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      Subhash Indrahar seemed a solidification of the night as he stepped between his minions and into the bedchamber. His black ISF duty uniform was immaculate from the high collar to the soft, split-toed boots. Unlike the men who preceded him, he had made no sound while crossing the nightingale flooring of the porch between the room and the private gardens.

      The Assistant Director of the ISF swept the room with his eyes, swiftly filing away a mental picture for later reference. His own Internal Security Force men took up strategic positions, discreetly covering all exits. None of the five showed any reaction to the blood-spattered corpse sprawled on the sleeping mats at the center of the chamber. Four of the other five men in the room were Otomo, the vaunted bodyguards of the Coordinator. They shifted nervously, showing the proper amount of fear and respect at Subhash’s entrance. The fifth man was Takashi Kurita, his longtime friend.

      Takashi stood still, his back to Subhash. The younger man was looking down at the body lying at his feet, the corpse of Hohiro Kurita, Takashi’s father and Coordinator of the Draconis Combine. With the murder of Hohiro, Takashi succeeded him as the head of House Kurita and ruler of the star-spanning Draconis Combine.

      Indrahar found Takashi’s lack of emotion mildly disturbing. Briefly, he wondered how much more the Otomo must fear this calm acceptance of death. The bodyguards, having failed in their duty to protect their master, waited anxiously for Takashi’s reaction. They had been entrusted with protecting the life of the Coordinator. Indrahar’s arrival was a reminder that they would have to answer for their failure when the ISF questioning began. No one kept secrets from the watchdogs of Kurita society, save by taking those secrets to the grave. Some of the bodyguards were doubtless contemplating suicide to expiate their shame, assuming they were not executed for the failure.

      Silently, Takashi knelt by the body, heedless of the pool of congealing blood that began to soak sluggishly into the knees of his tan military fatigues. He reached out his right hand to lay gentle fingers on the cheek of the face ravaged by the sword stroke that had split Hohiro’s skull. Takashi remained so for several minutes, ignoring Indrahar, who stepped closer.

      “The circumstances surrounding my death will not matter to me, for I will be on my way to heaven,” Takashi said softly. Subhash recognized the words as Hohiro’s own, spoken by the arrogant lord just two years ago. “Is it so, Father?”

      Subhash remembered something further the late Coordinator had said. “It is only those I leave behind who will discuss the matter.” Subhash knew that discussion of this night’s “matter” would soon begin, for the murder of the Coordinator would shake the Combine.

      Abruptly, Takashi seemed aware of Subhash’s presence. The ISF man bowed and said, “The Otomo have captured the assassin near the tea house, Takashi-sama.”

      Takashi grunted acknowledgement. Starting to rise, he slipped on the fouled mats. As he reached out his left hand to steady himself, it fell into a puddle of blood, splashing his sleeve and sliming his hand. Takashi stood without further incident, oblivious to the bloody picture he presented.

      Subhash fell in behind his friend and they headed for the garden. Throughout the room, Otomo and ISF men bowed to the new Coordinator.

      The two friends entered the garden, stepping out into the starlight and shattered peace. Around them, the palace churned with reaction to news of the night’s disaster. Handheld lanterns bobbed among the cryptomeria trees as servants and minor officials scurried about asking each other for information concerning the disturbance. More Otomo and ISF agents stood scattered among the bushes and rocks, silent and still as the stone and bronze statues that graced the gardens.

      Before the two men were halfway to the teahouse, the slap of bare feet on the wood of the garden’s drum bridge caught Subhash’s attention. He turned to speak to Takashi, but found him already looking in that direction. Coming toward them was Takashi’s wife, Jasmine. She wore a hastily wrapped evening kimono, and her long black hair was still tangled from sleep.

      “Husband!” she cried, relief flooding her voice as she recognized Takashi’s familiar, stocky silhouette. She slowed her run to a more sedate walk. “I awoke to find you gone and heard the guards running. I feared something had happened.”

      “Something has happened,” Takashi stated in a quiet voice. As he turned to face her, the lights from the house caught the dark stains on his uniform and hands. Jasmine halted. Her fist rose, covering her mouth and masking all of her face save the horrified eyes. Comprehending her reaction, Takashi said quickly, “I am uninjured, but Hohiro is dead.”

      Subhash watched Jasmine’s face as relief at her husband’s safety struggled with grief at the passing of his father. The ISF man noted that she came no closer to her husband, her fastidiousness seeming stronger than her need to confirm Takashi’s words with more than her eyes. She was a delicate flower to be wed to a samurai like Takashi, a man who would soon take the reins of controlling the destiny of billions of loyal citizens.

      A slight movement in the crowd caught Subhash’s attention. Forcing his way between the legs of an ISF man, a small figure burst through the assembled servants and courtiers. Subhash memorized the agent’s face. He was lax to let a child past his guard, even if that child was Takashi’s son and a member of the ruling Kurita clan. The agent did stop the taller figure toiling in the wake of the scrambling boy. The boy’s pursuer was the portly old monk Zeshin, an initiate of the Order of the Five Pillars and the man charged with watching over the nights of Takashi’s child. Subhash observed the chagrin on the monk’s face as his struggles with the guard drew the attention of the exalted personages in the center of the garden. Subhash could see that the monk expected punishment for the failure to control his charge.

      Jasmine stooped and held out her arms to her son as he ran across the garden. She gathered him close and hushed his excited questions with shushes and soft promises of explanations to come in the morning. She rose, lifting the gangly weight of the six-year-old with a mother’s quiet strength. Their way was blocked by a stocky shadow that raised a bloody hand to seize the boy’s arm.

      The boy looked down at the hand gripping his left arm and saw the blood that slicked it. His head jerked up to find the owner of the hand was his own father. Subhash could see the child’s eyes go wide, not with fear but with anticipation.

      “Has there been a war?” the boy asked, voice full of excitement. “Have you been killing Fedrats, Father?”

      “Hush, child,” Jasmine admonished. “Children should not be out this late at night.”

      The boy frowned at his mother, making clear his opinion that mothers always spoiled the fun. Before he could reply, Jasmine continued, “You are going back to bed. Tomorrow⁠—”

      “No!” Takashi’s forceful interruption startled Jasmine. “You have shielded the boy long enough, woman. I have humored you until now, but tonight that must end. Let him see the world as it is.”

      Takashi pulled the boy from his wife’s arms and into his own. The boy went gladly, ignoring his mother’s protests.

      “My son,” Takashi said, “this blood you see on my hands is not that of the enemies of our clan. It is not that of a Fedrat, not that of House Davion. Nor does it belong to any weak-spirited popinjay of House Steiner, nor of any other House who shares the Inner Sphere with us. This is the blood of our clan and our House, the blood of the Dragon.”

