battalion outside the major agricultural center at Starpad. Having arrived on a placid day, the first explorer of its surface had been inspired to name the planet Pacifica.

Yet anyone who spent any time here began to wonder about the peacefulness implied in the world’s name. Being a large body and lacking a moon, Pacifica rotated every fourteen TST hours. TST, or Terran Synchronized Time, related the time on any world to a traditional, twenty-four hour clock set to the rising and setting of the local sun or suns. The twenty-four hour clock divided the local day into twenty-four equal periods, with 1200 hours corresponding to local noon. A TST “hour” was, therefore, variable. Depending on a world’s actual rotation, a TST hour might be much shorter than a standard, or “metric,” hour. Pacifica’s fast spin gave it a thirty-five minute hour as well as an unpredictable weather situation. Sudden, unexpected rain or thunderstorms were common. As many of the colonists put it, “If you don’t like the weather here, just wait a minute and it’ll change.”

Dan worked his Valkyrie up the muddy hillside, following the tracks made by Lang’s Wasp. When the Kell Hounds headquarters came into view, he smiled. Almost home.

Far ahead of him, Lang’s Wasp ducked into the huge blockhouse in between the Shilone and Slayer fighters being pushed into the building. Meanwhile, the dark clouds ringing the horizon had slowly begun to drift in toward the base. To the south, beyond the blockhouse, the two barracks, and the command center, searing white lightning slashed down from distant black clouds. It took a long time for the echoes of thunder to reach the Valkyrie’s audio sensors, but Dan could see the storm boiling in swiftly. Bad omen, a storm like this. Justin always used to cite one old Capellan superstition that these storms were demons riding the clouds looking for souls to eat. Dan involuntarily crossed himself.

Turning around, he watched Baker’s Jenner crest the hill. It looked ungainly without arms to balance it, and the nickname “Ugly Duckling” seemed more appropriate than ever. The Jenner, at 35 tons, was the heaviest ’Mech in Allard’s scout lance, and carried the most firepower. The four launch tubes for its short-range missiles, or SRMs, ran in a line between its shoulders. Its four medium lasers fired from stubby “wings” set just above the hip joints. The way the Jenner’s torso jutted forward might have been a laughable sight if its powerful weaponry had not so often turned the tide of a battle. The addition of jump jets meant that the ungainly craft was actually capable of some agile moves in battle.

Compared to the Jenner, or most other ’Mechs, for that matter, the Commando following it up the hill was pure elegance. Humanoid in configuration, it carried no weapons in its open hands. Because of the camouflage patterns Brand had carefully painted on the ’Mech, the six SRM launch-tube openings in the Commando’s chest and the four on the ’Mech’s right wrist were barely visible. A thickness on the ’Mech’s left wrist betrayed the medium laser’s location, but most ’Mech pilots regarded the Commando as nothing more than a scout, despite its weaponry. Having seen Brand pilot his ’Mech in battle, however, Dan counted the Commando as more than capable in combat.

Its long legs eating up the distance in an awkward jog, the Jenner lumbered on ahead of the other two ’Mechs. It reached the blockhouse just as the circle of storm clouds strangled the last of the sunlight and a light drizzle began to fall. Dan reached out and switched on his windscreen wipers. “You did well in the scouting run, Lieutenant. Scared the hell out of Baker when your SRM locked on to his left hip.”

“Yeah, I guess I did.” Brand’s self-satisfaction came intact across the radio, then trailed off as he became more serious. “Lang’s got to be more careful in that Wasp. With those SRMs, she’s got more firepower than she had in her Locust, but both machines still rely on a medium laser for their main power. She’s acting as though that monster makes her invulnerable.”

Dan found himself nodding in agreement. “I’ll have a talk with her. We could mention it to Colonel Kell, but I don’t think the problem is at that point yet. Do you?”

Lightning-sparked static popped through the open radio connection. “No,” Brand said, after a pause. “Maybe she’s just got to get used to the Wasp’s higher profile.”

Glad you see that, Austin. Dan gracefully stepped his 30-ton Valkyrie around two bulldozers set at the edge of the makeshift spaceport. Meg’s bound to be angry with you because she thinks you cost her the Locust.

Out beyond the bulldozers, the Lugh, an Overlord Class DropShip, squatted like a gigantic Faberge egg full of lostech wonders. Behind it, as though crouching away from the rising storm’s fury, a smaller DropShip, the Leopard Class Manannan MacLir, rested on the cracked ferrocrete surface. More than enough to lift the entire Kell Hounds off Pacifica, both red and black craft were buttoned up tight in anticipation of the coming storm.

Dan trailed his Valkyrie in after Brand’s Commando and marched it over to the ’Mech cocoon alongside Meg Lang’s Wasp. He disconnected his neurohelmet, popped the canopy on his Valkyrie, and slid down the rope ladder just in time to hear the tail end of the tongue-lashing Meg was handing out to one of the Techs.

“I don’t give a damn if you think it’s impossible, Jackson. I know you can make that ’Mech more maneuverable. My Locust could run rings around this pile of junk!” Meg narrowed her brown eyes and brushed some strands of raven hair away from her face. “Fix it!”

Jackson, a mousy man with thick glasses, slammed his clipboard down on the ground. The papers on it exploded into a blizzard of multicolored forms, but that didn’t deflect the Tech one bit. “This isn’t a Locust, Sergeant! I can’t make it do what a Locust can do. Period!” Jackson looked over toward Allard, blushed, then dropped to his knees to gather up his clipboard and papers. “Sorry, Captain, for that display.”

Dan Allard, towering above both Lang and Jackson, shook his head. He raked thick fingers through his light-brown hair and plucked a sodden red sweatband from his brow. “No problem, Jackson,” he said calmly. As another Tech stooped to help Jackson with his papers, Dan turned to Margaret Lang and steered her away from Jackson. “A word with you.”

“Yes, sir.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Dan saw Brand waiting for him at the mouth of the tunnel to the command center. He waved his subordinate on ahead, then turned to Margaret Lang. “Sergeant, something’s eating at you, and it has nothing to do with that Wasp’s performance.” As he walked over to lean against the leg of a Thunderbolt, he waved Lang to a seat on the heavy ’Mech’s foot.

“Yes, sir.” Lang looked down at her boots and scratched at the sensor-pad stuck to her right thigh. “It’s Lieutenant Brand, sir. I don’t know how to react around him.”

Dan frowned. I was afraid of this. But dammit, they work so well together. “Meg, I know Austin feels personally responsible for the fact that your Locust was destroyed. I don’t know if you’re aware of it, but while you were in the hospital recovering from that broken leg, he pulled extra shifts and even went out with O’Cieran’s jump troops to track down the bandits who planted that vibrabomb mine that killed your ’Mech.”

Meg looked up into Dan’s blue eyes and suppressed a laugh. “He was out with the jump infantry?”

Dan nodded solemnly. “As absurd as it may seem. On top of that, when he learned that the bandits had gotten a Kurita Wasp from Combine agents provocateur, he talked Cat Wilson into trotting out his Marauder to get that ’Mech in a dawn raid on Cat’s day off.”

Meg’s jaw dropped open. “Cat got up before noon on a day he didn’t have to?”

“Yeah.” Dan squatted and pulled the helmet pad off his shoulders. “Brand’s really trying to make it up to you, Meg. Don’t you think its time to forgive him?”

Clearly puzzled, Meg frowned. “Forgive him? I think we’re not talking about quite the same thing, sir.”

Now Dan was confused, too. Sitting beside her, he leaned forward companionably, elbows on his knees. The things they never bothered to teach me at the New Avalon Military Academy… “Well, what are you talking about, then?”

Color rose to Meg’s cheeks, and a smile stole across her lips. “At least part of his off-time was spent with me in the infirmary,” she began. “Brand apologized over and over and promised to make it all up to me. He said he knew how much the Locust had meant to me, and that he really wanted to make amends.”

Dan laid his left hand on her right forearm. “The Locust belonged in your family, right?”

Meg nodded. “Both of my mother’s parents were once MechWarriors. The Locust belonged to my grandmother. She retired, though, to raise my mother and uncle after my grandfather died fighting against Kurita. My uncle inherited his Warhammer, but my mother wanted nothing more to do with ’Mechs. She married young, but my father abandoned us when I was just a few years old.”

Dan squeezed her arm. “I’m sorry.”

“Thanks.” Meg swallowed past the lump in her throat and continued. “Both my mother and grandmother were bitter. Grandma trained me to use the Locust, and told me I could have it, provided I would never get personally mixed up with a MechWarrior.”

She looked up into Dan’s open, handsome face. “There’s the problem, Captain. Austin’s been so nice to me that I’m starting to fall for him—falling hard—and I think the feeling’s mutual.” She smiled sheepishly. “In fact, every time I look into those amber eyes of his, I know I’m right. But lurking in the back of my mind is the promise I made to my grandmother. I know I’m giving him all sorts of mixed signals, but I’m not that clear myself.” Meg sighed and shrugged her shoulders. “On top of that, I know that having lovers in the same lance is not a good idea, so I don’t know what to do…”

Dan shut his eyes and grimaced. Here I am, only 28 years old, and she’s making me feel like a grandfather. Eleven years with the Kell Hounds is akin to a lifetime elsewhere. By the clock, I’ve only got four years on both Brand and Lang, but if you consider the mileage, it’s more like a century.

Opening his eyes, Dan laughed softly. “Listen, you’re getting ahead of yourself. First off, the Kell Hounds have got no rules, formal or otherwise, about relationships within the lances or battalions. We want our people to be close and to care about each other. To encourage that, but then to try to prohibit intimate relationships, would be foolhardy and impossible to police. Frankly, you, Brand, and Eddie Baker work so well together that you could start sacrificing rabbits to a full moon—if our next station has a moon—and I wouldn’t really care.”

Meg smiled and Dan continued. “You and Austin are two healthy, normal MechWarriors living on a world where the weather is crazy and day becomes night after seven hours. Your attraction to each other is normal, and is about the only thing on this mudball that makes any sense at all. Don’t push it, or kill it prematurely. Just wait and see what happens.”

“But what about my promise?” The fear and pain of betraying her mother and grandmother flickered through Meg’s question.

Dan paused, then answered slowly. “I know you don’t want to go back on your word, but you said it yourself—both women are bitter because of their experiences. You’ll have to make up your own mind.”

Meg frowned and Dan saw that she needed just a touch more convincing. “Look, Meg,” he said, “my father’s first marriage flamed-out for political reasons, and it ripped him up pretty badly. Even so, he tried it again. And if he hadn’t, my older brother wouldn’t have had anyone to pick on as we grew up.”

“Your brother’s a Major in the Capellan March, right?”

Her question called up Justin’s image to Dan’s mind, which made him smile proudly. “Justin? Yes. He’s my older brother and”—Dan rose up to his full height—“I’m his big brother. Everyone else is back on New Avalon, just dreaming of a glorious assignment like this one.”

Both MechWarriors laughed. Meg stood and walked a short way with Dan before she stopped to apologize to Jackson. “Thanks, Captain. I appreciate the talk.”

“Sure, Sergeant. Any time.” At the mention of time, Dan looked at the huge clock on the blockhouse wall. “Damn, the staff meeting! Gotta run.”












CHAPTER FOUR



Pacifica (Chara III)

Isle of Skye, Lyran Commonwealth

15 January 3027



Daniel Allard sprinted off toward the Command Center, pausing once to toss his cooling vest to an astech, and a second time to accept a pair of coveralls from Master Sergeant Tech Nick Jones. He pulled on the red coveralls in the elevator ride up to the third floor, but was still pulling up the zipper before he could knock at the door labeled “Lt. Colonel Patrick M. Kell.”

“Enter.”

Dan opened the door and recoiled as a blast of refrigerated air struck him full on. The large room served Colonel Kell as a private office, but had ample space for the center table he’d set up for staff meetings. To Dan’s left, a bank of windows looked out on the ferrocrete landing pad, offering a clear view of the lightning bolts dancing down from the dark blanket of clouds. Along the windows was a battered brown vinyl sofa left behind by the last mercenary company to pull duty—or “do time,” as it had become known on station—on Pacifica. It provided seating for the only NCO at the meeting.

Ignoring his massive mahogany desk, Lieutenant Colonel Patrick Kell sat facing the door at the round meeting table. With his black hair cropped so closely, the thin scar that ran from his left temple all the way to the crown of his head stood out clearly. The scar might have been ominous if Kell’s easy smile, gleaming brown eyes, and handsome features did not instantly create the urge to call this man “friend” in all who met him.

Kell gestured toward the unoccupied steel chair to his right. “As you can see, we began the meeting without you.”

“Yes,” added Kell’s second-in-command, Major Salome Ward, “and I believe it’s my bet. I’ll see your twenty Kroner, and raise you twenty.” Though she had the green eyes and fiery red hair that usually accompanied a hot temper, the officers in the room knew Ward to be one of the coolest MechWarriors, in or out of battle, in the Inner Sphere.

“Yipes!” Lieutenant Mike Fitzhugh, the junior officer in Salome’s Assault Lance, shot his superior an evil glance. “Forty to me? I’m out.” He looked up at Dan and shook his dark curly head. “She’s always finding a new way to make me earn my money.”

A mischievous look twinkled through Lieutenant Austin Brand’s eyes as he casually tossed the forty House Steiner Kroner onto the growing pile of blue-green bills. “I call.” Lieutenant Anne Finn, the blond junior officer in Kell’s Command Lance, calmly folded her hand. She smiled at Dan as he sat down beside her. “Glad you could join us.”

“Said the shark to her dinner.” Dan looked at the stacks of Kroner bills piled in front of Anne, and laughed. “You’d have been happier to have me contributing to your war chest there. Right, Annie?”

She merely smiled, but the long, lean black man on the couch sat up and spoke for her. “I do recall some discussion of your skill at leaving money on the table, Captain.”

“I should have had you sit in for me, Cat.” His remark brought a strange flash to Cat’s eyes, but Dan could not identify it.

Sergeant Clarence “Cat” Wilson ran a hand back over his shaved head and laughed deeply. Of all the Kell Hounds, he was the only MechWarrior to shave to his head for better contact in the neurohelmet. “When you’ve played in the big leagues, you never join sandlot games.”

Patrick Kell cleared his throat. “Back to business, shall we?” A worn twenty-Kroner bill fluttered from his hand into the pile of wagers. “I call.”

Salome smiled hungrily. “Full house. Aces over Archons.”

Brand tossed his cards into the center of the table, and Kell nodded politely to Salome. “Your deal.” He turned to Allard and shook his head. “So, how is your lance doing, Dan?”

Dan cleared his throat ceremoniously. “Eddie Baker was hoping you could use your influence with your cousin, the Archon, to get us some real duty.”

Kell chuckled. “Cousin-in-law, Dan. Tell Baker I’ll mention it the next time Katrina Steiner comes for a beer.” Kell shook his head as Salome shuffled the cards. “What I really wanted to know was whether Lang is checking out on the Wasp.”

Dan nodded, and Kell cut the cards for Salome. “She’ll be fine once she works out the differences between a Wasp and a Locust. She’s game enough, though. No lingering fears because of losing her Locust. The Lieutenant and I will keep an eye on her, and I’ll keep you informed on how it’s going.”

Kell nodded and gathered up his cards into his strong hands. As Dan did the same, he remembered that the cards were of Lyran Commonwealth manufacture, and so he arranged them in descending order. Lacking any Aces, he put his pair of Dukes after his lone Archon. He had no ’Mechs in his hand, either, and so the numbered cards went into proper order. The four suits in the Commonwealth were Fists, Sunbursts, Dragons, and Eagles—the symbols of Houses Steiner, Davion, Kurita, and Marik. House Liao—the weakest of the Successor States—did not rate a suit.

Anne Finn gave Dan two hundred Kroner as a stake. “Not like we’re playing with real money, is it?” Dan laughed and used the money to open for ten. After the others had bet or folded and he’d indicated that he wanted three cards, Dan turned to Kell.

“Is the Intrepid’s Captain still refusing to let Jones ship out with him after he returns here on his next run?”

Kell nodded and rearranged his cards. “We kept up a constant dialogue as his ship headed out to the jump point. He insists that we’re too close to the Draconis Combine frontier for him to take a soldier on board.”

Dan shook his head. “Thirty years a Tech in the Lyran Services and due to muster out a day after the Intrepid’s JumpShip leaves Pacifica. We can’t ground the Intrepid, can we?”

Salome answered while Kell studied his dwindling cash reserve. “ComStar would have our tails in a sling. Somehow that lowlife merchanter weaseled a contract to haul bulk-messages to backwaters like Pacifica, and that’s made him inviolate. He’s afraid, though, that shipping a Steiner Tech aboard his ship would prompt the folks we know and love as the Combine to confiscate his ship—or worse.”

Dan picked up his draw cards and managed to keep the arrival of a third Duke from showing on his face. “We can’t just muster Jones out a day early?” Dan glanced up from his hand to see if anyone was watching him, but only Cat met his gaze with a satisfied grin.

Kell shook his head. “The Lyran Commonwealth, which has more salesmen than a cur has fleas, keeps a tight rein on its money and muster-out pay. Master Sergeant Nicholas Jones has to muster out of Pacifica on the 26th of May in order to get any of the bonus pay he’s entitled to. If the computer can’t check him for voice, retinal patterns, and fingerprints, his bonus goes back into the general fund.”

Dan snorted. “Amen. And, in the meantime, the Intrepid jumps out of here and won’t be back for another six months.” Dan looked up at the windows and watched lightning sear through the near dark. “Six months in this place is like thirty years. There has to be something we can do.”

Fitzhugh laughed. “Why don’t you play this hand and you can buy him a JumpShip. The bet’s fifty to you.”

Ah, Mike, your impatience will cost you. Dan carelessly flipped the money out onto the table. “Call.”

Fitzhugh flashed three tens on the table, and then Dan slapped his trio of Dukes down over Fitz’s cards. He waited a half-second for Kell or Salome to make a play, then raked in the H-bills toward him.

The second knock barely sounded at the door before Cat Wilson leaped up to answer it. Opening the door a crack, he imposed his muscular body between the person in the hall and the card game. That the Colonel conducted his company staff meetings over a poker game was common knowledge among the Kell Hounds, but the outcome of the games was kept strictly confidential. The informality of the meetings could only survive if the officers knew that winning and losing did not matter. The money and bragging rights won in the weekly games remained among the deepest secrets that the Kell Hounds had.

Cat nodded and accepted a folded note from the messenger in the hallway. He shut the door and carried it over to Colonel Kell. Dan recognized the paper as the thin stock used in the communications center and noticed ComStar’s logo boldly emblazoned at the head of the message. He hoped, for the barest of moments, that the message was a transfer of the Kell Hounds to an assignment far from Pacifica. The expression on the Colonel’s face quickly dashed those hopes.

Kell looked up from the paper, which trembled violently in his hand. “Dan, I’m sorry.”

The tone of Patrick’s voice set fear churning in Dan’s gut. My God, did someone get to my father? He snatched the message and quickly read it once, then stood abruptly. His chair crashed to the floor as Dan swept past Cat toward the windows. He smoothed out the paper that he’d unconsciously crumpled and again read the horrible words as lightning illuminated them:



•     •     •



WYATTSUPCOMHQ RELAY PRIORITY ALPHA REGULAR

Origin: FEDSUNSUPCOMHQ NEW AVALON

Classification: Confidential

To: Lt. Colonel Patrick KellI/COMKELLHOUNDS

To: Captain Daniel Allard//ATTACHKELLHOUNDS

On 27 November, 3026 Major Justin Allard suffered battle-related injuries. Transferred to NAIS Medical Center 5 December, 3026. Extensive trauma resulted in crude amputation of left arm. Prognosis for cybernetic rehabilitation awaiting end of induced narcotic coma. Prognosis for survival: Excellent.



•     •     •



Dan felt an icy claw reach into his belly and rake through his guts. He crumpled the message into a ball again and tossed it down to the floor, but none of the others made any motion to retrieve it. Dan’s hands knotted into fists as his whole body quivered with rage. No! Not Justin. Not him.

Patrick Kell stood and silently dismissed everyone except Salome and Wilson. The three of them had known Dan since the day he’d joined the Kell Hounds as part of the core of the mercenary company. Though all the Kell Hounds would be sympathetic to the sorrows of a compatriot, the three people standing behind Daniel Allard would share his pain.

Staring out the window, Dan watched drops roll down the storm-lashed pane like the tears streaming over his cheeks. How could it be? Why doesn’t that message tell me what really happened? Justin’s too good a warrior to get hit in a regular skirmish. It had to be an ambush or something.

