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        ORIENTE

        ORIENTE PROTECTORATE

        2 JANUARY 3135

      

      

      The guard, dressed in the dark green and purple court livery, looked expectantly at Jessica, then stepped outside after receiving her nod; despite solid maintenance, the worn hinges of the large, ancient doors creaked upon closing. There had been talk of replacing the doors—or at least the hinges—but she’d always balked. They had a history, too; having served generations of rulers. Despite their age, they still were useful…still deserving of respect.

      Laying her hand gently on the large, rectangular mahogany table, Jessica Marik tried to ignore the faint but growing outlines of liver spots on the back of her hand, or the enlarged, purplish veins that traced across her ever more translucent skin.

      Perhaps I should start using makeup? She clenched her fist. No!

      Her green eyes sought her daughter, Nikol. Impatience flashed in her youngest child’s bright jade eyes as she raked her hand through her shoulder-length, reddish-blond hair.

      My mirror image, from so long ago. Can I really be so…old? Seventy-three?

      She relaxed her hand and her mind wandered for a moment as she focused once more on the table, fingertips caressing the cool wood as if she could pull some answer from its hidden depths. A smile teased at her thin lips. I’m feeling old this day, but next to you I’m a spring chicken. What are you, almost nine hundred years old? Were you really fashioned the day Tomás declared Oriente independent from the Terran Alliance and formed the Federation of Oriente? Or did Tomás plant the seeds of that rumor in later years? Or Antonia after him, perhaps?

      Of course, it didn’t really matter—though she would love to pull the secret from the darkened wood of how Tomás managed to forge the Federation without firing a shot; Can I do the same? What mattered today—and for many previous centuries—is that it was taken for granted that this very table, the table so lovingly cared for by the staff to preserve its ancient heritage, was formed on that seminal Oriente day so long ago.

      Because if you say a thing enough times, it becomes the truth. She tapped the table as though in exclamation, her smile growing full, transforming her aging face into a strong echo of the beauty of her youth.

      And the victor writes history.

      The scrape of a chair startled her; she looked up to see her fourth child sliding into the high-backed chair upholstered in red satin at the end of the table. She managed to keep her forehead from creasing. Late as usual, my son. She inhaled a slow breath, deliberately perusing the intricately worked mahogany wall panels that complemented the table, the bright sunshine streaming through the glazed ferroglass past the heavily brocaded purple curtains to the luxurious inlaid wood floors, which were almost as well kept as the table.

      Unfair, Jessica. Christopher has improved so much. Still some way to go, but he has come around.

      “Sorry, Mother,” Christopher said by way of apology.

      Jessica sniffed in mock disdain at the humor in her son’s words, the tingle of the citrus cleaning agents used just that morning to eradicate any dust before the family gathering still lingering pleasantly. Didn’t even comb that mop he calls a haircut. “I’m sure I don’t want to know why you’re late.” Despite her cool words, her smile stayed in place.

      Christopher bobbed his head, his infectious smile beaming from his chiseled features, his eyes, so similar to Nikol’s, hiding mischief. “Probably not, Mother.”

      “Looks like we are ready to begin, Mother,” Janos said softly.

      Jessica turned to her eldest son on her right, whose almost completely gray hair and lackluster brown eyes framed by overgrown, prickly eyebrows always made her wonder if perhaps he and Julietta were born from a different husband; a quick glance to Janos’ left at her second oldest, Julietta, showed the same coloring, albeit with much less gray and only a light smattering of wrinkles as she neared fifty. Both wore immaculately tailored clothing, with every crease, button and lapel in its proper place. Such attention to detail should be laudable… Should be.

      “Yes, I think we are.”

      “Why did you ask us here, Mother? We just had a council meeting last week.”

      Jessica looked to the opposite side of the table from Julietta and Janos to find her middle daughter, Elis, leaning forward in anticipation, yet not appearing anxious as Nikol so often did. While she shared some of the darker coloring of her older siblings, her chocolate-brown eyes held depths that seemed to invite one in, yet allowed her to hide a world of secrets. So similar to Nikol and Christopher and yet still so unique. So willful.

      So like yourself, you mean? That thought always gave Jessica pause. What do you expect, sandwiched between elder siblings almost old enough to be her parents and two a decade younger?