      “Do not do this,” Jasmine protested, light glinting from the tears in her eyes. “He is too young.”

      She started to take the boy back, but Subhash reached out to grasp her arms. She turned to him. “You are his friend. Tell him. The boy is too young to be frightened by the death that surrounds us.”

      “Takashi-sawa does what he must, Lady Jasmine.”

      Facing such adamant will, she slumped in surrender. Takashi turned away as Subhash gave Jasmine over to the care of her maids hovering at the edge of the crowd, fearful of intruding until summoned. Now they came forward to escort her back to her own chamber.

      With Jasmine cared for, Subhash again became a shadow at Takashi’s back. Still holding his son, the new Coordinator strode into Hohiro’s bedchamber. Subhash stepped up in time to see the boy’s eyes go wide at the carnage in the room.

      “Grandfather?” asked a young and tentative voice.

      “Yes,” Takashi answered, leaving no room for pity in that single word. “That was your grandfather. He was also the Coordinator of the Draconis Combine. That is your future if you are not strong.

      “I am Coordinator now, and you are my heir. We are House Kurita. We must have the strength to rule, the strength to avoid such an end. We must always do what is necessary for the survival of our House and of the domain that we rule. It is a trust we must never betray. Not for any man or woman, nor for any personal feelings or weakness of spirit. If we are weak, this is the fate that awaits—ignominious death. Wakarimasu-ka!”

      The boy said nothing. Wide blue eyes still riveted to the corpse of his grandfather, he swallowed, then nodded.

      “Good,” Takashi said as he turned to leave the room. “We must see to his assassin.”

      “I want to kill him,” the boy declared in a small voice full of determination. His earlier excitement had turned to grim seriousness.

      “You cannot,” Takashi told him, but seemed pleased at his son’s response. “I know family honor calls out to you. I know this because it calls to me as well. Let this be your first lesson as you now step from your mother’s shadow. Personal violence is not the way of the Coordinator. Our destiny requires us to work through others. This assassin must meet justice, not vengeance. It is best for the Combine. Wakarimasu-ka!”

      This time the boy shook his head, a confused look on his face.

      “In time you shall understand, my son,” Takashi assured him.

      The trio stepped back into the chill night air. Despite the dark, Takashi missed no step in the short walk to the group assembled around the teahouse.

      In the center of that gathering was an Otomo tai-i who stood behind the huddled figure of a man. As Takashi came to a halt, the tai-i reached down and grabbed a handful of the man’s hair. He yanked the assassin’s head back, letting light fall on the blood-streaked face. One eye was swollen shut and already purpling from the blows he had received.

      “Talon Sergeant Ingmar Sterenson,” the tai-i announced.

      Subhash could see the man was nearly dead from the battering his captors had given him, but a defiant light still shone in his open eye. That eye fixed on Takashi. Subhash felt the man focus on the Kuritan lord, narrowing his world to include only himself and the Coordinator.

      The assassin started to speak. The tai-i raised his hand to cuff the man to silence, but froze into immobility at a small shake of Takashi’s head.

      “Tonight, a lie comes to an end,” Sterenson croaked. “For years, I served you as a trusted and valued aide. I espoused the cause of House Kurita. Tonight, no more.”

      Sterenson could speak no more for the coughing that racked his body, but when he finally found his voice, it was stronger, tinged with the conviction of the true fanatic. “Tonight, I have struck a blow for freedom in killing the tyrant. Independence for the people of Rasalhague!” he shouted. “Death to the oppressors!”

      The tai-i slammed his fist into the side of Sterenson’s head, and the bound man crumpled to the ground. He twisted and moaned as the Otomo kicked and spat upon him.

      “Enough!” Takashi barked.

      The Otomo ceased instantly. Sterenson twisted around and raised his head to stare Takashi in the eyes. Subhash felt the passage of understanding between the two, each acknowledging and accepting his part in the night’s drama.

      “Shoot him,” Takashi said, his voice flat and dead.

      The tai-i, eager to win the regard of the new Coordinator, drew his pistol and fired. The gunshot rang from the garden walls.

      In the dying echoes, Subhash whispered to Takashi, “My superior, the Director of the Internal Security Force, would have wanted to question him, Takashi-sama.”

      Takashi looked his old friend full in-the face. “Do you question my judgment?”

      Subhash searched Takashi’s blue eyes, testing the strength of the Kurita lord’s ki shell. Impressed, he replied, “It is not my place, Tono.”

      “A man must know his place,” Takashi observed as he looked away. “I will see the Director at dawn with questions of my own. A traitor should not have been allowed to reach such a trusted position. This is not the Free Worlds League.”

      Takashi turned back to meet Subhash’s eyes. “Kendo at noon, Subhash-san? We will have much to discuss.”

      Subhash bowed, acknowledging and accepting the appointment.

      He straightened to watch his childhood friend, now the Coordinator, walk at a calm, steady pace toward his own bedchamber. Takashi held his son secure in his arms. In the darkness, the pale oval of the boy’s face shone over his father’s shoulder. Even in the poor light, Subhash could see confusion and fear had taken over from the boy’s initial reaction. Subhash offered the child a smile of reassurance, and reached out with his ki to calm the child from his own well of tranquility and strength.

      I will guard your future, young Kurita.

      The boy managed a half-smile, and Subhash sensed his relief.
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      Breath came hard through the suit filters and sweat ran into his eyes. Rising nausea forced Theodore Kurita to take a risk. He pulled out the heat vents on his suit, cracked the seal on the faceplate, and slid the visor up over his forehead. The open vents would increase his heat signature to any observer with infrared capability. Without the light-amplification circuits and the bi-level circlevision device that made up the faceplate, he was almost blind in the oily darkness of night in Kuroda. More visible and blind he might be, but at least he could breathe again. As he struggled to keep his gulping breaths quiet, the rush of oxygen cleared his brain and fought back the nausea that had threatened to overwhelm him.

      The ISF sneaksuit he wore was not designed for the sustained exertion of his run across the warehouse district. The infrared signature-suppression fabrics and noise-deadening air filters had been overworked, becoming dangerous as they overheated his body and limited his air. Theodore’s instructors had often warned him that it was hazardous to try a long-distance run while wearing such a suit. Only a fool or a desperate man would make such an attempt, they said. Theodore did not consider himself a fool, and he hoped his pursuers would not consider him desperate enough to try it. In fact, he was counting on it.

