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      As Brevet Major Ryana Campbell slipped into the room, she smiled mischievously at Major Nigel across the way. He winced sourly back at her. That’s right. Found out about this meeting whether you wanted me to or not.

      While the tension only made her smile more, it turned a little sickly at the sheer amount of brass in the room. She balked at her immediate desire to cut into the pressure. Maybe in a bit. Let’s see where this is at first.

      Despite the number of officers in the room, there was a clear delineation of us and them that ran straight down the middle. On the left, a phalanx of blue and white, chevroned to a point centered on Hauptmann-General Alexi Garstov. Along that winged chevron, an additional bevy of adjunct-generals and -colonels supported the head of the Liaison in the negotiations. Ryana just kept a whistle from escaping, but she couldn’t help shaking her head, which sent her topknot fluttering. The head of the Mercenary Troops Liaison herself. Not pulling any punches. Her smile broadened. Then again, we’re the Light Horse. Of course they’re desperate to keep our contract.

      On the right side of the usually spacious room—though feeling cramped with so many in attendance—Brevet General Kerston, overall commander of the Eridani Light Horse, along with his own support crew right and left of the general’s chair: Colonel Charles Winston, commander of the Twenty-First Striker Regiment, and Colonel Jessica Coolidge, commander of the Seventy-First Light Horse Regiment on the right; and Nathan L. Armstrong, commander of the 151st Light Horse Regiment, and an empty chair to the left.

      Despite the meeting having been underway for some time, Ryana caught one or two pairs of Lyran eyes drifting uncomfortably toward the empty seat. She momentarily lost her smile, solemnly nodding toward that chair, always placed when all top commanders were present, in memory of the Nineteenth Striker Regiment destroyed on Amity during Operation Intruder, the reconnaissance raids that preceded the Liberation of the Hegemony campaign from the Usurper, Stefan Amaris. You still serve the Light Horse. She could think of no higher compliment.

      She also then noted a few select battalion commanders and their XOs beyond that half circle. Just not me, eh, Nigel? She glanced at him again, only to find him frowning at her heavily, as though his displeasure could somehow force her from the room. Not if Kerensky himself walked through that door! Her smile returned, as wide as she could make it, as she raised her chin to Nigel, which only made him pale. You wanted me as XO. You and Colonel Winston both. Not gonna apologize for who I am.

      She focused back on the moment, trying to get the gist of the negotiations. The silence wore heavily on the room, as though it was a dark cloud that actually seemed to steal the light from the numerous fixtures.

      “Brevet General Kerston, your position is untenable,” Hauptmann-General Alexi Garstov said calmly. “Please, be reasonable.”

      Trying to keep the tension from your voice. Not working so well, lady.

      “We have given concessions in nearly every category,” she continued. “Why will you not concede in this one area?”

      General Kerston waited a long pause before answering. His hard-planed face gave nothing away; his deep voice filled the room, even as he kept his volume low. “Because you have consistently done us harm with your command decisions.”

      The tension spiked, if possible. Damn…straight to the point. Was he this direct before, or did I miss the good parts?

      “I believe you are overstating your case,” General Garstov tried again, further failing to keep her voice even.

      “And Hesperus?” Kerston managed to make it a slap without changing his inflection.

      I have to figure out how he does that!

      “If our command had not directly disobeyed the orders of Leutnant-General Mouttheim, we might have lost an entire regiment,” he continued, a hand momentarily pointing for emphasis. “Not to mention you might have lost a significant portion of your production on that world.”

      Ryana’s smile faltered, and she couldn’t help but shrink just a little against the wall, her stomach dropping, despite all her protestations of defiance. She thought for sure they would all abruptly look at her. After all, I’m the one who defied Mouttheim.

      Memories flashed: Of standing up to that prig of a general—of a desperate fight against overwhelming odds, and her unusual use of artillery to blunt and scare off the attack—of the instant death of a company of men by her hand. But she should’ve known she was a fly on the wall. The battle waged between these two powerful individuals cared not a whit for those at the periphery. They ignored her equally.

      General Garstov nodded her head somewhat jerkily. “That was an unfortunate incident. But it was an isolated case.”

      General Armstrong shook his head, as though lecturing a child, regardless that they appeared of an age. “There are other examples. Hesperus is simply the most egregious. We have no issues with continuing our contract with the Lyran Commonwealth. In many ways, House Steiner has been generous. But that generosity cannot compensate for those failings. We will no longer accept Integrated Command, but demand Independent Command. We will fight when and where and how we see fit to best accomplish the objectives you provide.”

      General Garstov glanced down at her noteputer, as several of her aides typed furiously. You’re all digitally connected, of course. Blake’s Blood, how I would love to know what you’re saying to each other.

      General Garstov glanced back up, nodding as though in response to something she had read on her screen. “We can understand your hesitance, General. Perhaps Integrated Command has not worked as well as both parties had hoped. We are willing to adjust that to House Command, provided there is an appropriate shift in another category. Perhaps a five percent cut in your salvage rights?”

      General Kerston stared at her until even Ryana felt uncomfortable, though Garstov didn’t show a hint of discomfort. I’ve never been under that gaze, but I’ve seen that power on others. You got spine, lady—I’ll give you that.

      “I will reduce salvage rights by eight percent, as well as cut three percent off transport reimbursement, and five percent off support and overhead compensations,” General Kerston abruptly continued in his low-volume-but-still-fills-a-room voice. “In exchange, you will concede to Independent Command rights.”