      She took another deep breath to refocus her attention on the matter at hand, then lifted a verigraph from her lap and laid it gently on the table, as though serving up a valuable prize. A most valuable prize, though some will fail to see that.

      “What’s that?” Elis asked.

      Jessica raised her eyebrows and waited until she had everyone’s attention. She caught Christopher’s interested look as Phillip leaned forward from her direct left, as though he also was seeing the document for the first time. Jessica locked gazes with Christopher after his eyes darted back and forth between Jessica and Phillip, and his bright eyes widened as he caught the full implications. He leaned forward and placed his hands on the table, almost eager.

      That’s right, Christopher. I haven’t even discussed this with your father yet. It’s that important. After a final review of her family, she licked her lips, tasting a hint of salt—it was already hot enough to sweat this morning—and spoke. “This is a verigraphed invitation from the Republic of the Sphere. Signed by the exarch himself.”

      “Really? From the Republic!” Christopher said, his boyish enthusiasm coming through strong, despite his twenty-six years.

      “That was what Mother said, was it not?” Julietta responded.

      The two siblings exchanged mild looks. Jessica tapped on the verigraph somewhat impatiently. She behaves like a mother, but has no children—and is waspish at that. Need to get you married, Julietta. There must be an alliance you can wed to the Oriente, despite your age. And despite your age, children can still come. Children to further strengthen the Oriente. Another day…

      “Yes, really, Christopher.” Her stern tone did little to dampen his eagerness.

      “I don’t think who it’s from is nearly as important as what the message contains, my son,” Phillip said, his deep voice filling the room with his affection for their rambunctious child. “Eh, my dear?” he said, turning his eyes back to Jessica.

      They shared a warm smile. What did I do to deserve you, my dear? I keep such things from you, and yet you always take it in stride.

      He seemed to understand her silent question, and his smile stretched out into a grin, the heavy wrinkles around his eyes and mouth thinning like pulled taffy. The effect was a little comical, perhaps, but he was the love of her life.

      “The verigraph, Mother?” Nikol spoke up.

      “Of course.” She tapped it one more time for emphasis, then dropped the bombshell. “Paladin Victor Steiner-Davion is dead.”

      Appropriately shocked looks swept the room, and beyond sharply indrawn breaths, silence reigned for all of five seconds. Broken, of course, by Christopher.

      “No. Way.”

      “Yes. Way.” Jessica almost chuckled at the way her son’s fair features brilliantly displayed his flush.

      “What does this mean, Mother?” Janos managed to make his tone both neutral and condemning of the little brother he considered a disgrace, all in one short sentence.

      Too bad you don’t realize what a talent you have there, Janos. Too bad you simply have no idea how to use such a tone as a weapon of state. It would be every bit as deadly as a regiment of BattleMechs.

      “It means I will journey to Terra. In fact, if I’m to make the wake, I need to leave within the next week. Especially as I’ve an important stop to make along the way.”

      “Who will be going with you?”

      Surprised, Jessica focused on Elis. I thought Christopher would beat everyone to that question. She studied Elis’ dark eyes a moment; then her glance swept the room. “All of you have important matters you will be attending to while I am gone.” She raised her hand slightly, as though to tick off each point.

      “Janos, you will remain here and act as regent while I am gone.” With no change in expression, Janos bowed his head, acknowledging his mother’s request. She managed to withhold a sigh.

      “Julietta, we have received a marriage proposal from Charles Cunin the Fourth, have we not?”

      A momentary flicker of surprise lit Julietta’s dull eyes before she responded. “Yes. Yes, three months ago. I felt the insult warranted such a delay before rejection.”

      “I believe you should travel to Andurien and meet personally with Charles Cunin the Fourth. After all, it was obviously a heartfelt proposal, despite the fact that their house has fallen on hard times since Lopez was destroyed during the Jihad. We should give his proposal just and due consideration, no?” Jessica was confident Christopher would have laughed at the absurdity of such a statement, if his jaw wasn’t as unhinged as Nikol’s and Elis’.

      Another flicker of surprise, before a slow nod of acceptance. “Okay. I assume I will receive further instructions from you on this matter.”

      “Of course.” How did I raise such sheep? She brushed the frustration aside and turned to Elis. Now is not the time, Jessica. After too many decades of preparation and waiting, the catalyst stands ready.