      His plan seemed to be working. He had neither seen nor heard any sign of them for half an hour. That meant nothing, of course. They wore sneaksuits like his, standard-issue for the Combine’s Elite Strike Teams and the storm troops of the Internal Security Force. That meant that whoever was behind this attack had powerful forces at his disposal, men expert in “black” operations. Such men would be relentless. And very dangerous.

      Such considerations made his decision to run justifiable.

      The need to open the suit had strong justification as well, but it annoyed him all the same. He needed to stop the fire in his muscles, needed the air. So Theodore took another risk on top of the risky run, and stopped before being sure he was in the clear. He expected better of himself. He wanted to cover three kilometers before resting, but his body betrayed him. Too much easy living at the academy, he concluded.

      As his breathing steadied, he considered how differently the night had begun. He was not expecting any trouble on the eve of his graduation from Wisdom of the Dragon School. Four long years of advanced strategy and combat training were over. He had thought a tryst with his current paramour, Kathleen Palmer, would be an ideal tension-reliever before the ceremonies tomorrow.

      Kathleen had been a breath of fresh air when they first met four months ago while Theodore was on holiday from the school. She had seemed so far from the taint of political intrigue, uninterested in talk of war and warriors. She had been truly an anodyne after his years of study and training. In her arms, he could forget his obligations and duty.

      One way or another, that was over now. Theodore had seen the assassin’s image reflected in her eyes as the black-clad figure approached. That warning allowed him the fraction of a second he needed to avoid the knife-hand the man aimed at his neck. His sudden reaction had thrown the assailant off balance. While Kathleen fled screaming from the room, Theodore counterattacked and struck the man down with a well-placed kick. She had been aware of the intruder’s presence, but she had not warned her lover. That was something Theodore could not, would not, forget.

      He had wanted to follow and force an answer from her, but decided that questioning Kathleen would have to wait. Instead, he had stripped the man of his sneaksuit. Assuming the failed assassin had back-up, Theodore knew his sneaksuit would be far more useful than his own fancy dress clothes, strewn about the room with abandon. He had taken the man’s gear as well, not having armed himself before a peaceful lark in the old town. Except for the traditional katana, a blackened steel blade with black braiding and non-reflective fittings, the man carried no lethal weapons.

      Presumably, his master wanted Theodore alive, perhaps to be used as a bargaining chip. If they wanted him alive, Theodore reasoned, they would be holding back, careful of harming him seriously. He had no such qualms regarding their health. His first priority was to escape and survive. He had no desire to be anyone’s prisoner.

      Once outfitted, Theodore had exited the building, rappelling down the side with the man’s utility line. Thus had he avoided the doors, which must surely be under close watch. His shortcut had allowed him to elude the mesh of their net. When he hit the ground, only one black-clad figure opposed him. He took the man down without needing the sword, and started directly back toward the academy. Then he noticed three more assassins on his trail.

      Fearing that they would catch him, or worse, call in reinforcements to intercept him, he cut away and headed for the Desolation. There, amid the ruined buildings and rubble of that long-abandoned quarter of Kuroda, he hoped to lose them. The academy often conducted city-fighting exercises in the Desolation. To improve his scores, Theodore had memorized maps of the region and made a regular effort to keep up on the changes the exercises wrought in the cityscape. He hoped that such knowledge would give him the advantage he needed to elude the pursuit.

      As soon as he had lost sight of them, he began to run. Now he stood here, less than a kilometer from the academy. His panting had almost stopped, but his breathing was still ragged. Concentrating on his hara, he willed himself to center. Slowly, his breathing became regular. He accepted the fatigue in his limbs and banished it. Calmness suffused him, and in that calmness, he found another presence.

      He snapped his head up, eyes working to pierce the darkness. There, standing still on the roof of the gutted shell across the road, was a silent, black-clad figure, starlight glinting from the circlevision visor. The figure bowed to him. Theodore snapped his own visor down, only to find the slim figure had vanished.

      One has found me.

      No, he admonished himself. I have seen one. I might hope only one is there, but I cannot assume so. Never underestimate an enemy.

      He checked the street and found it deserted. Deserted of people, that was. The derelicts and criminals who occasionally hid among the ruins had gone to roost. Only the night vermin prowled on their own life-and-death hunts. Theodore decided the small scurryings were a good sign, for it meant no human presence disturbed their ground-level hunts. Perhaps there is only the one. That thought set him to scanning the roof again, but he found no sign of his pursuer. While checking the ground level, he had left himself open to a long-range attack from above.

      No attack had come. He did not know why, but he did know he was lucky. He presumed the other was on his way to street level. By heading up, Theodore hoped to confound that maneuver and recover the moments he had lost.

      Peeling back the leather palms of his gloves, he uncovered the microhooks set there. A swift crouch and spring started his climb up the side of the building that sheltered him. Fingers and toes sought the minute purchase offered by the crumbling mortar between bricks. Where there were no useful cracks, the microhooks penetrated and took hold of the porous surface of the brick, the barbs offering a secure grip. A flexed palm released tension from the hooks and they slid free, allowing him to reach for a new, higher grip.

      All the way up the wall, Theodore berated himself for his foolish lapse. In his mind, he heard the voices of his teachers. Two were most insistent. Brian Comerford, his Special Operations tutor, had nothing good to say about his delays or his physical stamina. Tetsuhara-sensei nagged him to reach for and trust his center, promising him all the strength he needed if his hara control were strong. While listening to those inner voices, he climbed the fifteen-meter wall in less than thirty seconds.

      On the roof, Theodore checked his surroundings again, but found no sign of the other. He set out across the roofs at a pace that would not overtax the sneaksuit. Eventually, the deteriorating quality of the buildings he crossed forced him to abandon his aerial path and return to the ground. His speed increased when he was no longer concerned that a misstep might send him plummeting through a rotted roof.

      Theodore knew that he was not alone, but none of his tricks succeeded in forcing the other to show himself. Discarding the attempt to confront this lone hunter, he resumed the effort to lose his dogged pursuer.

      Suddenly, Theodore sensed the other’s presence very near and cursed himself for having missed its brief absence. Another mistake, chided the ghostly voice of Comerford-sensei. This time a costly one, Theodore agreed.

      A hand snaked out of the gutter to snare his ankle. Before he could react, he was toppling to the pavement. He tucked to minimize the shock and realized the hand was gone. That’s bad, he told himself, feeling the agreement from Comerford-sensei’s spirit.

      Rolling as soon as he hit, he caught a glimpse of a manhole cover blowing into the air, impelled by a near-silent huff of compressed gas. A shadow followed the flying disk, erupting like a demon from the nether hells. The dark figure landed lightly on the street and ran toward him.

