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        GALAPORT

        GALAPORT CITY

        GALATEA

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        3 OCTOBER 3010

      

      

      Morgan Kell paused at the head of the gangway leading from the Leopard-Class DropShip’s side to the spaceport’s ferrocrete pad. He opened his arms, expanding his chest, smiling as he breathed in. His eyes closed for a moment, then he nodded. “Smell that, Patrick?”

      His brother, not quite as tall or wide, but possessed of the same good looks, black hair, and dark brown eyes, cocked an eyebrow. “Am I sure I want to?”

      Morgan hooked an arm around his younger brother’s neck. “It’s the future.”

      “Smells like a ’Mech overheated and boiled out two heat sinks.”

      “Yeah, that too.”

      Patrick hesitated, and Morgan looked to the gangway’s foot. A slender, well-dressed man waited there. He smiled politely, but his foot tapped impatiently.

      Morgan smiled. “Wonder what we have here?”

      “Trouble.” Patrick gave his twenty-four-year-old brother a little shove. “I told you to wait to send messages until we made landfall.”

      “And waste the week it took getting in from the JumpPoint? No, thank you.” Morgan, tall and wolfishly lean, bounded down the ramp. He let the childish joy at doing so light his face, all the while watching the man waiting for them. The man’s expression soured, but only slightly and in a pained way that vanished beneath a reluctant smile.

      This reaction inclined Morgan to give him a chance. He took one last large step off the gangway, then thrust his hand toward the man. “Morgan Kell, late of the Tenth Skye Rangers.”

      The man, though much smaller, met his grip solidly and didn’t flinch from pressure or eye contact. “Gordon Franck, Colonel Kell. I’m with the Lyran office of Mercenary Relations.”

      “Must keep you busy if you meet all the mercenaries arriving on Galatea.” Morgan pumped his hand three times, then let it go. “Or are we special?”

      Franck’s smile broadened. “Oh, you’re special. Not only are you the Archon’s cousin…”

      “…By marriage.”

      “Regardless, we take notice of that. After all, your family owns the Eire BattleMech Company on Arc-Royal, which is rather important to the defense of the nation.” Franck pushed his glasses up on his nose and glanced at a small noteputer. “The messages you’ve been sending while incoming have attracted a lot of attention.”

      “As we intended.”

      “Not the attention you want, I’m afraid.” Franck stowed the device in his pocket, then offered his hand to Patrick, who had just joined them. “You’d be Lieutenant Colonel Kell. Gordon Franck.”

      Patrick looked at him for a second, then shook his hand. “Something we can do for you?”

      “He’s here to see we don’t cause trouble, Patrick.”

      Franck sighed. “Actually, I’m here to take you to see General Volmer.”

      “‘Viper’ Volmer?” Patrick glanced at his brother. “Did you know he was here?”

      Morgan shrugged. “I think it slipped my mind.”

      Patrick punched his arm. “You should have told me.”

      “I’m sure he’s forgotten all about that, Patrick.” Morgan smiled, and rubbed at his arm. “So, are we walking, Mr. Franck?”

      “No, the General sent transport.”

      Patrick jerked a thumb back at the DropShip. “I’ll get our kits and haul them to the hotel, you think? You won’t be needing me, will you?”

      Franck hesitated, then nodded. “I’ll tell the general you had a rough entry. He will want to talk to you, I’m sure; but he was quite insistent about seeing your brother.”

      Patrick smiled. “Thank you, Mr. Franck.”

      “You’re welcome, but a word. Don’t call him Viper out loud…anywhere. Many ears here report back to him.”

      Patrick nodded, putting a finger to his lips, then headed to the terminal as Morgan followed Franck to the executive VTOL waiting near the DropShip’s nose.

      The two men climbed into the rear, and the door sealed behind them. The pilot—little more than a pair of eyes in the rearview—eased the craft up and headed away from both the spaceport and the center of Galatean City. They rose above the local vegetation, which grew lush and thick in a circle around the gray city—a monumental feat on so hot and dry a world.

      Franck closed the partition between the passenger and pilot’s compartments. “I meant what I told your brother. Antagonizing the General is not a good idea.”

      “But your being here means I already have.”

      The smaller man nodded. “Galatea is the mercenary world. Every guy who’s got a ’Mech that can twitch a myomer fiber comes here hoping he’ll get a job. If he’s lucky his unit will have the techs who can put his ’Mech back together, and his employer will have enough ammo that he survives his next battle. If he’s really lucky, he takes out an enemy ’Mech, salvages parts and uses them, or sells them on the open market. Most mercs would make better money using their ’Mechs to pull a plow, but they won’t give up the romance and drama and excitement.”

      Morgan tugged on the black sleeves of his uniform jacket. “I’m a MechWarrior, Mr. Franck. I’ve long known the thrill of piloting a ’Mech, and the fear of losing one. I’ve no desire to be Dispossessed, and I can feel for those who are.”

      “Yes, but you have no fear of it.” Franck held his hands up. “Meaning no disrespect, but you’re from a very privileged family. You and your brother both graduated from the Nagelring with stunning marks. You’ve had your choice of assignments and were even allowed to resign to form this mercenary unit of yours. But what you understand as life isn’t what the people you’ll be dealing with understand as life.”

      Morgan’s brown eyes tightened. “I beg your pardon. Are you assigning virtue to being poor, or vice to someone who’s been lucky enough not to have missed many a meal? If so, this conversation is over.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Well, then, let’s get to that point.”

      Franck nodded. “I’ll break it down simply for you, Colonel. There are two Galateas. You’re staying at the Nova Royale. Nice place. That’s where all the big mercenary companies officials stay when they come here to negotiate contracts. Hansen’s Roughriders, Twelfth Vegan Rangers, everybody. Even these Wolf’s Dragoons we’ve been hearing about lately have sent a rep. It’s a nice choice because it makes your unit look as legitimate as theirs. And I’m not saying that it won’t be.”

      “What are you saying, Mr. Franck?”

      “That’s the platinum level of Galatea, Colonel. Elegant. Refined, the stuff of holo-dramas and diplomacy. I meant it when I said it’s a good choice because all the liaisons you want to speak with will be there. You’ll wine and dine them, they’ll give you a contract.”

      Franck turned and pointed to a darker part of the city. Instead of tall towers that were brightly lit, this was a warren of crumbling and dusty warehouses. Here and there, the harsh glare of a welding torch broke the shadows. A ’Mech or two wandered through the city, but only half-armored and limping.

      Morgan’s guts tightened. They looked like the starving dogs that whimpered and cringed at the fringes of battlefields. It wasn’t hard to imagine that the pilots in those machines were just that slender, that wasted away, and that their metal shells reflected both their physical and mental condition.

      “So then, you’re saying there is this other Galatea. What would you be styling it? Tin Galatea?”

      “Rust Galatea.” Franck shook his head. “The place has a delicate economy. Sometimes wealth trickles down. A MechWarrior gets lucky and catches a berth in one of the big units. Mostly, as I said before, guys just get by. But your recruiting offers are incredible. You’ve spawned more dreams than a new dancer at a strip club. There are dozens of mercenaries already painting their ’Mechs black and red. The streets already have bootleg shirts, black torsos, red sleeves with your logo on the chest, and folks are buying them so they’ll look right when you interview them.”