Dan swallowed, then brushed away the tears. He turned halfway and glanced back at his friends. “Let them read it, Patrick.”

Salome bent to recover the note. She pressed it smooth against her thigh, then smothered a gasp as she read. She passed the note to Wilson, but he never took it. His black eyes quickly scanned the sheet, but no emotions showed on his ebon features.

Kell stepped forward and rested his powerful hands on Dan’s shoulders. “Dan, we’re all sorry.”

Dan squeezed his eyes shut against new tears. “He lost his arm, Patrick. He’ll never pilot another ’Mech. It’ll kill him.”

Salome brought Dan a glass filled with three fingers of Kuritan whiskey. “You’ve had a shock. Drink it.”

Dan hesitated, but Cat had foreseen his wish to hide any display of personal weakness. The tall black man handed Salome and Patrick similar glasses of whiskey, and even brandished one himself. “We’ve all had a shock.” Cat reached around and dragged a chair away from the poker table. He sat in it with his chest resting against the back of the chair.

Salome went to sit on the sofa, and Dan wandered over to join her. Patrick Kell was now leaning against the corner of his desk. “I’m going to have the crew get the Mac ready to take you up to the Cucamulus. We’ll get you back to New Avalon as fast as possible.”

Dan held up his left hand. “No, sir. Thank you, but no, sir.” What had gone wrong for Justin?

Patrick waved away Dan’s protest. “Listen. There’s some Kell Hound business to take care of in the Federated Suns. I’ll send you to represent the battalion. It’s battalion business, pure and simple.”

Dan looked up and forced a weak smile. “No, Colonel—Patrick—I appreciate the gesture. Really I do, but no matter how fast I travel, it will take me over three months to reach New Avalon. And even if I did get there sooner, what good would it do? That message took more than a month to reach us here, even traveling through ComStar’s ‘A’ circuit. They would have brought Justin out of his coma two weeks ago.” Dan gasped and slammed his left fist down on the torn arm of the battered brown sofa.

No one spoke as he struggled to regain control of his emotions. Bitter tears streaked down his face, and he shook his head violently, flicking them off in anger. Muscles bunched at his jaws, and his face flushed scarlet. Stop it, Dan. Get hold of yourself. Justin’s probably handling it better than you are.

“Please, forgive me,” he said finally, looking around at his three friends. “I hope I’ve not dishonored myself in your eyes.”

Cat shrugged easily. “A man loves his brother. No dishonor in that.”

Salome nodded. “You were around during the Defection, when we all went through our own private hells. You were there for us. Now it’s our turn.”

The Defection. They all thought of it that way, and they all carried the scars. After a strange battle on Mallory’s World with that Kurita commander—one Yorinaga Kurita—Colonel Morgan Kell had quit the unit and entered a monastery on Zaniah III. Two-thirds of the Kell Hound Regiment had left at the same time. All that had happened eleven years ago. Patrick still wondered why Morgan had not trusted him with a full regiment, and Salome still wondered why Morgan had left her. And Dan never did understand why, as soon as he joined the Kell Hounds, they had fallen apart.

Patrick Kell nodded slowly in echo of Salome’s words. “We’ve all been through so much together, Dan,” he said, keeping his vow never to speak of the Defection. He faltered, then recovered himself. “I know what it is to have an older brother, and to lose him. But we all worked together and built up this unit into the best mercenary battalion around.” Patrick nodded at Cat and Salome. “We share your pain.”

Dan smiled weakly. “I appreciate this. I just hope Justin made it through... you know… all in one piece mentally.” He drank a slug from his glass and relished the burning in his throat. “I remember how, when we were growing up, other kids used to beat up on Justin because he was half-Capellan. I used to want to help him fight, but win or lose, he always kept me back. `My fight, Danny,’ he’d say. When I’d tell him that he was my brother and that it was our fight, he’d laugh and tell me I could have whatever he couldn’t handle.”

Patrick smiled warmly and sipped his whiskey. “I’ve heard good things about your brother Justin. Always hoped he’d want to join the Hounds.”

Dan nodded. “Me, too. I can remember when he announced his intention to enroll in Sakhara Military Academy. He told my father he wanted to be away from New Avalon to keep from taking advantage of the Allard name, and my father took that rather well. Justin told me he wanted to become a MechWarrior because, in a BattleMech, everyone becomes equal. From that moment, I decided to become a MechWarrior, too, because I wanted to be Justin’s equal.”

Salome reached out and kneaded the muscles at the back of Dan’s neck with her strong, slender fingers. “I bet there’s another message rattling around in some ComStar center that would tell you that Justin is doing fine. The New Avalon Institute of Science has made so many breakthroughs lately. At least your brother’s getting the best possible care.”

“Dan, are you certain you don’t want to head out? I’m not saying we can function without you, but the Cucamulus is yours if you want her.” Patrick pointed out the window at the Manannan MacLir. “I’ll have the Mac’s crew stand by, just in case.”

Dan shook his head, drained his glass, and stood. “No, but thank you. Thank all you.” He smiled calmly. “I’m sure Justin will be fine. As the aerojocks like to say, ‘Any wreck you walk away from is a good one.’”

Dan’s head came up and he smiled even more broadly. “I’ve got work to do here, and Justin would think poorly of me if I didn’t accomplish it. After all, someone’s got to figure out a way to get Master Sergeant Jones off Old Stormy when his time comes.”

Patrick Kell smiled. “Understood, Captain. Just remember, the door’s always open.”

Daniel Allard nodded, but Kell’s words barely registered with so many thoughts speeding through his own mind. I’ll find out who did this to you, Justin, and I swear, his blood will be on the hands of an Allard.












CHAPTER FIVE



Solaris VII (The Game World) 

Rahneshire, Lyran Commonwealth 

15 January 3027



The black and blood-red groundcar sliced through the gray drizzle, cutting around piles of debris scattered over the ferrocrete street. As the car’s headlights burned away the dark shadows hiding alleys and doorways from view, pedestrians scrambled back out of the light. Recognizing the car, they knew, as certain as the clouds never left Solaris VII, that to ambush that vehicle was to die.

The groundcar crossed the burned out “no-man’s-land” between Cathay and Silesia—the Capellan and Lyran quarters, respectively, of Solaris City. The tongsmen of Cathay ignored the vehicle as it left their area of influence, but the “unofficial” wardens of Silesia snapped respectful salutes at the darkened windscreen as the car sped past on a whispering cushion of air. The vehicle turned left at the first unblocked street and stopped finally before the narrow doorway of a nondescript building.

Air hissed as the gull-wing door on the driver’s side of the car swung upward. No interior light came on, for the driver refused to be silhouetted for a sniper’s convenience. Stepping quickly into the rain-slicked street, he snapped the door down shut. With long-legged strides, the driver headed toward the smoked glass door.

Once inside, the man swept off the slouch-brimmed black hat from his shaved head, and handed it and his spattered rain cloak to the checkroom attendant. He quickly followed that with a 10 C-bill tip, and smiled at her reaction. “Oh, thank you, Mr. Noton,” the girl gushed in astonishment. He could tell by the look in her eyes that she could hardly believe that he’d given her a ComStar Bill. Most of her tips had to be in House Bills or, worse yet, Solaris scrip, the underground currency that paid for most of the illegal doings on this world.

“It’s real, child.” His deep voice had an edge that did not quite match the warmth of his smile, but the girl never noticed. Noton turned from her, straightened his double-breasted blue satin shirt, and fastened the last two buttons at his left shoulder. Feeling how tightly his shirt stretched across his barrel chest, he knew that if he grew any stouter, he’d have to abandon the paramilitary dress that all MechWarriors favored. Noton thought better of it then, and smiled to himself. As long as I am a MechWarrior, I will continue to dress as one.

Gray Noton straightened up to his full height and strode boldly down the dim hallway and up the half-flight of stairs against the left wall. A slender, nervous looking doorman glanced up as Noton filled the doorway, then smiled. “Welcome back to Thor’s Shieldhall, Mr. Noton. There is someone waiting for you up in Valhalla, but Mr. Shang hoped you would have a moment for him. He’s down here in Midgard, back watching the matches.”

So, he’s waiting for me, is he? That he knows I’ve returned is obvious, but did he know of my other meeting? And, if so, how? Noton smiled easily. “Thank you, Roger.” He deposited a 20 C-bill on Roger’s desk. “Mr. Shang does not know that I am meeting someone else here?”

Roger laid a long-fingered hand over the C-bill, which vanished as though absorbed straight into the man himself. “I certainly did not tell him, sir, but he is resourceful, as you well know.” Roger stopped for a moment and absently tapped nicotine-stained teeth with a finger while he was thinking. He narrowed his eyes. “Mr. Shang just came in and announced he’d be watching the fights in our holoroom. I offered him a private viewing room in Valhalla, but he declined.”

Noton nodded slowly. “Very well, Roger. Thank you.” You must be more careful, Gray. If Shang can guess that you’d show up at Thor’s Shieldhall on your first night back on the Game World, you’ve become predictable, fatally predictable.

Turning from the doorman, Noton took one step into the darkened room and studied the crowd. Garish phosphoron designs of diverse colors and intensities decorated the U-shaped bar. He watched intently, but recognized none of the faces revealed by dazzling but tantalizingly short bursts of light. Beyond the tables and off to the right were more brilliant lights rotating above the dance floor. The harsh white illumination they splashed over the bar resembled searchlights racing along prison walls. An occasional beam would fragment into rainbows as it lanced against some patron’s oversized gem, but mostly the lights served only to heighten the corpselike pallor of those destined to remain in Midgard.

No one to fear in the land of the dead, but it’s the ones you don’t see that get you. Noton shook himself slightly. Ease off, Gray. You’ve not lost your edge. He eluded you, but you got him in due course.

Gray blinked against a momentarily blinding spotlight, then looked around him. Thor’s Shieldhall—a place so chic and popular that it needed no exterior signs—divided its clientele into two distinct classes: the masses and the privileged. If anyone of the former had enough luck or initiative to find out where Thor’s was located, he was welcome to spend time and money in Midgard on overpriced drinks, loud music, and the garish ambiance. Ordinary customers actually paid for the chance to spot members of the privileged pass through Midgard on their way to Valhalla.

Valhalla, Hall of Slain Warriors. Gray Noton suppressed a laugh, knowing that he was probably one of the few who understood and appreciated the real meaning behind that name. Whether it was the masses longing for admittance or the MechWarriors and slumming nobles of the Successor States, most people thought of Valhalla as a haven, a heaven, for the human stars of Solaris. There, one could see and perhaps speak with legendary MechWarriors—the gladiators of the Game World—such as Snorri Sturluson, Inigo de Onez y Loyola, Antal Dorati, or even the current champion, Philip Capet.

Visiting and resident nobles and their guests swelled Valhalla’s population and often outnumbered the MechWarriors. Many nobles owned a string of BattleMechs, and they selected MechWarriors the way their Terran ancestors might have selected jockeys to race thoroughbreds millennia ago. Those “stabled” ’Mechs dominated, perforce, the heavyweight leagues on Solaris, while owner-operators wallowed around in the lighter classes. If an independent dared challenge a noble’s ’Mech pilot, the independent became a long-odds shot—not for winning, but for surviving.

Noton cut through the crowd and headed deeper into Midgard, toward the open end of the bar. Ignoring invitations to join people he did not know or wanted to forget, he continued toward a far doorway leading into a wide and deep room. The backlight from the massive holographic display dominating the center of the bowl-shaped auditorium made it easy for Noton to find Tsen Shang. Descending the steps to the third terrace, he quickly passed by one crowded booth after another, until he reached the one where the Capellan awaited him.

“Greetings, Tsen,” Gray said, sliding onto the seat opposite. He knew better than to offer Shang his hand. Instead, he bowed his head and the Capellan graciously returned the gesture.

Shang signalled to catch the eye of a server. The gesture silhouetted his hand against the glowing blue hologram of a battling Valkyrie in the center of the room. Though Gray had many times studied Shang’s hands in meetings like this, he never overcame a feeling of slight disgust at the sight of them. The affectation seemed unnatural and gave Shang a delicate and foppish appearance. Gray knew, however, that anyone who accepted that impression could be in as much trouble as someone who believed a Valkyrie posed no threat to a Rifleman.

Shang, in Capellan fashion, had grown out the fingernails on the last three fingers of each hand to a length of ten centimeters. Decorated with gem chips and goldleaf, the distinctive nails marked Shang as a Capellan of culture and wealth. This coincided with the image he cultivated on Solaris and, in addition to his ownership of two heavy ’Mechs, was enough to grant him entry to Valhalla whenever he visited the Shieldhall.

Noton shuddered slightly because he knew Shang so well, perhaps better than did anyone else on Solaris. Tsen Shang answered to masters in the Maskirovka, the Capellan secret police. He ran a string of spies on Solaris and often worked with free agents, like Noton himself, to gather information for his superiors on Sian, the Capellan capital world. In keeping with Shang’s true identity, the nails were much more than a concession to fashion.

The female server appeared and squatted to keep from blocking the two men’s view of the hologram battle. Despite the din raised by the room’s other spectators, Shang’s half-whisper was still commandingly clear. “Another plum wine for me, and a PPC for my companion.”

Noton shook his head. “Beer. Timbiqui Dark, if you have it.”

Shang smiled. “Timbiqui Dark, then.” He slid a small bowl toward the woman. Scraps of a blue-green skin and fruit pits the size of navy beans rattled around in it. “And another bowl of kincha fruit, please.” Shang waited for her to scoop up the bowl and retreat before he spoke.

“Welcome, Gray. Congratulations on your mission.”

Noton frowned. “Congratulations? That mission blew up in our faces. Your superiors sent me out to bag a training cadre, but all I did was destroy a Valkyrie. That MechWarrior was good.” Too damned good, Gray thought.

“Indeed.” Shang fell silent as the server returned with their drinks. She placed the bowl of fruit in the center, but Shang quickly slid it toward himself. He lifted a kincha, and with great skill born of much practice, sliced through its thick flesh with the carbon-fiber reinforced, razor-sharp nail of his little finger. “That Valkyrie’s pilot was none other than Major Justin Allard.”

Noton smiled ruefully. “So that’s the Allard that Capet speaks of so often. No wonder he fears him. Capet’s not bad, but Allard is better.”

Shang peeled back the kincha flesh and carved off a sliver of the fruit’s sweet meat. “Was better. Though your attack did not kill him, it ended a brilliant career. According to our agents on Kittery, you blew off his left forearm. Allard’s still alive, but he’ll never lead troops again. After what he did on Spica, we praise his removal from Hanse Davion’s service.”

Noton grimaced. Had I known that, I would have killed him. Never would I so maim another MechWarrior that he could not fight again. Noton looked up and saw Shang lost in the pleasure of tasting the kincha. Ah, Shang, he thought, has the Maskirovka made you forget your days as a MechWarrior? You have become so careless, and your addiction to kincha marks you as one of the Liao’s Lost Legion. You disgraced yourselves when you lost Shuen Wan to Marik. Do you forget what it is to be a MechWarrior because you wish to forget losing the kincha’s homeworld, or is it that you believe MechWarriors are below your exalted height as a spymaster?

Shang opened his eyes. “I have arranged for your payment, as usual.” Shang fished a silvery slip of paper from the pocket of his green silk jacket, and passed it across the table to Noton. Gray waited until Shang’s attention returned to the kincha before reaching out for the paper. In the dying holo-light of the scarlet Wasp collapsing above him, he squinted and studied the ticket.

“Steiner Stadium, fifth fight?” Noton frowned. “The bet is too small to make any money on Philip Capet.”

Shang nodded and his dark eyes flashed. “It has been arranged.”

Noton pulled back and slowly shook his head. “You’ve fixed a fight with Capet in it? Impossible. He won’t lose on command. We both know that—especially not against Capellans.”

Blue light flashed from diamond chips as Shang waved away Noton’s concerns. “He’s in his Rifleman and he’ll be fighting the Teng brothers. They’ll both be in Vindicators. Your bet is that he’ll leave Fuh Teng alive.”

Noton nodded. “Sze Teng will die?”

Concentrating more on the kincha than his answer, Shang nodded diffidently. “He has lost his nerve. He disgraces ancestors who, two hundred years ago, made the Vindicator a ’Mech to be feared. He knows it is time to die.”

I will never understand your Capellan ways, Gray thought. They are... unnatural. “But won’t that affect how he fights?”

Shang flicked the kincha pit into the bowl. “He has been told that he will die in the rematch after he and his brother defeat Philip Capet.”

Noton took a long drink of beer to forestall any comment. The brothers Teng were Maskirovka, too. They would follow Shang into Solaris’s sun if he so commanded them. Noton lowered his glass. “Is there something that you want me to do?”

Shang thought for a moment, then nodded. “The MechWarrior who organized the defense on Kittery while you fought Major Allard is Leftenant Andrew Redburn. Keep your eyes and ears open and let me know anything you’re able to learn about him.”

Noton smiled and rose to leave. He made no move to drain his glass of beer, as other MechWarriors or denizens of Solaris might have. Shang’s eyes flicked toward the beer and Noton suppressed a smile. Capellans—so bound up in traditions that confuse me, but still so easy to read. Because I leave that expensive, imported beverage, you take it as a sign that I am prosperous. Likewise, you will abandon your prized kincha fruit to prove to me your own affluence. You will respect me for what I do, while I find your action laughable.

“Again, Gray, I offer you the praise of House Liao for your mission. I look forward to sharing similar successes with you in the future.”

Noton smiled in the dimness of Midgard. “And I with you, Tsen.”












CHAPTER SIX



Solaris VII (The Game World) 

Rahneshire, Lyran Commonwealth

15 January 3027



Leaving Shang to his kincha fruit, Noton climbed the terrace steps and cut back along a narrow catwalk to a door linking Midgard with Valhalla on the far side of the garishly lit bar. Opposite the bar was a section of tables and booths kept intentionally dark. A bank of coolers set into the ceiling was so efficient at sucking up the smoke of everything from opium to Turin leaf that Noton caught only a hint of the acrid drugsmoke while passing among the tables. He never looked down, never tried to identify anyone in the cherry glow of a pipe, but marched straight ahead toward and through the shadowed doorway in the wall.

Noton brushed aside a thick black curtain and walked swiftly up a ramp that doubled back on itself and brought him to a lobby roughly above where he had spoken with Roger earlier. Set into the floor was a pressure plate where Noton stopped to allow the identiscanner’s ruby red beam to play over him. Behind a clear, impact-resistant glass panel to his left, a security guard smiled. “Welcome, Mr. Noton.”

Gray nodded in a brief salute. Facing him across the short lobby was a dark glass wall that prevented anyone from seeing into Valhalla, but that allowed those already inside to monitor approaching newcomers. From time to time, the denizens of Valhalla amused themselves by watching the guards conduct undesirables back down to Midgard, but most paid little attention to new arrivals.

Noton smiled, thinking that only one person there would be anxious about his arrival. As the wall’s central panel slid noiselessly into the ceiling, Gray Noton entered Valhalla.

In accord with its name, Valhalla had been constructed as a Norse warrior’s vision of paradise. Long and wide, the whole room was constructed from rare, imported woods cut into rough, unfinished planks. Animal skins hung from the walls, and garishly painted shields decorated pillars and posts. A holographic bonfire raged in the center of the room. Along with holographic torches stuck into wall brackets, the fire provided virtually all of the light for Valhalla.

Running the length of the room, from the door to a raised dais at the far end, were crudely built tables and benches. MechWarriors filled the tables, seating themselves in a rough hierarchy of skill and reputation. The best MechWarriors sat nearest the dais. The new warriors, or those on their way down, sat nearest the door. Male and female servers hurriedly passed up and down among them, carrying wooden mugs frothy with Tsinghai ale, or depositing plates of steaming meat and fresh bread before the customers.

Along either side of Valhalla, gray woolen curtains cut off dark alcoves from view. Alongside most of these hung a shield decorated with the arms of the MechWarrior or noble who owned that alcove. The nobles’ booths were clustered nearer the door than were the alcoves of the MechWarriors. Even so, everyone on Solaris VII knew where the real power lay. Though it might be a great honor to sit with Snorri Sturluson in his alcove near the dais, it was usually more profitable to visit back further with a Duchess or Count from any one of the Successor States.

Noton waved a friendly greeting to the first few MechWarriors he knew, though he did not linger to chat. He usually enjoyed the company of other ’Mech pilots, even those doomed to live and die in the tempest world of the Games on Solaris. Tonight, however, there were other, more important matters on his mind.