      Theodore regained his feet and drew his sword in time to parry a passing cut as the other snaked by, turning in a rustle of black fabric and the glint of polished steel.

      The two stood frozen for a moment, the other in muniken, Theodore in tensetsu. He recognized the other’s command of the ancient Yagyu sword technique and shifted to katsuninken. The other hesitated a moment, then started a shift to kojo that was never completed.

      At that instant, the manhole cover returned to the street with a ringing clatter, startling Theodore. The other, clearly expecting the clamor, converted the shift of stance into a lightning attack. Theodore’s counter was too slow. The other flashed past.

      As he turned to face his opponent, Theodore knew he had been hit because there was blood on his opponent’s blade. The sword was so sharp that he had not felt its touch. He felt for the pain as he readied himself. The wound felt small, a tiny cut just above the left hip. He hoped his body was not lying to him, concealing the awful truth of a mortal wound. He had no more time to wonder. The other was moving again, and Theodore had to defend himself.

      The next exchange was no passing attack. Each black-clad figure stood its ground, trading attack for counter. Unexpectedly, in the middle of Theodore’s attack pattern, the other crumpled to the ground. Theodore’s stroke whistled through the air above the falling body, pulling him off balance when it did not meet the expected resistance.

      Theodore recovered, returning to a cautious guard-posture as he looked down at the unmoving figure. He was puzzled. He had not thought he had pierced the other’s guard.

      There was no time to consider. In the distance, he heard the soft slap of running feet. Whether it was his pursuers or local inhabitants drawn by the clamor of the manhole cover, he did not know. Either was more trouble than he wanted.

      Turning, he ran down a narrow alley, risking a look back just before he rounded the corner. Three black-clad figures pounded down the street toward the alley, but of his recent opponent, there was no sign.

      Knowing the shadows offered no protection from the light-amplification equipment of his pursuers, Theodore ran on.
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      By the time Theodore recognized from the echoes that he had entered a dead end, his pursuers had rounded the corner and entered the alley. There was no time to climb away from them unless he could delay them somehow. Reaching for his pouch of flash grenades, he found it gone, cut away in the sword fight. He steeled himself to turn and fight for his life as a stirring in the gloom told him the situation had just gotten more complicated.

      From the darkness at the alley’s dead end stepped another black-clad figure. The hood of this one’s sneaksuit was pulled down around his neck and his faceplate swung from a loop on his belt. Apparently, he disdained the advantage of night vision to face his cornered quarry. His face was hard, its skin glistening with a light sheen of sweat. The redheaded man held a katana in his right hand. With his left, he reached into a pocket set into the sleeve of his sword arm and laughed confidently.

      Theodore skidded to a halt, his own hand snaking behind his back. “Arrogance has no place in a warrior’s heart,” reminded Tetsuhara-sensei’s voice.

      Quite right, Theodore agreed. And this man shall pay for his arrogance.

      He drew a packet from his pocket and squeezed it hard before flinging it at the new opponent. Simultaneously, he dove to his right, using the momentum of his throw to pull himself into a roll.

      The sudden move saved him from the redhead’s missile, which whizzed past Theodore to strike with a meaty thunk at one of the other pursuers. Hearing a clatter of debris and a whuffing sigh, he reckoned one of the three behind him was out of the fight.

      Theodore’s own missile disintegrated in flight as the chemicals released by his squeeze ate through the thin walls of the bag and released the contents. A fine mist wreathed the head of the bare-faced man. He collapsed in a fit of coughing, temporarily incapacitated.

      Coming out of his roll, Theodore was beset by the remaining two. They circled him, maneuvering as a team. Every time Theodore tried to draw his sword, one or the other would press an attack, forcing Theodore to abandon his attempt and concentrate on blocking or avoiding their blows.

      They were cautious, having seen how well he had fared against their comrades. They took their time, contriving to set him up for a decisive attack that would not expose either of them to a crippling counterattack.

      “Watch the pattern,” Comerford-sensei’s ghostly voice advised.

      “Control the ma-ai,” Tetsuhara-sensei’s spectral tones demanded. “A true warrior is always in control of the distance of engagement.”

      “Hai!” Theodore shouted as he caught the pattern and acted. He spun on his heel and launched a flying kick at the shorter of his two attackers. Thinking himself safely out of range, the man failed to counter completely and tumbled backward into the grime-smeared bricks of the alley wall.

      Theodore’s rebound dropped him to the ground, where he lay loose-limbed and sprawling. The tall one dove on him to take advantage of his disorientation from the bad fall, only to find his helplessness a sham. Rolling away from the attack, Theodore let the man slam into the refuse-strewn ground. His own kick at the man’s head was weak, but did serve to further daze his opponent.

      Heedless of proper form, Theodore scrambled on top of the man. The man struggled to avoid his grip as Theodore slipped a choke-hold around the assassin’s windpipe. Not trusting his strength at this point, Theodore went for a steady choke rather than trying to snap the man’s neck. His opponent’s struggles were slowing when a hand gripped Theodore’s shoulder. “Enough.”

      Theodore spun, awkwardly because he was straddling a body. The backfist he threw in turning was caught effortlessly by the new arrival and held in a grip of titanium. His knee, directed at the newcomer’s groin as Theodore tried to straighten up, was adroitly deflected by the man’s hip. The man effortlessly redirected Theodore’s energy, crashing him onto his back.

      “Enough, I said.”

      Wind gone, Theodore lay weak and vulnerable. He squinted his eyes down to a slit in an effort to steady the doubled images he perceived. Even with his blurred vision, he recognized the smiling face of Subhash Indrahar, the man his father had elevated to Director of the Internal Security Forces.

      Such a highly placed traitor, Theodore lamented. My mentor, a man I had thought a friend. You always took my side against Father. Now your true colors show. Now, it seems, my life is forfeit to misplaced trust.

      “Do not think me a traitor, my young friend. As ever, I stand behind you as heir to the throne of the Draconis Combine. And do not think too unkindly of poor Kathleen. She only followed my orders. These men you have faced are a final exam of sorts, a test of your mettle,” Subhash said, sweeping his arm to indicate the six men gathered around them, including the teary-eyed redhead and the one wearing Theodore’s own discarded finery. “You have passed quite well.”

      “You had me in fear for my life.”

      “Of course. Only at the edge of death does a man truly live, and show whether he is truly a man.” Subhash extended a hand to help Theodore to his feet. “You have shown that you are a man. Rough around the edges, perhaps, but refinement will come with time.

      “I have known you since childhood, and I believe I know the sort of man you are. You see the Combine as I do, the strongest hope of unification for the Inner Sphere. You believe, as I do, that the Combine must come before all, that is must be preserved to perform its destiny of reunification.

