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      I’ve known many authors who cannot understand working in a shared universe, preferring their own creations. And I can respect that. But for me, the shared universe is as exciting and challenging as it is rewarding. Working collectively with a group of talented, passionate individuals is one of the great joys in my creative life. Finding a way to tell new, epic stories with a skein of preexisting continuity is just…fabulous.

      And when writing a BattleTech novel, there’s always a huge pile of books on the table. (As I write this, there are eighteen sourcebooks I’ve referenced, not to mention several novels and the corroborating details of Sarna.net.) A huge thank you to all the authors who have contributed to a thirty-five-year-old universe that’s still dynamic and growing.

      But for these specific novels, I would like to thank two in particular—friends, colleagues, and more: Chris Hartford and Christoffer “Bones” Trossen. Their magnum opus work Reunification War, the twin Liberation of Terra volumes, and Operation Klondike (along with Chris’s The Clans: Warriors of Kerensky) were invaluable resources.
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      In 2004, I was at the Essen Game Fair, working with the great Fantasy Productions crew. (After the close of FASA Corporation in early 2001, Fantasy Productions formed FanPro US and acquired the license from WizKids to continue tabletop game and fiction publication; I was employed as the FanPro US BattleTech Line Developer from 2001 through 2007, while working many of those years also full-time for WizKids.)

      I was feeling pretty good. We’d published numerous BattleTech sourcebooks by this point, including a new Technical Readout, keeping the line alive and starting to grow it again. And we were starting to work on the material that eventually would see publication in the Dawn of the Jihad sourcebook, which would launch the line into a whole new era.

      During a long, relaxing evening there, we began talking more and more about fiction and the stories we might tell. And the idea coalesced that despite everything written about the Clans at that point, there was no fiction that delved into that history and fully explored those origins.

      A trilogy was formed in that evening. A series of novels that would open on 5 November 2784, as the SLDF prepared to jump away from New Samarkand into the unknown, and would end decades later after Operation Klondike. It was a crazy, ambitious project, but one we all felt would finally cover this chapter of lore as it deserved. What’s more, it would be a wonderful homage, in my own way, to what is still my favorite BattleTech novel, Heir to the Dragon.

      The first novel, Fall from Glory, was published in German in 2006, followed a few years later by the second, Visions of Rebirth. The details—and the secrets—from those books were folded appropriately into a variety of sourcebooks that would see publication after the fact, including one of my all-time favorite sourcebooks, Operation Klondike. Unfortunately—and much to my chagrin—the third book was never written, and the years slipped by as I kept exceptionally busy in a variety of ways.

      I’m just as busy now, of course, if not even more so. However, Loren Coleman used the Kickstarter as a way to challenge me to finally finish off this grand, epic tale. A challenge I accepted. But as I delved into these stories once more, and came face-to-face with the characters I’d embraced all those years ago, I realized there was a little more I wanted to explore. A little more I wanted to tell. So while I worked with the wonderful Sharon Turner Mulvihill to re-edit the entire series (she was the primary editor at both FASA and WizKids), we also worked to nip and tuck and even expand as necessary, creating what we hope is the definitive edition of these books. Being able to draw a few of the new elements crafted in those previous sourcebooks back into these expansions was particularly satisfying. As with the first novel, I took the opportunity to fold in some interludes that I hope will bring the story of these wounded characters to life with greater passion and understanding.

      It’s been far, far longer than I ever imagined. But as we begin the journey to finish this long-awaited chapter of BattleTech, I am reminded of how much joy I find in this work. I am always so humble and grateful to be a part of this fantastic community and work alongside such creative people. To share a love of this universe, and to have had a hand in expanding it in such great, wonderful ways.

      I hope you enjoy the reading as much as I did the creation!

      
        
        —Randall N. Bills

        January 2021
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        MCKENNA-CLASS WARSHIP MCKENNA’S PRIDE

        NEAR ORBIT, STRANA MECHTY

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        8 JUNE 2802

      

      

      Déjà vu eddied through Raymond Sainze until he struggled to breathe.

      “Now that’s an impressive sight,” said Windham Khatib, at his side.

      Nostrils flaring—dragging in air to calm his ragged heartbeat—Raymond turned away from the view of a metallic constellation of shuttles, fighters, and DropShips searing bloody furrows across a thousand-kilometer-wide swath of Strana Mechty’s upper atmosphere.

      Shifting slightly under the weight of the final braking maneuver, Raymond opened his mouth to speak and paused, stunned to realize the stale air of the WarShip actually made it more difficult to breathe. How many long years on New Samarkand’s Shiro’s Hope Olympus-class space station? And now it seemed he couldn’t stand breathing recycled air. He shook his head at such a weakness.

