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      Walter de Mesnil paused in the doorway of his boss’ suite and rapped a knuckle on the door jamb. “We have a problem, Captain.”

      “What we, Lieutenant?” Hake Angleton, leader of the Angleton’s Angels mercenary company, looked up from the ancient desk he sat behind. “We’ve only been here a day. Is this the previous problem, or a new one?”

      “Previous, and it’s not aging well.” To Walter’s eye, the man likely was as old as the ornate desk had been created to appear. No way that’s an original antique from Terra. Still, it fits this place. Walter, half his boss’ age and his black hair lacking any of the gray Hake had in abundance, stepped into the room. “I’ve looked over the new gun camera files you sent me.”

      Hake leaned back, and the chair protested sharply. “Awful damned pretty, isn’t it?”

      “Did you actually watch them?”

      “Lieutenant?”

      “Oh, you mean the Trebuchet?” Walter couldn’t help but smile. Among the files had been a portion of a local public relations piece commissioned by the Marketing Department at Litzau Enterprises. It recounted the history of the BattleMech known as Destrier, which had been owned by the Litzau corporation since before the Concordat-Magistracy War. Chairman Augustine Litzau had used it to fend off salvage raiders during the war, and was credited for saving Rivergaard. He’d had the tall, humanoid machine painted as if it were a suit of armor, but in gun-metal blue, with his corporate logo added on shoulder and breast.

      “I liked the looks of it from outside, and you know I’m a sucker for history but…”

      “The corporate branding takes a bit to get used to, though. To your point, however…” Hake shifted his shoulders. “The diagnostics and the films from the exercises were underwhelming.”

      “To put it mildly.” Walter shook his head. “I don’t know why you took this job, Hake, and I don’t know why you’re making Ivan Litzau my problem.”

      “I seem to recall your predecessor saying that very same thing to me. About you!” Hake hauled his bulk out of the chintz and spindly-legged chair and waved Walter to follow him. The mercenary leader’s heels clicked on the oaken parquet as he crossed to a pair of glass doors and flung them open. Walter followed him onto the stone balcony, crushed stone crunching beneath his feet.

      The balcony overlooked a valley running from the savannah of the central highlands south to the more temperate equatorial zone. The broad, azure Nyqvist River flowed lazily on, and lush green crops carpeted its shores for as far as the eye could see. The river ran into a broad delta, and its controlled flooding annually reinvigorated the fields with silt from the distant highlands.

      Several kilometers north of the Litzau family compound, the city of Rivergaard thrived. For the most part, from that distance, it appeared to be little more than a village of huts fashioned from mud bricks. The Dhivi had learned well the lessons of the wars that had despoiled much of the Inner Sphere. They built their capital down and deep and strong, creating fantastic galleries in caverns. Those caverns—which were wholly man-made—had been styled to look as if they had been carved out over millennia by the river’s gentle caress.

      Hake leaned on the stone balustrade; his scarred hands flat on the rock. “I’ll answer your questions about this mission in the order you asked. I took this job because Acting Director Alexandra was willing to pay us well above scale. Despite the world’s axial tilt and elliptical orbit, much of this world is beautiful—no one has been complaining about the duty station. It’s green, you can breathe the air down here, it’s got water, and it’s not too hot in the valley. Long as you’ve been an Angel, I don’t think you’ve seen a better posting.”

      My whole life I’ve not seen better. Walter half-smiled. “I don’t recall my pay packet getting all that much thicker.”

      “But your BlackJack’s arm actuator is getting fixed.”

      “Point.”

      Hake turned toward him and sighed. “Look, Walter, I ain’t getting any younger. The Angels don’t have anyone left that I started out with. They’re all dead or proto-walking dead.”

      Walter frowned. “Is this you telling me you’re thinking of retiring?”

      The older MechWarrior faced the river again. “Wouldn’t be hard to get used to seeing this with your morning coffee every day.”

      “But, Hake, there’s a reason you call retired guys ‘walking dead.’ You always said you wanted to go out in a blaze of glory.”

      Hake laughed, then coughed. He wiped his mouth with a hand. “I decided that when I was a kid. Maybe your age. Hanging on to that idea was me trying not to think about getting old. So, this job here, it’s a way to get some money, and not just for me. Your BlackJack, Eck’s Jenner, I got MacDonald banging dents out of the Vulture’s Egg. This job’s gonna make the unit healthy.”