      “Now I ask you to join with these men in a society dedicated to that end. I ask you to join the Sons of the Dragon.”

      Subhash waited for Theodore’s reply. Though his mentor smiled benevolently, Theodore sensed the taut expectancy. Around him, the other men began to shift nervously.

      He was at once touched and alarmed by Subhash’s offer. The ISF Director was a man he had idolized for many years. His belief in Theodore’s potential was something the young heir wanted to reward after his long and difficult childhood and adolescence. Yet this secret society of Indrahar’s whispered of intrigues and dark alleys, things alien to the samurai Theodore believed himself to be.

      The offer lay before him. If he refused now, it would never come again. Something in Subhash’s voice and the tense stance of the men around him spoke eloquently of a unique opportunity. If he did not join, they would go their own ways and he would hear no more of it. Until he crossed them in some way. Subhash had become one of the most respected—and feared—ISF Directors in centuries. He was a good man to have as an ally—and a bad one to have as an enemy.

      Theodore smiled and executed a sharp bow. “I am honored.”

      Subhash clapped him on the shoulder. “I am pleased.”

      The tension in the alley evaporated. In the joking and verbal replay of the combats that followed, Theodore ventured, “Subhash-sawa, wouldn’t you say seven opponents were too many for one not well-versed in this type of nighttime activity?”

      “You handed all six agents quite well, Theodore-sawa,” Subhash replied with a pleased grin. “And I was no opponent at all.”

      Theodore was taken aback by the ISF Director’s response, but said nothing. He looked carefully at the men around them, noting their height and build, the way they moved. Thinking back over his night’s adventure, he was certain he had encountered each only once. Moreover, none of the group fit the physical type of the swordsman who had wounded him. There was more going on than he understood.

      The words of old Zeshin, his childhood companion, came to him: “A wise man listens when he has no words to speak.”

      Given what had happened this night, Theodore decided that was very good advice.
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      “Do you think he’ll come?”

      Of the five men and two women in the back room of Snorri’s Tavern, the speaker was clearly the most nervous. Having drawn stares from the others with his question, he began to fidget with the gold braid decorating the shoulders of his tunic. His restless fingers had already unraveled one of the tassels and added to the frayed look of the ancient uniform jacket.

      The bearded man sitting at the head of the table knew, as did all present, that the fat man in the outlawed uniform of the Rasalhague Prince’s Guard was not entitled to wear it. His fellow conspirators tolerated his affectation because of the wealth he brought to the enterprise. The bearded man suppressed a sigh. Leading this odd assembly of personalities was a trial, made no easier by the wretched places where they often met. Slums were hardly in keeping with his dignity or that of their cause.

      “Of course he will come,” the leader assured the agitated man. “This matter touches too closely his own interests.”

      “He could betray us,” warned one of the women. She was grim-faced and apparently calm, but her voice held just a hint of fear.

      “He won’t,” the leader said, stroking his salt-and-pepper beard in a casual gesture of confidence meant to bolster his fellows. “His position with the Dragon is shaky enough. He has let his ambitions show too clearly of late, and his enemies in the court on Luthien are almost in position to deny his petition for elevation to the status of Archduke over the five worlds he controls. Add to that the fact the Coordinator sent no Kurita troops to help him defend against the recent raids by House Steiner, and you will find a man who believes he has no future with the Dragon.”

      “He might see betraying us as a way to regain favor,” countered a tall man, pacing back and forth like a caged animal. His carriage showed him to be a military officer, but his drab, worn clothes were those of a mercantile messenger. A DCMS-issue laser pistol, its grip stained from years of use, rode in his low-slung messenger’s holster.

      “Such a betrayal might, indeed, gain him influence at Court, but there will be no treachery.” The bearded man smiled with satisfaction. “As I said, our friend’s ambitions have been all too obvious of late. More to us here in the District than to Luthien. I have accumulated certain evidence and prepared it for release to certain individuals. In doing so, I have guaranteed that if he betrays us, he will fall with us. He won’t risk that.”

      “Hassid Ricol is a daring fellow,” the military man warned.

      Several in the circle drew in sharp breaths at the mention of their expected visitor’s name. “No names,” one hissed.

      The military man harrumphed in contempt of the others’ timidity. “Jessup has assured us that the lostech artifact he brought will mask our talk from any ISF listening devices.”

      “I said should, not will!” Jessup shouted heatedly. “You endanger us all with your loose talk.”

      The military man started across toward Jessup, but the bearded man blocked his path, catching the other man’s arm.

      “At ease, Colonel. He’s just upset at your breach of the agreed-upon protocols.”

      Jessup had scrambled back, knocking over his chair when the colonel started forward. Now, from the safety of his position behind two other conspirators, he taunted the other man. “And rightly upset, you loose-mouthed warhorse! If you can’t be trusted to control your tongue in a relatively safe place, how can we trust you when out of our sight?”

      The colonel bristled at the slight to his honor. Despite the drag of the bearded man’s grip, his hand closed around the butt of his pistol. “Why, you little⁠—”

      “Such a cozy circle of friends. Reminds me of the court on Luthien.”

      The squabbling group of schemers froze in place. Heads turned toward the man who spoke from the doorway.

      Tall and well-built, he was a sharp contrast to the mousy fellow at his side. His athletic build was cunningly accentuated by a finely tailored suit of deep burgundy cloth, trimmed in gold at cuffs, collar, and lapel. A scarlet sash hung to his left hip, where a katana in a tachi-style mount rode in a vermillion scabbard. A velvet half-cape, of a red so deep it appeared black in the low light of the room, hung suspended from his right shoulder in the style of high courts throughout the Inner Sphere. Coolly surveying the assembled conspirators, Duke Hassid Ricol casually removed his fine oxhide gloves.

      The bearded man was quick to recover. He waved away Ricol’s guide, ignoring the man’s apologies for failing to warn the group of their guest’s arrival. Also ignoring the still angry colonel at his side, he stepped forward, smiling. “You are most kind to join us, Your Grace.”

      “I have not joined you yet, Jarl...”

      “You know us, friend, and we know you,” the bearded man cut in before Ricol could speak his name. The naming of ranks was dangerous enough. Though he had confidence in Jessup’s device, he was not the sort of man to take chances. “Show us the courtesy of using no names save those we give you here.”

      Ricol inclined his head to show he understood and gave a small smile. Something in that smile struck the bearded man as a trifle condescending, but he dismissed his unease.

      “I am Diamond,” he announced, and then proceeded to introduce the rest of his group. Each conspirator went by the name of a gemstone. He concluded by giving Ricol a codename. “And you, my friend, shall be known as Ruby. Together, we are the jewels of the princely crown of Rasalhague.