      How my brothers would laugh at me. He tried to speak again, but found recollections stopping up his tongue and occluding his sight until he stared down a long tunnel of memories.

      Dead.

      I’m the youngest. And we knew war was coming to the Inner Sphere. Which is why we left. And in my homeland, the Dragon would be the first to declare himself First Lord of the dead Star League and launch a war. And the Sword of Light regiments would be in the vanguard, with my brothers hitting worlds in the first waves of such a conflict. They’re likely dead...perhaps along with my parents.

      How many years...

      Raymond stood transfixed, his thoughts hammering through him, leaving him standing on a precipice of years that separated him from all he knew. As surely as the thousand light years separated him physically from the edge of the Inner Sphere, he knew it likely was changed beyond anything he might recognize. That any of them might recognize.

      Such thoughts always held a special place in the back of his mind, carving out their existence like peregrine falcons on a cliff face; tenacious and unwilling to give ground. Yet this déjà vu had them bubbling to the surface like long-undisturbed scum on a pond suddenly churning with swamp gas, dredging up its dark and awful secrets to lay exposed under brilliant, stark sunlight.

      “Cat got your tongue?” Windham said, laughing lightly, his merry eyes taking away the sting.

      The jesting tone from a longtime friend shattered the grip of his reverie and allowed Raymond to breathe again. Stale air or not, he dragged in a huge lungful, trying to banish his own thoughts as well as the déjà vu that still tried to ensnare him with its wickedly barbed seductions.

      “Memories…” he finally got out around a tongue too thick and dry. He ran his teeth across the tip until tears started in his eyes, working moisture back into his mouth.

      “Ah. Those. They can get you in trouble, Raymond, if you’re not careful. Just look at Andery.” His tone dropped at the end.

      Despite his usual calm, Raymond glanced over his shoulder before he could stop, taking in the bridge of the McKenna’s Pride. Dozens of navy personnel occupied the large area, all frantically talking into headsets and reviewing information on three times as many monitors as there were people, trying to coordinate the mammoth drop of the final men and women arriving. He marveled at their ability to continue working despite the obvious excitement of arrival, and knew they’d continue working without a hitch as they entered orbit and microgravity returned. In the center, the giant holotank showed the system in detail, with hundreds of icons swirling around the central view of a planet, each icon representing a ship of the incoming fleet.

      And after this final grounding of personnel, there would be no others. Even if anyone left on the Pentagon Worlds eventually came—which everyone doubted—they would likely face the Pride’s guns before they could answer any questions.

      Raymond turned back toward the large ferroglass viewport, disgusted at his lapse. After all, they didn’t want to draw the attention of Nicholas again. Anything but that, regardless how Andery championed him.

      “I know. I know. Just stunned by how much time has passed since I found myself stuck on this ship, outbound with the General and his Exodus.”

      He could see Windham take a moment, as though running numbers in his head. “Has it really been eighteen years since New Samarkand?” Windham asked in wonder, scratching his huge, black beard absentmindedly. “Doesn’t seem possible.”

      “Exactly.” They fell into silence, watching the magnificent vista below. Raymond knew the planet had been surveyed in 2792—known it before the informational datapads began circulating to acquaint everyone with their new home—and hosted a thriving colony. But it was still just a colony. What would they make of the massive influx of personnel bombarding them? What would the world make of it? Nearly one million people, once more unto the breach...can we survive?

      He slowly stretched out his hand and placed it flat against the ferroglass. Though he knew he couldn’t feel the vacuum of space, his mind played tricks for a moment, and it almost seemed as though his hand were going numb, raising goose bumps and eliciting an involuntary shiver.

      
        
        Metal seeds fall unknowing

        Nurture in blindness

        Sunset old, sunrise new; hope.

      

      

      “Such poetry sings to my heart,” Windham said softly.

      Raymond jerked his hand away from the ferroglass as though burned and turned quickly to Windham. “I didn’t mean to speak out loud.”

      “But you did. And despite years of separation and acceptance, your Combine heritage sings true. A warrior’s eye, but the heart of poet. You simply say what everyone else wants to, but can’t find the words. Can’t find a hundred, much less your haiku that paints our current picture so well. And in so few brushstrokes.”

      Raymond turned back as a new wave of DropShips and small craft hove into view from around the stern and under the keel of the Pride. “How bad do you think it will get?” he asked quietly. He knew such discussions were discouraged, and on the bridge they might be particularly troublesome, but he couldn’t stop himself. And aside from Andery, Raymond knew Windham better than anyone. Knew him to be man of God, a man who would not betray a confidence.

      The hubbub of activity across the bridge swirled around them as Windham remained silent and Raymond wondered if he’d heard the question. Just as he began to voice it once more, Windham spoke.