Lo, though I walk through the valley of death, I shall not fear—I shall not linger… Noton knew that any MechWarrior found in Valhalla was superior to 80 percent of the MechWarriors on the planet, and could best 90 percent of the MechWarriors in the Inner Sphere. He also knew that the Game World of Solaris was a dead-end for MechWarriors because, unlike ’Mech pilots in service to the Lords of the battling Successor Houses, no one here could retire to a title and liege-gifted riches. As the name Valhalla suggested, these MechWarriors were already as good as dead.

Or they’ll get smart and get out, as I have, Noton thought, admiring the shield that decorated his alcove. The device, a wispy, almost comical, ghost centered in a red crosshairs, reminded everyone of Noton’s past glories. Legend-killer, they named me and my Rifleman, and I spilled more alcove-owners from their havens than has anyone before me or since I “retired.” Now, as an information broker, I consort with royalty and spill leaders from their thrones. Though some MechWarriors believed that Gray had betrayed their profession by making such a switch, most did not care. No one cared less than Gray Noton himself.

Noton parted the curtains secluding his alcove. “Good evening, Baron von Summer,” he said to the dark-haired, corpulent noble from the Lyran Commonwealth who sat waiting for him. With the Baron tonight was a female companion, a strikingly beautiful blond with ice-blue eyes. She smiled and extended her hand toward Noton. “I am Contessa Kym Sorenson, late of the Federated Suns.” A diamond and ruby ring sparkled up at Noton. “I am pleased to meet you, Gray Noton.”

He kissed her hand, noticing its velvety softness and the perfection of her manicure—right down to a nail polish color that exactly matched her eyes. “The pleasure is all mine, Contessa.”

The Contessa stood up gracefully. Her blue satin blouse, which mimicked the double-breasted styling of Noton’s tunic, had not been fastened all the way at the left shoulder. Gathered at the waist with a linked silver belt, it defined her lithe figure most flatteringly. She also wore silky black trousers and riding boots. Though the boots were not yet a fashion rage on Solaris as on other worlds, they looked enough like battle gear to give Noton pause. Is she a MechWarrior...

Despite the Contessa’s grace of movement and choice of clothing, Noton answered his own question after a moment’s reflection. She’s no MechWarrior. Not with those hands. He frowned slightly as she moved toward the curtain. “You are leaving us?” he asked.

Enrico Lestrade, the Baron von Summer, added a mute protest and offered the Contessa his hand.

With her free hand, she flicked back her shoulder-length hair and smiled. “I will perhaps return another time, Mr. Noton.” She reached out and squeezed Lestrade’s right hand. “I assume that you and Enrico have some business to discuss, which I would not wish to interrupt. Until we meet again.”

Noton held the curtain open for her. “I shall look forward to that time.” He let the curtain fall behind her, and then turned on Enrico Lestrade. “You insist on a private meeting, but then bring a woman with you? No wonder your uncle prefers to keep you here on Solaris instead of on Summer! I’m surprised he didn’t get you posted as a diplomat to Luthien.” Noton paused, then added cruelly, “No, I expect he couldn’t risk your starting a war with House Kurita, could he?”

The Baron stammered, then gained control over the flow of gibberish that had begun to spill from his mouth. “She knows nothing. You have become far too suspicious for your own good, Noton. The Contessa is newly arrived here. I met her at a party last night—a party thrown by the head of the Solaris Battle Commission—and she asked me about Valhalla. Could I pass up the chance to escort her here? No. Quite simply and absolutely, no.” Seated in the corner, Lestrade glowered at Noton like a child refusing to eat his ashqua.

Noton frowned, too, and sat down in the large wooden chair at the head of the narrow table. Either you’re an incredible fool posted here to keep you from doing too much damage, or you’re hiding your own schemes behind this foolish facade. I will take steps to find out which it is.

Wooden planks formed the alcove into a three-sided box. Touching a button hidden beneath the table’s edge, Noton activated the low hiss of a white-noise generator to assure him that no one would overhear any subsequent conversation. “How do you know she is harmless?”

Lestrade snorted derisively. “My dear Noton, after many a year of dealing with the bored daughters of rich industrialist fathers, I can spot one from a myriameter off. As it so happens, though, I have learned that she was booted out of the Federated Suns because she refused to join her father’s business.” The Baron smiled at Noton. “Her family made the engine in your ground car, in fact. You still do drive the Typhoon?”

Noton nodded. “Sorenson Mechanicals.” He touched another button, and the wooden panel opposite him slid up to reveal a holovision viewscreen. “Steiner Stadium, fifth fight tonight.” In response to his voice, the computer scanned through Valhalla’s available library. Finally, after a blizzard of partial images stormed across the screen, there appeared the frozen image of a Rifleman facing off against twin Vindicators.

Before the taped battle began to unfold, Noton added a command. “Display only the results.”

Lestrade frowned. “A most uninteresting fight.”

Noton grunted. More the fool, I begin to think… White lettering superimposed itself over the BattleMech images. Noton smiled. Fuh Teng had survived and would be able to fight in another month. He had lost his brother, however, and the battle, to Philip Capet. Beneath the official results, the computer added a footnote describing this as Capet’s thirteenth straight victory in the Open Class, and the first time he’d failed to kill a Capellan opponent.

Lestrade sniffed. “He should have killed the other one. I lost because he did not.”

Noton regarded Lestrade harshly. The chubby Baron’s red shirt, black vest, and red pants made him look more like an actor from some heroic comedy than a nobleman. Suddenly exasperated with the man, Gray demanded, “What was so urgent that you asked for this meeting?”

“Some people,” the Baron began—while Noton instantly substituted the names of Duke Frederick Steiner and Duke Aldo Lestrade—“believe that there might be ways of diverting a JumpShip from a particular course.”

Noton frowned. Definitely the fool. “If you’re talking about stealing a JumpShip, stop right there.” The ultimate example of lostech, JumpShips were vessels capable of instantaneous, 30 light-year leaps from star to star. And they were jealously guarded by anyone lucky enough to own one. “No one I know would dare steal a JumpShip. Especially since the Federated Suns began its anti-hijacking measures last year.”

Lestrade wrinkled his nose. “Well, not actually a JumpShip. It’s a DropShip they want. A DropShip with some special people aboard.”

“Military DropShip?”

Lestrade shook his head. “No, just a DropShip.”

Noton pondered the thought. Often enough, a passenger line or cargo hauler kept JumpShips at certain central jump points. DropShips—craft capable of traveling from space to a planet’s surface—arrived insystem via one JumpShip and were then transferred to another outbound ship. Because a JumpShip generally required a week to recharge its Kearny-Fuchida jump drive, the relay system helped speed up the shuttle between stars.

Noton nodded. “That’s more possible. What ship? Where?”

Lestrade smiled weakly. “I don’t have that information yet. I know that the ship will be in the vicinity of Terra, so your contact would have to be near there to strike. We anticipate a two- or three-month lead-time on this.”

“Good.” Noton knew that despite the weeklong waits between jumps and the seemingly leisurely pace of jump travel, any operation to hijack a DropShip full of passengers would require split-second timing. “It will be expensive.”

Lestrade nodded and produced a little notebook from his vest pocket. “These people will pay an advance of up to sixty thousand C-bills to cover operational costs…”

“Eighty-five thousand,” Noton said.

Lestrade looked up as though Noton had stung him. “I’m only authorized to give you sixty thousand.”

“Get new authorization.” Noton leaned forward. He knew that if these “people” were desperate enough to want to hijack a DropShip, they’d be desperate enough to pay well for it. “I assume you want these certain passengers held for a certain amount of time. Preparing a place to hold a DropShip’s worth of people will be costly. While you’re talking to your people, tell them my cut of the operation will be fifty thousand, up front, and my people will want a balance of three hundred thousand C-bills upon completion of the mission.”

All the blood drained from Lestrade’s face. He looked at Noton, then glanced at his notebook, and back up at the mercenary. “That’s way over budget…”

Noton smiled like a fox. “No, it isn’t. They can supplement the payments by collecting ransoms from the families of the passengers. My people will have to take serious risks in this operation, and they won’t even consider it unless the price is right.”

The Baron swallowed hard. “I will pass the message along.”

Noton nodded. The only person bound toward Terra that could possibly interest the Steiner/Lestrade faction of the Lyran Commonwealth would have to be a courier from Archon Katrina Steiner to Prince Hanse Davion of the Federated Suns. Kidnapping that courier would delay the growing alliance between House Davion and House Steiner. While that alliance was gaining Katrina Steiner more power with each passing day, it stood squarely in the path of her cousin, Frederick Steiner, who had his own designs on the Lyran throne. Noton assured himself that Frederick Steiner and his ally, Duke Aldo Lestrade—Enrico’s uncle—would pay well to sabotage that Steiner-Davion alliance.

Noton stood and guided the visibly perspiring Baron to the curtain. “Contact me when you have some real figures to discuss, Baron. Until then”

Noton half-turned back to his alcove, but a bold voice shouted his name. “Noton, did you watch my fight?”

Noton shook his head slowly. “No, Capet. If I wanted to see the sort of battling you do, I’d have only to toss a C-bill in the street and watch the crippled orphans of Cathay scramble for it.”

Philip Capet, seated on the dais at the room’s far end, slammed his flagon against the table. It struck hard, shattering against the oak wood surface and spattering golden ale over his companions. “How dare you!”

“How dare I what, Capet? How dare I point out that the Emperor has no clothes?” Noton turned to face the front of the room and rested balled fists on his narrow hips. Capet, you fool, have you begun to believe you’re as invincible as the fight commentators claim?

Noton’s voice dropped to a razor-edged growl. “Your Rifleman grossly outclassed those two Vindicators. Your fight should have ended quickly. In Steiner Stadium, with all that open ground, you should have killed both pilots in a minute or less. Five minutes. Ha! You toyed with them. You did not treat them like MechWarriors.”

Capet shook his head. His curly salt and pepper hair was cropped closely to his scalp, but his bushy black moustache gave his visage a menacing, angry look. Added to that were a hooked nose broken once too often and a jagged scar plucking the corner of Capet’s right eye into a perpetual squint that matched his habitual sneer. He now graced Noton with one of those looks.

Capet forced a harsh laugh. “You washed-up fighters are all the same. I’ve been in the wars, Noton. I’ve seen combat the likes of which you’ll never know.” Capet spat on the floor. “I didn’t toy with those Capellans. I gave them a few more minutes of life than they deserved.”

Capet stabbed a finger at Noton. “If I’m such a street-brawler, why don’t you come out and defeat me, eh, Noton? Or has retirement softened you?” Capet faced his audience. “Noton’s been gone these last few weeks getting a tummy-tuck and a facelift.” Turning back to Noton, he added, “You should have gotten some backbone while you were away.”

Noton laughed aloud. “That’s the difference between us, Capet. You don’t know when to shut up. You also don’t know how vulnerable you really are. I don’t care about your hatred for Capellans or your God-awful ego, but stay clear of me. If you don’t, I swear that the Legend-killer will be your death.”












CHAPTER SEVEN



New Avalon

Crucis March, Federated Suns 

27 December 3026



Consciousness seeped into Justin Allard’s brain drop by drop. As the doctor slowly dialed 10ccs of dexamaline into the IV monitor, the drug slowly ate away the narcotic coma induced by other drugs. The doctor looked over at the EEG monitor, smiled as brain activity increased steadily, and quickened the pace of the dexamaline infusion.

Disjointed and fragmented, words and feelings flashed across Justin’s consciousness like firefish striking at the surface of a murky pond. Shrapnel bits of pain and memories of fire stung him, and he latched onto the pain long enough to give his mind some focus. He located that pain—a tiny, almost lost shard of it—in his right forearm. From that pinpoint of awareness, he began to recall that he had an arm and a body, which led him to the knowledge that he was still alive.

Random scenes from memory suddenly bombarded him. First came the intense fear for his command that he had felt upon discovering that Rifleman. Then the battle began to play itself out again, but in such shifting colors and slow movements that his recollection twisted into a surreal nightmare. Missiles exploded into flowers that sprouted teeth and bit into ’Mechs made of balloons.

The doctor watched brain activity increase rapidly and so brought down the dexamaline level again. A nurse pressed a cool cloth to Justin’s forehead and drew his sheets down to the waist to cool him off.

Justin’s dream battle evaporated in a cold rush of reason. Impossible to happen. It cannot exist. I do not wish to dream it. Those three thoughts, short but connected, descended into the black pit where Justin found himself, and he clung to them like the lowest rungs of some ladder. Slowly, laboriously, he reached up and grasped another thought. I have pain. I am alive.

The acrid scent of his own perspiration almost blocked the room’s harsh antiseptic odor, but Justin caught it. Memories of hospital visits tore at him, but he refused to succumb to them. I am in a hospital. I must have been injured. With that thought came another impression that confirmed it. Justin finally felt the bandages circling his head and covering his eyes.

Panic shot through him with a jolt. No, not blind. Dear God, anything but that! He tried to lift his right hand to touch his face, but the doctor restrained him gently to keep the IV needles from tearing free. Justin, feeling resistance, immediately abandoned the effort to use his right arm and commanded his left hand to act instead.

It took almost superhuman strength, but his left arm responded. Bending at the elbow, it jerked upright, then flopped over and struck Justin heavily in the chest. In that instant, terror and confusion ripped away at Justin’s sanity.

What is it? What’s wrong with my arm? He could feel his forearm pressing against his chest, and there was a dull ache where his fingers had poked hard into his ribs, yet he still felt his left hand and wrist extended straight down from his upper arm!

A sharp, authoritative voice drilled through Justin’s blind panic. “Stop, Allard! Wait! Stand easy, Major.” The command, voiced like an order from a superior officer, hit Justin with the force of a physical blow. It shattered the chaos of anxiety that was swallowing him, and he grabbed at it like a drowning man at a life preserver.

Justin’s parched lips opened with difficulty. He tried to speak, but only a harsh croaking came from his throat. Smashing down another jolt of fear, he again tried to speak. “Water.”

Instantly, the bed began to rise, elevating his head and torso. Whatever had fallen on his chest no longer pressed against him. Justin heard the gurgle of water pouring from a pitcher into a cup, and his burning thirst swept away all other considerations.

“Slowly, Major.” A straw rested against his lower lip and Justin greedily sucked in the cool water. In a habit born of two years’ garrison duty on Spica, he held the water in his mouth for a second or two before swallowing. He drank more with the same deliberate care, then shook his head.

With the straw withdrawn, Justin turned his head in the direction from which he’d heard the commands. “Am I blind?”

The commanding voice softened a bit. “No. There are bandages over your eyes because you’ve been in a narcotic coma. The drugs dilate your pupils, and so we bandaged your eyes to prevent any accidental damage to your vision.”

Justin nodded slowly. “You will remove them? Now?”

“If you wish,” the voice replied, after a moment’s hesitation. “Nurse, dim the lights and draw the window shades.” The doctor paused, then spoke even more softly. “There are some things you may want to understand first.”

Justin shook his head. What could be more important than my vision? “I want to see first, doctor. Any problem I can see, I can defeat.”

Justin felt the line of cold steel slide down beside his right ear as the doctor carefully scissored through the bandage. With two quick snips, the wrappings tumbled down over Justin’s nose, but two cotton pads still covered his eyes. He felt pressure briefly against his eyes, then the nurse pulled away the pads.

“Open your eyes slowly, Major. Everything will be dark, but that’s because we’ve darkened the room. Go ahead. Open.” 

Justin took a deep breath and opened his eyes. They snapped almost immediately shut as even the low light seared into them. Once more, he forced his eyes open and blinked them rapidly, finally becoming accustomed to the darkness. I can see! His smile almost cracked his dry lips, and brought a hearty chuckle from the doctor.

Justin turned his head to the right and focused. The doctor, a tall, sandy-haired man, returned his smile. Justin squinted and finally succeeded in reading the name on the doctor’s white coat: James Thompson, M.D. “Dr. Thompson. Thank you. I am Major Justin Allard.”

Thompson laughed. “Yes, Major. I know that.” He turned toward the plump nurse standing at the foot of Justin’s bed. She wore no nurse’s cap to restrain her curly riot of blond hair, but had gathered it at the nape of her neck with a ribbon. “This is Nurse Alice Forrester.”

Justin nodded at her, and she returned the gesture. I can see! Thank God, I can see. “So, doctor, what is it you think I should understand?”

The doctor hesitated, but Justin saw his gaze flick toward the far side of the bed. Justin turned his head slowly and looked down.

There, nestled like a viper in the sharp folds of the starched white sheets, Justin saw the blackened steel thing that had engulfed his left forearm.












CHAPTER EIGHT



New Avalon

Crucis March, Federated Suns 

8 January 3027



A helmeted and visored guard swung open the heavy bronze door to Hanse Davion’s private planning chamber. Quintus Allard saluted the bodyguard with a curt nod of his white-maned head, then swept into the room. His slightly oversize green jacket and loose pants hid a strong, lean body that belied the years Quintus showed in the color of his hair or the wrinkles around his blue eyes.

Prince Hanse Davion, sole and undisputed ruler of the Federated Suns, looked up from the massive antique desk and frowned. Something must be very wrong, he thought. Never, in the five years that Quintus has been acting Minister of Intelligence Investigations and Operation, has he looked so disturbed. The man’s anxiety and anger was palpable. “What is it, Quintus? Has something happened to Justin?”

Allard shook his head and moved toward the wall console that controlled the office holoviewer. “Justin’s doing well. The doctor released him only a week after he came out of coma, and he spent the New Year’s holiday with my wife, his sister Riva, and me. He pushes himself, and Doctor Thompson is pleased with the gross mobility Justin is showing with the, ah, the…” The voice of Hanse Davion’s master of counter-espionage trailed off as he looked at his own left hand and twisted it up and down.

The Prince was relieved, but still concerned over what was troubling Quintus. “If Justin is fine, what is the matter?”

Quintus held up a green and gold holodisk, with a look of distaste. “This arrived in the company of more lawyers and ‘security’ men from the Capellan March than ought to be allowed on any DropShip. Michael Hasek-Davion seems to think I can’t handle the Counter-Intelligence Division in addition to the IIO Ministry, and so is trying to help me.”

What the hell is that scheming idiot up to now? Hanse wondered. He leafed through a pile of papers, and plucked a shipping schedule from the middle of the stack. He held up the sheet for Quintus to see. “How did they get here so fast? I haven’t been expecting any ships from New Syrtis. Nothing due in for two weeks.”

Quintus nodded and shoved the holodisk into the viewer. “Your beloved brother-in-law learned of Leftenant Redburn’s departure from Kittery for the Awards Ceremony. Because you approved the expense of having Redburn travel on the Command Circuit, Duke Michael decided to send a few representatives of his own along. The Command Circuit worked its normal wonders, of course. The DropShip passed from JumpShip to JumpShip and made the voyage from Kittery to New Avalon in twenty-four hours instead of two months. Some of Michael’s own men had been on Kittery conducting an investigation, and so they just boarded the ship with Redburn and got permission from Michael to proceed. This holodisk was recorded from a ComStar transmission, and they brought it with them.”

Hanse’s blue eyes turned to slits as barely controlled anger flashed across his face. “Wait, Quint,” he said. “Before you start playing that tripe, let me get Ardan in here.” The Prince punched a button on his desk. “Find Ardan Sortek and ask him to join me in my office, please.”

Hanse Davion, often known as the Fox because of his cunning, suppressed his fury and forced a smile. “You have taken care of Michael’s representatives?”

The pall lifted from Quintus’s face as he smiled broadly. “Decontamination for the next thirty-six hours. Seems the batch number on their Kentares flu vaccine indicates that they got a bad dose, so we’re running a full set of shots and blood tests on them.”

The Prince of the Federated Suns laughed. “Always best to be cautious.” Well done, Quintus. Very well done.

The chamber’s massive door again opened to allow in Hanse Davion’s friend and advisor, Ardan Sortek, who was carrying an armful of folders. Younger than either of the other two men, Sortek had the fit form and handsome face that any Davion recruiter might have wished to reproduce on recruiting posters all over the realm. Ardan smiled warmly at the other two men, his brown eyes twinkling, then his own expression changed to one of concern as he saw the worry on his friend’s face. “What has Michael done now?” he asked.

Hanse Davion returned Ardan’s smile, though somewhat wanly. As always, my friend, you see the truth at the heart of everything.