      “Sit here,” said Diamond, indicating a seat next to a compdeck. “Let us show you an outline of our plan.”

      Powering up the console as Ricol sat down, Diamond slipped an iridescent disk into the slot and settled himself next to the duke. The rest of the conspirators watched anxiously as Ricol began the long process of reviewing the data.

      At one point, he paused and looked up. “There are some areas that seem ill-defined.”

      “Make your inquiries of the computer, friend Ruby,” Diamond directed. “All the information you desire is included in the databank—but without the risk of being overheard.”

      Turning back to the screen, Ricol did not bother to conceal his annoyance. Diamond ordered refreshments to occupy the others while they waited on the duke.

      Finally, Ricol sat back, massaging a stiffened neck.

      “Will you join us?” blurted the man in the outlawed military uniform.

      Ricol looked him in the eye, and the man’s stare faltered. “I’ll take it under advisement.”

      “That is not a commitment,” Diamond observed.

      “You are not yet successful,” Ricol countered.

      “Uncommitted men are dangerous,” the colonel observed, his voice hard with implied threat. “Dangerous men have accidents.”

      “People who react when there is no threat are nervous. Nervous men have accidents, too,” Ricol replied, but his tone was nonchalant. Focusing on the colonel, he added, “Stay out of my way, and I will stay out of yours. Make my life difficult, and I will take yours.”

      The colonel stiffened. His eyes narrowed at the threat, but he said no more. The bearded man hoped that it was the beginning of caution in the colonel’s headlong attitude. He pulled his thoughts back to their guest as Ricol addressed his next words to the group as a whole.

      “Your plans do not conflict with mine. For the moment, I suggest that we all pursue our own interests. Perhaps we can help each other when circumstances arise later. Say, when such actions are mutually beneficial.”

      “I’m sure we will find many such mutually beneficial circumstances in the future,” Diamond assured him.

      Ricol smiled as he stood. “Your scheme is intriguing. We can talk again after you have carried through on your next steps.”

      Diamond admired Ricol’s composure as the duke turned his back on the conspirators and left without a further word. As soon as the duke was out the door, his former guide stuck his head through the doorway. Diamond nodded to him, indicating the man should follow Ricol as planned.

      In hushed whispers, the group assessed the result of the meeting. Diamond watched the silent colonel, observing the roiling emotions the military man so injudiciously allowed to show on his face. He was not surprised when the colonel silenced the conversation by slapping his hand hard against the table.

      “Kill him,” the colonel said simply, brown eyes locked with Diamond’s own cool blue.

      “No,” the leader responded. His voice held conviction and the authority of a man who had spent years as a planetary ruler.

      The colonel was not subdued; he had stood up to planetary rulers before. “He will betray us.”

      “Again, no. We’ve persuaded him. He will come to us when the time is right.”

      Diamond had no trouble seeing the colonel was not convinced, but the man’s shrug showed he was willing to wait. The others were relieved when the man retreated from the room, and expressed confidence in their leader’s assessment of the situation. Then they, too, dispersed.

      The bearded man was equally relieved. With Ricol, he had secured the last of his preliminary supporters. One final piece to set in place, then he could order the start of action.

      His goal was in sight. While the others dreamed of freedom and national sovereignty, he looked further. They would never understand his vision, he knew, but that was unimportant. They only needed to play their parts, unwittingly setting him on the path to rulership. He looked forward to the power he would wield. There was so much good he would do, so many wrongs he would right.

      His name would be remembered forever.
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      Constance Kurita stifled a yawn. She automatically arrested the hand that rose to rub her sleep-filled eyes, then remembered she wore no cosmetics to smudge. She allowed herself the luxury of freeing the hard particles clinging to her eyelashes. Then she gave all her facial muscles a hard rub. She was never at her best in the predawn hours, and years of meditation vigils had done little to change that.

      The urgent summons brought by her maid had left no time to apply her usual court make-up. She had chosen her simplest garb, an amber-colored Pillarine robe, and bound her lustrous black hair at the nape of her neck after only the most cursory brushing. Shudocho Oda would not look kindly on a tardy novice, even if she was a member of the ruling Kurita clan. Within the Order of the Five Pillars, Oda was her superior. As long as she was an active member of the Order, Constance was obligated to respond when he called. He never abused the privilege, and was most circumspect about her social position, so far above his own.

      The message had mentioned she was to meet with Florimel Kurita, her great aunt and Keeper of the House Honor. Constance believed she knew the true author of the summons.

      The Keeper was the custodian of the Combine’s religious, ideological, and social codes. In her charge was the Dictum Honorium, a detailed and complex set of conventions and axioms originally compiled in 2334 by Omi Kurita, daughter of Shiro, first Coordinator of the Draconis Combine. Much like the samurai “house codes” of ancient Japan, the Dictum set forth guidelines for the proper conduct and concerns of a subject of the Kurita clan. Centuries had enlarged that document with the wisdom, and sometimes the follies, of succeeding Coordinators and Keepers. As custodian of the document and the ultimate authority over its contents, the Keeper of the House Honor was a powerful figure in Kurita society and a significant check on the office of the Coordinator. As part of that check, the Keeper ruled the pervasive Order of the Five Pillars, known colloquially as O5P.

      Constance had joined the Order after secondary school, when her sex barred her from further formal education. She knew O5P was in part a teaching order. Those who teach, she had reasoned, must hold the knowledge that is taught. Her action had galvanized her father, Marcus Kurita, to action. He had arranged for her to be tutored in law by one of the finest lawyers in the Combine, in the hope she would renounce the Order to follow the lure of knowledge he dangled before her. She had accepted the tutor, but remained with the Order, dreaming of rising to the honored rank of jukurensha. Vowing that his daughter would not be sent to wander as a penniless teacher in the Combine’s outback, Marcus then used his influence as Warlord of the Rasalhague District to persuade the masters of O5P to keep her on Luthien, where he might see her during his sojourns in the capital.

      Constance had accepted with delight, for she had not relished giving up the pleasures of court life. She had also realized she would better tread the path of an Adept if nearer to the center of power and wisdom.

      Her musings were cut off as the door slid open to reveal Shudocho Devlin Oda, back-lit by the lamps in the corridor. He slid the door closed and walked silently across the mats to the east wall to bow before the small shrine, lit softly by light from the shoji walls of the corridor. The shrine was in the ancient Ryōbu Shintō tradition, consisting of an intricately carved gilded box in decorative and figurative motifs. The box stood on a pedestal of ivory carved in the serpentine shape of the Kurita dragon. Surrounding it were five candle stands, each of a different material: gold, ivory, steel, teak, and jade. Each material symbolized one of the five Pillars that supported Kurita society.