      “Be a bad time to retire, Hake.”

      “But not a bad place.” The older man’s expression grew wistful. “Wanna know why I never wanted to retire? God’s honest truth?”

      Walter nodded and joined his commander at the stone rail. “Sure.”

      “I always wanted the Angels to continue after me, you know. I didn’t think it would, that it could, without me.” The older man patted Walter on the shoulder. “But you know, kid, you ain’t half-bad. They like you, the others.”

      “Half of ’em are too young to know any better, and the vets are too tired to think for themselves.” Walter snorted. “You trying to tell me you’re going to turn the Angels over to me?”

      “You see anyone better out there?”

      “There has to be, Hake.” Walter shook his head. “Look, we do this job, we go to Galatea. There are blue bloods all over the Inner Sphere with stupid money, wanting to buy a mercenary company and promote themselves to Field Marshal High Mucky-muck Potentate. You cash out, they return home, parade us a couple of times, then let us take some contracts so they earn on their investment.”

      “Naw.” Hake waved that idea away. “They wouldn’t be the Angels no more.”

      “But that would be good for you, Hake.” The subordinate officer sighed. “As honored as I am—and I am honored—I can’t afford to buy chewing gum, much less this unit.”

      “I’d be giving it to you.” The older man grinned. “Well, you’d be earning it.”

      Walter turned, leaned back against the balustrade, and closed his eyes. “By dealing with the situation behind my other question.”

      “See, you’re already command material.”

      Walter covered his eyes with a hand. “Hake, did you watch those videos? Really study the numbers? The kid—Vice Chairman or Chairman Presumptive or whatever weird title the corporations have given Ivan—he’s not hopeless, Hake. He’s worse. He’s hopeful. He brims over with hope. His comments recorded when he reviews the vids, they’re polite, and he promises to do better. But, as a pilot, he is atrocious, with a capital A and capital Trocious. And I have three weeks to do something about that? It can’t be done.”

      “But it must be done, Lieutenant de Mesnil.”

      The woman’s words dropped Walter’s hand from over his eyes. That’s… “I beg your pardon, Chairperson…”

      “For what?” Her gray eyes ran a shade lighter than her hair, but the seamlessness of Acting Director Alexandra Litzau’s skin gave her back the years her hair sought to steal. Trim and barely a hair over 1.4 meters tall, she stood with her hands clasped at the small of her back, her chin up and eyes narrowing. “Is it for speaking the truth, or the lack of wit to realize you can and will do your duty?”

      Hake had dropped respectfully to a knee, and Walter followed his example after Hake’s slap to his stomach. “More the former, ma’am, I should hope.”

      “And all of Maldives shares that hope.” Alexandra waved them to their feet with a flick of a gloved hand. “There are things for you to understand, Lieutenant. Your review of my son’s performance is not inaccurate—nor is your assessment of his character. My son is not suited to the life of a MechWarrior. He takes after his late father, Thomas, in that way. I would change that in neither of them. What I will do, however, is change this world.”

      She walked over to stand between them. “Maldives is dying. It has been for nearly two centuries—since the Federated Suns and the Capellan Confederation see worlds like ours as pawns in their political games. You look out here and see beauty, but you should know that once this world was home to a billion people. Now, less than a third of that. Those of us who remain, no matter how impoverished, pride ourselves in our history and our traditions. We hold stakes in the fate of the world, and cut fierce deals to maintain and expand our holdings. My dear, late husband realized those traditions were killing us. One above all others. Primogeniture. Do you know it?”

      Walter nodded. “The right of the succession and inheritance passing to the first-born child.”

      She smiled. “In its earliest form, that would be the eldest male child. The Dhivi revived the practice during colonization to keep from subdividing their lands and wealth between children. They intensified their love for it after the war. This resulted in a complex network of arranged marriages to create joint ventures and mergers between families. A fertile child, male or female, would be bartered to other families in byzantine schemes to acquire lands or controlling interests in various projects. The Exodus of Dhivi to other worlds, like Itrom, for example, did not dissolve property ties. Each year young men and women are married off to families throughout the Inner Sphere just to secure stock in our various holdings.”

      Walter arced an eyebrow at Hake. “You came from Itrom, right? That's how you know all this?”

      Hake nodded. “Coulda had me a Dhivi wife. But I decided being king of some boardroom weren’t nothing compared to being king on a battlefield.”