      Morgan blinked. “Now that I hadn’t expected.”

      “I didn’t think so. You’re not a stupid man, Colonel, but you come in here with money and celebrity and there are lots of people pinning their hopes on joining your unit. A unit that isn’t even a one or zero in a database yet. And you can say it’s not your fault if their expectations are unreasonable, but letting them down is the least of your problems.”

      The young mercenary cocked his head. “Meaning?”

      Franck sighed heavily. “It’s a delicate economy here. Any idea what an arm actuator costs?”

      Morgan shrugged. “Depending, fifty to a hundred c-bills per ton of ’Mech.”

      “It’s a quarter to half again as much here, depending if you want salvage or factory new. Salvage will sell to brokers here at ninety percent of what you quoted, so they’ll make thirty-five percent if they flip it immediately.”

      Morgan frowned. He’d seen black market prices fluctuate, and had hoped having a line to a factory would be a way to keep costs down. For the MechWarriors living in the shadows below, the high prices—and they had to be artificially high—meant they’d never get their ’Mechs fixed. And that would only happens if someone was profiting from their remaining here.

      “There’s another mine to step on, isn’t there, Mr. Franck?”

      “Haskell Blizzard. Forty-five years ago he came to Galatea, borrowed money from a loan shark, had his ’Mech repossessed for lack of payments. He went to work for the shark, cut him out, cut him up and replaced him. Then he diversified quickly, taking on bookmaking and deftly manipulating the black market, especially in ’Mech parts. While there are other loan sharking and criminal operation on Galatea, they exist with his sufferance and because governments back them. Mister B likes having people in his debt, and he doesn’t like loans being paid off. You are making folks believe they can have him out of their lives. It’s also an odds-on bet that you won’t pay him for the privilege of doing business on his world.”

      “‘His world.’” Morgan laughed aloud. “And what does the General have to say about that?”

      “I wouldn’t know. If the two of them discuss it, it would be when they get together for family celebrations. The General’s son Thomas has married Blizzard’s grand-daughter.”

      “Oh, now that’s an ugly thought.” Morgan ran a hand over his jaw. “And our offering those contracts is going to make your life tougher, since the General will be grinding on you to grind on us, is that it?”

      Franck closed his eyes and nodded. “I know you’ve come here to realize your dream of owning a mercenary company…”

      “No. Let me stop you there.”

      Franck looked up and adjusted his glasses. “Are you trying to tell me it’s not your dream?”

      “Mr. Franck, I know it’s a common dream. I grew up driving ’Mechs. Rank hath its privileges and all that. I know. I accept that. And being a pilot and fighting and winning glory, yes, I dreamed of that growing up. My brother, too. Just like every single one of the misery-sacks you’ve described as being out there. But their dreams haven’t gone too well. It’s because they’re too small.”

      Morgan pressed his hands together and hunched forward. “My cousin was the Archon’s husband. I got to see things through his eyes. You don’t fight for glory. At the end of the day, killing someone else isn’t glorious. It’s brutal. Reducing someone else to ground meat reduces you, too. Sure, we sanitize it because we’re destroying their ’Mech, and we like it when a pilot punches out. Fact is, war is nasty. Nothing clean about it, and while ’Mech battles make for great holo-footage, you don’t see much about the buildings blown up when someone misses a target, or the little boys who cut through a minefield because they want to go fishing. No glory at all.

      “But Arthur had vision. He said there was only one thing worth fighting for: freedom. Seems so simple, but so many miss it. It’s out there. Our heroes: Robin Hood, King Arthur, Aleksandr Kerensky, they all fought for freedom. Other people, they fight to deny freedom, to control people. But there’s a need for a strong force to be in place to oppose that sort of thing, and the Kell Hounds will be just such a force.”

      Morgan tapped a knuckle against the window. “We didn’t come here to make the dreams of down-on-their-luck mercenaries come true. We’re here to build a unit that can make dreams of freedom come true for whole planets, and whole swathes of planets. And mark me, there’s going to be wars coming that will prove the need for the Kell Hounds, and a hundred units like them.”

      Morgan sat back, weariness washing over him. The VTOL banked and a landing light flicked on. He retightened his restraining straps.

      Gordon Franck nodded slowly as he did the same. “I understand your vision. I like it. Hell, it’s the most sensible thing I’ve heard suggested since I’ve been on this rock. You hiring administrators?”

      Morgan smiled. “Not quite yet, but I’d always be looking at a friend for such a position. There’s an opening for that right now, and so far you’re meeting the qualifications.”

      “I’ll be happy to be your friend. I’ll do what I can to help you out.” Franck shook his head again. “Most folks think you’re insane. Half want to rob you, a quarter don’t trust you, and the rest figure you need killing just because. Anyone looking to you for salvation will become your enemy when you reject them; and some folks are so sure of rejection, they’ll be out to hurt you to postpone the inevitable.”

      “So, it would be a nest of vipers, then?”

      “Sure, and the king viper controls his own militia regiment on world, has a spy network, a police force, and underworld informants and enforcers to help him out.”

      Morgan let a sly grin steal across his features. “So the smart money is betting against the boys from Arc-Royal?”

      “Absolutely.” Franck opened his hands as the VTOL settled to the roof of General Volmer’s Headquarters. “Your only chance is to get in, operating in total stealth mode, and get out before they realize just how much you’ve accomplished. Calming the general down would go a long way to getting that done.”

      “Would it now?”

      “It would.”

      Morgan threw him a wink. “Well then, let’s see what happens when I call him Viper to his face, kick him in his dangly bits, and dance a step to whatever tune he happens to moan.”
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      Patrick Kell watched his brother head off, torn between relief and desire to back Morgan up. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe his brother would be able to handle himself with Viper Volmer or anyone else. That’s what always amazed Patrick. No matter the challenge, Morgan rose to it and always managed to do pretty well.

      Though there are times… Patrick winced and headed toward the spaceport proper. Morgan did have a propensity for charging in where others might have exercised more caution. It wasn’t because Morgan was stupid, either; but that he saw things from a different perspective. Still, his willingness to be confrontational did sometimes make things more difficult than they had to be.

      Patrick found their bags and wrestled them outside to where he summoned a hovercab. “Nova Royale, please.”

      The driver, a smaller man in his mid-thirties, nodded and set the meter. “Red body, black sleeves, nice logo. Don’t recognize the uniform, Colonel.”

      “It’s new.” Patrick smiled in spite of himself. “The Kell Hounds.” It felt really good to say it.

      “Then you’re the younger brother?” The driver smiled, narrowing the eyes in the mirror. “Lot of excitement around your coming.”

      “Is that so?” Patrick stared out the window as they drove. The cab merged with traffic heading into the heart of the city. Tall buildings rose up around them, with heavy VTOL traffic flitting between rooftops as if there were people who might never deign to set foot on the ground. It made for an entertaining view. The part of Arc-Royal where Patrick had grown up had been hillier, so buildings never rose as tall as they did here.

      “Lots of ’Mech jocks’re hoping for a position with you.”

      Patrick idly held up his noteputer. “Had to buy more memory just to hold all the applications sent up.” He glanced at the license hologram hovering over the driver’s headrest. “You got one in here, Walter?”