      “Bad, Raymond. You were there, like the rest of us. You saw it as clearly as I did.”

      “I know. But how could it get worse?”

      “I don’t think all of the mothballed equipment has been found yet. There’re still piles of small arms to find, not to mention how many BattleMechs and vehicles? And heaven forbid they find the WarShips; at least those’ll prove a lot more difficult for them to activate. And in a civil war—and don’t you for a second believe it’s anything else—it always gets nasty before it can get better. Very nasty.”

      Raymond slowly shook his head, stretching his neck, feeling the pull of his single-suit. “Will they come after us? Will they hunt down our second exodus?”

      Windham turned his bearded face to regard Raymond, then responded. “I don’t think so. We’ve escaped for now.”

      “I hope so.”

      “So do I,” Windham said, the sorrow in his voice enough for both of them. They’d seen enough Star League Defense Force personnel killing one another to last a lifetime; the civilian massacres and death tolls everyone tried to forget.

      After a moment, Windham spoke again. “Not to mention, if the various warlords and remaining SLDF combat commands batter each other down as much as I think they will...well, some of the colonies might have a lot more to worry about than killing each other. The Pentagon Worlds are not kind to those who forget how long and hard we fought to tame them. A little slack in the leash and they’ll be back to their wild ways quick as you like.”

      Raymond shifted, his short-cropped black hair waving lazily, glad for the magnetic slips that kept him firmly anchored as microgravity asserted itself with the cessation of thrust. Yet again memories of years spent in zero-g flooded and he couldn’t help the sardonic smile that creased his lips.

      “Something funny?”

      “No, just memories again.”

      “Like I said, dangerous.”

      “I know.”

      “All personnel logged for the Heliophus, Targen and Amber Sands vessels are scheduled for departure in one hour,” a metallic voice echoed through the depths of the spacecraft. “Access to assigned ships will be closed twenty minutes before departure.”

      They glanced at one another, knowing it was time to go—neither wanted the tongue-lashing from their superior over missing their billet—yet unable to pull away just yet. Both had expected Andery to arrive some time ago; the delay probably meant some new trouble between him and his brother. They shied away from that problem. Plenty of other issues to overcome in the short term, much less that Gordian knot.

      “Déjà vu.” Windham finally spoke, causing Raymond to start slightly as his friend echoed his own sentiments. Despite the intervening minutes since Raymond had had the same thought, the entire scene still reeked of it, dragging out memories so clear and near they prodded dully, painfully, like scabrous fingers incessantly scraping his skin; no banishment possible.

      “Hai…” he said slowly, falling back on the long-unused language of his birth. “I feel it, too.”

      Windham scratched his beard again, pulling at the thick curls, then spoke. “Sixteen years. Just a few days past sixteen years since we stood in almost this exact spot on this bridge and looked down at Eden.”

      “So many hopes and dreams laid before us,” Raymond continued softly. “All to come crashing down, as our old identities and hatreds surfaced. Will we make it work this time?”

      “Or will we conquer this world, only to find ourselves falling upon one another again?” Windham continued.

      “Will history repeat itself?”

      “Exactly,” they said simultaneously. Despite the gravity of their words, they found a smile for one another; the heartfelt, knowledgeable curve of lips that only comes to those who’ve experienced great pain and hardship together, yet still find the strength to carry on, chin up and nose to the grindstone.

      “We’ll just have to make it work this time,” Windham finally said.

      “Hai.” Raymond glanced around one last time as they both felt the pull of the minutes bleeding away until they faced their uncertain future and tried to wrestle it to the ground. Yet they’d done it before. They could only hope they’d do it better this time. “Where’s Andery?”

      “Not coming, looks like.”

      Quick eye contact; no words needed.

      Nicholas.

      “At least we don’t need to listen to Nicholas’s daily speeches anymore,” Raymond said, voice low as he surreptitiously glanced around to make sure no one was too close.

      Windham slowly nodded, apparently mulling over similar thoughts. “And yet, I’ve spoken with others. Carson, who spoke to Truscott, and others who’ve very discreetly asked around,” he continued, lowered voice matching Raymond’s. “And while we may feel it’s overkill, he’s selling his vision. And after months of travel and everyone onboard watching holovids nearly daily, he’s made a lasting impression. Whether we agree with it or not, he’s made a good start. A very good start. I think Andery’s right.”

      Raymond nodded in agreement. Andery just might be right. They still needed Nicholas. And yet. If Aleksandr Kerensky, the Great General himself, the hero of the Star League, who led millions of men, women, and children on their first exodus to build a new Star League from the fallen and war-ravaged past, had failed, leaving the war now exploding in the wake of his death—how could his oldest son succeed?