      The acting Litzau CEO spread her hands. “My husband understood that making our children into commodities did them a disservice. Shipping them away robbed the world of talent. For us to rebuild the world, we need to get our people invested in the future. We need to make them part of Maldives, and that includes expanding property rights and the right of inheritance.”

      Hake ran a hand over his chin. “Give them a stake, and they stick around.”

      “Exactly, and we would provide you all with the same stake if our venture here is successful.” She glanced down at her hands. “Those who have successfully concentrated power to themselves are against any revision of or revocation of this Common Law tradition. My husband felt the sting of their opposition severely, as our first two children are female. This did not decide him on his course of action, however. It just provided impetus to realize his dream even more swiftly. He did know the work would take time, and he thought Ivan’s birth had bought him that time. Unfortunately, he would not live long enough to see his son reach his fifth birthday.”

      Walter grew solemn. “My condolences.”

      “Appreciated, Lieutenant.” The corner of Alexandra’s mouth twitched. “I’ll save you soliciting gossip: my husband died of rare lymphoma. He likely was not murdered, but that tale will be bruited about, and I am most often the culprit.”

      Hake nibbled at a thumbnail. “No other suspects?”

      “Countless. Minor executives. The pirates who raid throughout the Coalition. Outsiders who wish to offer their daughters as brides so their grandchildren will have claim to ventures here.” She shrugged. “The list is endless. I count his death as natural, lest I go insane contemplating the prospective identities of guilty parties.

      “To the point, however; my son—for whom I have been acting as surrogate—will be invested with my husband’s board position, holdings, and duties—not just in Litzau Enterprises, but the Maldives Corporation. Because of other traditions, traced back to Augustine Litzau himself, my son will have to prove he is the master of Destrier via the Ordeal—his final vetting.”

      Walt looked over at Hake. “The exercise plan you sent over, a lance against a company. That’s really just a nature walk for him and his Companion, isn’t it? It really isn’t much of an ordeal.”

      “In the past it’s been more of a martial exercise. It was for my husband, but he changed it going forward. Ivan will still have to exhibit mastery of Destrier, but the final vetting is going to be a tour of corporate holdings to demonstrate that Ivan truly knows what he’s going to be responsible for. As his Companion, you have two tasks: prepare him, then guide him.”

      Walter frowned. “Why not just use your house troops for the Ordeal? The Litzau Lancers would do just fine. Why involve mercenaries at all?”

      “Loyal the Lancers may be, but they are drawn from the First Families, and are steeped in Dhivi politics.” Alexandra smiled indulgently. “Using mercenaries will curb temptation, and having you as his Companion will ensure loyalty.”

      “Don’t worry. When bought, I stay bought.” Walter sighed. “And you don’t want the job for yourself, Hake?”

      “Nope. I wouldn’t mind the actual hike, but I don’t want to put Ivan through his paces before that. And when it comes to the actual Ordeal, I’m going to enjoy watching from the corporate headquarters. Cushy chairs and beer—but I will be there for you, Walter.”

      “That makes me feel so much better.” Walter’s brown eyes tightened. “If this is just a formality, why are the exercises and the Ordeal going to be with full ammo loads? Powered-down weapons and training protocols would reduce the chances of an accident.”

      “Doing that would be altering the tradition too much and undermine Ivan.” Alexandra returned her hands to the small of her back. “The results will be taken as a sign of Ivan’s strength. My husband thought the Ordeal a barbaric practice, though he concluded his Ordeal in a most unorthodox manner. For Ivan, the Ordeal is a hurdle he must clear to be able to continue my husband’s work.”

      “Don’t worry, ma’am. Walter here will do everything needs to be done.”

      Walter frowned. “I have to tell you, ma’am, that going full live fire for the training is dangerous. Accidents happen.”

      “That, Lieutenant, cannot be helped.” She shook her head. “I have no desire to see my son die. I don’t want to see anyone die or bleed or get hurt at all, but if he fails at mastering Destrier, the people’s confidence in him will die. That will just hasten Maldives’s death. Thus, what I require of you is that you help him succeed in this exercise. Work with him. Learn what he can do, then make him better.”

      “What will determine if he’s good enough?”

      Alexandra smiled easily. “We have always held our Chairmen to the Star League basic competencies.”

      “Indig militia, house troops, or SLDF?”

      “Militia will suffice.”