      “Not me. ComStar was charging a premium to send the messages to you fast. Anyone foolish enough to waste money with them like as not isn’t a candidate for your unit.”

      “You could be right.”

      Walter snorted as he turned into the valet station of the Nova Royale. “I’ve listened to enough discussions to know that some people understand what you’re doing. You’re both young bucks, full of ideas, and that’s good. You want seasoned warriors, but no one so old as to be afraid or stuck in his ways. That’s also good. What most folks here don’t understand is that you’re not looking for the first guy, you’re looking for the best guy.”

      Patrick smiled. “Sure you’re not applying for a position?”

      The driver smiled. “If I was applying, there’d be no mistaking it, Colonel.”

      The hovercraft drifted to a halt, then touched down lightly. Liveried porters quickly opened doors and hustled luggage onto a rack. Patrick handed the driver a twenty C-bill note. “Keep the change.”

      “Thank you, but no.” Walter handed him back a ten.

      Patrick refused to take it. “Consider yourself a talent scout. If you see any of the ‘best men,’ send them along.”

      Walter considered for a moment, then nodded and handed Patrick a card. “If you need a driver, let me know.”

      “Will do.” They shook hands, then Patrick turned and studied the hotel. “Oh, Morgan, what have you gotten us into?”

      The Nova Royale was too much, kind of the way maiden aunts are when they make themselves up, or marinate in cologne. The form is right, but it’s all overwhelming. Porters swarmed over vehicles. A pair of doormen welcomed him, even though the doors opened automatically. On the other side, where the lobby opened up for twenty floors, another pair of greeters smiled and bid him welcome. Beyond them, even more porters were already scanning luggage tags and loading their gear into an elevator.

      “Excuse me. Do I have the pleasure of addressing Colonel Kell?”

      Patrick turned, his shiver at the man’s formality covered by the motion. “I’m Patrick Kell.”

      A flicker of disappointment escaped the man’s eyes, but he offered his hand nonetheless. “I am Hector Damiceau. I represent various interests here on Galatea.”

      “Various interests?”

      Damiceau smiled cautiously. “Please, if you have a moment…”

      “Well, I just arrived and—”

      “Colonel, I assure you, it will be time well spent.” Damiceau took his left arm by the elbow and guided him toward the lobby bar. “I have been told they stock an excellent assortment of your Irish whiskeys.”

      Someone’s read a file on my brother. Patrick really wanted nothing more than to hit his room and relax. It would have been easy for him to shift his elbow up and drop the guy, and another time, that strategy would have worked for him. The fact that the man had been waiting, however, and wanted to talk with him, provided an excellent opportunity for gathering intelligence.

      A gram of good intel is worth a kiloton of firepower.

      Patrick settled into a chair opposite the man whose thinning blond hair let light reflect brightly off his scalp. “You have my attention, Mr. Damiceau.”

      A cute blonde waitress appeared at their table. “What will it be?”

      “Two of your finest Irish whiskeys, please.” Damiceau ordered with a crispness that implied authority.

      She nodded.

      Patrick held up a finger. “Do you have Wolf’s Paw?”

      The girl hesitated. “We do, but he said—”

      “I heard him. Wolf’s Paw will do. Price doesn’t always determine quality.”

      The girl looked at Damiceau.

      The small man opened his hands. “This is a good occasion. We shall have both, try them side-by-side. Money is not a concern.”

      Patrick nodded. “You’re most kind.”

      “And generous. I can be more so.” Damiceau leaned forward and lowered his voice. “I shall be frank with you, Colonel, you and your brother have attracted a great deal of notice here.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      “A mercenary regiment, a new one, with hints of new equipment and leadership—leadership with ties to the Lyran Commonwealth’s throne—this is special. There are those who look forward to it…and those who fear it.”

      “And your interests would fall where in that range?”

      The man smiled and said nothing as the girl delivered the whiskey. The Wolf’s Paw was on the darker side of amber, while the expensive stuff was nearly clear. They both lifted the tumblers of Wolf’s Paw, clinked glasses and drank.

      Damiceau tossed the whiskey back in one swallow, but Patrick merely sipped. Wolf’s Paw, which was aged about as long as it took to get it from the distilling coil to the bottle, worked on the throat like molten sandpaper. It wasn’t the whiskey Patrick would drink for pleasure, but it reminded him of the dangers of doing business. He let his pool on his tongue for a moment, then swallowed fast.

      Damiceau had reddened, but hadn’t coughed nor complained. He swallowed hard a second time, then forced a smile. “Memorable.”

      “Comfortable.” Patrick set his glass down. “A shot of that in some warm lemonade and a sore throat will go away. Never really minded getting colds as a child because of it.”

      “I shall remember that, too.” Damiceau’s eyes tightened. “To answer your question, my interests fall on both ends. A unit such as you plan on building would be a powerful tool in the right hands. Employed against them, it would be a cause for concern.”

      That comment narrowed down Damiceau’s backers. While the Draconis Combine and Capellan Confederation shared borders with the Lyran Commonwealth, a mercenary unit wouldn’t be that much of a concern for them. It would just be one more enemy formation to deal with. The Free Worlds League, on the other hand, had a long border with the Lyran Commonwealth and had enough internal strife among the various member states that a powerful mercenary unit could seriously upset the balance of power. Working for the Commonwealth, or any of the smaller states, it could wreak havoc.

      “Can’t fault your analysis.” Patrick sipped whiskey. “There is an obvious solution.”

      “There are a number of them, Colonel.” Damiceau sampled the expensive whiskey and smiled. “One suggests itself immediately. My employers would pay you and your brother not to form the unit.”

      “What?”

      “Come now, this concept is not foreign to you. You and your brother will profit well beyond anything you will see as mercenaries.” Damiceau opened his hands. “I have seen your offers. We have run the numbers. You and your brother will be significantly out of pocket raising this unit. Were you to function for thirty years—five times the average lifespan of a mercenary unit—you will never recoup your money, much less profit. Given the estimated expense of dealing with the threat your unit would constitute, paying you not to fight is the most economical solution to the Kell Hound problem.”

      Patrick frowned. “I’m not sure how you’re doing the math there. If you hire us, you force your enemies to spend the money you thought you’d have to.”

      “Well, yes, of course. Hiring you would be a solution, but then there is the trust factor.”

      “Trust factor?”

      Damiceau smiled coldly. “Mercenaries can be fickle.”

      “There’s not a ruling House in the Inner Sphere that doesn’t hire mercenaries, sir, so I have to ask myself. Are you impugning mercenaries across the board, or just my brother and me  because of our ties to the Archon? You’re thinking we’d be spies for the LCAF?”

      “It has been suggested, Colonel Kell, that this entire ruse of your forming a unit is, in fact, an end-around by Katrina Steiner to form her own personal bodyguard unit, in contravention of the Commonwealth constitution and the wishes of the Estates General.”

      Patrick stood. “I think the moment’s past for our chat.”

      Damiceau did not look up. “Sit down, Colonel Kell.”

      “I don’t think—”

      The small man raised a hand and snapped his fingers. Four large men who had been seated around the bar shifted their chairs around. A fifth, a strongly-built black man with a shaved head, likewise betrayed awareness of the situation.