Quintus, too, was glad to see Ardan. Though Sortek was a military man who hated the compromises and shadowy dealings that politics often forced upon himself and Hanse Davion, he had amazing political instincts. Indeed, he had managed to uncover and defeat a plot hatched by Maximilian Liao, leader of the Capellan Confederation, to substitute a double for Hanse Davion. Had it not been for Sortek’s resourcefulness and intelligence, Max Liao might have succeeded where all his legions had failed miserably. Through his fake Hanse Davion, he might have taken over the rulership of the Federated Suns, the most powerful realm in the Inner Sphere.

Hanse waved Sortek to a chair. “We’re not certain yet, but this holodisk is a message from Michael. It should be explosive.”

As if sparked by Hanse’s final word, Sortek extended the files toward Allard. “Some of your men said they’d found the originals for these files while they were decontaminating the luggage that came in with Michael’s `representatives.’ They also added the top file, which is a complete rundown on each of the men Michael has sent.”

Allard took the files and set them down on a corner table. He dimmed the lights, then punched the viewer’s start-up button. After an initial burst of static, a golden lion on a field of bright green filled the screen. As Michael Hasek-Davion’s personal crest was fading from the screen, Sortek noted drily, “Is it just me, or is that lion looking more and more Capellan every time we see it.”

Hanse exaggerated a frown. “You can’t believe that Michael might be talking to Liao, could you?”

“Ha!” Sortek laughed.

Michael Hasek-Davion’s face materializing on the screen cut off all further comment. Only seven years Hanse Davion’s senior, the Duke of New Syrtis wore his long black hair in a braid that curled around and up over his shoulder like a snake. His restless green eyes, just slightly too close together, kept shifting away from the camera, failing utterly to convey sincerity. His voice, though deep and well suited to speech making, carried no conviction.

“Greetings, brother. Your sister Andrea is well and sends her love. She is anxious for your welfare and hopes you are as fit as ever.” Unknowingly referring to the brief period when Liao’s double ruled in Hanse’s stead, Michael continued, “Your bout with the Kentares flu last year worried her greatly.”

Hanse smiled in the shadows. “Michael could never lie that well. He’ll never know how close Liao came to winning the Federated Suns.” With a nod, he saluted Quintus for his efforts in killing the news of the Liao plot.

Michael Hasek-Davion moved back from the camera, and the focus adjusted to take in the whole of the Duke’s austere office. The tiled floors and white plaster walls were patterned after dwellings from the North American deserts on Terra, but the neocubist artwork and campaign maps tacked to the walls destroyed any of the peacefulness envisioned by the architect who had created the office. Hasek-Davion perched himself on the corner of his desk.

“It is not easy for us to speak with you about the following matter, Prince Davion, because it calls into question your motives toward the Capellan March. Yes, we fully acknowledge your anger with us because we refuse to commit our troops to your war with Kurita in the north, but House Liao eyes us with hungry intent. How well could I serve you as a March Lord if I allowed you to strengthen one front, only to lose another?”

Michael shrugged, then his face darkened with thinly disguised outrage. “How is it that you have not yet begun prosecution against the worst traitor the Federated Suns has ever seen? How is it that you have turned the resources of your vaunted New Avalon Institute of Science to help restore a vile quisling to his health? How can you justify anything but death for Justin Allard?”

The vehemence in Michael’s voice cut off any opportunity for the room’s trio of occupants to comment. “Justin Xiang Allard, the son of your own counter-intelligence chief, has betrayed the Capellan March on more than one occasion. You knew of, but chose to overlook, his dismissal of Sergeant Philip Capet. You yourself had pinned the Gold Sunburst upon Capet’s chest for his selfless valor on Uravan. How Allard’s dismissal of such a hero could escape your notice is beyond me—unless that report somehow never reached you.”

Though Hanse knew Quintus Allard was not so insecure as to need reassurance, he turned to him with a look that said, I know he lies. The grim smile on Allard’s ashen face showed that the man took the Prince’s meaning.

“We are certain, Prince Davion, that you have seen reports on the ambush that cost Justin Allard his arm. Many people might have put his injury down to bad luck. My investigators, however, have uncovered information suggesting that the treasonous half-caste merely ran afoul of his incompetent confederates and was attacked before he could identify himself.”

Michael reached behind him and pulled up a thick folder. “Unsupported conjecture? No, it is not. It is fact. We have countless reports of Major Allard spending much of his spare time among the indigs of Kittery. We know of contacts he’s made with the local tongs, and how he has gained control of them. While reports to you might have indicated a pacification of Kittery’s largely Capellan population, my agents report that Allard had them biding their time until the moment when they could overthrow our authority.”

As Michael replaced the file on his desk, the camera slowly drifted in toward a close-up. “We realize this may seem like a trivial matter to you, but it is of the utmost importance here in the Capellan March. Our people already believe that your attention is consumed entirely with the Kurita front and the slender threads of an alliance with the Lyran Commonwealth. They feel you do not care about them and that you are willing to strip us of troops, ’Mechs, and resources merely to keep the Combine from your neck.”

Michael stared out from the screen. “If Justin Allard is not tried for treason—and we assure you that he is a spy of the highest order—what are my people to think? You know well how difficult it is to maintain an effective empire when civil unrest saps your strength from within. I would hate to think that the kind of problems that plague the Free Worlds League might also befall you. My people are at your command in pursuing the just resolution of this matter.”

The screen faded to black, leaving the three men silent in the darkness. Then, as static flashed like a blizzard across the screen, Quintus Allard rose stiffly from his seat and dialed the lights up brighter.

How dare you threaten me with a civil war! Hanse thought angrily. I have not forgotten, Michael, that Anton Marik’s forces in the Free Worlds League civil war were backed by Maximilian Liao. Have you tipped your hand to me, brother mine, or are you just too stupid to see that Liao would use you as shabbily as he did Anton Marik? Recall, Michael, that Anton Marik is dead …

Hanse looked over at his MIIO Minister and felt a pang in his heart. “Gentlemen, let us review our options. Michael gives us little choice other than to sacrifice Justin Allard to keep the Capellan March a part of the Federated Suns. Are things that bad out there?”

Quintus shook his head and concentrated to clear away the shock he had felt at Michael’s message. “His allusion to the civil war in the Free Worlds League is an idle threat. Michael knows that many of the people in the Capellan March see him as no more than your half-sister’s consort. I doubt that he could get enough popular support to pull off a revolt.”

Ardan Sortek leaned forward in his chair and loosened the collar of his dark blue uniform jacket. “I think Quintus is right, but Michael could influence his people to resist our sending troops from the Capellan March to other fronts. We’re nowhere near spread as thin on the Capellan border as House Liao is, but Liao can still cause trouble. The assault on Stein’s Folly turned out badly for them eighteen months ago, but a strike that deep behind our border scared some people badly. Michael is right when he suggests that further attacks would devastate morale and definitely slow down the production of vital goods. That spells unrest rather plainly.”

Hanse rose but said nothing until he had gone to sit behind his desk. “Quintus, have we had any confirmation of Michael’s dealings with Max Liao?”

The white-haired man shook his head. “There is still only suspicion, except for official meetings that are matters of protocol—new ambassadors presenting their documents or Council of the Arts meetings and the like. We’ve also got the ‘officially reported’ texts of discussions, but no private meetings have been recorded, and so my cryptographers have no way to determine if Michael uses some elaborate code in the meetings. Anasta over at the NAIS has done some interesting work with rapid, high-frequency transmission of data, which is later slowed down and decoded. Without a recording, though, we can’t begin to look for that sort of thing.”

Hanse frowned. “No reported absences… no time when he could have been off meeting with Liao?”

Quintus shook his head again. “It’s possible that Max has created a double for Michael, but it’s unlikely. Barring that possibility, there’s no way he could have gotten out of sight long enough for a meeting with Max Liao.” Allard hesitated, then added, “Check that. Michael could have jumped out, met with Liao for four or five hours, and then jumped back in during a tour of some border worlds he took back three months ago. Still, it’s highly unlikely.”

Sortek stood and looked from Allard to Prince Davion. “I don’t know about the two of you, but I don’t need any proof of Michael’s duplicity. I can feel it in my guts.”

“As can I.” Hanse’s quiet agreement accompanied Allard’s solemn nod. “Quint, you know I must ask this. What are the chances that your son is a spy?”

Sortek immediately fixed Hanse with a harsh stare, but the Prince ignored it. “Is it possible that we’ve all missed some sign? It’s true that he worked hard for acceptance in some circles because of being half-Capellan.”

Quintus rubbed his temple thoughtfully as he stared at the floor for a moment. Then he straightened up and stared at Hanse.

“As an intelligence officer, I would have to say that sending a half-Capellan officer to head up a garrison/training force on a world we’ve only controlled for twenty years is a risky proposition. On one hand, his natural command of the tongue and his appreciation for the culture provide a bridge to normalizing relations with the native population.”

Quintus grimaced, but went on purposefully. “On the other hand, it could be very easy for enemy agents to coopt such an officer if he were to feel betrayed or persecuted by his own troops or superiors.” Quintus shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know about Justin. All I can do is review the evidence Michael’s men have gathered and see what I can come up with.”

Hanse smiled and nodded. “I know you’ll do your best, Quintus.” The Prince of the Federated Suns stood up, fingers poised against the polished surface of his desk. “It seems, gentlemen, that we agree. I believe that Michael Hasek-Davion wants to take my place, and I believe he’d league himself with the devil—or Max Liao—to do so. Both of you know how much I’d like to pay back Max Liao for the little trick he played on me when he put a double here on my throne… If I could, I’d like to pay him back a hundredfold.” He paused then, and the dramatic effect was not lost on his two visitors. “Yes, my friends, I think we can use Michael to get at Max himself.”

Ardan Sortek and Quintus Allard smiled at their leader. “Let us begin,” Hanse continued, “to feed Michael the kind of troop figures, locations, and projected movements that will show him we’re not abandoning the Capellan March. You, Quintus, will meanwhile thoroughly track the Liao countermoves as we shuffle our troops. I want to know exactly who I can trust in the Capellan March.”












CHAPTER NINE



New Avalon

Crucis March, Federated Suns 

10 January 3027



“Hello, doctor. How are you?” Justin slowly completed one series of tai chi chuan circular moves, then stopped. He plucked a white towel from a bench in the hospital’s Solarium and mopped his sweaty brow. “Do you need me for some more tests?”

Dr. Thompson shook his head. “Not exactly.” As the doctor sat down on the bench, Justin dropped to sit facing him on the carpeted floor. “I watched your exercises for awhile. What do you think of the arm?”

Justin frowned darkly and looked down at the metallic prosthesis. I hate it, utterly and completely. It’s lifeless, and because of its lifelessness, I’ll never again pilot a ’Mech. The wrist remained cocked at the slight angle he’d set for his last series of motions. The fingers, locked like claws, curled back toward his palm stiffly. Justin rotated his arm so that his palm faced up, then back down again. It mocks me, pretending to be a suitable replacement for the limb I’ve lost. But, no, this is not what the doctor really wants to know. He cares only for how it functions, not my feelings and thoughts about having a metal arm.

“The elbow works very well, and these exercises have helped to give me a feel for where the limb is now. I’d guess that comes from the weight and pressure on the lower part of my arm.” Justin narrowed his eyes and tried to make a fist with his left hand. “When I move the fingers or wrist, I get some slight feeling, but nothing I can control.” Justin shrugged. “I’d rather have my real arm back. Perhaps that feeling will fade when I gain control of the wrist and hand.”

Dr. Thompson leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees. “Justin, you may never gain control of the wrist or fingers of that hand. It’s true that we have prostheses that are fully articulated, but those cases were different from yours. Those people did not suffer the kind of extensive damage as you did to your forearm.”

Justin listened and understood, but he could not allow himself to acknowledge any truth in the doctor’s statement. He nodded, however, feeling sweat trickle from the hairline around his ears. “You said before that the others still had muscle tissue in their forearms, which you were able to attach to artificial ligaments and tendons to give them hand and wrist control.”

Thompson nodded slowly. “Right.” He took Justin’s prosthesis by the wrist and gently bent it back toward Justin’s shoulder. Pointing at the elbow, he continued his lecture. “The only thing we had to work with on you, however, were portions of your radius and ulna, and the ganglia in your elbow. It’s actually the muscles of your upper arm that control your elbow and lateral arm motion. All you have to drive your fingers and wrists are impulses from the nerves in your elbow.”

Terror crawled maggotlike through Justin’s stomach. He wiped his face with the towel again. “So, what you’re telling me is that I cannot ever control this hand.”

The doctor shook his head. “No. With years of hard work, such as your tai chi chuan, you’ll gain control of the motors and truncated myomer fibers threaded through your forearm. With persistence, you should eventually be able to perform gross motor functions with that hand.” The doctor flexed his own fingers. “You’ll never play the piano, but you will be able to pluck and eat a grape.”

Anger flashed through Justin’s dark eyes and he stood abruptly. I don’t want grapes! I want a ’Mech! His right hand contracted into a fist, and he shut his eyes in the fight to control his emotions. When he opened them again, he scowled at Thompson. “Why don’t you just go ahead and tell me what you’ve avoided saying before? Why don’t you just tell me I’ll never pilot a ’Mech again?” He stared down at his inert hand. “Why don’t you just tell me I’m a useless cripple?”

The doctor pursed his lips and slowly shook his head. “I won’t tell you that because I don’t believe it’s true.”

Fury flashed through Justin’s eyes. “Don’t tell me about training programs and therapy, Doc, because I don’t want any part of it. Without a ’Mech, I’m nothing. Imagine having to spend the rest of your life only being able to watch medicine instead of practicing it … not taking care of patients… just watching. Imagine all your friends and relatives trying to console your loss, pointing out all the silver linings in these dark clouds. By God, I’ll find a way to get a ’Mech back under me.”

Doctor Thompson smiled and nodded his head. “I told them over in Biomechanicals that you were the right choice for that arm.”

What? Justin stared up at the doctor. “I don’t understand.”

“Does the expression `lab rat’ mean anything to you?” Thompson reached into the pocket of his white coat and pulled out a device. It was a black plastic rectangle, about fifteen centimeters long and a centimeter wide, capped by a clear lucite section. The clear plastic cap fit flush onto the rectangle, but the upper face had been chiseled back diagonally to present a flat face toward whomever held the device. Justin turned it over and noticed an opening for a computer jack on the bottom side. “Do you know what this is?” the doctor asked.

Justin took the device and turned it over. “I think I’ve seen something like it before. It’s a diagnostic tool used for checking MinerMech remote controls.”

Dr. Thompson smiled. “Very good. As you know, most MinerMechs are run by remote control instead of by human pilots. A radio link is plugged into the command console below the left-hand joystick, and all commands to the joystick are delivered over tightbeam broadcast.” Thompson pointed at the unit Justin held. “They use that thing to make sure remote units are relaying the correct information to the joystick control. That one’s been modified to check for input into a BattleMech. We chose to model it on a Warhammer because of the various weapon systems that machine employs.”

Justin nodded, then looked up, puzzled. “Why tell me this?”

The doctor reached out and took hold of Justin’s artificial arm. He pulled the middle and ring finger back until they lay flat against the back of Justin’s synthetic hand. The MechWarrior stared as though the doctor were a madman, then he heard a click at his metal wrist. He looked down and saw a small slit in the metal around his wrist.

The doctor released his arm. “Slide that panel back.”

Justin did so, and by the time he’d slid it back a half-centimeter, a tightly coiled ribbon cable sprang out like a striking snake. At the end of the gray cable was a light blue jack. He shifted the testing rod to his left hand, closed the steel fingers around it, and snapped the cable jack into the opening on the test rod’s bottom.

Instantly, a riot of color swirled across the Lucite viewer atop the rod. “Easy, Justin, relax. You don’t want to burn it out,” Dr. Thompson said calmly, sensing Justin’s intense excitement. “Close your eyes and think about opening your left hand. Don’t frown. You can still feel the nerve connections… I know because I hitched the artificial neuroreceptors to them.”

Justin exhaled slowly. Easy now, Justin. Be calm. Just feel your fist opening. Almost immediately, Dr. Thompson congratulated him, but Justin waited until he could harness the rising well of enthusiasm in his chest before he dared open his eyes. Slowly, almost like a child peeking through his fingers at a terrifying holovideo, Justin looked at the cube. All the light, except for a burning red dot in the center of the display, had died.

Dr. Thompson smiled. “O.K. Let’s take this slowly. The boys over in Theoreticals would be dancing just to see you do that much.” Thompson pointed at the dot centered on the display, and drew a line from it up toward the top of the viewing area. “You’ll notice, as you think about having your hand manipulate a ’Mech’s joystick that you get a red arrow on the viewing face indicating in which direction you’re shoving the joystick.”

The doctor gave a nod, and Justin slowly commanded his phantom arm to move the joystick forward. The dot flickered a couple of times as Justin false-started. He swallowed hard and concentrated. The red dot stretched and lazily unfolded itself into an arrow pointing at the top center of the display. Justin willed his hand to pull back, and the arrow reversed itself. He smiled broadly and looked up. “It’s slow, but it’s working.”

Thompson laughed aloud. “Slow? I’ve got colleagues over at the NAIS who said you’d never be able to get it to move at all.”

Justin, infected by Thompson’s enthusiasm, laughed as well. “Should have had money on it, Doc.”

“True enough.”

Justin took a deep breath. My heart’s pounding like an autocannon full open and, firing hot. Then he looked up at Thompson, feeling like a child afraid to be told it was all a dream. “I can target things. How do I shoot them?”

“That’s a warrior for you. I put you back together, and all you want to do is take other folks apart.” Dr. Thompson licked his lips. “All right. A Warhammer control has three thumb buttons, as well you know. The center operates the particle projection cannon. Successfully pressing it will give you a blue light on the display. Left thumb is a medium laser and creates a green light. Right thumb is the button to launch SRMs and will give you a yellow light.”

Justin nodded and tried imagining each position. Carefully now. Let’s punch the center. Nope, dammit! Again… His efforts met with meager success, but he did occasionally trigger one of the three large weapons. “What else? It’s been awhile since I sat in a Warhammer, but I seem to recall two trigger buttons on the joystick as well.”

Thompson shook his head. “Take it easy, Major. Men have spent careers building that toy you’re playing with. Try one step at a time...”

Justin frowned. “Doc, this is my life we’re talking about here. Just let me know all the tricks this thing will perform, and then I’ll practice.”

The urgency in Justin’s plea hit home. “Yes. I understand,” Thompson said, patting Justin on the shoulder. “Now, the index finger triggers an orange light on your display, and that stands for a small laser. The last thing, which gives a violet light, is the machine gun. That’s triggered through your middle finger.”

Thompson watched as Justin closed his eyes and concentrated for a moment. Each of the weapon system lights burst to life in sequence, and the doctor smiled. “Blake’s Blood! I can’t wait to get you on a monitor and have you do all this. Prince Davion’s going to be handing out fellowships left and right for this.”

Dr. Thompson shook his head as the lights danced through the Lucite block. “Good Lord, Justin, give the device a rest. Remember, too, that this system only works for the left-side weapons. Your right hand will still have to operate the other weapons.”

Justin opened his eyes and laughed. “I think I can trust it to do that, Doctor. I don’t know how to begin to thank you.” Justin extended his good hand to the doctor and pumped his arm warmly. “This gives me hope that someday I will really pilot a ’Mech again.” He raised the test rod high like a trophy.

Before Dr. Thompson could reply, the Solarium door burst open, and both men froze. A pair of CID guards dressed in black and tan riot gear, with stun-sticks in hand and full visors that hid their faces, held the doors open and stood at attention. A small, almost cadaverously thin man with a wisp of hair curling over his high forehead marched into the room. Keeping his hands clasped behind his back, the man stared at Justin Allard with eyes full of hate. “Major Justin Xiang Allard?”

Justin recoiled at the man’s tone. He pronounced his middle name—his Capellan mother’s family name—as though the word were something bitter, even obscene, on his tongue. If this was all a dream, it just became a nightmare. “You know me, Count Vitios. What made you decide to crawl from under your rock to venture this far from the safety of the Capellan March?”

Justin felt a tremor go through Dr. Thompson’s arm. The doctor freed his hand from Justin’s grip and extended it toward the Count. “I am Dr. Thompson.” When the small man ignored the gesture, Thompson pulled himself to his full height and snarled, “This man is my patient, and I would like you to leave us. Now”

Vitios snapped a look at the doctor, then pointed at Thompson, while addressing his escort. “Restrain him or remove him.” A CID guard leveled his stun-stick in Thompson’s direction, but Justin spoke and prevented either man from acting foolishly.

“What is it you want, Count Vitios?” Justin looked up at the guard nearest Dr. Thompson. “Leave him alone and go get my father.”