      Hake punched his arm lightly. “See, Walt, that’s why I picked you to train him up. That’s the kind of thing you do better than anyone.”

      “Three weeks, Hake.”

      “Not a moment to lose, then.”

      Walter exhaled loudly. “Where is he, then, your son? We can start right now.”

      Alexandra shook her head firmly. “That is impossible.”

      “But I don’t understand.”

      Ivan’s mother smiled in a way that sent a shiver clawing its way up Walter’s spine. “You, Lieutenant, are due for the final fitting of your dress uniform.”

      “My what now?”

      Hake laughed. “It’s got braid, and we made up a few medals for you. I sent them your measurements once we got past the debris field. The Angels got some fancy dress clothes coming. You are the first. You’ll need them for the reception tonight.”

      Walter rubbed a hand over his forehead. “Reception?”

      “My son’s coming of age is a bit more elaborate than finding a seedy bar and drinking what you hope is alcohol that won’t leave you blind. There is a reception tonight, here, for the Preferred, other Stakeholders, and a few extra-planetary representatives. There will be more fêtes and parades as part of the Investiture ceremonies, but you’ll find time to train with Ivan.” She raised an eyebrow. “You do know how to dance, yes?”

      “Hake, you promised you’d never tell anyone.”

      The older man raised his hands. “I didn’t, but that vid did get around…”

      Alexandra’s smile grew, and a note of sympathy entered her voice. “Calm yourself, Lieutenant, I merely wished to know so I could warn people not to ask were you to be reluctant to honor a request.”

      “Not my strong suit, ma’am.”

      “Noted. Consider it your Ordeal.” She nodded curtly to him. “You were hired to help and protect my son. If to do that you have to step on the toes of every maid in Rivergaard, I shall not shed a tear.”
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      Walter shifted his shoulders, wanting the uniform to make him look as awkward as he felt. Fact was, the uniform fit perfectly, and Walter’s discomfort came from never having seen himself actually look this good. Dove-grey with navy blue collar, cuffs, and trim, the Angels’ dress uniform really made him feel like an adult. He could have done without the gold-braid epaulets and the braided gold cord running beneath his left armpit, but the bright color did set off the more somber tones that dominated the uniform.

      What he decided he really didn’t like was the pile of medals on his left breast. It was true the Angels—pretty much like any other unit—handed commendations out liberally. They covered everything from good hygiene to actual valor under fire. Likewise, their employers had been generous in passing out their own medals, mainly because doing that was cheaper than actually paying the promised bonus money. While he’d earned everything on his chest, seeing them all invited him to evaluate his life, and introspection wasn’t something he indulged in often.

      Chris Eck, one of the taller of the Angels, stopped in Walter’s open doorway. “Hey, have you seen where the Lieutenant… Oh, damn, you are just so pretty all cleaned up there…”

      Walter growled at him. “Doesn’t your wife have dinner on the table for you?”

      “Yep, so I was gonna ask if you had plans…” Chris smiled, running a hand back over his brush of brown hair. “If I knew you wanted to play dress-up, my daughter Kaylee, she’s always throwing tea parties…”

      Walter turned toward his subordinate. “You know that time—that one time—Hake said you were funny?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He was lying.”

      “My wife laughs at my jokes. That’s all that matters.” The tall man’s eyes tightened. “Seriously, sir, I wouldn’t know it’s you. That uni, it’s good. We all getting ’em?”

      “So, I hear.” The lieutenant grinned. “Probably, anyway.”

      “Likely come out of our pay, right?”

      “In your case, funny man, absolutely.” Walter tugged the uniform’s sleeve cuffs. “Hey, your family, they settling in okay?”

      Chris nodded. “You know Laurie, she got us a place as we were incoming and knocked the price down. Kaylee’s getting admitted to a great school, so it’s good. Matter of fact, Laurie met the neighbor across the hall, says she’s cute and single, which is why⁠—”

      “Please thank her and send my apologies. I really do have to work.”

      “I got you, but you know, she isn’t going to give up.”

      “Yeah.” Walter frowned. “Hey, since she’s the closest thing we have to an intelligence officer in theatre, can you get her to find out what folks think about Ivan Litzau?”

      “Our employer’s son?”

      “Soon to be our employer.”

      Chris scratched at the soul patch on his chin. “You got a bad feeling?”

      “Just want a read on things here from outside the palace.”

      “Roger that, boss.” Chris smiled then tossed him a quick salute. “Try to have fun.”