      “Sit down, Colonel. I shall not invite you to do so again.”

      Patrick sat slowly. “Another solution: kill Morgan and me?”

      “It has been discussed, but as a last resort.” Damiceau’s blue eyes glittered coldly. “Entertaining you as a guest and hoping that your brother would see reason in our previous offer is preferential. We would hate to cause the Archon to mourn again.”

      “If you think my brother will submit to this sort of action, you are sorely mistaken.”

      “Then I hope you had a chance to bid him a fond farewell.” Damiceau pointed to the whiskey. “Drink it. It will be the last you enjoy for a long time.”

      “Colonel Kell, I’m sorry for being late. Walter de Mesnil, we’d spoken previously, if you recall.”

      Patrick’s head came up as the cab driver, Walter,  bounded  up the steps and into the bar. He reached their side in a flash. He offered Patrick his right hand while pressing a slender silver tube to Damiceau’s neck with his left. “Yes, it’s a needle-stick. Yes, it’s loaded. Yes, I know who you are. You can shout any other questions from the curb.”

      Patrick looked the driver in the eyes. “This would be you applying for a job?”

      “I told you that you’d know when I did.”

      Damiceau twisted away from the needler and stood, tossed off his other whiskey, and straightened his collar. “It would appear our conversation will have to be concluded another time. And there will be another time.”

      “Best you understand one thing, then. You already know the answers to some of your offers.” Patrick gave the man a hard stare. “The Kell Hounds will exist. Fear us, love us, it doesn’t matter. You buy our service, you get our service. Everything will be in the contract, and the contract will be honored.”

      “And the contracts you have with others? The unwritten contracts?”

      Patrick smiled. “If you go looking for things that don’t exist, you’re never going to be satisfied.”

      “But we will never be taken unawares.” Damiceau gave him a curt nod. “Until we meet again.” He turned and the quartet of men followed him from the hotel.

      Patrick raked fingers back through his hair. “How did you happen to come back?”

      “Damiceau is well known here as a bad tipper. The League has him and his office of mercenary procurement on such a tight leash that they use aircabs for travel. I called in after I dropped you off, and the guys who brought that crew here bitched about the cheap fares. Told me to leave them. I figured there might be trouble, so I came back.”

      “With a needle-stick.”

      Walter slipped the silver cylinder from his sleeve. “They don’t let cabbies carry full-sized needlers, so we improvise.”

      “Could have blown up in your hand.”

      “Would have killed him all the same.” The driver made the makeshift weapon disappear again. “And just so you know, sir, I do drive a ’Mech. Blackjack. Right arm needs some work, and I have the best Tech on the planet working on it. I’m a couple C-bills shy of an actuator, but everything else is tip-top.”

      “How much is a couple?”

      Walter shrugged. “Five, five and a half thousand. I’m saving up, not borrowing like others do. Not getting snowed-under, if you know what I mean.”

      “I don’t, I’m afraid.”

      “Haskell Blizzard is the local loan shark. Specializes in high interest loans on ’Mechs. You can work it off fighting in a arena or two he has.”

      “Puts on more damage, so more loans.”

      “Snowed-under, sir.”

      “Snowed-under. Got it.” Patrick scratched at the back of his neck. “A lot to learn.”

      “You’ll get it, sir.” Walter smiled and offered Patrick a memory chip. “Now, about my application.”

      “You’re hired.”

      “Would there be a signing bonus, sir?”

      Patrick laughed. “Yes, we’ll get your Blackjack back in action for you.”

      “That’s kind of you, sir, but that wasn’t what I meant.” He nodded toward the table. “There seems to be this whiskey sitting here, sir, and it would be a shame to waste it.”

      “You’re welcome to it, Mr. de Mesnil.” Patrick smiled broadly as the man tossed off the expensive drink. “If we drink hard and fight harder, Damiceau and his ilk will be right to fear us. And that’s just fine with me.”
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      A leutnant who didn’t look much older than Morgan met them at the head of the stairwell. He neither saluted nor offered his hand, instead affecting a sneer that suggested a sense of superiority. Morgan had seen his type before: Teutonic stock and proud of it. That did count for a lot in the Lyran Commonwealth, but growing up in the District of Donegal had put those of Irish extraction on even footing.

      “The General expected you sooner. He’s not in his office.”

      Morgan shrugged. “Off to the hotel, then, I’m thinking.”

      The junior officer cleared his throat. “He’s waiting for you in the ’Mechbay. Follow me.”

      Franck started, but Morgan held him back. The leutnant half-descended the stairs, then stopped and turned when he heard no footfalls on the metal steps. He looked back annoyed. “I said, follow me.”

      “I heard you, son.”

      “And?”

      “Why exactly am I taking orders from the likes of you?”

      The man’s expression said what he’d never put into words: You’re just mercenary scum.

      Morgan stepped forward, towering over him. “Let’s understand something here. I just left the Tenth Skye Rangers, resigning from a battalion command, so I outranked you, and that was in a line unit, not fetching tea for an officer who couldn’t find his feet if you started him looking inside his socks. On top of that, son, the least of the warriors that will be under my command could snap you in two without breaking a sweat. Now, you may never decide to respect us because of that little fact of life, but you better show respect for our abilities, courage, and the fact that long before you ever need to fire a weapon in anger, the enemy will have had to fight through us to get to your pitiful ass.”

      The man’s face froze. “The General is waiting. Please follow me, sir.”

      Morgan accepted the attitude, knowing it would have to be surgically removed. He followed, staying close, looming over his guide. He glanced over his shoulder, reading a mixture of bemusement and anxiety on Franck’s face. He laughed. I’m going to sorely test your friendship, Mr. Franck, but it will be worth it.

      Their journey to the ’Mechbay was fairly direct, but did lead them past the unit’s “I love me” wall of awards and photographs. A portrait of General Volmer appeared central to it all. He stood proudly, his shaved head a contrast to the bushy walrus-like mustache of grey riding his upper lip. A host of medals decorated the breast of his dress uniform and doubtless impressed civilians. To a trained eye, however, the lack of combat awards told the story of a career bureaucrat whose only victories were in political skirmishes.

      Which makes him just as dangerous an enemy.

      Part of Morgan really wanted to follow Franck’s advice. Getting in and out quietly would be good. He could recruit some good warriors, pull them off-planet, and do it quickly before he upset too many people. While he didn’t want to play on his connection with the Archon, he could use it to keep Volmer off his back, provided he showed the man some respect and offered him a chance to save face during the Kells’ time on the planet.

      The problem was that playing it safe would be playing into Volmer’s hands. He had a lot of power because he had a combined-arms militia regiment on Galatea, which included a rump battalion of assorted BattleMechs. The planet was, in effect, his own fiefdom. If he dared, he could even have the Kells murdered, pin it on someone, and while the Archon would not be pleased, he’d insulate himself from any serious repercussions.

      As Franck had explained, the very act of hiring the mercenaries would upset the planet’s economy and very directly affect Volmer’s personal economy. This meant, regardless of approach, the Kells were going to be a thorn in Volmer’s side. And if Patrick’s stories about the general’s son were an indicator of the father’s temperament, the subtle approach would just cause more problems, because Volmer would see it as weakness. He’d then grind on the Kells just to reinforce their weakness, and Morgan had never had patience for such nonsense.