      “Elis, doesn’t your cousin keep asking you to visit her on Lesnovo?”

      Unlike Julietta, Elis allowed her surprise to show on her face. She hesitated before responding, obviously trying to work out her mother’s strategy. “Yes,” she finally said.

      “I think now is a wonderful time for you to go.”

      “Of course I would love to visit my cousin, Mother, but now? I’d be gone at least half a year, if not considerably longer.”

      “And so will I. We can cut our separation down from two ordeals to one, right, my dear?” She smiled, aware her daughter’s mind was racing. Intelligent, willful, beautiful. If only we could find a marriage alliance worthy of you, Elis. She set aside the uneasiness that always ran prickles down her spine at the idea of Elis ascending the throne after her. She had never been able to articulate the precise reason for this unpleasant sensation, and today was not the day to figure it out.

      “Yes, Mother,” Elis finally agreed.

      Jessica turned to find Christopher practically bouncing in his seat, eyes showing his eagerness to hear his assignment. Despite herself, she smiled warmly at her ever-energetic son. “Christopher, you’ve been asking to go on your, what did you call it, extreme sporting tour?”

      Christopher’s jaw worked through several open-shut cycles before he managed to find words. Jessica’s eyes twinkled. Not often I leave you without words, son.

      “You’re going to let me go on the Extreme Sportsman Tour?”

      Amazing how he can capitalize words without increasing his volume. “I believe you’ve earned the right.”

      “Unity! Yeah!” He thumped the table and leaned back.

      “Christopher.” Janos spoke sharply, a reproving look distorting his features.

      Christopher glanced over at Janos, quickly looked at Jessica to gauge her mood, then forced a little more decorum back into his countenance and posture. “I apologize, everyone. I got a little too excited there.”

      You’re not sorry at all, Christopher. But it’s all right. For now. Soon enough you’ll prove just how far you’ve come.

      With a final glance at the amused face of her husband, Jessica slid back her chair and stood. Can’t dance the flamenco anymore, but I might still make it through a waltz. She patted her hair unconsciously, caught herself in the act and smiled at her own indulgence. “I will provide additional information in the next few days, but at the moment I have to prepare for several more meetings today.” She paused, then did sigh as no response came from the end of the table. She moved toward the door, signaling Phillip to follow.

      “Mother.”

      Jessica turned back toward the table. “Yes, Elis?”

      “You never said who would travel with you to Terra.”

      “No, I didn’t. Perhaps if the right person had asked…” She turned, tapped on the door and waited for the guard to open it. She stepped outside and began walking down the long hallway, Phillip in tow, as the guards closed the door on her children. I know Nikol will take the public reprimand as intended. As needed. Time for her to start stepping up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Elis Marik watched her mother depart. The room remained quiet for a whole thirty seconds before it exploded into conversation; even Janos and Julietta joined in, though they kept their conversation between them, their voices low.

      Thanks to years of training, she kept the sneer off her face. That’s how they define subtlety. She considered her two younger siblings. Chris and Niki…they can be excused by youth and distance from the throne. But Janos and Julietta? There is no excuse.

      “I’m going on the ski trip!” Christopher couldn’t stop talking, bombarding Nikol with his excitement. He obviously failed to see the darkness masked by her pale smile.

      You’re so worried, Niki. So worried. Wondering what Mother thinks of you. Wondering why Mother didn’t give you an assignment. Upset that she chastised you in front of us.

      Though her fingers flicked, as though they wished to tap impatiently on the ancient table, she kept herself perfectly still. When she wanted, she could literally vanish, watching while others revealed all. She remained still as Janos and Julietta conducted their prim, hushed conversation of their own banalities, as Christopher meandered through a stream-of-consciousness recitation of the worlds he would see and the mountains he would conquer, as Nikol tried to force an ill-fitting façade of equal eagerness to her face.

      But I’ve kept a façade in place almost since you were born, Niki. And as they say, it takes one to know one. And I can see through your mask like the clearest glass. You’re terrified Mother has slighted you, leaving you here to rot while the rest of us are given important assignments. She managed not to snort. You’ve no idea. No idea you’re the favorite. No idea Mother will be taking you to Terra.