      The shudocho reached out to each of the stands in turn, lighting a red wax candle there. The last one he lit was the Pillar of Ivory, which Constance took as a sign. Ivory symbolized religion and philosophy, the realm of O5P itself.

      Oda knelt across from Constance. Though bursting with curiosity, she said nothing, for the shudocho gave no sign that speech was allowed. When Constance flicked her eyes in the direction of the low dais that formed the northern end of the room, she found Florimel seated there. At some point, the old Keeper had silently taken her place.

      The Keeper was dressed in a floral-printed formal kimono whose colors hinted properly of the spring. Her posture was straight, causing only the absolute minimum of folds in her garb. She was seated on a stool, a concession to her seventy-six standard years. Florimel’s cerulean eyes gazed from a porcelain face, composed and painted with formal court make-up despite the hour. The effect denied her years, making her look thirty years younger. Those eyes seemed kindly now, but Constance knew they were capable of sudden shifts. She had seen them flash hard and unforgivingly toward enemies of the realm.

      “Shoshinsha Constance,” Florimel began. “The dawn will bring a new day, graduation day for the current class of the Wisdom of the Dragon School. This night there is another graduation, one not marked with the pomp and ceremony of a military academy. This graduation will be one of simplicity, pure in its essence and harmonious with the Way. So it must always be for the Order of the Five Pillars.

      “We only recognize what is.”

      Florimel stopped speaking. The silence grew so long that, had the old woman on the dais been anyone other than her great-aunt, Constance would have assumed she had fallen asleep.

      “This night, we recognize that you, Constance Kurita, are no longer a student. Accept our congratulations, Jukurensha Constance. You shall greet the sun as an Adept of the Order of the Five Pillars.”

      Constance found herself unable to think clearly. Here, un-looked for, was the goal she had sought for years. She had not thought herself ready. There was so much more to learn.

      “Well, child, have you nothing to say?” Florimel asked with a smile in her eyes as well as on her lips.

      “I…am surprised,” Constance said haltingly. “I had not thought to achieve this goal so soon.”

      A little of the joy left Florimel’s smile. “Your journey is far from over, daughter of my heart. You have achieved nothing, save another step. An Adept is not perfect. Perfection is a journey, not a goal. Honor is found in that journey. To have achieved the goal, or more accurately, to believe that one has achieved the goal, is failure.

      “My confidence in you is great. There will be no failure.”

      “I am honored by your confidence, Jokan Florimel,” Constance replied.

      Oda’s laugh shattered the tranquil formality.

      “You are to be honored by more than that, Constance-sama,” he assured her in a dry voice.

      Constance looked up sharply at the shudocho, but his expression was closed, his intent shuttered from her view. She turned to her great aunt.

      Florimel gave her a comforting look before turning her gaze toward Oda. “Oda-kun, you are less distant from the confusions of youth than am I. If I can show tolerance, so can you. Mind your manners.”

      “Very well, Jokan.” Oda acquiesced with a bow. When he straightened, he faced Constance. His voice was harsh with a leashed emotion she could not identify. “It is true that you shall greet the dawn as a jukurensha, but by the sun’s setting, you shall no longer be one.”

      “What?!” Constance’s eyes went wide with shock.

      “Regrettably, it is necessary that you leave my Order.”

      When no further words were forthcoming from the shudocho, and a search of his stony face yielded nothing, Constance turned to her great-aunt. Her dismay dissolved as she caught a gleam of mischief in the old woman’s eyes.

      “He is quite correct, Constance,” Florimel said, her voice stern. “You must leave the Order if you are to take the next step on your journey. This day, before Devlin Oda, Lord of the Pillars, I declare you my successor as Keeper of the House Honor.”

      “What?!” Constance gasped, feeling foolish for repeating herself. Her wits had deserted her. The sharp reactions of what her father liked to call her “lawyer’s mind” had vanished.

      Embarrassed, Constance reached deep within for the calm she had been taught to cultivate. After a shamefully long time, she stammered, “H-How can I accept? I am unworthy. I am not prepared.”

      “Of course you are not prepared,” Florimel said, her voice softer. “That is why I make this declaration now. I’m not getting any younger, you know.

      “To everyone outside this room, you will become one of my aides, little more than a servant. They will not know you are my successor; Oda-sensei and I will help you prepare to take my place. It will not be easy, but much of the work has already been done in your Pillarine training. You have learned our philosophy and goals, and partaken of our mental and physical disciplines. Now we shall focus that training and expand that learning.”

      Seeing Constance was still distressed by the sudden changes in her life, Florimel added, “It is proper that you should feel unworthy. Had you felt deserving of the position, you would be unworthy, totally unsuitable.

      “Make an old woman happy, Constance. Say you will take my place.”

      Constance searched Florimel’s eyes, reaching to feel the old woman’s heart as the Pillarines had taught her. She found the strength she knew to be there, strength that proved Florimel’s plea of old age a sham. Florimel asked from strength, not weakness. Her desire that Constance succeed was a fierce flame that cindered Constance’s objections.

      “Jokan Florimel would not make a mistake in this matter, Jukurensha Constance,” Oda declared, trying to push Constance toward the decision she had already made.

      “Jokan Florimel, I bow to your wisdom,” Constance said with a smile, and Florimel’s answering smile sealed the pact.

      Oda harrumphed his approval of a recalcitrant girl’s reluctant acceptance of duty.

      “Now then, Constance, I have another bit of business tonight,” Florimel announced. “Come kneel beside me here. It is time for you to begin learning more about our affairs.”

      As Constance took her new place at Florimel’s side, Oda opened the door to admit five persons. Four wore the rust-colored robes of Pillarine monks, their shoulders broadened by the stiff, yoke-like collars of off-white armorplast. Each of the four wore a sash and collar tie of a different color: green, brown, gold, and ivory. Four of the five pillars, Constance noted. Each monk’s sash was tied in the simple knot that indicated a high-ranking adept. All wore the hoods, complete with one-way visors, that hid their faces as thoroughly as their robes hid their body contours.

      The fifth figure was bare-headed, and wore a black ISF sneaksuit. Constance was amazed at the beauty of the woman’s delicate features. She needed no cosmetics to enhance the even, golden glow of her skin or her dark-lashed, slanting eyes. The combination of Asian features and skin tone over her strong Caucasian bone structure was exquisite. Her shining raven hair was curled close to her skull like a helmet, the ends stirring only slightly as she strode into the square formed by the monks.