      Still, caution shouldn’t be abandoned capriciously. Morgan smiled to himself. I’ll give him a chance, then.

      Meeting the General in the ’Mechbay gave that chance  about a minute of extra life. Two rows of giant war machines, ten meters tall, filled the hangar. Most were humanoid, yet with their arms sagging and faceplates dark and empty, their threat seemed diminished. Without a pilot, their lethal potential remained unfulfilled. Massive and terrible, they silently waited to be called to duty.

      Technicians moved between them along catwalks and up ladders. Cranes and winches lifted ammo reloads, spare parts, and sheets of armor. Crews on scaffolds spread coats of light blue paint over repairs, while more skilled artists did the fine work, all wearing masks against the fumes.

      Volmer’s ’Mech lurked in the first bay. A JM6 model, the Jagermech had a very distinctive profile. A domed-cockpit capped the torso, while the ’Mech’s shoulders rose above it. It had always seemed to Morgan that the ’Mech was cringing. While its  array of autocannons and lasers made analysts tout it as a good fire support ’Mech, it couldn’t deliver overwhelming destruction at range. Doing that was key to Morgan’s conception of ’Mech warfare, so the Jagermech was an inferior ’Mech—implying that those who drove them were inferior MechWarriors.

      In the hands of a skilled warrior, though, it can put up a bit of a fight. I doubt he’s that skilled.

      And Volmer, without saying a word, confirmed Morgan’s assessment. He’d climbed up onto the scaffolding to supervise the tech painting his name, rank insignia, and kill-markers on the side of the cockpit. Aside from vanity, there was no need for kill-markers. Putting rank insignia on a ’Mech just made it a target; but having those things were a popular conception of how things were supposed to be done in a ’Mech Regiment.

      Who does he think he’s kidding? Volmer certainly did some live-fire training each year, but the rest of the time it would be pure simulator battles. He hadn’t seen combat, so the kills were all virtual. And if you have to count those as victories, well…

      Most important of all, Volmer had staged the whole encounter. The man was dressed in his cooling vest, shorts, and boots, as if he’d just brought his ’Mech in from a training run. Wet paint put a lie to that. Volmer didn’t even have the presence of mind to look about and note Morgan’s presence with surprise. He just glanced down, then stalked his way down the gantry stairs as if he was an avatar of Ares.

      He stopped two paces back, so he’d not have to look up at Morgan. “Colonel Kell, welcome to Galatea. Forgive the informality of my dress.”

      “Nonsense. I’ve greeted many wearing as much or less.”

      “I am certain.” Volmer opened his arms and turned to take in the ’Mechbay. “I’m very proud of our unit here. We have excellent facilities. If you feel the need for a training run, please let me schedule it. I’d be happy to make a run with you.”

      Morgan shook his head. “A most kind offer, General, but my brother and me, we didn’t bring our ’Mechs.” Morgan tossed in the hint of the Donegal accent, and let his grammar slip on purpose.

      Volmer cocked an eyebrow. “You came without ’Mechs? I’d hardly have thought vaunted warriors such as the Kell brothers would allow themselves to be Dispossessed.”

      “Well, General, it’s not like a cockpit is a womb now, is it? If a warrior needs to constantly prove he’s a hot hand in a ’Mech, he’s compensating for something, don’t you think?”

      “So the common wisdom would lead one to believe, but warriors like us, we know the truth, eh?”

      “Often times, sir, it’s common wisdom because it’s wise,  and it’s true about people who are common.” Morgan waited a half-second, then smiled. “But, you’re right. MechWarriors know the truth. Nothing like being tested in battle to tell you the right way of things.”

      “Quite so.” Volmer turned and waved Morgan to walk with him deeper into the ’MechBay. “Come with me. Mr. Franck, Leutnant Saxinger, you’ll wait here. This is a conversation between warriors.”

      Morgan fell into step with Volmer, then shortened his strides to maintain the pace. “Mr. Franck painted me a picture of the situation here, General.”

      “Did he?”

      “The delicate balance, sir.”

      “Good.” Volmer’s eyes tightened. “Colonel, for you to be successful here, there are accommodations you need to make. You do realize you’re far from Tharkad, yes? The Archon’s patronage, while impressive, will avail you little here.”

      Morgan smiled. “It’s a good thing I understand you, General, because if I didn’t, I could construe that comment as a threat.”

      “Not a threat, just an explanation of the realities here. While I would love to be of aid to you and, by extension, the Archon; my primary duty is to the people of Galatea. My job is to maintain order and stability. Anything or anyone which threatens either will be firmly dealt with.”

      “Got that loud and clear, sir.”

      “Good.”  Volmer  paused and turned toward Morgan. “So this is how things will work. You can conduct your interviews, draw up lists of your candidates, then submit them to me through Mr. Franck. I’ll have my staff review them, and you’ll be told who you can take and who you can’t take.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “It’s that delicate balance, Colonel. Some people perform a valuable function here and we can’t do without them. Others, quite frankly, have racked up a rather significant debt and are just looking for an opportunity to run out on it. This will not be permitted.”

      Morgan frowned. “Begging your pardon, sir, but wouldn’t that be a matter between the warriors and the lender, to be dealt with through civil courts?”

      Volmer forced a laugh and kept walking. “I thought you said Mr. Franck explained things to you. He might have missed this. Haskell Blizzard is a friend of Galatea, and a supporter of the government. He is rather kind-hearted, and it would be poor repayment to him to let unscrupulous mercenaries take advantage of him. Why should he enrich lawyers collecting what’s due him?”

      “You have a point, sir.”

      “I’m glad you agree.” Volmer waved a hand at the ’Mechs. “Do you know why I have sleepless nights, Colonel?”

      “I couldn’t hazard a guess, sir.”

      “I have a great deal of responsibility here. The entire planet’s safety is mine to preserve. I fear the day when strife will visit Galatea. I look at these machines, I see the faces of those who will fight in them and perhaps die in them. My choices will determine if they live or die.”

      Volmer glanced over at him. “You and I are alike in that, Colonel. We both assume a great deal of responsibility for the people we know and love. My venue is a bit more vast than yours, and yours encompassed within mine. I am trusting you to maintain order so I don’t have to.”

      “So I should keep my people in line and avoid trouble.”

      “Exactly.” Volmer smiled. “I think we understand each other.”

      Oh, I understand you perfectly, General. Morgan flashed a smile back. “Would you be having any specific ideas on what I could do to ensure we don’t have any friction?”

      “Follow the guidelines I’ve laid out. Maintain the balance.” Volmer nodded. “Oh, and there is one more thing, on a personal level, that you could do.”

      “And that is?”

      Volmer again stopped and a razor slid into his voice. “There is the matter of my son and your brother.”

      A chill ran down Morgan’s spine. “And how would we resolve that?”

      “Rather simply, I think. Your Kell Hounds will need permanent representation on Galatea. You’ll make my son a major and give him that position. He will, of course, remain here to attend to business, at a customary salary and expenses.”

      “I see.”