The Count’s evil little chuckle dripped its icy melody up and down Justin’s spine. “Even he will not be able to help you, Justin Allard.”

Justin snarled and balled his right hand into a fist. “What are you talking about, you malignant dwarf?”

The Count smiled for the first time in Justin’s memory. “In the names of Prince Hanse Davion and Duke Michael Hasek-Davion, it is my duty and distinct pleasure to place you under arrest for treason.”












CHAPTER TEN



Tharkad

District of Donegal, Lyran Commonwealth

10 October 3026



Simon Johnson, Chancellor of the Lyran Intelligence Corps, closed the file and stared at it silently for a second. His fingers unconsciously traced the legend, “Ultra Secret,” and finally came to rest against the bulging capsule worked into the folder’s construction. He slid the folder over to the edge of the table, crushed the capsule, and let the slender document fall into the round disposal bin.

In seconds, the chemicals that mixed together when he broke the capsule exploded into a blue-green flame that consumed the folder. The blaze painted his plain face and white hair with ghoulish tints. Johnson watched the flames until he could no longer feel the heat of the flash fire, then looked up at the room’s other occupant.

Katrina Elizabeth Steiner, Duchess of Tharkad and Archon of the Lyran Commonwealth, regarded Johnson with eyes so gray they were like slivers of steel. Though she had lived more than a half-century already, Katrina was as lithe, tall, and blonde as ever. Her strong features were still handsome, though one could easily see she had been a great beauty in her youth. “Your thoughts, Simon?”

Johnson glanced at the small device he’d placed on the table. The colored LCD display still registered no traces of active or passive monitoring devices in the area, but he kept his voice low and soft nonetheless. “If the signature and personal holograph of Quintus Allard were not woven into the fabric of the paper itself, I would not believe the plan.” Johnson focused his black eyes on the charred remains of the folder. “That House Liao actually produced a double for Prince Davion and actually put him in Davion’s place is chilling. This explains, in part, our troubles during the Galtor Campaign and the lapse in your relations with the Federated Suns.”

The Archon rested her elbows on the arms of her chair and steepled her fingers. “Could it happen here, Simon?” The Archon watched him closely, but could not pierce his thoughts. You always play it so close to the chest, Simon. Thank God, you’re with me, not against me.

The LIC’s Chancellor chewed his lower lip. “It is possible, of course, but it would be very difficult. To make such a substitution would require the duplicity of so many people that it would probably disrupt all normal activity.” Johnson closed his eyes, pursed his lips, leaving the Archon to wonder whether the white-haired man had actually fallen asleep. Then his eyes opened, and Katrina caught a brief flash of a hellish fire playing through them. “Perhaps, if you were to suffer a serious injury that required hospitalization, another person could be substituted for you in a hospital. Your convalescence would allow a gradual conditioning of the substitute, and would let people forget what you were like.” He slowly nodded his head. “Yes, it could happen here.”

Johnson’s eyes slitted, and the Archon smiled wryly. I know you, Simon. The first thing you’ll do when you leave here is review hospital procedures and staff records. “I shall attempt to be very careful in the future, until you are able to assure me that such a thing could not happen.”

Johnson’s gentle nod confirmed his understanding of her jest, but he felt no need to trade quips with her today. Instead, he fixed the Archon with a steady gaze. “That is not what you wanted to ask me, is it, Archon?”

Katrina shook her head gently. “Could we do what Liao did? Could we transform someone into a double?”

Again, as always, Simon Johnson did not speak until the answer had fully formed in his mind. “Yes, we could do what Max Liao did to prepare his double of Hanse Davion. The intensive training we give to the orphans inducted into Lohengrin would be sufficient to brainwash fanatic loyalty into a double. It works for our anti-terrorists, so why wouldn’t it work for a deep cover agent? It’s certainly possible to create a profile on a subject, and then train someone to fit that profile. Finding a subject of the appropriate age and physical characteristics is perhaps the easiest part of the plan.”

The Archon nodded, then broke eye contact as she played with the ring on her right hand. “I sense hesitation in your answer.”

Johnson smiled. “From what little Quintus confided in his report, I believe Liao’s plan would have collapsed because of a gross flaw. Liao’s scientists blanked the double’s mind, then force-fed him with Hanse Davion’s memories. The double had all the memories, knew all the facts, but, he did not, of course, have Hanse Davion’s mind. If he had, Davion never would have been able to win a contest to prove that he was the genuine Prince because the other individual would have been just as real.”

The Archon frowned. “You’re saying the double would have broken down? Mentally, I mean, not physically.”

“Yes. Each person has his own way of storing information.” Johnson held out both his hands, palms up. “For example, if I say the word ‘crusader’ to both you and our court historian, Thelos Auburn, each of you will respond with a different impression. Because, Archon, you are a MechWarrior, you will think first of a ‘Crusader’ as a BattleMech model. Auburn will probably recall the various political groupings known as `Crusader’ movements throughout past millennia. Though each of you would be familiar with the other’s image of `Crusader,’ your cognitive networks would have stored those facts away differently.”

The Archon smiled. “In short, you’re saying that the Liao imposter had stored Davion’s memories according to his own cognitive structure.” Katrina Steiner narrowed her eyes. “Given cultural differences, the double could have been caught thinking in a Capellan manner.”

A curt nod confirmed her conclusion, and Johnson expanded upon it. “Also, because the network was still there, I suspect that the imposter’s memories were merely suppressed. I think they must have withdrawn, almost the way the core personality does in some cases of multiple personality. Whenever it emerged, the person would have gone mad, or would have been very angry with Liao for enslaving his mind. Hanse Davion already hates the Capellans well enough. The idea of Hanse Davion with a grudge against House Liao is not one I would like to contemplate, especially if I were seated on Sian.”

Truer words were never spoken. The Archon laughed. “So, would we have difficulty creating a substitute for someone?”

Johnson shook his head. “Not at all. We could not, and would not, enslave a mind as Liao did. An actor, for example, could slip into a role well enough to handle 99 percent of the matters a leader must handle. With the proper delegation of authority, the realm might not even notice the hand of a temporary leader at the helm.”

Johnson smiled and reached for another folder. “I took the liberty, Archon, of bringing this with me.” He opened it and looked up at her. “Whom did you have in mind for the creation of a double? Loki agents can pick up any of the people in the files today.”

“As ever, you have anticipated me.” Katrina whispered the name of her candidate. Johnson licked his thumb, paged through blue and yellow sheets of paper, then stopped. He smiled. “Oh, yes, we have some excellent candidates…”



•     •     •



Jeana Clay coasted the racing bicycle down the final hill as she pulled her water bottle free of the bike’s frame and squirted some of the warm liquid into her mouth. Savoring the water, she sprayed the rest over her face and down her arms. A quick glance at her watch brought a smile. Knocked thirty seconds off that last leg, she thought, well pleased with herself. Her smile continued to light up her pretty face as she hunkered down and pedaled the bike up the last little rise and into the driveway of the house where she had lived alone since her mother’s death.

Old Mr. Tompkins looked up from trimming his shrubs and waved at her. “Getting faster, Jeana. You’ll surely win this year’s Tharkad Triathlon!”

“Thanks, Mr. Tompkins, for your confidence.” She stopped the cycle and swung off. She slid it into the anti-theft rack that she’d welded together herself years ago, then straightened up to her full height and walked back to where the older man stood. “I just hope my unit doesn’t have exercises that weekend.”

Tompkins smiled and looked almost cherubic. “They won’t, child, and I have a feeling it would take more than that to keep you from that race.”

Jeana peeled the fingerless gloves from her hands and nodded. “Yeah, my CO is pretty good about letting me race. I think he feels that my wins reflect well on the 24th Lyran Guards, being as we’re such an untried unit.”

Tompkins winked. “I knew Lieutnant-Colonel Orpheus Thomas when he was a lad, before he wandered off to Donegal to recruit all of you MechWarriors for his unit. He’s a proud man, and I can tell that he appreciates what you do for the unit.”

The tall, slender MechWarrior smiled. She grabbed her riding jersey by the shoulders and gently tugged at it while making a face. “I’m going to change out of these sweaty things and catch a shower.” Jeana began to walk away, but turned back long enough to add, “I’ll let you know if I’m going to be able to race.”

At her own door, Jeana slipped a mag-key from the waistband of her riding shorts and inserted it into the lock. The door clicked and she ducked inside. The cooler, which she had not set particularly low, had made the house positively arctic. When she double-checked the thermostat, however, the dial still sat where she’d left it. Below the thermostat, the lights on house alarm system all glowed reassuringly green.

Jeana passed through the kitchen and jogged up the stairs, barely glancing at the closed door of the master bedroom before entering the sanctuary of her own room. It’s silly, Jeana. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t move into that room. She sat on the bed to untie her shoes. Keeping the room as a shrine to your mother won’t bring her back.

Jeana shook her head and forced herself to abandon that line of thought. She’d covered it before, many times, and all the “what ifs” and “I should haves” could not reverse what had happened to her mother. Yet, Jeana could not shake the feeling that if she had been home that night, no intruder would ever have killed her mother.

Jeana pulled off her blouse, wadded it up into a ball, and tossed it into a basket. Socks, shorts, and underclothes quickly arched after it. Then she stood, stretched, and went into the cleaner to start the shower running. As steam filled the small, white-tiled room, Jeana flicked on the radio to listen to something other than her own sad thoughts.

As Jeana stepped into the shower, she was unaware of the door of the cleaner opening behind her. With her eyes closed and water rushing over her face, it was only the cool draft of the shower curtain being pulled aside that alerted her to danger. She turned from the watery spray and stared in horror at the hooded intruder.

Loki! The thought burst into Jeana’s mind like an inferno rocket as she caught sight of the emblem on his collar. She balled her left fist and swung at the intruder without thinking, but her feet slipped and she started to fall. What is someone from State Terrorism doing here after so long? How did they find me?

The Loki operative’s first dart missed Jeana’s falling body, and her aborted punch forced him to step back. She broke her fall by tearing a faucet handle from the shower and gathering her long legs beneath her. She uncoiled and hit the agent with a tackle that smashed him back into the handbasin. He grunted, then spun away out of her grasp.

Jeana grabbed a towel and threw it at him. It unfolded like a JumpShip’s solar collector and prevented the agent’s second dart from hitting her. He continued to back away out into the hall, and Jeana dove at his legs. Her wet feet slipped at the last, draining her attack of much of its power, but the fury and anger born of guilt over her mother’s death more than compensated for it.

Her shoulder hit the intruder in the shins, and she gathered his ankles in a savage hug. Unbalanced, the agent flailed helplessly with one hand, but failed to grab the stair railing. He crashed down the stairs, careening from side to side, and then lay very still.

Jeana gathered herself up on hands and knees, then felt a sting against her right buttock. Numbness spread like a blush, and her nerveless limbs refused to support her anymore. She fell to her left and stared up at the man silhouetted in the master bedroom’s doorway. “Yes,” she heard him say, “an excellent candidate.” In her befuddled state, Jeana could make no sense of those words at all.

The air-ambulance driver smiled reassuringly at Mr. Tompkins as two white-suited medics gently lifted the stretcher into the back of the craft. “Don’t worry, Mr. Tompkins. You did the right thing in calling us when you heard her crash down the stairs. She’s very lucky to have a concerned neighbor like you.”

The older man shook his head as Jeana vanished into the air-ambulance. “She’s so young… only twenty-five. First, her mother dies, then this.” He frowned. “A heart attack, you say?”

The driver nodded. “Stress-induced, but really secondary to some damage done when she caught Yeguas fever while training with the 24th last year. It’ll normally leave folks alone, but one in a million develop a heart defect.” The driver shrugged. “It’s in the doctors’ hands now.”

The driver turned to leave, but Mr. Tompkins grabbed his wrist. “You’ll let me know where they’ve taken her? I’ll visit.”

The driver laid his hand over that of the older man and patted it warmly. “I’ll keep you informed. Remember, if you hadn’t called, she might not even have the chance she’s got now. The Commonwealth needs more citizens like you.”












CHAPTER ELEVEN



Tharkad

District of Donegal, Lyran Commonwealth

11 January 3027



Jeana’s eyes snapped open and the brilliant white of the room’s walls and ceiling sizzled pain into her eyeballs. She shook her head once, then unconsciously rubbed the sore spot. Feel muzzy from whatever they hit me with.

Jeana raised her hands to shade her eyes. Good, I’m not restrained. Her eyes narrowed. The duty of a prisoner is to escape. Name. Rank. Serial Number

She sat on the room’s only stick of furniture—a rickety wooden chair—and studied her surroundings. The whole ceiling glowed with a light that burned away all shadows except those hiding beneath her chair. It also bleached her black jumpsuit a pallid gray. It was no surprise that there were neither insignia or labels on the suit or slippers she had been given. Jeana had nary a clue to where her Loki abductors had taken her.

She heard a click from across the room, and then the outline of a door traced itself in gray lines against the white wall. Jeana stood and quickly walked over to it. Pushing it open, she slipped through and stopped dead in her tracks.

Standing there in the center of the room, with arms folded across her chest, was none other than Archon Katrina Steiner. “Do you know who I am?” she asked Jeana.

Jeana hesitated as she stared into the Archon’s gray eyes. “Sergeant Jeana Clay, LCAF, 090-453-2234-12.” She stood at attention and drew her head up high. Though as tall as the Archon, Jeana felt dwarfed. Is this a trick? Am I hallucinating?

The Archon smiled. “Very good, Sergeant. At ease. I am Archon Katrina Steiner, and this meeting is neither a dream nor a nightmare.” She waved Jeana toward a chair at a small table and also seated herself. The remaining pair of seats were vacant.

Jeana hesitated, then crossed the room and sat down. She’d seen the Archon countless times on holovision or in person at ’Mech unit reviews. She’d met her when the Archon had awarded medals for the triathlon two years before, and all that told Jeana that this was no illusion. It is Katrina Steiner. But what does it all mean?

The Archon smiled to put Jeana more at ease. “I’d like you to know that I understand the sense of loss that you must feel for your mother.” Katrina reached out to place a hand on Jeana’s wrist. Her gray eyes clouded over slightly, then she forced a weak smile. “Though it has been seventeen years, I still feel keenly the loss of my husband. You have my sympathy.”

Jeana bowed her head. “Thank you, Archon.” She bit back tears of guilt and loneliness.

Katrina’s eyes narrowed. “You also have my promise that the LIC will find your mother’s killer and will deal with him or her.”

“Again, thank you, Archon.” Jeana looked up. “You will forgive me, Archon, but may I ask why I am here?”

The Archon nodded, her yellow hair framing her face softly. “I cannot answer for the melodramatic means used to conduct you here—though I have been assured that they were essential—but I can address your main question. You are here so that I may ask you to undertake a mission of extreme danger. It will also be one demanding selfless concentration. It will be a totally consuming operation and could very possibly end with your death.”

Thank God, it’s not for the other reason. Jeana sat up to her full height. “Anything, Archon. I will do anything you ask.”

Katrina smiled. “I had expected no less a prompt answer from a member of the 24th Guards. Though you remain untested in battle, your loyalty is unquestioned. Yet, I would not have you agree so readily to a mission I have only begun to describe.”

The Archon took up a folder from the table and opened it. “This mission will mean that you will never again be able to participate in the triathlons you love so well.”

Jeana shook her head. “No matter.”

The Archon continued to read. “It means you will never again see your friends in the 24th.”

Jeana shrugged. “We will be together in service to you, Archon.”

The Archon’s voice tightened. “This mission will mean you’ll probably never again pilot a ’Mech.”

Jeana hesitated, then slowly shook her head again. “Please, Archon, before you read any more, understand one thing. Everything I am, and everything I have, comes from House Steiner. There are some things your files cannot tell you about me, because they are things I would confide to no one.” Jeana’s eyes flicked down to her hands, then back up into the Archon’s gray stare.

Forgive me, mother, but I must do it. “This is not the first time we’ve met, Archon.”

Katrina Steiner nodded thoughtfully. “I recall awarding you a silver medal two years ago.”

Jeana shook her head. “No, that was not our first meeting, either.” The Archon narrowed her gray eyes and their electric fire made Jeana’s words catch in her throat. She looked down and shyly continued to speak, as though confessing some horrible crime. “We first met twenty-two years ago, when I was only three… on Poulsbo.” Jeana’s head came up. “You sang to me so I’d not cry while Loki agents questioned my father downstairs in our house…”

The Archon stiffened and the muscles at the corners of her mouth bunched. “Your file says nothing…”

Jeana shook her head. “That was your husband’s doing. Before he died, he made sure to cover our tracks so that no one could get at us. My mother kept your secret from everyone but me. I don’t think she would even have told me, Archon, except that she had no other answers to a daughter’s questions about her father. You knew him by his codename—Grison.”

The Archon rocked back in her chair, then recovered herself and smiled bravely. “I owe your father my life. When my DropShip landed on Poulsbo, I guessed that my uncle Alessandro saw me as a threat to his own power as Archon. But in the arrogance of my youth, I never dreamed he would dare to move against me. For me, the trip was merely a routine inspection of a military base. The Bangor base, after all, is a strategic site in the Commonwealth.”

The Archon took Jeana’s hands in hers. “What did your mother tell you about your father?”

In the glow of the memories that had warmed her childhood, Jeana smiled. “She told me that I got my height and my green eyes from him. She said that she had loved him fiercely and that he knew he would be meeting his death that night. He told her it would be dangerous, but that he also believed you’d be a better Archon than Alessandro ever could. He said you’d be an Archon worth dying for.” Tears gathered in Jeana’s eyes and streamed down her cheeks.

Katrina reached up and brushed away the girl’s tears. “Your father was a brave man, Jeana. Alessandro’s men made their move to kidnap me while I was dining with the Duke of Donegal, Arthur Luvon—my future husband—and his cousin, Morgan Kell. Morgan was fresh from the Nagelring Military Academy and had been assigned to the Duke’s personal guards. I’d known Arthur for years, but we’d just been friends, and so meeting him and Morgan on Poulsbo was a pleasant surprise.

“Alessandro’s agents attacked us, but we beat them back. We fled into the night, and lost ourselves in the streets of Bangor. We had no idea what might be a safe haven until a man found us in a dark bar one evening. He walked up and said simply, ‘I’m from Heimdall. Loki wants you. Therefore, they won’t get you. Call me Grison. Let’s go.’”

Katrina squeezed Jeana’s hands. “Your father was the sort of man who could inspire confidence and trust in so simple and direct a greeting. I’d heard horrible stories about Heimdall, the underground organization opposed to the Lyran Intelligence Corps and to Loki, in particular. I believed those stories until your father spoke to us. In that instant, I knew that Heimdall posed no threat to me. With the Loki after us, I even understood the need for Heimdall. The three of us went with your father, and that must have been the night you and I first met.”

Jeana nodded and swallowed past the thick lump in her throat. “My mother said he organized a raid that got you off Poulsbo.”

The Archon nodded solemnly. “Your father and his comrades in the Bangor cells of Heimdall provided us with clothing and disguises. They raided the military side of the Bangor spaceport so that we could slip into the civilian sector and steal a small shuttle. We succeeded and managed to escape. I later learned that the craft was stolen from a Heimdall sympathizer who covered our escape.”

Jeana nodded. “Loki ops shot my father after he blew the radar tower.”

The Archon’s lower lip trembled. “I know. Arthur had a radio link with your father. He blew the tower so that we could escape. The last thing your father said to us was, ‘You’re free. Return the favor to the Commonwealth.’”

The Archon stood and turned away. “I tried to find out your father’s identity, to reward him and the others, but I could never crack Heimdall’s security. I don’t even think ComStar knows what Heimdall is.” Her lips pressed into a thin, grim line, Katrina turned back to Jeana. “I was able to tighten the reins on the LIC, and the Loki no longer runs rampant.” The Archon nodded at the folder. “Had I known, I never would have allowed Loki agents to be the ones to bring you here.”

The Archon clasped her hands behind her back. “In view of your family’s sacrifices, though, I cannot allow you this duty. To release you is the least I can do to honor the memory of your father.”

Jeana shot to her feet. “No, Archon! You cannot deny me the chance to serve you. You have rewarded me and the people of Heimdall many times over.” Jeana balked, but knew that Katrina deserved to know all of it.

She bowed her head and completed her confession. “Your husband was a member of Heimdall. He had been a member for years, and though neither he nor my father recognized one another, the Duke of Donegal trusted my father. Later, in the five years left to him, your husband saw to it that the families and cell-members of Poulsbo were well-cared for.”