      Elis knew her own mission was important…already knew most of what it would entail. Unlike Christopher, and maybe even Julietta, she had already figured out the angles. Yet she was honest enough with herself to admit it burned that Mother would once more choose her favorite daughter to be at her side for such a seminal event as Paladin Victor’s funeral on Terra.

      For many years, she had tried hard not to direct feelings of resentment toward Niki. She actually still liked her youngest sibling. But she usually didn’t try to stave off such sentiment when it came to her mother.

      I don’t hate you, Mother. I know you too well. You think Niki is you reincarnated. But that’s only superficial. She is nothing like you underneath. Of all your daughters, I’m most like you.

      This time Elis gave in to the impulse, and her slender fingers touched the table. She carefully rested her entire palm on its surface, as though to create a mystical connection to the spot her mother touched…to her mother. She shook her head at her own folly.

      You think you know all the angles, Mother. You think you have all your bases covered. But I have my own angles. I know what you want me to bring back from my trip. And I’ll bring it back. But under my own conditions.

      She smiled, but the expression didn’t touch her eyes.
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      Jessica slowly paced in her personal quarters. Seven steps up one side of the room, twenty down the middle, seven to the wall, seven back, twenty and then seven and so on: her mind worked in lockstep with her movement, compartmentalizing each task that lay before her family, the coming months and years unfolding like the solar sail of a JumpShip. Methodical and slow, but a solid hedge to help guarantee success.

      “That was quite a bombshell you dropped, my dear,” Phillip said, intruding on her thoughts. He sat casually by the window, enjoying the sunshine despite the heat, his legs propped up on the cushioned window seat. Her frown didn’t budge them.

      “I know,” she said, her pacing continuing without a hitch.

      “You could’ve told me.”

      “I know. But I wanted to see who would pick up on the fact that I hadn’t told you.”

      “Christopher.”

      “That was a surprise.”

      “And Elis.”

      That did cause a slight hitch. “Really? I missed that.”

      “Not a twitch of her muscles, and her eyes could hide the existence of a DropShip. But I know her too well. She figured it out.”

      Jessica nodded slowly. Of all her children, it would be Elis.

      “Do you really mean to try to marry off Julietta to Andurien? You know it’s a dupe.”

      A hitch again, forehead creasing at her husband’s quick change of topic. “Of course not. Doubt the man would have her, anyway. She’s too old.”

      “Then why? To test Julietta? Hasn’t she been tested enough?”

      Jessica blocked her empathetic response to her husband’s melancholy. “She is our daughter. Royal blood flows in her veins. She still has time to step up, to find the spark to lead. It just requires the right incentive.” She avoided her husband’s eyes, knowing her own would betray that she didn’t believe her words.

      “So, then Elis and Christopher? Testing and missions.”

      The pacing had begun to make her calves ache, but she refused to give in to the weakness. The day will come when I’m not even able to walk. Until then, my body will obey me. “Of course.”

      “And what of Janos? What testing could he possibly face here on Oriente?”

      A sigh rattled as she cleared her throat of the sudden desire to cough. “None. I have plans for our eldest upon my return. But for now, none.” This time she did meet her husband’s eyes as her pacing cycled her back toward him; their mutual sadness over their eldest’s apathy was a strong bond. Years of trying to find the spark of leadership in Janos, and all we find is competence. That would be fine for a commoner. But not for a person of noble blood, of someone destined to become a leader. She shrugged, exasperated for the thousandth time over her eldest children.

      “And Nikol?” Phillip said, his tone knowing.

      Jessica laughed softly, the optimism for her youngest a cool breeze against the stifling heat of disappointment in her eldest. “I have high hopes for her on this trip, Phillip. High hopes.”

      “I can support what you are doing, Jessica,” Phillip began.

      After a lifetime together, she knew from his tone of voice that he was about to force her to say something out loud…something difficult, yet something she needed to face; it was one of his most important gifts to their relationship.

      “You know I can. But of all our children, of all the tests you are about to set them to…I feel that Julietta…” He paused, the quaver in his voice a match for her earlier inability to look her husband in the eye. “She’s being set up for failure. Even for Janos, you do not have a goal he cannot accomplish. But you are sending her to fail. And you know it. Why?”