      “And your brother will issue a public apology. I’m sure Mr. Franck knows the proper media outlets to facilitate that.”

      Morgan nodded slowly. “I see.”

      “But you don’t agree, Colonel?”

      “I’m just taking an accounting here, General.” Morgan ticked points off on his fingers. “I run all my personnel choices past you and, by implication, Haskell Blizzard. I hire your son to stay here and suck money from my unit. I have my brother offer an apology on worldwide media, knowing it will be distributed by ComStar far and wide. And I’m to do all this because while the Archon is a relative and friend, she’s not close enough to be helpful in protecting me. Do I have the read of this situation right?”

      “I believe we have an understanding.”

      Morgan dropped the accent. “Let me disabuse you of a misapprehension, General. We could have had an understanding. I could have dealt with running choices by you. I could have hired your son. But asking my brother to lie? No. And knuckling under to your pressure because you think I’d do nothing without Katrina Steiner standing over my shoulder? If that were true, if I even dreamed it was true, I wouldn’t be here.”

      Volmer’s expression closed. “Do not thwart me, Colonel Kell. You won’t like it.”

      Morgan stepped closer, dwarfing the garrison commander. “It’s men like you that always have an ‘or else’ tacked on to things, but you don’t have the stones to say what ‘or else’ is. But I know. It’s a bluff.”

      “Think that, and you’ll regret it.”

      “Ha! There you go again.” Morgan looked the man in the eye and laughed. “I’ve got the lay of the land here, General. Haskell Blizzard is the power here. You’re just a puppet. You have all these ’Mechs but you don’t do anything with them. You’re all bark, no bite because your pilots will gladly shoot the Dracs, but they’re not turning their guns on the citizens here. And you’d never give that order anyway, since you couldn’t paper over things and escape repercussions.”

      Volmer snarled, revealing yellowed teeth. “You can’t speak to me that way.”

      “But I am, and will do further.” Morgan jabbed a finger against Volmer’s thick cooling vest. “Here’s our understanding. You’ll keep your nose out of my affairs. You’ll keep your son away from my brother. You’ll let us do what we want to do, do it quickly and we’ll be out of your way.”

      Volmer’s dark eyes narrowed. “Or else what?”

      “Or else I’ll bring your command down so quickly that you’ll be forgotten before the paint dries on your Jagermech. See, no idle threat, unless you don’t think I can do it. Fact is, I can, and I will.”

      “You’re making a big mistake.”

      “Nope, just a little one.” Morgan turned and started back toward Franck. “Don’t make it into a big one, General. It might hurt me. It will kill you.”

      Morgan waved Franck along with him, as Saxinger scurried off to attend the sputtering general.

      Franck hurried to keep up. “I didn’t see you kick him.”

      “Didn’t call him Viper, either, but as good as.” Morgan reached out and knocked the general’s portrait a centimeter out of plumb as they walked past. “He’s going to be trouble because he’s too stupid to realize he doesn’t need to be. I’ll need your help to fix that.”

      Franck nodded. “Whatever you need.”

      “Information. It should be easy to get.” Morgan smiled. “I want the paint requisition orders for the regiment.”

      “Paint?”

      Morgan merely shrugged, but something glinted in his eyes. “Once I have those,” he said, “Viper Volmer loses his fangs and a whole lot more.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NOVA ROYALE HOTEL

        GALATEAN CITY

        GALATEA

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        3 OCTOBER 3010

      

      

      Morgan poured himself another two fingers of Tyrone Rain whiskey, then turned to study the view from the hotel’s penthouse. The city stretched out below, becoming canyons flowing with neon light as the night deepened. Energy. Life. He sniffed the whiskey, filling his head with warm vapors, then tasted.

      He turned, facing the three men in the suite’s sunken living room. His brother sat deep in an overstuffed chair, while Walter de Mesnil and Gordon Franck shared the white leather couch. He offered the bottle. Franck covered his glass, Walter shook his head, and Patrick just sipped slowly, to be polite, as ever.

      “Now that we’re all up to speed on each others’ adventures, it’s clear we’re going to have to be cautious. Gordon, what threat does Damiceau present? Realistic, or not something we have to worry about?”

      Franck frowned. “Realistic, but nothing I’d lose too much sleep over. I’ll send a report up the chain—bypassing Volmer’s office—and someone on the diplomatic side of things will get his chain yanked. Might take a week or two, but I don’t think he’ll try anything again.”

      “Are you sure?” Patrick sat up in the blocky chair. “He sounded like he meant what he said.”

      “I’m sure he did, but after your brother’s meeting with the General, the Kell Hounds are a problem that Haskell Blizzard will deal with. Damiceau doesn’t need to spend a kroner to get results. He’ll sit back and watch.”

      Morgan ran a hand over his chin. “How will Blizzard make an approach?”

      “He’ll watch, he’ll wait, he’ll pick his time and come in soft. Rebuff him, he can get nasty.”

      “Begging the Colonel’s pardon, there’s a solution to both problems.” Walter drained his glass and stood. “I’m not the only man who has no love for Blizzard, or stays wary of him. You’ve got some allies who could help you with security.”

      “Bodyguards?”

      “Something like that.” Walter crossed to the sidebar and splashed water into his glass. “I know a guy. He’s got some radical ideas that might fit with your unit. I’ll send him ’round. Even if you don’t bring him in, he and his boys could pull security duty while you’re here.”

      “We’ll take a look. Can you get him here tomorrow?”

      “Consider it done.” Walter headed back to his seat. As he moved past, Patrick smiled and Morgan shot him a nod. Nice hire.

      Morgan rubbed his eyes. “So the both of you know, Patrick and I do have a strategy. We’ll be talking to MechWarriors because, without them, we don’t have a unit. But Napoleon said an army marches on its stomach. A ’Mech unit doesn’t march unless the tech staff can do its work. We’re going to target techs and astechs, getting the best we can as fast as we can. We can offer them a chance to work with great parts, straight from the factory. Getting them in place will make us look better to anyone else we want to bring in. That’s where we’ll concentrate first. Referrals there will be appreciated.”

      Franck nodded. “Target or avoid techs with ties to Blizzard?”

      “What do you think, Patrick?”

      “We going to get out without destroying Blizzard?”

      “If we can.”

      “But you don’t think that’s possible.”

      Morgan shook his head. “You really didn’t need to ask, did you?”

      His brother smiled. “Just wanted to know how committed you were to keeping the peace. If we can’t avoid a fight, we might as well get the first punch in, and make it low. Pull his techs, and the ’Mech games operation goes into remission.”

      “True. And really no reason to delay the inevitable, is there?” Morgan looked over at Franck. “Blizzard have any action tonight?”

      “No.”

      Walter laughed. “None you’d know of, Mr. Franck. He’s got some small ’Mech skirmishing going on. Demolition derby out on the north side.”

      “Will Blizzard be there?”

      “Usually is.”

      “Get us in?”

      “Sure.”

      “Then let’s go meet Mr. Blizzard.”

      Patrick finished his whiskey in a gulp. “Count me out.”

      Morgan arched an eyebrow. “Gonna get shut-eye?”

      “Relax first, then sleep.”

      Walter smiled. “Cherchez la femme?”