Jeana pointed to the folder from which the Archon had been reading. “Your husband engineered the restructuring of my history files, and he secretly endowed many of us with monies or other bequests. I went to Slangmore on a scholarship that he arranged, and I’m sure he assisted the children of the others who helped you, too. As I said before, everything I have and everything I am is because of you.”

The Archon started to speak, but Jeana would not be interrupted. “My father died because he believed in what you would do for the Commonwealth as Archon. You said you’d spare me this difficult duty out of honor for my father’s memory. But to accept the mission would allow me the greatest tribute I could pay to that memory. The reason I became a MechWarrior was to continue what he believed in. Though it meant losing her daughter, my mother never flinched from the same mission.”

Jeana opened her hands. “Now I have nothing and no one but you and the Commonwealth. What could you ask for me that I would not willingly agree to carry out?”

The Archon’s head came up and she impaled Jeana with a harsh stare. “What I ask of you is a total sublimation of yourself. Jeana Clay will, in fact, cease to exist. You will undergo a minor amount of reconstructive surgery. You will spend the next six months in an intensive learning environment where everything you are will be broken down and discarded. You will learn to do everything differently, and you will receive neither medals nor applause for your efforts. In fact, the mark of your success will be total anonymity.”

The Archon pointed to the folder that contained most of the details of Jeana Clay’s existence. “If you accept this mission, you will be forgotten forever.”

In reply, Jeana simply pulled herself to attention.

The Archon nodded slowly. “Johnson was correct. You are an excellent candidate.” She stood up and drew Jeana to her feet as well. Looking the girl directly in the eyes, Katrina Steiner said, “Jeana Clay, will you accept the role of my daughter’s double for now and all time?”



•     •     •



Albert Tompkins watched the members of the 24th Lyran Guards walk away from the gravesite and into the mist. The old man brushed tears off his cheeks, then placed a white rose on the loosely packed earth. “Rest well, Jeana Clay. Though your life was cut short, you made all Heimdall proud.”












CHAPTER TWELVE



New Avalon

Crucis March, Federated Suns

20 January 3027



Count Anton Vitios narrowed his brown eyes and nodded to the military tribunal. He turned so that the holovid camera in the courtroom’s corner would catch him at his best. “The prosecution calls Leftenant Andrew Redburn to the stand.”

Redburn wiped his moist palms against his trousers as he stood up, then shuffled through the crowded aisle where he’d been seated, whispering apologies as he went. Once clear of the packed gallery, Redburn straightened his dress uniform jacket, took a deep breath, and walked toward the bailiff, who held a low wooden gate open for him.

Though Redburn was holding himself ramrod-straight outwardly, his guts had turned to icy slush. He took his place at the mahogany witness stand while a court clerk held out a leather-bound copy of The Unfinished Book. “In the name of the freedom-loving people of the Federated Suns, this court calls you to a pledge of truth,” the clerk intoned. Redburn raised his right hand and placed his left firmly on the book’s brown cover. “In the name of duty, faith, and honor, I pledge this sacred oath,” Redburn declared, feeling the solemnity of the time-honored phrases. He licked his lips. “So help me God.”

Vitios stood at the prosecution bench and conferred with the aide who had interviewed Redburn. Seated at an identical oaken table across the aisle were Major Justin Allard and his lawyer.

Redburn shivered. Justin stares straight ahead, he thought. It’s almost as though he’s not even in the room. The sight of the black leather glove on Justin’s left hand gave Redburn a start, but fascinated him so much that he missed Vitios’s first question.

“I asked you to state your full name and rank.” The irritation in the prosecutor’s voice had characterized his whole performance in the courtroom, and Redburn suddenly dreaded what he had hoped would be his chance to help his friend.

“I am Leftenant Andrew Bruce Redburn.” Redburn allowed himself to linger over the “r’s” in his name. Though he’d struggled mightily to suppress his accent during his cadet days at the Warriors Hall on New Syrtis, he summoned it now in the defiant spirit of his Scottish ancestors, whose motto was “Die fighting!” Redburn gripped the railing of the witness stand and met the prosecutor’s black stare.

Vitios pointed to a folder. “I have studied your deposition, Leftenant, and it has been entered into the official record.” The man’s face suddenly reminded Redburn of a hungry raptor stooping toward its helpless prey. “How did Major Allard come to be with your unit on that training exercise?”

“I requested his participation.”

Vitios nodded. “Did you not request his participation several times before he agreed to attend the exercise?”

Redburn swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

“How many times?”

Redburn narrowed his eyes and decided to go on the offensive. “Four times, in writing. Perhaps the Count does not understand that the Major was busy.”

Vitios smiled coldly. “Oh, I understand how busy your Major was, Leftenant. After all, that is what this trial is about, isn’t it?” Vitios turned his attention to the deposition and flicked it open. “In fact, you did not have confirmation from Major Allard that he would join you until the day before the exercise, when you had a private meeting with him. Is that not correct?”

Redburn nodded uneasily. “Yes, sir.”

Vitios dramatically cupped his right elbow in his left hand and tapped his pointy chin with his right index finger. “In your deposition, you characterized the meeting as urgent. What did you speak about?”

Redburn bit his lower lip. “I expressed to the Major my concern over some unrest in the training battalion. I told him that his participation in the exercise would help morale and might regain him some of the respect due a MechWarrior of his reputation.”

Vitios made a hissing sound as though the Leftenant had said something that pained him. “This ‘unrest’ in the battalion. What was that about?”

Redburn shrugged and tried to downplay the gravity of the question. “Recruits seldom like their CO, especially when he’s hard on them.”

Vitios stepped forward, then spun to face the gallery. “Come now, Leftenant. You know the real reason for the dissatisfaction in the battalion, don’t you? Were there not demonstrations of support for Sergeant Philip Capet? Weren’t the troops furious because Major Allard, without provocation, had dismissed a Gold Sunburst winner?”

“That may have been part of it, Count Vitios.”

Redburn’s hopes that he’d parried the Count’s dangerous thrust died on the Count’s riposte. “And part of that unrest was due to Major Allard’s trafficking with the indigs, wasn’t it? How could these recruits trust a man who regularly traveled among, met with, and preferred the company of the enemy to what should have been his own people?”

“Objection!” Justin’s attorney shot to his feet and stabbed the air with one finger. His left hand struggled to shove his glasses back into place before they could fall from his face entirely, but his intense stare did not change. “The prosecution is leading the witness and has stated his question in a totally prejudicial manner.”

The ranking tribunal officer, Major General Sheridan Courtney, turned toward Count Vitios. “Sustained. Be more careful, your Lordship.”

The Count nodded. “Leftenant, did Major Allard visit with indigs on any sort of regular basis?”

“I suppose he did.”

“Indeed, Leftenant, he did. Have you forgotten the Community Relations Committee meetings each week? Have you forgotten how he liked to take his first meal in the restaurants of Shaoshan upon returning from field exercises? Have you forgotten his hiring indigs to work as personal servants in his home?”

Redburn looked down at the polished wood-tile floor. “No, sir.”

Vitios’s voice lost none of its edge. “Why were you stationed on Kittery, Leftenant?”

Redburn’s head snapped back up and his anger rocketed through his answer. “To protect the world and the frontier.” 

“From whom, Leftenant?”

Redburn spat out his answer. “From the Capellan forces of Maximilian Liao.”

“The very people the Major spent so much time with. Correct, Leftenant?” Before Redburn could answer, Vitios pressed a new question upon him. “Do you know Shang Dao?”

What the hell is he getting at now? Redburn nodded. “I was introduced to him.”

“By Major Allard?”

“Yes.”

Vitios nodded. “Isn’t Shang Dao the leader of the Yizhi tong in Shaoshan?”

Redburn frowned. “I believe he is.”

Vitios canted his head slightly. “I thought the CID had identified the Yizhi tong as a Capellan organization, and that contact between Federated Suns personnel and the tong was forbidden. In fact, you dismissed a cadet on a charge of trafficking with restricted personnel, didn’t you?”

Redburn hesitated. “I . . . it was not like that.”

Courtney glared down at Redburn from the bench. “Answer the question, Leftenant.”

“Yes, sir.” Redburn held up his head. “The cadet was dismissed for his addiction to opium. We felt the problem would lapse once he left Kittery, and we did not want the charge of opium substance abuse to haunt him for the rest of his life.”

Vitios almost smiled. “Commendable, Leftenant, but the fact remains that Major Allard regularly met with Shang Dao in violation of the CID directives, didn’t he?”

Redburn hung his head. “Yes, sir.”

Vitios turned back to the prosecution desk and picked up a file. “I have here, and have entered into the record, a transcript of your ’Mech’s battle-recorder. In reviewing your transcript, and the transcripts from the other ’Mechs in the battalion, I must congratulate you on your quick thinking and calm under fire. You saved your command from a savage ambush.”

Redburn nodded. He shot a glance toward the defense table, and died inside. Leftenant Lofton, Justin’s lawyer, was urgently whispering something into his client’s ear, but the Major gave no sign of hearing him. He just stared straight ahead, as though trying to burn a hole through the courtroom’s gray marble walls by force of will.

When Vitios smiled, he might have been a python spotting a fat pig. “We know the Capellan ’Mechs were waiting for you. Why was that?”

“We are required to file forms with the civilian government in Shaoshan detailing where we plan to travel.”

Vitios nodded. “Shang Dao is a member of the civilian government, isn’t he?”

Redburn shrugged. “That information is not very secret, your Lordship. When we stopped at noon that day, food peddlers from Shaoshan came out and sold us lunch.”

Vitios frowned, but Redburn cut off any comment. “Sir, we MechWarriors bake inside our machines. None of us want to eat anything that’s been cooked in the same oven if we can avoid it. Remember, sir, that government contracts go to the lowest bidder, which says a lot about the quality of rations, especially out on the frontier.”

Courtney gaveled the courtroom’s laughing spectators back to order, and Redburn took heart when even Justin’s distant and harsh expression had lightened a bit.

Vitios swallowed Redburn’s good feeling in one gulp. “What did Major Allard say to you when Private William Sonnac, whose Stinger was positioned above the Cicadas that would kill him, reported strange magscan readings?”

Redburn frowned. “He asked me to check Sonnac’s readings. That’s standard procedure.”

“But that’s not all he said to you, is it, Leftenant?”

“Sir?”

Vitios flipped through the transcript. “Let me refresh your memory, Leftenant. Major Allard said to you, `Andy, check Sonnac’s readings. I’ve got something over the hill I want to see.’” Vitios turned and stared at Justin. “Doesn’t that strike you as a little odd, Leftenant? Here you are, trapped in a bowl-shaped valley and your commanding officer leaves a junior officer in charge of green troops in a hostile area while he goes over a hill to check something whose existence no one else can verify?”

Vitios gave Redburn no chance to reply before he waded in like a boxer to hammer home his points. “You acknowledged his command, then shouted, `Major Allard! Cicadas, sir! All over the place!’ His reply to you is, `Withdraw south, Leftenant.’” Vitios turned a page and began to drift over toward the defense table. “A private, Robert Craon, burst in there. `Negative, negative,’ he says. `I’ve got magscan readings off the scale south, east, and north. You’re clean, sir. We’ve got to head out west.’” Vitios looked up and half-turned to face Redburn. “Is that how you remember it, Leftenant?”

Redburn nodded. “Yes.”

Vitios’s eyes glowed fiercely, and Redburn felt as though he were suddenly plunging through deep, dark space. “A senior officer, the graduate of a superior military academy, and a Diamond Sunburst winner for his actions on Spica, has just learned that his command is surrounded. What would we expect from this sort of man? Wouldn’t such a commander return to rally his troops? He’s only half a klick over a hill. Didn’t you expect him to return, Leftenant?”

Redburn swallowed hard and drew in a deep breath. “Yes, sir.”

“Of course you would, Leftenant.” Vitios opened his arms to include all the officers in the gallery and the three men on the tribunal. “Anyone with military experience knows a commanding officer does not abandon his men. But what is Justin Xiang Allard’s reply to this urgent appeal by his troops? `No way out here, either. Do what you can, Andy. The cadre is yours.’ He abandons his command, then adds, `It’s a trap. All a trap. Don’t run west…’” Vitios shook his head. “He abandons them and dashes their hopes for any sort of escape.”

Vitios smiled conspiratorially at Redburn, and dropped his voice to a malicious whisper. “You did feel betrayed, didn’t you?”

Redburn hesitated, then nodded his head with resignation. “Yes.”

“And so you were.” Vitios looked to Courtney. “I am finished with this witness.”

The Major General looked at his watch. “Given the hour, this court will adjourn.”

Lofton shot to his feet. “Objection, Your Honor! It’s only three-thirty! We cannot adjourn before I have a chance to cross-examine the witness.”

“Leftenant Lofton, need I remind you that Prince Davion is holding a reception for Leftenant Redburn tonight. I will not have this man too badgered and exhausted to fully participate in this great honor.”

Lofton removed his glasses and narrowed his dark eyes. “No, but you’ll retire and a whole evening will pass before I can purge your mind of the prejudicial testimony that Count Vitios has wrung from this valuable witness.”

Redburn looked up at Courtney. “I can go on, sir.”

Courtney’s gavel slammed into the bench. “Enough. Court is adjourned until nine-thirty tomorrow morning. As for you, Leftenant Lofton, one more statement like that and you’ll spend the night in a cell with your client because I’ll hold you in contempt.”












CHAPTER THIRTEEN



New Avalon

Crucis March, Federated Suns

22 January 3027



“No, Major, I won’t put you on the stand!” Leftenant David Lofton glared at his client. “Your story of what happened in the field that day is utterly unsubstantiated.”

Justin stared into the mirror as his right hand labored to button his dress jacket shut. “Leftenant, you must allow me to testify on my own behalf. I read the text of General Courtney’s speech at Andy Redburn’s reception two nights ago. He already believes I’m guilty.”

Lofton snarled in frustration. “What could you say? What could you add that would justify your giving Vitios a direct shot at you?”

Justin spun about. “Courtney is a commander of men. He’s made battle decisions before. I served under him. I can convince him of my innocence. I can touch that chord deep inside every soldier who’s ever had to make a decision that sent men out to die.”

Lofton shook his head violently. “Are you mad? Recall, Major, that it was your unorthodox action on Spica that saved Courtney’s command. If you and Colonel William Dobson hadn’t flanked Liao’s Blackwind Lancers, Courtney would have died without having to face the shame of being trapped by those Capellan units.” Lofton cursed under his breath. “I wish Dobson hadn’t died on Galtor. We could have used his testimony to your bravery.”

Justin nodded slowly. “And I could have used his friendship.”

Lofton shook his head. “Redburn was… is… your friend, and Vitios made mincemeat of him. He’ll do the same with you, Major, and that’s the reason I won’t put you on the stand.”

Justin tugged at the black glove on his left hand. “Absolutely?”

Lofton shrugged and picked up his briefcase from the table. “I think I made some headway with Redburn’s cross-examination yesterday. He got a chance to use his wit, and it worked in our favor to delay until after Prince Davion awarded him the Silver Sunburst. I don’t want to give Vitios a shot at you, Justin, because he’ll hurt you badly.”

Justin pursed his lips and nodded slowly. “This is your battlefield, David. Just remember I’m ready if you need reinforcements.”

Leftenant David Lofton forced a smile and led his client out into the maelstrom. I hope, for your sake, Major, that this trial doesn’t get to the point where I need your help.



•     •     •



“Objection, Your Honor!”

Courtney shrugged and looked toward Lofton. “Yes, Leftenant?”

Lofton adjusted his glasses. “If it please the court, the prosecution cannot use the holovid tapes of investigators on Kittery as testimony. To do so would violate my client’s right to face his accusers. Because I cannot cross-examine those witnesses, their testimony cannot be allowed.”

Vitios placed the tapes back on the desk. “Your Honor, though I would never think of denying Leftenant Lofton the chance to crush my witnesses—as he has so ably done thus far—I would hasten to point out that tapes have been allowed in court before.” The titters that sprang up at Vitios’s sarcastic reference to Lofton’s inability to break witnesses died as the prosecutor’s aide typed furiously on a keyboard.

Vitios turned to face the large viewscreen to the right of the witness stand. “As you can see, in the case of Muije versus Nebula Foods, the court allowed the plaintiff to present holovid tapes because of the prohibitive cost in time and money of bringing witnesses to the site of the trial.”

Lofton’s laugh startled the court. “Your honor, this is ridiculous. Muije versus Nebula Foods is a civil case over two hundred years old, and this is a military trial! The plaintiff, in this case, is a member of the Armed Forces of the Federated Suns.” Lofton turned to face his adversary. “It strikes me that if Duke Hasek-Davion can afford to send his own hatchetman to persecute my client, he can damn well afford to send witnesses.”

Courtney’s gavel thundercracked silence throughout the courtroom. “That will be enough Leftenant! You, yourself, have reminded the Court that this is a military trial. Now the Court will remind you of the same and demands that you conduct yourself in a military manner!”

Lofton bowed his head, “Yes, sir.”

Courtney drew his bushy gray eyebrows together in a way that filled Lofton with cold dread. “While your objection might have some merit in another case, or even at another point in this proceeding, it has no bearing here. The witnesses on these tapes are experts in their fields, and it would be well beyond your ability to impeach their testimony. The tapes contain information needed to adjudicate this case. Proceed, Count Vitios.”

“No!” Lofton stalked forward. “Am I to believe, based on what you have just said, Your Honor, that you have already reviewed the tapes?”

Courtney nodded his silver-maned head. “I have, Leftenant Lofton, and I see no reason to let your objection stand. Overruled.”



•     •     •



The courtroom lights came back up as the image of the last Hasek-Davion expert faded from the viewscreen. Vitios, poised perfectly in the center of the courtroom, opened his hands to include the whole audience. “In short, Your Honor, the witnesses have confirmed that Major Allard’s Valkyrie was damaged by autocannon and laser fire, as he has maintained. They found enough chemical residue and spent projectiles from an autocannon to suggest, as Major Allard reported, that he tried to evade the ’Mech shooting at him. But, because of their inability to recover data from Major Allard’s damaged battle-recorder, they have no way of verifying this claim to have fought off a Rifleman. In fact, given the evidence in the field, they have concluded that he faced an UrbanMech—the lightest ’Mech known to carry an autocannon.”

“Objection! The prosecution is making a statement, not asking a question. This is neither the time nor the place.” Wearily, Lofton stood and leaned over the defense table, supporting himself on his two hands. No one in the courtroom could fail to read the exhaustion in his slumping frame or the nervous tic tugging at the corner of one eye.

“Sustained.” Courtney looked over at the Corporal acting as court stenographer. “Strike those comments. Count Vitios, please call your next witness.”

The Count graced Lofton with a sly nod of the head, then smiled cruelly. “The prosecution calls Quintus Allard to the stand.”

Justin’s father marched stiffly down the aisle from the gallery, anger flashing like lightning from his blue eyes. He allowed himself to be sworn in as though it were the most onerous task he’d ever been asked to perform. He glared at the prosecutor.

Vitios smiled almost graciously. “State your name for the record, please, and your position.”

Quintus’s nostrils flared. “Enough games, Vitios. I’m here. I’m your Judas, so just get it over with.”

Vitios nodded curtly, then looked to Courtney. “Your Honor, you can see that this will be a hostile witness.” With the judge’s nodded acknowledgement, Vitios started in. “You are the head of the Davion Counter-Intelligence Division, are you not?”

“Among other things, yes.” Quintus spat out the words as though they were poison.

Vitios smiled without compassion or sympathy. “In your capacity as Acting Minister of Intelligence Information and Operations, did you attend the interrogation of a captured Capellan MechWarrior by the name of Lo Ching-wei?”

“Yes.”

“In this interrogation, did you identify him as a member of the Yizhi tong of Shaoshan? And did you identify him as one of the people who claimed some knowledge of the ambush in which your son was injured?”

Quintus tightened his grip on the witness box railing to white-knuckled intensity. “Yes, to both counts.”

“What did he identify as the type of ’Mech that destroyed your son’s Valkyrie?”

Pain creased Quintus Allard’s face as the answer came reluctantly from his lips. “An UrbanMech.”

Justin quickly whispered something to his lawyer, and Lofton stood. “Objection, your Honor. This is hearsay evidence.”

Vitios wheeled and stabbed a finger at Lofton. “Are you doubting Quintus Allard’s sworn word? Obviously, this man is fighting me as hard as he can, and yet you object?”

Lofton removed his glasses and leaned toward Vitios. “Need I remind you, my Lord, that it is not the veracity or credibility of a witness that makes his testimony admissible or not.”