      Jessica kept up her pacing with an effort, examining her own feelings. She’d made a decision, and her decisions moved mountains. For Phillip to question her after she had already suffered the anxiety of making the decision and when she’d already moved on showed his depth of unease over the situation.

      As ever, Phillip, you are a mirror for my feelings. You know me better than I know myself. “It’s not just about testing her, Phillip. The time has finally come to move our plans forward. We’ve got to keep an eye on Andurien. Better yet, keep them occupied for a time.”

      “Important goals. But it still doesn’t explain why she’s being sent to fail. You know our daughter will never marry. She will occupy Duke Humphreys; I’ll give you that. But she cannot complete the mission she is being sent to explore. You speak of her stepping up, and yet we both know that won’t happen. Elis has more chance of success at securing a marriage with the Anduriens than Julietta. So why?”

      The rhythm of her footfalls kept up a steady, almost soothing cadence to the difficulty of the discussion. “She needs to be an object lesson to her siblings.”

      “Ah,” her husband said, voice as weary as if he’d just finished a marathon.

      “Despite the distance between Julietta and the three youngest, they still have attachments. She has failed to lead. Not once, despite the competence with which she manages her landholds, her corporate responsibilities, her…” Jessica breathed deeply to calm her nerves. “Despite every opportunity to lead, she has failed to step up and lead. They must see that failure. They must see that you can only give someone, even a member of the royal family, so many chances. But Julietta has had a lifetime of chances, and has never been able to find her way to the goal. Now, in her failure, she can step up. She can succeed by her very failure. Succeed in showing Nikol and Christopher and even Elis that the state demands success. It is time for Julietta to become a leader…or be set aside.”

      Though she faced away from Phillip in her current circuit of the room, she could feel his grudging nod of agreement at her reasoning, regardless of how painful the conclusion.

      You simply wanted me to face it straight on, right, Phillip? Ever my conscience. She smiled, the thought supporting her in this moment.

      A soft knock interrupted their conversation, ending Jessica’s pacing. She looked toward the sound, then nodded to Phillip, who stood and departed with a casual wave. She moved to a hidden panel in the room; her fingers pressed three studs hidden in the floral paneling and she slipped inside the opening, closing the door behind her.

      “How did the meeting go, Your Grace?” Torrian Dolcat asked.

      Jessica took a seat in the tiny room adjacent to her personal quarters. Glancing up, she noted the red light, assuring her the white-noise generator surrounding the room was engaged and no one was within ten meters of the room except herself and the other occupant.

      She looked at the youngish man seated on the other side of the small table built into the wall. His smooth-shaven face revealed clean lines and his hazel eyes were to die for. “Have I told you you’re much too young and good-looking to be my spymaster?”

      Torrian smiled easily, revealing bright teeth. After many years, he could now play the game with casual ease. “I believe you have, Your Grace.”

      “Well, you are. You should be twenty years older to head up SAFE. And the meeting with my family went just fine. Enough small talk.”

      “Of course, Your Grace,” he said, nodding his head.

      “What is the status?”

      “Operation Stormdrain is still one hundred percent viable.”

      “How prepared are we?”

      “We’ve had to cycle through continual preparation phases. You cannot prep an operation of this scale for launch and then leave it uninitiated. You have to ensure downtime, rest the whole apparatus from a readiness stage. Yet all phases of the operation appear completely intact. General Hollis and his Eagle Corps have outdone themselves.”

      She found such discussions vaguely distressing, but she accepted them and understood their necessity regardless. “Of course. Where do we stand now?”

      “A full year is optimal.”

      “A year!” She tried to keep her voice at an even level, but her exclamation echoed slightly in the stark room.

      The other man nodded. “I’m sorry, Your Grace, but you have reviewed every aspect of the operation. You know we cannot proceed swiftly at any level in such a complicated endeavor. The consequences of failure…of discovery…”

      She breathed deeply, inhaling his musky scent, her own jasmine perfume and the unique aroma of cold concrete. “Would be catastrophic. I know.”

      “Do you still wish to proceed, Your Grace? What is your word?”

      She looked into his eyes, perhaps to find recriminations, but found none. I guess you can’t head up an intelligence agency and allow such things as morals to get in your way. She closed her eyes, allowing a hundred different scenarios to replay one final time. They all ended at the decision she’d made years ago. I’ve never wavered on a decision made, but what I’m about to set in motion…

      She opened her eyes. Too late to turn back now, Jessica. Despite her resolve, she swallowed past a throat tight with anxiety.