      The younger Kell stretched. “Could be. I’m getting a shower. See you in the morning—unless you need bail or ransom.”
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      Morgan changed from his uniform to a dark suit, white shirt, black ascot, and an emerald stickpin. In some ways it felt wrong to be out of uniform, since he’d seldom worn civilian clothes in the last decade. Well, except for the time with the Red Corsair. Military life, from the academy on forward, had afforded him the right to wear a uniform. The respect that came with it had been an added benefit, but it would not be so in this situation.

      Blizzard was a man of wealth and power who had once been a MechWarrior. He clearly found running a criminal cartel to be superior to that life. Having General Volmer as his personal soldier suggested a certain amount of contempt for warriors—especially those who would stand on principle, citing honor and duty as justifications for what they were doing.

      Laughable, especially on a mercenary world where honor and duty were for sale.

      If Blizzard was going to take him seriously, Morgan would  have to present himself as a businessman, which he really was. A mercenary unit was a business, and those which went bust were the ones that had never been run as a business. It’s fine to like what you do for a living, but if the “like” part distracts you from the “making a living” part, you lose it all.

      Walter drove and got Morgan and Franck into the venue, which consisted of a huge, rectangular factory with catwalks fifteen meters off the floor.  Clear ballistic polymer sheeting shielded the walkways and the seating. Three sides featured triple rows of bench seating, while the fourth had been broken up into a half-dozen private boxes. Concession stands offered food, drink, and souvenirs, with private waitstaff serving the boxes.

      The clientele’s appearance surprised Morgan for a minute. He’d actually expected to have dressed well above the average, but he fit right in. The audience had been drawn from that platinum level of Galatean society, with impossibly slender women in gowns dripping with jewels draping themselves on the arms of sharply-dressed men. Trophy-wives and boy-toys abounded, as well as a few celebrities. The only people who had eschewed evening dress were the few mercenaries who’d worn their uniforms. The others regarded them much as they might a vagabond peeing in a champagne fountain, making Morgan happy about his choice of attire.

      The reason they’d come out became obvious the second the combatants entered the arena from opposite corners. Morgan recognized both humanoid ’Mechs by form alone: a Commando and a Panther. He’d seen both in combat, and destroyed a couple of each, but these looked unlike any he’d ever faced. The Panther had been painted up to look like a tiger, though every manner of corporate logo dotted it, and the number 16 had been painted front, back, on both shoulders and both hips. The Commando’s paint job more closely represented a nutcracker, and Morgan found that more disturbing than the tiger-stripes.

      The Commando surrendered ten tons to its opponent—or would have in the real world—but these two machines had been configured for close-up combat. Ferro-ceramic armor had been replaced with fiberglass. Lasers and particle projection cannons had been powered down, missiles were glorified bottle-rockets and cannons shot vulcanized rubber bullets that could shred fiberglass armor, but never shatter the ballistic shielding.

      Which is why we can sit so close. The boom of weapons, the flash of light and the rattle of fiberglass armor against the shielding terrified some and excited others. The battle became a thrill-park ride—combat made theatre. Which means they will never understand the reality of it.

      The Commando, despite being more lightly armored, darted toward the center of the factory floor. Its feet struck sparks from the ferrocrete, scratching long white scars on it. The ’Mech brought both arms up, launching missiles from the right and firing a medium laser with the left. A second flight of missiles, jetting from over its heart, linked the two ’Mechs.

      The missiles scattered damage over the Panther. Each exploded like a gaudy firework, looking more spectacular than the harm caused. Shards of fiberglass flew, scouring the shielding and  glittering on the floor. The laser’s incarnadine beam slashed across the Panther’s chest, cutting the number sixteen in half.

      The Panther’s pilot returned fire. The PPC underslung on its right forearm swept an azure beam out, but missed wide. The SRMs shooting from its chest hit hard, chipping armor from the Commando’s chest and right flank. Its number nine became a seven as a result of the assault, but neither ’Mech’s armor had been breached yet.

      Down below odds were shouted, bets were taken. Society doyens studied the combatants with a fascination bordering on the vulgar. Men joked and shouted, women cheered. Spectators hid their faces behind their hands or bumped chests when their champion did well.

      The Panther circled, stalking, moving more cautiously than Morgan might have were he piloting that ’Mech. The jumpjets that gave it mobility were useless in the arena, but, even without them, the Combine ’Mech kicked thirty percent more damage than its smaller foe.

      If the pilot hits.

      But he couldn’t. The PPC flashed over the crowd like a spotlight. Morgan shied from its harsh light, feeling a fraction of the nova-like heat it would generate on the battlefield. Around him, women tittered at his reaction and men sneered. It didn’t matter that they shied from the explosions of errant missiles, this was their element. They made the rules and enforced them.

      The Commando pilot was as hot as his enemy was cold. SRMs pounded the tiger-striped ’Mech, taking armor off arms and legs and blasting away all but the last of it over the ’Mech’s heart. The medium laser’s red energy lance boiled away the final layer. A secondary explosion lit the Panther’s interior, followed quickly by a keening wail Morgan knew well.

      “Gyro hit.”

      The massive gyroscope that translated the pilot’s sense of balance to the BattleMech was the only thing that allowed the behemoths to stay upright. Bits and pieces of high-speed metal sprayed out of the Panther’s chest. The larger ’Mech staggered, but the pilot wrestled it upright and prepared to return fire.

      “Something’s not right with that Panther pilot.” Franck nodded. “No luck tonight.”

      Morgan shook his head. “It’s something else. He didn’t go down, so he’s good. Not hitting at point-blank range, that’s just wrong.”

      The Panther’s SRMs again flew awry, filling the arena with brilliant colors and fiery blossoms. The PPC did finally track its target. The blue beam slashed up along the Commando’s left leg, melting armor from ankle to hip. The beam’s hot caress denuded the leg and roasted the skeleton, but failed to cripple the ’Mech.

      It really didn’t matter. The Commando’s pilot again proved his skill by tracking the laser over the other ’Mech’s left arm, melting away most of that armor. More SRMs powdered armor elsewhere, but it was the two missiles that corkscrewed into the Panther’s chest that finished it. Another scream heralded the last gyro’s destruction. The Panther slammed to the ground, armor shattering, shaking the entire building.

      Morgan grunted. “Targeting fairy.”

      “What?”

      He turned to his companion. “Little module that can compensate for a pilot’s natural tendencies. If you shoot low, it raises your guns. Guys cheat with them to get certified to fight.”

      “Wouldn’t that be useful in combat, though, automatically correcting your shots?”

      “Sure, if you could remain as calm as you are in training.” Morgan shook his head. “Here it was slapped on the Panther, making him miss. Pilot probably didn’t even know it was there.”

      The Commando stood over the downed ’Mech, then slowly raised its fists in triumph. The fighter’s supporters aped the motion. People began chanting “Titan, Titan, Titan,” which Morgan took to be the pilot’s name. Money exchanged hands and servants scurried to fill celebratory drink orders.

      Morgan studied the Commando as it turned in the center of the arena, soaking in the accolades. Already repair vehicles buzzed around its feet. A hulking Hunchback emerged from the   shadows with chains welded to its body. Crews hooked the battered Panther to it, and the larger ’Mech dragged the vanquished war machine away.