Courtney’s gavel slammed into the bench and broke the tension much like the bell ending a round of a prize fight. “Leftenant Lofton, return to your place. Overruled!”

“Overruled!” Lofton grabbed for a stack of law disks and would have thrown them at the judge except that Justin restrained his arm. Lofton snapped around and stared at his client as though he’d stabbed him in the back. Justin merely shook his head resignedly. Lofton sank mutely back into his seat.

Vitios turned again on Quintus Allard. “Lo Ching-wei also surrendered the identity of an agent within the Federated Suns forces in Shaoshan, did he not? What was the designation the tong gave to this agent?”

Muscles bunched at Quintus’s jaws. “They called him Ivory.”

Vitios closed his eyes and clasped his hands before him like a man in prayer. “And what is that designation in Capellan, Minister Allard?”

“Xiangya.”

Vitios smiled. “Louder, please. I did not hear it.”

“Xiangya!” Quintus raked his fingernails over the oak railing. “There, I’ve said it. Is that enough?”

Vitios’s dark eyes snapped open. “No, that is not enough. In the interrogation, Lo identified the agent, didn’t he? He identified him as your son, Justin Xiang Allard, didn’t he?”

Quintus bit back angry tears. “Yes, he identified him as my son.”

“But you were not satisfied with this identification. You directed a full-scale investigation that included a sweep of the Kittery base computer for security codes. What was your son Justin’s activation code for his ’Mech?”

Quintus stared up at the ceiling. “Zhe jian fang tai xiao.”

Vitios closed on him. “In English, Minister.”

Quintus lowered his head and stared bitterly at Vitios. “This room is too small.”

Vitios smiled. “This room is too small. This phrase has another meaning among the Yizhi tong, doesn’t it?”

“Yes. It signifies that the speaker fears that someone is listening in on the conversation, and the phrase is a warning to be careful.”

Vitios turned to point at Justin Allard. “And this phrase—of all the possible codes he could have used—in either Capellan or English, is the one he chose. Ironic, isn’t it, that he chooses an enemy expression for caution as the password to his ’Mech.”

“Do you expect me to respond to that?”

Vitios shook his head. “No, I suppose not. I withdraw the question. I am finished with this witness.”

Leftenant Lofton leaped to his feet. “I have only one question for this witness.” As he started to phrase it, Quintus slowly shook his head. Justin clutched at his lawyer’s sleeve, but Lofton marched straight into the trap, heedless of the warning signs. “Mr. Allard, do you believe your son is a traitor?

Quintus looked down at his shoes. “I don’t know. I just don’t know.”
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Crucis March, Federated Suns 
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“David, you must put me on the stand!” Though speaking in a low tone, Justin’s voice seethed with anger and filled the prisoners’ holding room. “I need my chance to speak.”

Lofton shook his head. “It will do no good.”

Justin smiled coldly, but his brown eyes had become dark slivers of fury. “Oh, it will do some good, David.”

Lofton’s nostrils flared. “Since when have you become a lawyer? Do you think I’m oblivious to what’s going on out there? They might as well have strapped you to a K-F drive and jumped you straight into the grave. I look at you and see an officer who cared for his men and who tried to normalize relations with a conquered people. I see a man proud of his mixed heritage, and I see a man who’s been decorated for bravery…”

Justin thrust his right hand at the Lieutenant. “You see that, perhaps, but you stand alone. To them, out there, I’m the rogue. They gave me everything: a name, a place to live, a career, and their trust. The problem is that they’re so used to hiding the skeletons in their own closets that they imagine everyone else is, too. My case gives them a chance to direct their fears and hatred at a living target. Well, I’m ready to shoot back, David, and you have to give me the chance.”

“Justin, Vitios will crucify you. You saw how he forced your father to say things he didn’t want to say. You heard how he twisted the interpretation of your normal behavior to look like the sinister machinations of a master spy. What can you do on the stand that will help you?”

Justin shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Exactly…

“Nothing but point up what an absolute travesty this whole trial has been from the start.”

Lofton thrust his face at Justin. “No! If you go rogue in that courtroom, if you sink down into the pits with Vitios, they’ll kill you. Treason is still a capital offense, Justin, and if you anger enough people out there, you’ll be dead.”

Justin looked up and met Lofton’s concerned stare with a blank one. “David, put me on the stand, or I’ll find a lawyer who will.”

David Lofton slowly straightened up, then rebuttoned his dress jacket. “Very well, Major, you’ll have your wish.” Lofton stared down at his client. “One thing, though. When I told you what sort of officer I had for a client, you said I was alone in my opinion. Don’t you believe in yourself?”

Justin shook his head slowly. “The only thing I believe right now is that I made a mistake in leaving my mother’s people to live with my father.”



•     •     •



Lofton turned from his client and returned to the defense desk. “Thank you, Major Allard, for your cooperation.” Without looking up, he added, “I am finished with this witness, Your Honor.”

Courtney nodded. “Your witness, Count Vitios.”

Vitios stalked Justin Allard like a tiger that has tasted human flesh. He stopped his pacing directly before the witness box and met Justin’s hot glare with one of arctic frigidity. “What comes to mind, Major Allard, when someone calls you ‘yellow?’”

“Objection!” Lofton vaulted out of his seat and stepped toward his client. “The prosecutor is insulting my client with irrelevant questions.”

Vitios shook his head. “I will show relevancy, Your Honor.” Courtney waved Lofton back to his bench, then turned to Justin. “Answer the question, Major.”

Justin let the hint of a smile flicker over his lips. “Generally, I would assume that someone who called me `yellow’ was accusing me of being a coward, but when a small-minded bigot like you uses the term, I assume it is a racial slur.”

Vitios stepped back. “Quick to take offense, aren’t you, Major?” Justin opened his mouth to reply, but Vitios started another question first.

Lofton smiled and split the confusion with a loud voice, “Objection. My client has not had a chance to answer your question.”

Vitios, slightly off balance, growled. “I withdraw the question.”

“No,” Justin interjected. “I’d like to answer it. I understand, Count Vitios, why you hate the Capellan Confederation. I know your family died in a Liao raid on Verlo. I know the attack came after insurgents had poisoned the local garrison forces and I know you’ve been looking under beds and in closets for Capellan spies ever since. I’ve heard your hatred of me in everything you’ve said since we first met after the battle of Valencia on Spica. Your blind prejudice disgusts me.”

“Does it, now, Major Justin Xiang Allard?” Vitios returned to the prosecution table, picked up a file, and began to flip through it as he spoke. “You associate with known Liao agents. You speak their tongue and are accepted in their homes. You use a catch phrase from a tong as your ’Mech’s personal security code. You abandon your men to a Liao ambush during an exercise you never wanted to participate in to start with! Forgive me my blind loathing, Major, but something here stinks, and the facts say that it’s you!”

Vitios slammed the folder back down on the desk. “Major Allard, you nearly cost the Federated Suns over forty-eight million C-bills in equipment, the lives of thirty MechWarriors, and the world of Kittery. You sold out the people who accepted you as one of their own and who gave you everything you have! You betrayed everything that humans hold sacred anywhere in the Inner Sphere, and you betrayed your honor as a MechWarrior!”

The prosecutor raked fingers back through his thin brown hair, and wiped flecks of spittle from the corners of his mouth. “You take the stand and have your attorney feed you questions so that you can trot out your unsubstantiated fabrication of a battle with a ’Mech three times the size of your Valkyrie. Then you ask us to believe that story. But I know the real truth, you lying son of a Capellan slut, and so does everyone else in this courtroom!”

“Enough!” Spoken in a voice born to command, that single word silenced the uproar that had seized the spectators. The attention of everyone in the courtroom turned toward the bronze double-doors at the rear of the room, and the spectators were riveted by what they saw. Flanked by Ardan Sortek, Quintus Allard, and CID guards, Prince Hanse Davion strode smartly into the room. “I have heard enough!”

Hanse pushed open the low wooden gates and admitted himself to the center of the courtroom. He looked at Count Vitios, who seemed to recoil from the cold impact of the Prince’s gaze. The Prince then looked up at Major General Courtney. “I would address the court.”

The judge nodded nervously. Hanse turned slowly, then pointed at Count Vitios. “You are, without a doubt, the most shameless creature it has ever been my sad duty to acknowledge as a subject. Your very manner is offensive to me and any clear-thinking person alive today. You do not wear your bigotry like a uniform; it has utterly consumed you and poisoned everything you do. I accepted you as prosecutor as a favor to Duke Michael Hasek-Davion, but I do not owe him enough to put up with you any longer. You will leave New Avalon tonight!”

Hanse turned so that he could address both the Tribunal and the gallery of spectators. “As I have watched this trial, it appears to be an indictment of a whole nation, not an adjudication of the guilt or innocence of one MechWarrior. This trial, and the manner in which it has been conducted, is an example of power and hatred run rampant. Leftenant Lofton’s valiant attempts to win justice for his client have been crushed by the vilest of legal trickery. I call this whole procedure a mockery of everything the Davions honor and hold dear.”

Hanse smiled, as he turned toward the Tribunal. “Certainly, you must recognize that there is no solid proof of Justin Allard’s guilt. The facts—those few that the Count has actually managed to present—are all circumstantial. Yes, Allard’s Capellan middle name may be close to that of the tong designation for an agent, but would he or his spymasters have been stupid enough to choose such a codename? Have enough respect for House Liao to dismiss that idea immediately.”

Hanse shrugged. “Perhaps Major Allard did display poor judgement in moving off to investigate the UrbanMech hidden further ahead. And yet, if he believed his men were faced with a possible ambush, this might have been the most prudent course of action. Strip him of his command, as you must, but is a simple act of negligence to cost him his life?”

“No command!” The Prince’s words had hit Justin like a meteorite and visibly crushed him. He leaned forward heavily, hands pressed against the dark wooden railing of the witness box, staring at Hanse Davion’s back. At Justin’s outburst, the Prince spun around to face him. Justin gestured with his right hand at the crowd. “Do not spare me the full depth of hatred that these people—your people—feel for me. They look at me and see no further than the shape of my eyes or the color of my skin. All my life I have fought against the legacy of having a Capellan mother. I became more loyal to House Davion than anyone else I knew because I hoped—prayed—that what I held in my heart would make me like everyone else in my flesh. But that did not happen.”

Anger flashed through Hanse’s blue eyes, and his face registered pain at the bitter rage in Justin’s voice. “Beware, Major. I offer you your life!”

“Ha! Life? For what? So that I can continue to protect these ungrateful slugs who fatten themselves in the Federated Suns core while their countless countrymen work and sweat and die to keep them safe? Do I want to live to protect animals like Vitios there…so that they can continue their witchhunts?”

Davion’s ice blue eyes flared. “Don’t push me, Major. I’m being generous with you. Do not presume, however, that I owe you even as much as the life I offer you.”

For a half-second, Justin’s eyes closed, then they jerked open. The pain of a lifetime showed in them and seemed to flood through the room. Justin smashed his black-gloved hand into the witness box railing, shattering it.

“What you offer me is as much a life as this is a hand! You flatter yourself to imagine I might be grateful.” Justin stared at Hanse Davion, fury making his eyes shine with a malevolent light. “What is it, then, Prince Davion? Do you want to keep me as you do Ardan Sortek? Is not one captive MechWarrior enough?” Justin spat on the floor. “The life you offer me is as shallow as House Davion’s conception of justice!” His anger spent, Justin cradled his lifeless arm against his chest and trembled.

Immobile as a statue, Hanse Davion stood within the silence that settled heavily over the room. Finally, he nodded slightly, the motion growing as he gathered his thoughts. “Very well, Justin Allard. I will give you what you most desire.”

The Prince turned on his heel and stared up at Courtney. “Sentence him as you will. It makes no difference. I will strip him of his rank and commute any sentence to a lifetime in exile.” The Prince turned again, this time picking out Quintus Allard among the crowd. “You, Quintus Allard, no longer have a son named Justin. He no longer exists, and no one will ever speak his name to me again.”

Finally, Hanse Davion set his malachite gaze on Justin Allard himself. “I give you back your Capellan name, traitor. Justin Xiang, there is no place for you in the Federated Suns. You will be taken to any world willing to accept you, as long as it is beyond the borders of the Federated Suns.” Hanse’s head dropped for a moment, then came back up. “And if you wish to learn the true depth of justice in the Federated Suns, return here and we will drown you in it!”



•     •     •



Ardan Sortek and Andrew Redburn stood in the control tower, watching while the DropShip Sigmund Rosenblum accepted its final passenger. As Justin Xiang passed up the ramp and into the ship’s dark interior, Redburn turned from the window. “I’m sure, Colonel Sortek, that Justin—I mean Major Allard—did not mean what he said in court.”

Ardan Sortek smiled knowingly and rested a hand on Redburn’s shoulder. “No need for you to apologize, Leftenant. There was a time when I, too, believed that I was wasting away here on New Avalon. I went back into the field, but after a harrowing adventure or two, I realized that a man at peace with himself can be useful anywhere.” He looked out as the DropShip’s engines ignited and the egg-shaped ship slowly shuddered skyward. “Your friend has a lot of pain in him, and he’ll not be satisfied until he can deal with that. I take no offense at anything he said while so sorely troubled.”

Redburn nodded. “It’s a waste of a damn good MechWarrior.”

Sortek shrugged. “On Solaris VIl, he’ll be with plenty of his own kind.” Sortek’s next words caused Redburn to smile. “And while he’s trying to sate that anger, I imagine he’ll be hell on wheels there on the Game World.”

“But I know he’s innocent, Colonel Sortek, and when I return to Kittery, I’ll get the evidence to prove it. His Val was empty of LRMs after the battle. No UrbanMech could have survived that barrage. It had to have been a Rifleman.”

The smile drained from Sortek’s face. “I suppose they’ve not told you about your new assignment, have they?”

Redburn froze. “I was told that I’d ship back to Kittery and resume command of the training battalion.”

Sortek shifted his weight from one foot to the other, and shook his head. “Eventually you’ll get there, Leftenant. But first, you and I will be shipping out to the Lyran Commonwealth. I’ve got inspections and official functions to attend. Now that you’re a hero, we’ll give a lot of influential people a chance to have their holographs taken with you.”

Redburn frowned with puzzlement. “Isn’t there someone else, say, from Redfield or from Galtor, who could go?”

Sortek shrugged and led the other man to the elevator. “Nothing more stale than yesterday’s heroes. Besides, some people want to know how this training battalion idea is working out. Lots of resistance in House Steiner to MechWarriors trained in any thing other than the Academies. Your men, and their performance against the Liao ambush, are hot right now.”

Redburn nodded, but barely heard the words. Good luck, Justin. I know that deep in your heart you’re one of us. Somehow, I’ll find a way to prove it.












CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Echo V

Pesht Military District, Draconis Combine

1 January 3027



Jiro Ishiyama bowed deeply out of respect for the wrinkled old monk who had led him through the twisting tunnels of the Zen monastery. Above them, on Echo V’s barren, wind-scarred tundra, icy cyclones shrieked as they scourged the planet. Ishiyama fought the shiver provoked by the planet’s chill, and respected the old monk even more because of his indifference to the cold.

Indeed, Ishiyama was swathed in the warm folds of a heavy coat, while the monk wore a simple black robe. Though the air was cold enough to show both men’s breath, the monk wore only sandals, and had neither gloves to protect his hands nor a hood to protect his shaved pate. In the monk’s eyes, however, Ishiyama saw no superiority or disdain for this visitor from far Luthien. Instead, Ishiyama read pity for the man who does not know himself well enough to exist as one with the cold.

The monk looked beyond Jiro Ishiyama and wordlessly directed the two initiates bearing the visitor’s lacquered trunks to pass around them. The initiates, bowing only their heads because of the burdens on their backs, passed through the garden to the small hut reserved for the cha-no-yu, the tea ceremony. The two initiates vanished into the hut for a moment, then returned to bow deeply to the monk and his visitor before disappearing into the dark tunnels of the monastery complex.

The monk inclined his head and half-smiled. “Sumimasen, Ishiyama Jiro-sama,” he began slowly. “Excuse me if I speak slowly because we use words sparingly here.”

Ishiyama bowed. “I am honored by the words you grant me.” He looked out over the rock and bonsai garden that filled the underground cavern. The pale white gravel had been raked in long, undulating waves that truly made one feel that he were viewing a frozen ocean. Larger rocks, from the gray of granite to the glassy black-purple of obsidian, thrust up through the stone surf like defiant islands. Nestled in the naturally carven niches, bonsai trees pushed up as though part of the rock, while carefully nurtured mosses clung to the rock, adding the proper verdant touches.

The teahouse stood in the center of the garden, and though of obvious human construction, it seemed to be an organic part of the garden. Styled after a pagoda, complete with wood lattice, rice-paper screen walls, and a red-tiled roof, the well-worn granite used to construct the teahouse made it look as though the structure were even older than the garden itself. From beneath the tip of the teahouse’s peaked roof, gray smoke drifted almost imperceptibly.

Ishiyama breathed in and smiled at the familiar, pleasing aroma of burning cedar. Again, he bowed to the monk. “All is perfect. Your faithfulness honors the Dragon.” The monk, obviously pleased, bowed his head. Both men knew that, as perfect as the garden might seem, Ishiyama would alter it in some subtle way to make it yet more perfect, and to bind it into the cha-no-yu that he had traveled more than two hundred light years to perform.

“Do itashimash’te, Ishiyama Jiro-sama,” the monk replied softly. “It is we who are honored that the Dragon sends you to grace us with your skill. Be assured that your preparations will not be disturbed. In four hours, I will send Kurita Yorinaga-ji to you.”

“Domo arigato.” Ishiyama bowed deeply and did not straighten up until the monk had silently departed the chamber. Ishiyama studied the garden. As his eyes followed the path of flat stones leading from the entrance to the teahouse, he allowed himself to become absorbed in the beauty the monks had created. The garden, by its artistry and resonance, touched him deeply and peeled away layers of emotion and inner conflicts. The scene restored him to the centered feeling of peace that his trip across seven jump points had stripped away.

Ishiyama forced his mind to the cavern and the garden and his mission. He removed his thick, quilted mittens, stuffed them into his coat pockets, pulled off his boots, and then crossed to where a bamboo rake lay hidden in a shadowed niche. Brandishing it with the care and reverence a warrior might give to his ’Mech, Ishiyama slowly stepped out onto the stone path. Three stones out, he used the rake to gently tease four small pieces of gravel onto that third stone. He did nothing to change or repair how the gravel had fallen, and it might have been only that the last person to rake the gravel had been careless.

Ishiyama allowed himself a brief smile. Deliberately careless. Ishiyama knew that Kurita Yorinaga-ji would immediately spot the small white pebbles on the broad gray steppingstone. He knew, too, that Yorinaga-ji would take them as the first sign that the perfect universe, the universe that had trapped him, was changing.

Ishiyama looked up and concentrated. If the teahouse is Luthien, then… He turned to the left and squinted. Reaching out with the butt of the rake, he gently pressed it into the gravel. Mallory’s World, the site of Yorinaga-ji’s disgrace, would be here.

Ishiyama reversed the rake and used the broad, toothed end to subtly alter the flowing wavelines around the mark he’d made for Mallory’s World. Slowly, and with a patience bordering upon the superhuman, he reworked the gravel until one could see, if one knew how to look, minute ripples spreading from that point. Advancing ahead three more path-stones, Ishiyama completed the eleventh concentric ripple-ring—one for each year since Yorinaga-ji had disgraced himself. It was now just over an hour since he had first laid eyes on the garden.

Ishiyama backtracked to the garden’s edge, and removed his coat and hat. The chill air sliced through the midnight-blue silken kimono he wore, and Ishiyama unconsciously retied the silver obi a bit tighter. Though difficult to see in the soothing half-light, a dragon figure coiled around the kimono, woven into the garment with slightly darker blue thread.

Ishiyama again studied the teahouse and compared it to Luthien’s location on the star chart he’d memorized. Further to the left than the mark he’d made for Mallory’s World, and just a bit closer to the teahouse, he touched one edge of the rake into the sea of pebbles to mark the location of Chara. With benign and skillful care, he flipped the rake over and used its flat edge to smooth away any trace of his original mark on the stones. Only the briefly broken lines of the stone-sea currents suggested that any movement had occurred.

Ishiyama allowed himself another smile. Most would miss it. He shook his head. But not Yorinaga-ji.