      “My word is Exalted Requiem.” Despite her soft-voiced delivery, the words seemed to echo with power.

      No turning back now.
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        DESOLATE PASS

        JUNIPER

        MALLORY’S WORLD

        PREFECTURE III

        4 FEBRUARY 3135

      

      

      “This place called you?” Kev Rosse’s disembodied voice flowed on the heat eddies of the mammoth bonfire eating voraciously at the wood.

      Rikkard Nova Cat opened pale, almost violet eyes and responded immediately. “Strength.”

      “You seem to be repeating yourself.”

      “Fate repeats. I but travel the path.”

      “Are you a Visionmaster now?”

      Rikkard jerked backward, nearly overbalancing before recognizing the humor hidden in his Galaxy Commander’s words. He resettled into his cross-legged stance with exacting precision, ceremonial leathers bunching, and then stretching. “I am no Visionmaster.”

      “Of course you are not. Yet you return here. How many years since you first sought answers in this canyon? How many since you departed to attack Ozawa?”

      Rikkard looked around the place that had been known as Desolate Pass since Mallory’s World’s first colonists landed. Though he could not see them, the force of the mammoth rock walls that towered around them called to him as surely as did this spot.

      He glanced up, a river of stars a thin ribbon against the overwhelming blackness of the canyon walls. “Not enough. Too many. It does not matter. I seek answers where I might find them. Find strength where it may be found. And I find strength here.”

      “Then this place called you, quiaff?”

      Rikkard’s eyes bored into the flames, demanding answers, yet none came. He clenched a will as hard as ferrocarbide armor around his frustration; knew his refusal to answer was petulance. He placed his hands upon the sandy bottom of the canyon as if to evoke the spirit of Ian Davion.

      “Why should he come to you?”

      Startled by the question, Rikkard delayed answering; he drew in a deep breath of the aromatic scents of the burning juniper tree he’d dragged into the depth of the canyon. He looked up again to see his Galaxy Commander looming over him.

      “That is what you seek, is it not? Ian Davion’s blood washed this sand more than a century ago. You wish to evoke the spirit of The Hound.”

      Rikkard nodded slowly, unable to articulate his need, the visions that drove him. “Strength,” was all he could manage.

      “He was stupid.”

      “What?” Rikkard’s anger coalesced and found a target at Kev’s demeaning of Ian Davion. “House Kurita’s Second Sword of Light was on the verge of destroying the Fourth Davion Guards. Ian Davion sacrificed himself that day to save his command. He held off and destroyed a host of enemy ’Mechs in this very canyon, before the Kurita commander himself, Yorinaga Kurita, killed Ian. What more could be asked of a warrior?”

      If possible, Kev seemed to loom larger, his eyes abruptly blazing in the night. “You are so un-Clan like at times,” Kev began, stoking Rikkard’s anger ever higher, just as the sparks from the bonfire leapt and danced into the night sky on currents of heat. “Clansmen are not known for studying history.”

      “Clansmen study military history,” Rikkard shot back. His right fist dug into the sand in frustration, as though he might dig up a shard of armor from that centuries-ago battle.

      “Clansmen study military tactics. They rarely study the generals involved. You reach deeper than most. You dig for the truths hidden in the generals and leaders behind the tactics that shaped the great battles of history. When first we came to Mallory’s World, you immediately set about studying the most significant military history that shaped this world, particularly the leaders involved. Which led to Ian Davion. I applaud such un-Clanlike initiative. Of all those who follow me, I see myself most in you.”

      Rikkard glanced up from the sand slowly spilling between his fingers, found Kev still looming over him. Hearing the words of praise, but also the tone of reprimand; braced for it.

      “Yet despite the eyes that see so much more than other Clansmen do not, you miss a critical element of Ian’s performance. He was never just a warrior. He was the leader of his people. The Clans for too long have failed to recognize that while a leader should be a warrior without equal, he should be a warrior willing and able to place the honor and safety of his Clan before his own honor. Ian forgot that simple truth— a simple truth his brother never forgot. As you seek your answers, perhaps look to The Fox, rather than The Hound.”