      Ryana almost let another whistle slip out. She didn’t know all the nuances of those numbers—even the thought of having to keep track of such things made her skin crawl—but she knew rough figures. That’s one hell of a cut the general just put onto the table.

      She watched nearly the entire Lyran side of the room pause for a long moment of taking that in, and her smile started creeping back on her face. You are a Great House, like the other four squabbling over the lost Star League. Yet, at your heart, you will always be merchants. Did that much penny-pinching just win the day?

      “That is…very generous,” General Garstov responded after nearly a minute of returned silence. “I admit, it is so generous, I would like time to discuss this with my team. May we return here in one week’s time? I am sure we will find a compromise that will satisfy all involved.”

      General Kerston nodded. “Of course, General.”

      Everyone stood, respective nods were given, and the Lyran officers all filed out of the room. Ryana watched Kerston nod to a pair of Light Horse guardsmen in the back of the room who followed them out to ensure they all left the building complex that had acted as their headquarters during the duration of their Lyran Commonwealth contract.

      No one dared opened their mouth until the general spoke, and it was quickly apparent he wasn’t speaking until the guardsmen returned. Ryana edged around the room until she sidled next to Major Nigel.

      “I missed the call to XOs,” she whispered. “Sorry about that.”

      Ten years her senior, the major always came across as double that, especially when lecturing Ryana. Despite the resignation in his eyes, he still responded.

      “I’m surprised you kept your mouth shut. Especially when they mentioned Hesperus,” he whispered back, looking toward General Kerston as though ensuring he didn’t intrude on that silence.

      Yeah, always lecturing. She shrugged. “I can do as I’m told.”

      “You can?” he replied, standing up straighter, feigning surprise. “I’ve not seen it.”

      She silently looked at him, nails into a board, until he returned his own shrug. “Mostly,” he finally conceded.

      “You tricked the colonel into making me your XO and sometimes ops commander.”

      A true smile emerged from behind his usual grimace. “Yes, that’s right. I pulled the wool over the eyes of the commander of the entire Twenty-First Striker Regiment of the best mercenary command in the Inner Sphere. And years later, he still hasn’t figured it out.”

      Exactly. She squelched that little voice immediately. She’d done a superb job in her new office, regardless of how much she still wished to just be a company commander in the field. Perhaps I’ll still be able to do that after all this.

      “Regardless, it seemed like the negotiations weren’t going well,” she whispered, trying to get away from a topic she didn’t like.

      He subtly waved his hand, as though to shush her.

      Ryana frowned at his dismissive motion. Nobody shushes me!

      “That’s putting it mildly,” he said, his voice even lower. “I think…there may be a change coming.”

      Despite wanting to protest, she matched the lowered volume. “Do you think we’ll actually leave?” The Light Horse had been on a Lyran contract for over a century. It didn’t seem possible.

      A guardsman returned to the doorway, signaling that the Lyrans were all out of the building. “I think we’re about to see,” Nigel whispered before stepping closer to Colonel Winston, as though he would be at hand if asked a question.

      “What do you think, Jessica?” General Kerston asked Colonel Coolidge, the commander of the Seventy-First Light Horse.

      The tall, gangly woman sneered. “She’s taking the week so they can communicate directly with the Archon. But the Elsies will never give us Independent Command. They just can’t stomach the idea of placing that much trust in any mercenary outfit.”

      “Comes from loving money too much,” Colonel Armstrong spoke up. “They know how they respond to it. They can’t imagine anyone responding any different.”

      All three sets of eyes settled on Colonel Charles Winston, who brooded, as usual, eyes unfocused as he deliberated. Ten centimeters taller than anyone present, and built like a tank, his impassive eyes watched internal scenarios running.

      But Ryana was confident she already knew the answer. Because it was her answer. And after years of working closely with the colonel, they often saw eye-to-eye.

      “I believe it’s time we started looking elsewhere, General,” Winston finally responded, refocusing on the here and now and taking in the deciding body of the Eridani Light Horse. After all, the general still led, but he empowered his colonels, and heeded their advice. “It has been a long time, but House Steiner no longer feels like home.” He then looked beyond the top officers to all of those in the room, including Ryana—she dared to nod imperceptibly—before pausing at the empty chair of the Nineteenth, and then turned back to the general.

      “It is time to take down the flag.”

      Four sets of eyes bored into each other, before the three colonels firmly nodded in unison, and Ryana let out a pent-up breath as General Kerston gravely nodded in return.

      “It would seem the Light Horse needs to find new fields to course. Colonel Winston, I cannot get off-world without raising too much excitement with the Lyrans. I’m delegating the full rights of negotiation to you. Take a discreet crew and travel in person to Galatea. I don’t want any communications falling into unfriendly hands. I can drag these negotiations out for several months, if need be. But I want a new deal on my desk by the start of the year. It’s five jumps to the Mercenary Star. You’ll want to book passage on a trader vessel to allay any fears, so it’ll be one, two months to reach Galatea. That gives you several months to deliver.”

      Colonel Winston saluted. “I’ll get it done, General. But that means I should be about the work.”

      “Yes it does, Colonel. Bring us a new home to raise our flag.”

      The others kept talking, but Ryana had stopped hearing anything else. A new home? A new home! The excitement lit a fire in her belly. Those previous memories of Leutnant-General Mouttheim and Hesperus rose, but this time she popped them like unwanted balloons. We’ll get away from such incompetence. We’ll find a home where we’re valued, and little men won’t get in our way.

      She glanced up to see Colonel Winston and Major Nigel quietly conversing while eyeing her. She smiled, thrusting out her chin again
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