Finally, Ishiyama walked the path to the teahouse, but he did not enter it. Instead, he carefully walked around the teahouse’s narrow ledge out onto the ocean of gravel behind it. He sighted a perfect spot to represent the planet Echo, and boldly touched the rake butt into the gravel to mark it. Backtracking, he raked the stones back into their previous pattern. By the time he had returned to the teahouse, only the invisible depression representing Echo gave any clue to his passage.

Though Ishiyama knew Yorinaga-ji would never look out behind the teahouse to see his work, he also knew it had to be done. It makes the garden mine, and makes the cha-no-yu complete. Yorinaga-ji would expect no less of me, and because of that, he has no need to confirm the presence of the mark.

Ishiyama worked his way back down the stone path, carefully avoiding the four pebbles, and returned the rake to its niche. Gathering up his coat and boots, he carried them to the teahouse, where he knelt at the doorway, bowed once, and slid open the door.

He should have expected it, but the teahouse’s simplicity and beauty took his breath away. The waiting area, built slightly below the interior chamber where the cha-no-yu would actually take place, had been constructed of hand-fitted woodwork. The pieces of wood had been chosen for their color and grain, and polished to a softly glowing sheen. Though one could make out the seams between the different pieces of wood, the natural patterns in each piece flowed together and provided the illusion that the whole floor and lower walls had been laid in with one huge piece of wood.

The paper used to make the walls seemed, at first glance, to be unadorned. No landscapes or calligraphed snippets of wisdom spoiled the panels’ translucent beauty. As Ishiyama slowly slid the door panel shut behind him, he saw that the paper did bear a decoration. It had been worked, with great subtlety and delicacy, as a watermark into the paper itself. Thus did Ishiyama see images of trees and tigers, of waves and fish, of hawks and hares and, of course, of the Dragon.

Silently, out of respect for the setting and because no noise was required, Ishiyama crossed through the waiting area and slid open the door to the raised room where he would perform the cha-no-yu. The two black lacquered cases lay just to the right of the tall brass urn rising up through a square opening in the floor. Ishiyama did not need to see the thin gray ribbons of smoke twisting through the hot air to know that a fire burned within the urn. He could feel the waves of heat washing off the urn itself, and the scent of burning cedar filled the room.

In the center of the room, Ishiyama saw a low, rectangular table. It had been oriented perfectly with the shape of the room, and Ishiyama now changed that. Instead of leaving the table’s narrow end to coincide with the narrow parts of the room, he gently slid it around on the polished oaken floor so that it sat almost perpendicular to its earlier position. Still, he did not fully straighten it, but left it canted at a slight angle and pushed off-center. Perfect symmetry traps the mind within the bounds of reality.

Ishiyama knelt down to open the first case. Inside, swathed in thick folds of foam padding, lay the Coordinator’s own tea service set. Taking a deep breath to calm himself, Ishiyama fought the panic and weight of responsibility that threatened to crush him from both inside and out. The Coordinator has entrusted me with these items so that I might perform a delicate mission. I will not fail him.

The first things he withdrew from the case were three tatami, the mats on which the participants would kneel during the ceremony. The first, a brilliant red, Ishiyama placed at the wide side of the table that lay deepest in the room. He withdrew a small ruler from inside his kimono and made sure that the red mat lay exactly twenty centimeters from the edge of the table.

On the other side of the table, Ishiyama unfurled the second tatami. This one was a rosy-pink, and he made sure it lay thirty-five centimeters from the table’s edge. Finally, at the narrow end of the table closest to the brass charcoal urn, Ishiyama unrolled his own plain mat for the ceremony and placed it forty-five centimeters from the table’s black edge. His end of the table, because of the diagonal alignment, placed him below either of the other mats.

Ishiyama did not hurry as he unpacked the other necessary items, nor did he glance at his watch. He had an innate sense of time and its passage, as did anyone trained as a tea master. He knew his preparations would extend beyond the time the monk had estimated for sending Kurita Yorinaga-ji to him, but he also knew Yorinaga-ji would not enter the teahouse’s central chamber until invited.

Ishiyama unwrapped the bamboo ladle that had been in the Kurita family for the last four hundred years. It was rumored that Coordinator Urizen Kurita II had stopped his aircar when he had seen a remarkable stand of bamboo on Luthien, thinking it would make a fine tea ceremony ladle. Just after he had descended from the car to cut off a piece of the bamboo, Urizen’s car was blown up by a bomb secretly planted by a rival. The Coordinator was, fortunately, already well away from it. Tradition had it that because something utterly Japanese had saved the Coordinator’s life, Urizen instituted the reforms that raised medieval Japanese culture to become the heart and soul of the Draconis Combine.

Ishiyama smiled as he reverently set the ladle down on the floor. Urizen remained Coordinator until he resigned at the age of 101, and retired here to Echo. He formed this monastery and served as its head, under the title of Colonial Governor—nothing less would do for him—until his death. How appropriate to use this ladle here, today.

Ishiyama carefully unwrapped the cerulean blue tea bowl and set it on the table. Beside it, he placed the bamboo spoon and whisk. Reaching into the first case again, Ishiyama produced the black-lacquered, wooden tea chest, which be set down reverently near his end of the table. It was a gorgeous piece, with a red and gold dragon circling both body and lid. Ishiyama knew that it was the same chest used at the meal where the Coordinator, Takashi Kurita, had first seen his future wife, the beautiful young Jasmine. The chest’s placement, while utilitarian, would allow Ishiyama’s intended guest an opportunity to study it.

Finally, Ishiyama lifted the Coordinator’s own water urn from the chest. The simple bowl was not at all as grand as the other objects in the room, yet its slightly crude manufacture invited all manner of speculation about its origin. Ishiyama reveled in one of the more popular tales claiming that the Coordinator had formed it from the armor of his first ’Mech kill, or that it was all he had left of his first ’Mech. Just touching it sent a thrill through him. He allowed himself a flight of fantasy in which a young Takashi Kurita sat hammering the pot into shape so that he could heat water and have tea while war thundered around him.

Ishiyama shivered when it dawned on him that Yorinaga-ji might actually have been present when the Coordinator first shaped the pot. Until the time of his disgrace, Yorinaga-ji had been a battalion commander in the Coordinator’s own 2nd Sword of Light. Some even credit him with Prince Ian Davion’s death! Ishiyama shook his head. How could one so brave have so dishonored himself?

Ishiyama picked up the ladle in his right hand and held the pot in his left. He moved toward the urn-pit where the ceramic jar full of water had remained hidden from view. Setting the tea urn between his knees, and canted with one edge on the floor, Ishiyama uncovered the jar and sank the ladle into the water. He let the ladle drink briefly, then drew out one full measure of water. Carefully turning the urn so that the water could wash the insides, he dripped liquid into the urn. Though no sediment or dirt showed in the water that had pooled in the urn, Ishiyama poured it out into the pit and then filled the tea urn with three more ladles of water.

Ishiyama recovered the water jar and set the ladle back down on his own plain tatami. Then, as though lifting an offering to unseen gods, he placed the tea urn onto the brass fire urn. Pleased with his preparations so far, Ishiyama knelt back on his heels and again drank in the peace of the teahouse.

After a moment’s respite, he crossed back to the lacquered cases. Gently folding his coat and boots, he fitted them carefully into the now-empty first case. After closing it, Ishiyama slid the case just enough out of the way so that it would still be visible. His guest would see it and surely wonder at what secrets it contained.
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Jiro Ishiyama, tea master for the cha-no-yu, opened the second case and pulled a small gong and hammer from it. After carrying it to his place at the table, he set it where his body would shield it from the guest’s view. Returning to the case, Ishiyama removed the kimono he wore and pulled on the black one that lay like a congealed shadow at the bottom of the case. Then he also drew from the case a black hood with a mesh front to hide his face yet allow him to see what he needed to do.

After folding his kimono and laying it in the case, Ishiyama pushed the case back alongside its companion. He left it open so that the white interior—not unlike an alligator’s mouth—yawned open to invite trust and the contemplation of a journey.

Ishiyama crossed to his position and pulled on the black hood. Using a fir twig that he had carried within his kimono, he reached up to place it into the fire urn. The twig immediately burst into flame, filling the room with the scent the Coordinator so admired. Ishiyama breathed it in deeply and settled back to enter a more contemplative frame of mind.

The peace he sought eluded him, dancing like a butterfly just out of reach. Instead, his mind bubbled with images from the many stories he had heard about Yorinaga-ji over the years.

A distant cousin of the Coordinator, Yorinaga had been a fierce MechWarrior and one of the few men to match Takashi in kendo, the art of the sword. Three years after being credited with Prince Ian Davion’s death on Mallory’s World in 3013, Yorinaga had been given the honor of leading the 2nd Sword of Light in an attempt to take that same world. Ishiyama recalled, too, the news reports of Yorinaga in action that he had seen as a child. He even remembered the pride that had swelled in his young heart, for he had idolized Yorinaga. The bitter taste of bile rose to his throat as he once again relived his hero’s downfall.

The story, as Ishiyama had heard it many times, was one of honor, and it should have ended with Yorinaga slaying his enemy in grand style. The 2nd Sword of Light had surrounded the Kell Hounds’s 1st ’Mech Battalion on Mallory’s World and was advancing to destroy them when Colonel Morgan Kell marched his Archer out to the head of his force. In Japanese fashion, he suddenly began to announce his lineage and all the bold things his line had done.

Yorinaga, out of respect and honor for his foe, marched his own Warhammer to the forefront of the gathered Kurita troops and broadcast his own lineage and their accomplishments. All the MechWarriors watching the confrontation knew that the battle would be decided between their commanders. Ishiyama had often heard the jest that the tension was so thick that the Lyran traders might have to come in to export it.

Kell’s Archer, armed with long-range missiles and four medium lasers, conceded much to Yorinaga’s ’Mech. The Warhammer’s main armaments were its two medium lasers and twin particle projection cannons, known commonly as PPCs. In a close battle, the Warhammer’s short range missiles and two small lasers made it even deadlier. Everyone knew that the Archer would die, and they hoped its pilot would die with honor.

By all accounts, the battle pitted two master MechWarriors against each other. Kell did not retreat to a range where his LRMs would give him an advantage. Instead, he used his incredible agility to make his ’Mech a nearly impossible target, while using his fore and aft lasers to score random hits on his foe.

Yorinaga, as always, fought a self-possessed battle. He tried to concentrate his fire, as was his custom, on one part of his foe’s ’Mech, but Kell’s twisting and dodging made that difficult. Yorinaga used his medium and small lasers to keep Kell at bay while his PPCs cooled, and he staggered their use so that Kell could not advance while the Warhammer ran hot.

Some observers had described the fight in terms of a martial arts match, while others had regarded it more as an odd dance-of-death. Ishiyama had tracked down all the accounts of the battle, which had so melded in his mind that he felt a perfect understanding of each move and its complicated nuances. It disturbed him deeply to understand the battle so well, yet not be able to understand how his idol could have met such disgrace.

Finally, when Kell’s medium lasers seemed to have knocked out the Warhammer’s right PPC, he sailed in at Yorinaga. To meet him, Yorinaga’s right PPC came up and loosed a bolt of argent electricity. The energy slashed into the Archer’s right shoulder, searing completely through it. Within a heartbeat, Yorinaga’s shot dropped the Archer’s melted right arm to the ground, and the maimed ’Mech stumbled to its knees. Kell was finished.

Yorinaga’s Warhammer, barely thirty meters distant, leveled both PPCs at the stricken Kell Hound. Silver-blue energy erupted from both weapons, but the bolts missed their intended target and instead melted sand into glass beyond Kell. Morgan Kell, in desperation, triggered two flights of LRMs, which sent forty missiles flying from his ’Mech’s torso against Yorinaga’s Warhammer.

Though the flight was too short to arm the warheads, the missiles slammed into the Warhammer and battered it savagely. Some propellant tanks exploded and washed the Kurita ’Mech in sheets of golden-red fire. Other missiles smashed and dented armor plates, or crushed heat sinks and shattered joints. Yorinaga’s Warhammer, though it remained standing throughout the onslaught, might have been a toy abused by a hateful child.

Yorinaga trained all his operable weapons systems on the Archer as it rose to its feet, but could not score a hit. It seemed as though Yorinaga’s Warhammer refused to acknowledge the target’s existence. Ishiyama had even heard the stories of MechWarriors present at the battle who said that Kell’s dead ’Mech vanished like a ghost from their instrument readings. While lasers flashed and PPC lightning burned the air into ozone around his machine, Morgan Kell did only one thing. His ’Mech, though not built for it, bowed as best it could toward Yorinaga.

Ishiyama remembered the shock in the voices of MechWarriors who had witnessed the barbarian mimicking their traditions. They waited for Yorinaga to destroy him, then to give them the command to destroy the rest of the Kell Hounds. Instead, when Yorinaga’s voice filled their ears, they heard a simple haiku:



Yellow bird I see

The gray dragon hides wisely

Honor is duty



Some believed that the enemy’s missiles had injured Yorinaga and that this was his death haiku, but it was soon followed by his order that the regiment withdraw. One Chu-i, a Lieutenant recently attached to the unit, protested that the Tai-sa must be injured and out of his mind. At that, Yorinaga turned both PPCs on the Chu-i and melted his Panther in a hellish whirlwind of lightning. All understood, then and there, that Yorinaga had some reason for his actions, and so they obeyed him absolutely.

Up to that point, Ishiyama could accept all that Yorinaga had done, for he had acted honorably. He did not surrender. As his men withdrew, all that Lord Kurita would have lost was a Panther and the chance to take the world. But, so the whispered stories went, Yorinaga cracked his ’Mech’s canopy and tossed out both of his swords to where Morgan Kell could retrieve them.

After the battle on Mallory’s World, Yorinaga had traveled to Luthien to report in secret to the Coordinator. It was said that he asked for leave to commit seppuku, but that the Coordinator denied him the honor. Instead, Yorinaga was exiled to the monastery on Echo V, and had been there ever since. Aside from this visit by Ishiyama, the only contact with the outside world had by Kurita Yorinaga-ji—the ji appended to his name to signify entry into the monastery—was his annual request that the Coordinator permit him to commit seppuku.

Ishiyama reached over and picked up the small hammer. He struck the gong softly, but with enough power for the sound to penetrate the paper walls. Again he struck it, again and again until five distinct tones rang out, each one filling the dying echo of its predecessor. After the fifth sound, Ishiyama replaced the hammer, lowered his head and waited.

Slowly, as befitting its great antiquity, the door slid back. Even through the hood of his visitor, Ishiyama could recognize the face. The glittering dark eyes and the long, thin nose lent Yorinaga-ji a noble aspect many men would have killed to possess. Yet Ishiyama could see from the deep creases around Yorinaga-ji’s eyes that exile had not been kind to this man.

Yorinaga-ji, moving with the fluid grace natural to a superior MechWarrior, squatted inside the tea chamber and slid the door shut. He turned slowly, but Ishiyama knew, despite the respectful inclination of the man’s head, that Yorinaga-ji studied the room the way a field commander might survey a battlefield. Though Ishiyama had expected some hesitation when his visitor saw the red mat on the other side of the table, Yorinaga-ji gave no sign that he noticed.

The MechWarrior-monk crossed to his position at the table and knelt on the rose pink tatami. He never looked in Ishiyama’s direction. Instead, he bowed deeply toward the Coordinator’s empty position, and held the bent over position for longer than most men could have tolerated. Then, slowly, he straightened up.

Ishiyama, distracted by the crest worn over Yorinaga-ji’s breasts, and on the sleeves and back of his kimono, hesitated and almost spoiled the whole cha-no-yu. The crest, showing a fierce yellow bird reflected in the eye of a dragon, had been born in the first line of Yorinaga-ji’s haiku, and formed an image of his disgrace. All Draconians knew that the Yellow Bird was the Dragon’s only enemy, and Yorinaga-ji had retreated from his chance to kill the Yellow Bird when he saw it.

Ishiyama salvaged the ceremony by bowing deeply to the Coordinator’s position and holding the bow for even longer than Yorinaga-ji had. He then bowed to Yorinaga-ji and held that bow for nearly as long as his bow to the Coordinator.

“The Coordinator says, Komban-wa, Kurita Yorinaga-ji.” Ishiyama’s voice, barely more than a whisper through his mask, came almost as an echo of words from the absent Coordinator’s throat.

Yorinaga-ji bowed, but made no reply.

Ishiyama lifted the blue tea bowl up onto the lacquered table. Using Urizen’s ladle, he dipped steaming water from the tea urn and brought it down slowly enough for the steam to form a thick white curtain between the urn and the table. In three fluid motions, he filled the bowl with water, releasing a cloud of steam with each move.

As the steam dissipated, Ishiyama again whispered. “The Coordinator says he wishes to apologize for not replying to your annual request to commit seppuku. He admits that his own weakness has kept him from contemplating this life without you. He says that he has never replied because he could only deny your requests, and that denial would bring you pain.”

Again, silently, Yorinaga-ji inclined his head toward the invisible Coordinator. He paid no conscious attention to the man acting as the Coordinator’s surrogate because, as long as the other man wore the black costume, he did not exist. Yet, the tea master’s skill was such that, as he added crushed tea leaves to the water and mixed them with so dexterous and easy a motion of the whisk, Yorinaga-ji relaxed unconsciously for the barest of moments.

Ishiyama, his senses almost supernaturally alert during the cha-no-yu, sensed Yorinaga-ji’s momentary relaxation, and his heart leapt up. Ishiyama immediately gained control of himself and set the whisk down on the table. He cupped the bowl of tea in his hands, utterly ignoring the heat, and placed it before the Coordinator’s position.

“The Coordinator says he has found a way to grant the release you desire, while also allowing you to fulfill your duty to him and preserving him from grief for your death.” Ishiyama reached out for the tea bowl, rotated it 180 degrees with slow precision, and lifted it across the table. Without a sound, and without a ripple breaking across the top of the tea, he placed the bowl before Yorinaga-ji.

“The Coordinator says that he will form an elite unit around you. They will become the Genyosha—the Black Ocean—and you will be their leader. You will train them and pass on the knowledge and skill for which you are so well known. You will be able to select fifty men, one for each year of your age, from all the forces in the Combine. Then, aside from an ISF liaison officer, you will have no superior but the Coordinator.”

Ishiyama lowered his head. “You will be Iemoto of the Genyosha for, once you have given them all that you are, they will train fifty men, and those fifty will train fifty until all our forces have your heart and mind.”

Ishiyama waited, but Yorinaga-ji did not move. Ishiyama knew that he had presented Yorinaga-ji with his deepest desire. Ishiyama suppressed the desire to smile nervously, but he did marvel at how well the Coordinator knew this man who had been in exile for eleven years.

Ishiyama’s voice again filled the room with sounds less substantial than the steam curling up from the tea before Yorinaga-ji. “The Coordinator asked me to mention, as a small item of interest, that plans have already begun for the utter destruction of the Kell Hounds.”

Yorinaga-ji inclined his head ever so briefly. Some emotion that Ishiyama could not identify strobed across Yorinaga’s face, but was swallowed in the self-control fortified by his exile. Without looking down, Yorinaga-ji unerringly cupped the tea bowl in his hands and raised it to his lips.



THE ADVENTURE CONTINUES! GET THE FULL NOVEL AT BATTLECORPS.COM!

OEBPS/toc.html

Table of Contents


En Garde



En Garde Part One



Prologue



Chapter One



Chapter Two



Chapter Three



Chapter Four



Chapter Five



Chapter Six



Chapter Seven



Chapter Eight



Chapter Nine



Chapter Ten



Chapter Eleven



Chapter Twelve



Chapter Thirteen



Chapter Fifteen



Chapter Sixteen





OEBPS/images/EnGardeCover.png
e BATTILETESI
SIS CIESSITN WA DS
SSLISSIESISIESIMEVVA 153

(%)
o/

6 AUTHOR

KPOLE =

) ANNIVERSHRY GHBLS - AVTHORDEENITVEEDTION





OEBPS/images/EnGardeMap.png
THE INNER SPHERE
3025






OEBPS/images/EnGarde3Title.png
CH: THE WARRIOR TR






OEBPS/images/EnGarde4Title.png
CH: THE WARRIOR TR






OEBPS/images/title.png
QWARRIOR TRILOGY: YOLUME ONEF

ENGARDL:

QUEW YORKCTIMES BEST-SELLING AUTHO!

LI 77727





OEBPS/images/EnGarde1Title.png
CH: THE WARRIOR TR






OEBPS/images/EnGarde2Title.png
ILOGY

ECH: THE WARRIOR TRI






OEBPS/images/cover.png
\ BATTLE

() SIS TES
</

{2 o
Kk o

AUTHOR'S DEFINITIVE EDITION