      Rikkard’s mind reeled as he tried to absorb the words. While they’d discussed such things before in theory, never had his Galaxy Commander spoken so plainly of the faults of the Clans. He latched on to Kev’s final comment, defensive words spilling out before he could stop them. “Hanse Davion ruled using a level of treachery and trickery Ian would never have condoned. How can you say he is a man to emulate?”

      Kev’s voice hissed, eyes flashing again. “I did not say emulate. But you fixate on a single strength of a man, lauding his glorious death, when you should take that element and make it your own.”

      “Hanse fought at the end of the Fourth Succession War.” The darkness hid the flush that spread across his cheeks at such a weak response.

      “Hanse Davion fought because rogue units attacked New Avalon. Attacked his home world, his capital. There could be no other response than for him to marshal his troops and annihilate such a despicable act as that treacherous invasion. But unlike Ian, he never marched into war on the front lines.”

      With a suddenness that took Rikkard’s breath away, Kev fell into a sitting position at his side, the looming specter of a Galaxy Commander and his vision for the Spirit Cats set aside, leaving two warriors, old friends, to share in the intimate renewal of seeking visions in fire.

      “You have never spoken so plainly before,” Rikkard finally managed, after swallowing additional useless arguments.

      “This is true.”

      A long pause. Out of the corner of his eye, Rikkard could see new lines of strain etched into the contours of Kev’s face, while his right index finger seemed to trace a pattern of its own accord in the sand.

      “I feel…something.”

      “A vision?”

      “Nothing so concrete, Rikkard.”

      “Then what?”

      “More like…a vague sense of disaster. A…bad dream, forgotten upon waking.”

      Rikkard closed his eyes again, hands resting on folded knees, his palms turned up. He soaked up the emotions of the night. Tried to sense what Kev might be feeling…found…a hint of darkness…and nothing. He let out a pent-up breath, willing frustration aside. It was his constant battle.

      “Why did you come here?”

      Kev’s words drew open Rikkard’s eyes. He stretched his neck until it popped. “Because I hoped… My visions haunt me.”

      “Tell me.”

      While sharing and potentially interpreting visions fell under the purview of Visionmaster Davik, Rikkard shared a bond with Kev—forged when Rikkard had saved his life in battle and sealed by ritual—that allowed him to disclose such a sacred event.

      “I see a predatory bird astride a tornado moving across an endless, hot and dry landscape. It has come to me at every Rite of the Vision and Ritual of Battle, and has even saturated my dreams of late. I know it is a key to finding sanctuary for our people, but regardless of the worlds I raid or conquer, the vision remains. And I continue…unfulfilled.”

      Kev leaned forward and placed both hands firmly on the fine sand. The light and shadows of the dancing flames painted his face in unkind colors. You look old, my friend. Even as a Spirit Cat, a member of a Clan that looked upon age in a different light than any other Clan, Rikkard was shaken by the thought.

      The companionable silence stretched, and soon Rikkard mimed the Galaxy Commander’s position, pushing his hands smoothly into the rough grains. A light wind blew through the canyon as the night wore on, driving the flames higher and casting a shower of sparks like an offering of light to the ever-present darkness.

      Muscles rigid with stress smoothed and relaxed under the soothing hands of the cool breeze. In the presence of Kev’s utter relaxation, the frustrations Rikkard kept banked like the embers of a cooking fire flowed away, as though enticed into the open through patience and dedication of spirit.

      Rikkard floated, as all conscious thought swirled away…
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      “Rikkard…” As though from a great distance the word tumbled. “Rikkard.”

      He opened his eyes. Looking down, he saw he’d slumped forward until his forehead rested in the sand. As he slowly straightened, his eyes slightly widened when he saw how far down the fire had burned. He turned to find Kev regarding him with his head cocked to the side. “How long?”

      “Most of two hours, judging by the fire.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Did you find an answer?”

      “No.”

      “What did you find?”

      Rikkard leafed through the experiences of the unintentional vision quest and found—”Nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      He considered for several long, deep breaths as he stretched his tired neck and shoulder muscles. His skin pimpled hard, the cold night air sucking away his body’s warmth. “No, not nothing. Peace.”

      “Peace?”

      “No, that’s not right. Patience,” he said with an epiphany, then conviction.