      Glancing back out the viewport, a thought came. As the two men grasped arms in a firm handshake of friendship and longtime camaraderie before turning to begin the trip to their waiting DropShips, a name surfaced. A name that just might make it all work.

      After all, Raymond knew full well that little brothers were there to nag their older siblings into line. Despite the wistfulness of such thoughts and the minor ache of sorrow they brought—knowing he’d never see his older brothers again—it seemed to firm his resolve, lifting his maudlin spirit.

      Raymond passed from the bridge into the long corridor, with the name on his lips—Andery.
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        “Somewhere between obsession and compulsion is impulse.”

        Alexander Pushkin
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        COLOSSUS-CLASS DROPSHIP JACOB’S LADDER

        DESCENT, STRANA MECHTY

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        9 JUNE 2802

      

      

      Muscles slowly relaxing, Andery fell away into the arms of his beloved.

      Head nestled into the curve of her lap, her breast pressed against the top of his head; he could feel the rhythm of her heart. A matching beat to the pounding thrust of the DropShip as it entered the atmosphere and attempted to keep them from spinning out of control to vaporize in a fiery death that would send their ashes sailing across the world’s jet streams, forever floating. Forever free.

      If only...

      A thousand visions unfolded like an orchestrated symphony, blossoming a canopy of possibilities, of probabilities. Of what the manacles of the future held. For him.

      Andery snuggled closer, knowing that at times the mere presence of his soul mate seemed the catalyst to such bizarre flights of fantasy. But for once he didn’t care; tried burrowing deeper.

      “God, I’ve missed you,” he said, the words muffled in her thigh. Sliding his left arm around her waist, he companionably dipped several fingers under her shirt to feel the blessed warmth of her skin; calloused tips finding scars from her terrible childhood. Instead of the sorrow it once evoked, an emotional wave began to rise and crest. Understanding only he knew of such secrets; only he shared the knowledge of not just her flesh, but the luminous being within. He snaked his other arm over her thighs and pulled her to him like a drowning man.

      “How many times can you speak such words?” she said, her voice echoing in the small berth.

      As with the feel of her body, he drank in the strange delicacy of her accent and ofttimes odd phrasings that brought a smile to his face. Knowing none would hear words coated with such tenderness. Only him.

      “A thousand lifetimes are not enough.”

      She laughed, setting her belly dancing against his face. He twisted as best he could to look up. Found her silhouette falling across him as she leaned in to block the wan light of the single overhead fluorescent in the berth. Twin dark, mysterious eyes found his, despite the shadows swallowing her features. He could trace every contour of her face blindfolded without ever touching it.

      “Is not Raymond the poet? Will you now take up that pastime?”

      He laughed as well, pulling himself back into a sitting position; contemplated taking off the lap belt, but decided against it as a new wave of vibrations hummed through the twenty-thousand-ton vessel. He swept his arms out and composed his face into a dramatic expression, then declaimed:

      
        
        “Roses bloom florid red lips

        Tongue, ear, cheek, neck, more

        Lifetimes in moments, ever”

      

      

      “Do not leave your job.”

      They fell into each other’s arms, laughing over their own silliness as only two best friends can.

      The laughter slowly faded into silence (or as silent as is possible on a DropShip burning through reentry), leaving Andery almost breathless. “How did we go so long without seeing each other? How many years?”

      Dana leaned back against the bulkhead, slipped her cool fingers into his and quirked a half-smile as she canted her head in his direction. “Duty.”

      He tried not to flinch, but couldn’t help it; he had expected a reaction from her, but received none. Of course she would know. Somehow, she always does.

      He took a deep breath, glanced at the ubiquitously Spartan bulkhead and tried to keep the sigh from slipping past his lips. Her squeezing his hand told him he failed. Does anything get past her?

      He swung his head back in her direction, saw himself reflected in her eyes and smiled tiredly. No…and that’s the beauty of it.

      “Nicholas,” she finally said.

      “Aff.”

      She tilted her head, as though searching for something in his face, then responded. “Your ‘aff’ only seems to come out when you have something you do not want to face. Do you know that?”

      He opened his mouth to deny, then snapped it shut and sheepishly nodded. “How do you know me so well?”

      She smiled—that precise curve of lips reserved only for him—and nodded in return. “I know myself.”

      He shook his head at such an answer. Should’ve known. “Well, if you know me so well, then what happened?”

      Her smile bloomed at the challenge. “Nicholas reminded you of your responsibilities.”

      “And?”

      “You cannot turn away from the expectations of the people. They need you.”

      “But that’s just it,” he said, losing most of the good mood he’d managed to recapture after the endless hours of talk with Nicholas. “What expectations? Sure, maybe some in the military might care about my opinion—” he still struggled with that concept, regardless of the evidence, “—but what civilian knows my name? What do they care what I think?”