      Morgan shivered. Fiberglass armor, aluminum alloy internal structures, under-strength myomer fibers and—if he had to guess—seriously undersized engines came together to make what looked like a war machine, but wouldn’t have lasted for a single salvo on a battlefield. A construction or AgroMech with minor modifications would be of more use. These were gladiators as compared to Legionnaires—similar in form, but utterly inferior. They were actors playing at battle.

      It wasn’t the fraud of the machines that bothered Morgan as the way the battle had gone. It was possible that the Commando pilot was vastly superior to his counterpart, but the Panther’s marksmanship was bad. Improbably bad. Bad luck was one thing, but the larger ’Mech should have been able to weather enough damage to put the Commando down.

      The fight had been fixed. No doubt about it. The whole thing was theatre. The Panther, which was favored by the Draconis Combine, had to go down. Whoever Titan was, it was a sure bet that he was a loyal son of the Commonwealth. The Panther’s pilot likely hailed from the Combine as well. His defeat could be seen as a metaphor for any Combine invasion, which made the audience feel secure, both in their property and superiority.

      And Blizzard gets to laugh all at them, while they pay him for the privilege of doing so.

      The Commando walked from the arena, but before new combatants could appear, a heavy-set man in a dark suit eclipsed Morgan’s view. “Colonel Kell?”

      Morgan nodded.

      “If you please, Colonel.” The man waved a hand at the central box on the arena’s far side. “Mr. Blizzard sends his compliments, and wonders if you’d be so kind as to join him in his box.”
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      Patrick Kell still felt a little disgusted with himself. He could have easily blamed his failure on being tired from the trip to Galatea, but that was no excuse. Damiceau had set him up, and Patrick should have seen it. The man had picked the time and place for battle, giving him all the advantages.

      And I know better than that. He just hadn’t expected that sort of tactical planning from someone like Damiceau. Making a general assumption based on nothing was the sort of error that would get him into trouble again and again, so he resolved to be more careful.

      Up to a point. The most cautious thing he could do would be to stay in the hotel, but he couldn’t for a couple of reasons. It might seem foolhardy to head out into Galatean City, but the hotel’s security was illusory. Damiceau had been prepared to strike there without much fear, and if what Morgan had reported about Blizzard was at all true, he’d have even fewer qualms about violence at the hotel. So staying put at a known location was just inviting trouble.

      More importantly, Galatea was a warrior world, and warriors love nothing more than gossip. Morgan’s going to one of Blizzard’s fights would circulate, as would tales of his facing down Volmer. If Patrick remained in hiding, that would be bruited about as well, and it wouldn’t look good for the unit. He had to show that they couldn’t be cowed, wouldn’t take unnecessary risks, but were brave enough to deal with nasty situations.

      On top of all that, however, if he didn’t get out, he was going to come out of his skin. Morgan reveled in details and just seemed to handle it all so easily. Sure, there were a couple of instructors at the Nagelring who thought Patrick was sharper than his brother, but Patrick had worked harder than Morgan ever had. What came easily to the elder Kell had taken Patrick a lot of studying.

      The trip down had been like cramming for finals for days on end, with limited physical activity available just because of the finite space on a Leopard. He’d always used exercise to bleed off stress and provide him some perspective. Not only had he been sedentary on the ride down, but he was constantly dealing with Morgan’s ideas, incoming files and bunches of other data that filled his skull to bursting.

      He needed to get out, and Walter had been close to guessing what he wanted. When growing up on Arc-Royal, Patrick’s mother had insisted that all her children learn the social skills necessary to survive in polite company. This included, among other things, dancing lessons. While Morgan had done the requisite set and no more, Patrick had gotten to like dancing.

      What isn’t to like? He smiled as he wandered the streets of the city, heading west from the hotel. Dancing was a great physical release, you got to dance with women, it took place in a social atmosphere, didn’t cost much and, if you were good at it, could be a lot of fun. And Patrick was good at a variety of dances, having sought local clubs or taken classes when available at school and his last duty station.

      He’d not asked the hotel’s concierge for any recommendations about a place to go dancing simply because he didn’t want the man to be able to offer someone like Damiceau a list of spots he could be found. Instead he stopped in a café, used a public computer terminal to search for clubs that offered lessons, and picked one nearby. He wandered past it, turned the corner, waited and watched for anyone following him, then returned and entered.

      He paid the modest cover and got to the rectangular dance floor just as things started. The club itself was well appointed, with flowing white draperies, dark slate tiles and blond wooden flooring all combining for a sense of elegance. Tables and chairs, rapidly emptying, surrounded the dance floor and when the lights were lowered, each would be lit by glowing candles.

      The instructor stood in the middle of the floor and began teaching the basic footwork for the lesson. He was teaching Skye-swing, which was pretty much like swing elsewhere, save for the tendency to launch into brief Polka runs during breaks in the music. It wasn’t his favorite brand of swing, but folks did enjoy it, which was, after all, the purpose of the exercise.

      Patrick knew the basic and really didn’t need the lesson, but the brush-up didn’t hurt and since everyone rotated partners, during the hour he met a succession of twenty women. Half of them were in their thirties and older—just getting over a divorce, heading into one, or widowed. The rest were roughly his age, out to enjoy themselves. Experienced dancers were sprinkled through all ages, breaking things into two groups: partners who danced well, and those that drove like a balky Jenner in an  earthquake.

      It was after two matronly sisters had stepped on his feet in succession that a slender woman with long black hair rotated around to him.

      “Hi, I’m Patrick.”

      “Tisha.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Tisha.” He deliberately repeated her name so he’d not forget it. “You’ve done this before?”

      “Sure. You?”

      “First time here.”

      Her smile slackened slightly, but she refrained from rolling her hazel eyes. She stiffened slightly as Patrick took her in his arms and slipped his hand under her hair. They both faced in toward the instructor, watched the new move—an outside turn—then prepared to try it. Though the instructor suggested the first pass be without footwork, Patrick instinctively led her through the move including it, and by the time she’d completed the spin, Tisha’s smile had returned.

      “I thought you said this was your first lesson.”

      “I just said it was my first time here.”

      “Don’t let it be your last.” She thanked him and rotated on.

      The lesson, which boiled down to the endless repetition of three simple moves, let Patrick work up a bit of a sweat. He shared laughs with a number of women, got appreciative nods from several, and just felt the tension melting away. And when he wasn’t distracted, he was one of the better dancers taking the lesson.

      He did get distracted a couple of times, however. He’d not let his guard down entirely and had taken a position on the floor that let him watch the door. He was pretty sure he didn’t recognize anyone, save maybe the large black man from the hotel lobby earlier that day. While there were a number of folks who were mercenaries out to enjoy leave, most everyone else looked normal. If there was a threat out there, he didn’t see it.

      The lesson ended in applause for the partners and the instructor. He doubled as the DJ. He bounded from the floor, the lights dimmed and music started pounding—a bluesy number about being Dispossessed. Patrick started back off the floor, but a hand caught his wrist.

      “You can’t go anywhere.” Tisha tugged him to the center of the floor. “This is my favorite song, so we’re dancing.”

      Patrick nodded and danced. She moved
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