      All five bowed to the shrine, then to Florimel, and finally to Oda. Without a word, the woman advanced to Oda and knelt before him. He placed a Pillarine collar over her shoulders. As she rose, she tugged the attached hood up and slid the visor down over her features. As the dark-haired woman returned to the other monks, Constance saw the steel grey sash and observed the practiced ease with which she tied it into an adept’s knot.

      All five bowed again to Florimel. The woman advanced and knelt before the dais. Head bowed, she offered up a dark leather pouch with a cut strap.

      “Here is his pouch,” she announced. “I have failed.”

      Florimel signaled Constance to take the pouch from the woman’s hands. “You have brought what you were sent after. Why do you speak of failure?”

      “I cut him. His blood is on my sword.” Hands now freed from their burden, she placed her palms on the floor and deepened her bow. “Please accept my request for dismissal from the Order.”

      “How did this happen?” Oda asked from the back of the room.

      “He was too strong for my technique,” the woman answered without moving.

      From the corner of her eye, Constance saw Florimel smile.

      “You bring good news, Jukurensha,” Florimel declared, rejecting the request for dismissal by her use of the woman’s rank within the Order.

      The woman straightened, confusion and surprise evident in her posture. Reflecting on her own confused night, Constance sympathized with her.

      “It is important to know that the heir is strong. It is even more important that I know you have not fallen into the trap of believing yourself perfect and invulnerable. No one is ever invulnerable. You have pleased me, Jukurensha. I have more work for you.” Florimel beckoned the monk wearing the colors of the Pillar of Gold. “Jukurensha Sharilar, help her to prepare. She is going to have a busy day.”

      Florimel signaled the end of the audience with a curt nod. As the others left the room, she turned to Constance. “You, too, have a busy day ahead. Many busy days. Let us greet the dawn together. We have much to discuss.”

      Constance smiled in anticipation.
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      “Theodore Kurita.”

      Theodore stiffened as his name was called. I am first!

      The warmth of the morning sunlight that drenched the courtyard was swallowed up in the heated rush of victory. Until this moment, he had not known. Now that he did, he could have shouted his victory among the stars.

      But, of course, he did not. He bowed stiffly toward the dais and the assembled dignitaries before rising from where he knelt among the graduating class. He strode to the aisle in the center of the rows of kneeling officers, turned sharply, and headed for the dais.

      Theodore was acutely aware of all eyes on him as he walked the length of the academy courtyard. He imagined he could feel the heavy gaze of his father boring down from the elevated gallery surrounding the courtyard. As much as Theodore wanted to meet his father’s eyes, he refused to break the discipline of the occasion.

      Take a good look, Father, he said silently. I have beaten your mark here. Now you must surely see I have proven myself worthy.

      As Theodore neared the dais, he focused on the frowning face of Tai-sho Zangi, commandant of the Wisdom of the Dragon School. Smile, Old Leather Face, he thought. I am your best.

      The tai-sho continued to frown as Theodore mounted the dais and knelt before him. As Theodore executed the formal bow, the tai-sho spoke in a voice so soft that even the officers kneeling three paces behind could not hear him.

      “You have not done your best here.”

      “But I am first,” Theodore replied.

      “You are arrogant,” Zangi retorted. “You still have much wisdom to learn.”

      “Not from you.”

      “As you say.”

      Zangi held his right arm out to his side. An aide approached and handed him a sheathed katana. The tai-sho held the weapon out crosswise to Theodore and spoke in a voice that carried through the courtyard.

      “This is the fighting sword of a Kurita samurai. Elsewhere you learned the arts of a MechWarrior and the science of a tactician. Here you honed those skills and learned the art of strategy. Will you accept this sword to use in the service of the Draconis Combine?”

      “Hai!” Theodore answered. Taking the sword from Zangi’s hand, he slid it through his sash and completed his formal acceptance with a bow. Only the mat saw his smile of jubilation.

      Zangi held out his arm again. This time the aide handed him a wakizashi.

      “This is the honor sword of a samurai of the Draconis Combine. Elsewhere you learned the code of bushido. Here you learned to live bushido. Will you accept this sword, joining your honor to that of House Kurita?”

      “Hai!” Theodore repeated. His motions were fluid as he placed the second sword in his sash.

      Even as Theodore bowed, Zangi reached to the black lacquered tray at his left and removed the top sheet from a stack of brilliant white rice paper. With brisk motions, he folded it closed and sketched on the outside the characters for sho-sa. Careful of the wet ink, he held out the packet to Theodore.

      “These are the commands of the Dragon. By accepting the swords, and with them your duty, you have accepted these orders.”

      As custom demanded and heedless of the still-damp ink, Theodore tucked the orders unread into his tunic. The orders were also a promotion, the prize for the first in the class. Even his own father had not managed this coup.

      Theodore bowed to the tai-sho and stood, carefully steadying the swords as they tugged at his sash. He walked backward to the edge of the dais and bowed again before turning and descending the five steps. In response to the cheers of the crowd, his reserve cracked and he smiled broadly for all to see. As Theodore strode down the aisle, discipline vanished completely and he searched the gallery with his eyes. He sought his father among the ranking guests, but did not find him.

      Theodore’s first thought was that his father had been somehow delayed. Perhaps there had been a minor mechanical difficulty with the DropShip, the planetary spaceship that an interstellar JumpShip used to convey passengers to and from the jump point at the edge of a star system. Or perhaps there had been some delay in aerospace traffic.

      He knew better, though. The Coordinator’s space transports were maintained to the highest standards, and no air traffic controller would dare interfere with Takashi’s chosen time or path of arrival. His father had been here, but had not chosen to witness his son receiving the swords and the coveted first ranking, with its attendant promotion.

      “Your father only wishes to see you succeed,” old Zeshin’s voice told him again, as it had for years.

      Liar, Theodore thought. I have succeeded, and he refuses to see it. Was I a fool to believe this success would change the way he treats me?

      “Confucius speaks highly of the duty that a son owes to a father, but duty is a curious river. It flows uphill as well as down,” Tetsuhara-sensei’s voice counseled obliquely.

      So why can’t he see that?

      This time, the voices offered no answer.

      Barely noting his surroundings, Theodore entered the honor court. He walked carefully along the stones of the path and took the central place of honor among the carefully tended trees and precisely raked patches of gravel. Lost in his thoughts, he experienced the continued calling of names and shouted cheers as a meaningless susurrus of sound. Those sounds were absent for some time before he noticed.

      While he had been contemplating his situation, the honor court had filled with the other graduates, each taking his place according to class ranking. All kneeled in silence, meditating on their new lives in service to the Dragon. Custom demanded that they remain so until the
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