      She raised her hand to lay it gently against his cheek, her knowing eyes almost too much for him to bear. “Andery, you are so naïve at times. So caught up in your own life you cannot see what transpires around you. The holovid talk shows. The magazines. The screen thrown up around you.”

      “What?” he began, trying to forget her soft flesh pressing against his cheek. “What screen?”

      “The screen your brother puts up to protect you from prying eyes. You are not your father, or Nicholas. However, you cannot think such adoration would fall upon the Kerensky name and not touch all who bear it. The average citizen may not know much about you, but the above-average citizen knows your name, if not everything about you, but generally respects your obvious desire for privacy. And for those who might not respect it…” she shrugged, as though that explained it all. “Your brother has provided precautions.”

      He shook his head, pulling away slightly, trying to fumble through what she was saying. Is it possible? How? “How is this…why didn’t you tell me?”

      She shrugged again, and raised her eyebrows, her gaze definitely not asking forgiveness. “I am sorry, Andery, but you never brought it up and I did not think…” She trailed off.

      In their years together, he could only think of a handful of times when she had irritated him, and this was one. You didn’t think I could be stupid enough to not notice.

      He closed his eyes and once more leaned back against the bulkhead, feeling the cold metal hard against his scalp, prickling his flesh. But I was stupid enough. Irritation kindled a degree higher, sputtering and sparking for anger.

      As though in answer, the ship hit a particularly turbulent patch of spiraling wind, shuddering the vessel like a toy in the throes of a child’s tantrum.

      The sudden weight of her against his left side as the ship slewed smothered the flames. Those flames are for me anyway. Always for me.

      “I am sorry.”

      “I’m the one who should be sorry. Stupid. How long has this been going on?”

      Her shrug shifted his weight, providing an answer he did not need eyes to see. And likely was all the answer he would receive.

      “Andery,” she said, pulling away from him.

      He remained silent, content to wallow in his darkness, until her insistent fingers pulled his chin toward her; like a doll, he couldn’t resist opening his eyes in response.

      “You are simply too passionate. You immerse yourself so thoroughly in your circumstances and in what is going on around you, you become oblivious to all else.”

      He chuckled, darkly. “So either I’m selfish or arrogant.”

      “Neither. Both.”

      “Huh?” Leave it to his Dana to come up with an answer like that.

      “It simply is who you are. All you need to do is learn to lift your eyes to encompass a larger whole. And I know you will pour as much dedication, love, and obsession into that whole as you do everything else about your life.”

      Andery narrowed his eyes slightly, turning them into sparkling, murky depths, and smiled his half smile. “So you want me to share all of my obsessions?”

      “Do not distract me,” she purred, then leaned closer, until their lips almost touched. “Not everything, Andery, not everything. But you must learn to share a great part of you. With so few of us choosing this second exodus, we will all need to fulfill greater needs. And yours, I am afraid, will be greater than just about anyone else’s.”

      He closed his eyes against her harsh truth, then leaned into her soft flesh and drank in the strength that would sustain him; unflinching support, regardless of what might come. Though he could not yet begin to think of sacrificing for the greater good (look what that got my father!) he knew he could do it for her.

      For Dana, he could do anything.
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        ALPHA BIVOUAC, NEAR STRANA PRIME

        NOVY TERRA

        STRANA MECHTY

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        11 JUNE 2802

      

      

      The black armband chafed.

      Andery chided himself for such an exaggeration. How can I feel a light silk armband through my sleeve? Yet as he neared his brother’s command tent, it seemed to chafe all the more, transforming into a lead weight through some strange reverse alchemy. A weight threatening to drag him to a stop.

      Yet Andery forged on, determined to attend this meeting; determined to not shy away from this day. Of all days. Regrets will not keep me from what I need to do. For Dana.

      A sudden wash of air and a high-pitched hum that tingled his fingernails and drove sharp, quick jolts down his spine announced the arrival of a hovercar. It slewed expertly around the corner of a far Quonset hut as he passed a final tent and headed toward a pair of guards standing sentry like two hulking mastiffs.

      The whine crescendoed, and Andery’s speed slowed to a crawl as the hovercar’s fans whipped up the alien soil and spun it into his face like a cyclone. Clenching his eyes shut, spitting out grit that brought spores of alien tastes and smells to his senses, Andery mentally unclenched nerves and unhitched shoulders suddenly strung tight as myomer bundles.

      He laughed inwardly, despite the coming unpleasantness. How long have you lived on an alien world, and suddenly you’re back to your “issues” again? Andery shook his head, his dirty-blond locks actually tickling his ears. Need to cut my hair. And need to pave this dirt field we’re calling home. Hell. Got plenty of ferrocrete in Strana Prime, just over the blasted hills. Why does Niki feel we need to camp out in the rough?