      Kev smiled. “All too often warriors—Clan or spheroid, we all fall prey—lack patience. You have the vision, the key. You simply need to find the door. And I know you will.”

      “Yet there are so many doors.”

      “Now, there is the humor I have tried for years to instill in you.”

      Rikkard glanced at his longtime friend in surprise. “I did not think there was humor in my statement.”

      “Exactly.”

      Rikkard’s eyebrows rose questioningly, drawing a laugh from Kev that cut through the night. At the sight of his friend—his Galaxy Commander, who carried the weight of the Spirit Cats on his shoulders as the Clan tried to find sanctuary in a universe at war—laughing, Rikkard left his confused thoughts unspoken.

      “Rikkard, go to Prefecture Seven.”

      “What?”

      “Go to Prefecture Seven. There you might find the answers you are looking for.”

      “A vision?”

      “No. A…feeling.”

      Warriors’ eyes met for long seconds; then Rikkard nodded firmly. From Kev Rosse, that was all that was needed.

      He stood slowly, testing tired muscles. From here he would walk to the hoverjeep that would take him to the waiting DropShip; once a decision was made, there was no need to wait, no long good-byes for friends, for warriors.

      Yet he paused in midstep, glanced down and made a quick decision. Traveling to Prefecture VII would take him a hundred light-years and more from this world, whose history seemed to draw him like a moth to flame. And abruptly, with a conviction that matched his epiphany, Rikkard knew he would never visit this world again. Success or failure, my path will not lead back to this place.

      He grabbed his small canteen, took a long swig, then dumped out the rest of the water before filling the container with several scooped handfuls of sand. Regardless of the truth of Kev’s words, Ian Davion epitomized the strength of will any warrior could wish to emulate. If that is the only thing I take from Ian, I will take it.

      He grasped the canteen firmly between both hands. “Strength.” He nodded once and strode off into the night.
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      The long hall echoed discordantly with the murmur of a hundred voices. A step behind, Nikol tried to mimic the stately, demure walk of her mother, and almost stumbled in the heavy layers of a dress she wore once a year.

      Did Mother add extra layers to this dress just to see if I could walk in a strange public forum without falling? She wouldn’t put it past her mother; she tried to keep the small smile at that thought off her face…hoped she succeeded.

      Peripherally, she noted the differences between a formal reception on Oriente and this one on Asellus Australis. While her mother promoted a somewhat informal attitude for such meetings, the initial progress of nobility toward the throne always was met with proper and silent decorum. As such, the whispering she heard startled her in its strangeness. Is that what you want me to take from this, Mother? That each encounter around us must be met with an open mind? The smile tried once more to push her lips up, but she kept a proper, blank look in place. More likely that such open-mindedness allows for a quicker understanding of how to bind others to you. Now that sounds like my mother.

      Nikol almost stumbled again and refocused her attention, ignoring the whispers and more important, ignoring her mind as it raced with possibilities. One. Two. Three. Four…two dozen steps went by, and then she almost squeaked as she missed bumping into her mother by a finger’s length. She kept her eyes downcast after coming to an abrupt halt, suddenly fearful of hearing snickering from all around her. She breathed noisily—the heavy scents of perfume, sweat and too many lilacs making her want to scratch her nose—trying her best to ignore the heat flaming her face. Why am I suddenly embarrassed? I don’t care what they think.

      “Ladies and lords, I present to you Duchess Jessica of Oriente, Her Grace the Captain-General Halas-Hughes Marik of the Oriente Protectorate.”

      Nikol forgot all about her embarrassment and her head jerked up, surprise etching her features. Her eyes found the steward, standing in his finery at the base of the two-step dais that held a half dozen individuals, two of them seated on matching wooden chairs. Now that’s interesting. Even more interesting was the fact that her mother’s shoulders had not twitched a millimeter. Her mother inclined her head as though she were accepting a high honor.

      “Lord Garith, Lady Joslyn. Lord Collin, Lady Katirn. “ Jessica’s warm voice managed to almost instantly calm the hushed whispers in the room, her charisma enrapturing all in attendance with a bare handful of words.

      Nikol struggled to school her features, but knew it was likely a failure as her mind leaped into overdrive. Why are you ignoring the slight, Mother? No one in the Oriente would dare use any last name but Marik. Yet
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