      The sound scraping along his nerve endings cut off like a turned spigot and the silence oppressed as much as the previous banshee wail. The servo whine of a door opening pulled his eyes, and Andery watched as the gull wing slid up to disgorge a portly fellow in a neo-business suit, looking to be in his mid-seventies, with a balding head, low forehead, and dark, beady eyes. A predator, that one.

      The man glanced quickly in Andery’s direction, then down as if in distaste at the annoyance of placing his well-made shoes on dirt, and swept toward the tent as though accompanied by the fanfare of a thousand trumpets; he moved past the guards as if they were statues. Andery looked back at the hovercar, noticing for the first time the logo writ large on the side paneling, and his stomach fell.

      That’s the planetary governor? Good lord. Not a predator. More like a vulture. Forgetting about the metaphorical weight of his armband, Andery leaped toward the tent opening. Hope I’m not too late.

      He slid into the tent and stopped dead at the tension seething in the room. Already? He slowly shook his head and took in the unfolding scene.

      Though a large tent, his brother kept it spartan to the point of austere. A large holotable dominated the center, with a half-dozen folding chairs placed at uneven intervals. A large desk occupied the very back of the tent, and three closed and locked quick-stack shelving units covered one wall. Except for the microfiber poly-myomer weave—charged to rigidity to create an even surface for the floor—nothing else was in the tent except for the planetary governor, Nicholas, and Andery. He glanced around, wondering when the rest of the staff would show, then belatedly realized this meeting would only include the three of them.

      Andery looked at his brother, noticing an identical black armband. He shifted his gaze to the governor, taking in an unadorned sleeve. Uh-oh. This could get nasty.

      He almost sidled back out through the flap opening. Neither man was aware of Andery’s presence. Would be so easy. He clenched his fists, slowly opened them and raised his right hand to feel the sensual texture of the armband; almost as soft as Dana’s skin under moonlight.

      No. That was the old me. No longer.

      He cleared his throat and stepped boldly into the room.

      Nicholas’s icy eyes centered on Andery, and for a moment he imagined he saw a slight thaw before they dropped to subzero once more as they swiveled back to the interloper.

      Andery glanced at the governor to find himself being appraised: a long look up and down, weighing and ultimately discarding him as the governor bobbed his head in dismissal and swung back to square off with his brother.

      Andery chuckled under his breath. Fine by me. Your demise.

      The taut silence stretched for several long minutes, then Nicholas suddenly spoke. “Andery, the good planetary governor here would like to know by what right we have set up camp so close to his city?” He uncrossed his arms, then swung his right up, as though offering a hand to a dancing partner.

      Only this partner won’t appreciate the dance...or the finale.

      “That’s right, sir,” the governor finally spoke. Much to Andery’s surprise, the man’s small build and portly size possessed a deep voice that shook the air almost as strongly as the hovercar he arrived in. “I was given my governorship of this colony by the Commanding General.” He drew himself up as though to compensate for his small stature, and actually managed to deepen his voice further. “Since said deputization has not been revoked or remanded by the Commanding General, I ask by what right you claim dominion of this land? You did not even ask a by-your-leave when you began grounding in such numbers.”

      “Perhaps, Governor, you know of the troubles on the Pentagon Worlds? Surely, despite the distance, you know what has happened?”

      “Sir,” he began, chuckling lightly, as though at a joke. “You may think of us as a backwater, but we’re well-aware of what’s been going on there. War. And when there’s war, there’s refugees. We all know that, and I and my colony are already opening our arms to this flood you’ve unleashed.” He shifted his weight, and raised his arm in return.

      Ah, accepting the dance? The outcome couldn’t be more predictable. About like asking Samuel Helmer to admit to a mistake. Andery almost smiled at the thought of his former belligerent student’s antics.

      “However, when there’s war, there needs to be a commanding general. To him I would defer. From him I would expect commands of obedience and commitment, even from such a humble civil servant as myself.” The governor inclined his head mockingly. “Perhaps you have paperwork from the Commanding General. A notification of such intent?”

      Andery winced at the man’s joviality and watched him falter, lower his arm and finally swallow loudly as Nicholas gutted him with those blue ice-pick eyes.

      Long moments once again stretched, broken by a myriad of sounds: distant thumping of marching feet as thousands continued their migration off DropShips; shouts of master sergeants tongue-lashing troops into shape or moving dazed civilians along to their new quarters; guttural, air-pounding vibrations as their handful of diesel-engine-equipped IndustrialMechs worked to piece together prefabricated buildings for a more permanent base. The farther distant thud of heavy ’Mech feet circumnavigating a far perimeter—regardless of the supposed safety of Strana Mechty, too many friends and comrades lay dead for the vigilance of the current exiles to waver a micron.

      Andery was on the verge of opening his mouth, but Nicholas beat him to the punch. “Do I have the Commanding General’s orders with me?” he asked softly, as though contemplating what to have for lunch.

      Andery sighed, well-aware of the violence that might erupt from such a deceptively calm exterior.

      “Yes, sir.” The governor looked on the brink of saying something more, but quailed under the merciless assault of his brother’s gaze. Andery felt a smidgen of sympathy bubble to the surface. Been there myself, Governor.

      Nicholas slowly moved around the holotable until he stood less than a meter from the man. Despite the almost visible waves of intensity cascading off Nicholas, Andery had to give the governor credit for not backing away.

      “The Commanding General is dead,” Nicholas said, as though invoking a ritual prayer.

      The air left Andery in a whoosh as the pain he kept hiding from washed through his system; an arctic wind to plane away his defenses in thin slivers until nothing remained but memories and the pain they invoked. Could it already have been a year?

      Father.

      The other man jerked as though slapped full in the face, then shifted his gaze to the black band on Nicholas’s arm; his eyes even swiveled enough to take in Andery as well.

      A slight sheen appeared on his balding head as he opened his mouth, his deep voice subdued as he swept low a courtly bow. “I apologize, sir. I am well-aware that the Great General died a year ago this day,” he finished the bow and straightened. “I did not mean my words to give offense or display ignorance. I simply asked whether you had orders from a commanding general. I sincerely apologize for any misunderstanding.”

      You only sound sincere ’cause Nicholas looks ready to gut you. Andery shook his head, liking the man less and less, despite his momentary sympathy.

      “There is only one Commanding General,” Nicholas stated emphatically, limning each word with power. You could only take one meaning from his statement.

      “But sir, surely there must be leadership from the Star League Defense Force at such a time. Surely you must have a commanding general. Someone to stop this war. Someone to...” his voice drifted off at Nicholas’s implacable look. He moved his gaze, almost bewildered now, toward Andery, but found no succor there and tried again. “How are you going to stop this war?”

      “I’m not,” Nicholas responded.

      This time the governor did take a step back. “W-What?”

      “This has been coming since the Prinz Eugen mutiny, Governor. There are elements of our society that will never live together peacefully. There are elements too wedded to our past. Not to our future. They must burn themselves out before we can reforge ourselves into a future we can call our own. A future that will truly accomplish the Great General’s dream.”

      The governor’s eyes darted away like a cornered animal’s, his hands waving like sea fronds in an unruly tide. Uncertain, he took another step back and slammed his left leg into a folding chair, sending it crashing to the ground. The harsh bang broke the tableau enough to unstick his tongue, and once more Andery had to give the governor his due, despite his growing distaste for the man.

      “You…you cannot mean that. The innocent citizens of our Star League-in-Exile. How can you let them be harmed?”

      Nicholas took a single step forward, sending the governor back two more steps. “But I do, Governor. I watched your innocent citizens firebomb their own cities as I tried to evacuate them.” He ground out his words. “The ashes of ten thousand dead coated my tongue and throat until I coughed up blood with every breath.

      “I watched the finest of the Star League Defense Force crush civilians under their ’Mechs’ feet and dip their hands in the blood of their enemies...who had been their fellow soldiers only weeks before. Sympathizers shot while asleep. Women raped. Children killed and left as garbage in refuse heaps of back alleys.”

      The governor finally moved to the edge of the tent flap and halted, desperation to flee in his every motion, but his political training too strong to allow him such a disgraceful exit.

      “And Governor…I watched it all. And then rained down death to exterminate most of a regiment of those same SLDF troops—included some of my own.” Nicholas leaned closer, his glacial gaze obliterating the last of the governor’s naïveté. “Do you think that I would suffer all of that, and not feel I have the right to take Strana Mechty?”

      The governor gulped air like a fish washed up on the bank, the sweat now running freely down his scalp to spot the lapels of his neo-suit. He tried three separate times to make words, but failed. Finally, he simply shook his head.

      “Exactly, Governor. You may go.”

      Like a hound released from the hand of his master, the governor scurried through the tent flap and vanished. Andery winced at the brutality of the confrontation, but knew it could be no other way. The man’s delusions were stupid and dangerous, and would only infect others. Better to squash them now. But you know your master’s leash now, don’t you, Governor?

      “That one will not last.”

      Andery turned to find his brother contemplating the small spill of sunlight falling onto the rigid floor through the tent flap thrown askew by the governor’s hasty departure.

      “What?”

      “That one will not last. The fires that burn the Pentagon Worlds must be wielded with an even finer hand here, Andery. Where the random conflagration sweeps aside the chaff, we must use laser precision to create what we need.”

      As always, Andery suffered an internal conflict; agreeing with his brother and yet terrified of the visions of brutality and bloodshed such talk evoked. Dreading the answer, yet he was forced to ask, “And what is it we need?”

      “A new society, my brother. A new society to burn away our failures. A new society to return and remake the Star League.”

      Andery took that in, already knowing where this was all leading, but very unclear as to how his brother planned on getting from here to there. And how he fit in. He wanted to be done with all of it, wanted to just walk away, but the question pulled and pulled until it was nearly wrenched from his lips.

      “And how do I fit in?”

      Those cold, cold eyes penetrated him, as though weighing his soul on a colossal scale only Nicholas could see, much less understand. “You will continue teaching.”

      “What?!” Anger flared, painful in its intensity. “You sidelined me once, brother. And just after I’ve finally gotten a command, you’re going to sideline me again. Why? Why!” What threat am I to you!” He just managed to keep the last from turning into a shout; despite his anger, he didn’t want their disagreements to become common knowledge, and if a guard heard them...

      The tableau held for painfully long, drawn-out heartbeats, before Nicholas finally responded. “You are no threat to me, my brother. Did you ever think that perhaps the reason I ensured you taught at the Academy last time is because I knew you would be more than competent at it? Perhaps even excel?”

      “You mean having a Kerensky teaching is what’s important. Especially now, as we have to start all over again!” Andery sucked in a ragged breath, trying to pull his anger under control. All the years of piloting a BattleMech you stole from me, and now you’re doing it again!

      “Must those two be mutually exclusive? Yes, having a Kerensky there was important. But you also excelled, becoming a superb teacher.”

      Andery’s anger continued to climb; a fusion reactor trying to spin up out of control of damaged safety protocols. “Why must you always manipulate me?” he finally ground out.

      Nicholas slowly cocked his head, as though struggling to explain it to him. But you’ve never once had a problem with words. Or did the fever really damage you in ways we’ll never know? A shiver slowly worked its way up his spine as unease crept across his skin.

      Nicholas slowly shook his head. “You assume I’m manipulating you. You assume malice where there is none, my brother. The Star League-in-Exile needed you to train a new generation of warriors. You did that admirably. Our new exile will need you even more. Will need you to teach new generations.”

      The calm, cool words—along with his own unease—began to bank Andery’s anger, though it bubbled under the surface in a way that felt strange, unusual. Yet his brother’s words were a siren song he found hard to resist. As always.

      “Not to mention,” Nicholas continued, “it will resonate better with the civilian leadership that their liaison with me is a teacher.”

      “What…?” Andery said again, poleaxed, anger momentarily deprived of oxygen at that explosive announcement.

      Nicholas waved his hands. “I cannot possibly deal with civilian leadership, which will constantly demand my attention. Whether you like it or not, you will always be a Kerensky, Andery. And your good standing as a teacher, and your name, will allow you to quell the likes of him,” he waved toward the retreated governor, “as well as all the others who will come. You’ll bring reports to me only when you feel there is something you cannot handle.”

      There. That tone. Just a hint of a challenge. And the more I bring to you, the more disappointed you’ll be? The anger swirled again, just below the surface. Someday you will not have me. Someday my name will be mine and not yours!

      Part of Andery wanted to tell Nicholas that right now. To yell it in his face. But those cold, cold eyes cut through him and he was left hollow, simply nodding at yet another great weight shackled to him.
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      “The Persian Empire. The Roman Empire. The Caliphate. The Mongol Empire. The Star League. These are the most powerful empires in the history of mankind,” Lieutenant General Antonius Zalman said emphatically. As he had each of the last five days of meetings.

      At least this time he didn’t expound for twenty minutes concerning their military tactics and doctrine! Andery leaned back in his chair against the back wall of the large bivouac tent, and couldn’t help his eye roll; managed to catch several around the large table unable to keep their own eye rolls in check. Major General Illya Ivaovitch—the oldest man in the group, and one with the most experienced—even yawned in Zalman’s direction, causing the man to bristle. But you didn’t call down a commander who’d fought through the entire Periphery and Liberation of Terra campaigns with one of the lowest casualty rates among his soldiers of any division.

      Major General Absalom Truscott only nodded. “Your statements are too broad, Antonius,” he said, firm and resolute, but each word filled with the respect due any commander within the SLDF.

      Even this band of SLDF, which is trying to figure out what the hell we’re doing. Andery surreptitiously took another bite of the locally-made fruit bars, trying to decide if he liked them. They just taste so...alien.

      “We cannot just look at the strength of an empire,” Truscott
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