      Easier said than done. Walter let the echoes of Chris’s footfalls die before he left his room in the Rivergaard House guest annex. Though much younger than the main building itself, the annex shared the blocky sandstone construction. The Angels’ officers had been assigned accommodations based on rank. Walter got a two-room suite with a small bathroom off the bedchamber. Neither of the rooms was as large as Hake’s office, but Walter had been on missions where the entire company fit into a room half the size of his sitting room and were glad for it.

      He understood the importance of his attending the reception, but the very necessity of it made his skin itch. It wasn’t that he didn’t know how to act. He’d been brought up well enough to know his manners, to tell which fork went with which course, and to otherwise comport himself properly. And while he didn’t need to shift into formal on many occasions with the Angels, he could when called upon.

      Formal gatherings, quite simply, exhausted him. So many people working so hard to seem important, or more important than they are. He knew full well that such behavior went on all the time, but formality required different responses. If Walter, Chris, and other Angels had walked into a bar and some guy was mouthing off about how tough he was, someone could deck him or get him drunk enough to pass out, then stuff him on the next DropShip burning for the stars.

      As much as he might want to, Walter couldn’t throw a punch at the reception. He chuckled. I’ll hear about it if I even look cross at someone. He shook his head and resolved to take one for the unit.

      His journey took him from the Annex and, after a right turn, into the palace’s left wing. He didn’t know if it had a formal name or not, but he labeled it the Gallery. From the waist-high wainscoting up to the vaulted ceilings seven meters overhead, Litzau Enterprises had acquired and hung a fantastic art collection. The curators’ taste ran long to portraits and landscapes, some of which looked fifteen centuries old. Others had been created with antique styles and design, but depicted images of worlds distantly removed from Terra. Walter supposed they formed a loose chronicle of the Litzau family’s journey to Maldives.

      Sprinkled among the landscapes, the family portraits again appeared to have been painted by Terra’s legendary Old Masters. Walter could not definitively place any of the styles, but he got the sense of tradition which, apparently, had been transferred to Dhivi society as a whole. The family, and corporate society, use tradition to validate their existence, even as that same tradition slowly kills their world.

      Up a set of marble stairs and beyond a cavernous foyer, he entered the ballroom that held the reception. It surprised him that no one announced him, nor did there appear to be any sort of receiving line. The lack of either undercut his theory about Dhivi tradition, but this didn’t cause him to question his assumptions. He didn’t have enough data to do that, so he plunged into the mélange of guests to see what he could learn.

      He’d come into the rectangular ball room at the south end. Opposite was a small stage upon which a small band had set up. Eight massive stone columns, four to the right, four to the left, upheld a vaulted ceiling. Holographic projectors hidden in the vaults created a three-dimensional nighttime vista which made the cloud of debris orbiting the world into a glittering crown for it. The pillars trimmed about ten percent of the floor space off each side. Food and refreshment stations occupied that marginal space, clearing most of the floor so people could circulate or, nearest the band, dance if they chose to.

      Walter cut to the left and began to circle counter-clockwise. He did that out of habit, focusing on what sort of food and drink his hosts had on offer. He felt hungry enough to just pull a chair up to any of the serving stations and start gobbling; but being new to Maldives, he wanted to get a sense of what sorts of cuisine the Dhivi favored. He seemed to recall reading, in the tiny orientation package he’d been given, that they tended to go for spicy, and their red wines rated highly if one favored dry over sweet.

      He made it a quarter of the way around unmolested before a tall, black-haired man broke through a thin screen of people and blocked his passage. The man wore a black uniform with silver trim. “So, you are one who will be the Chairman Presumptive’s Companion.”

      Walter didn’t recognize the uniform, and he definitely didn’t like the disgusted tone in the man’s voice. He looked up at the soldier. “That’s the mission brief. Exactly how would this concern you?”

      “That very question betrays your ignorance and even your bovine stupidity.”

      Do. Not. Hit. Him. Walter silently began to count to ten, but his patience ran out at five. “Look, pal, I’ve just spent a week burning in from the Jump point. We bounced like a small rock in a big avalanche through some storms to make landfall. I’m a liter shy of sleep and two shy of caring what you think.”

      The man’s nostrils flared, but before he could vent the anger flashing in his brown eyes, a younger man appeared at his elbow. A head smaller, the new arrival had blond hair and bright blue eyes. Clearly youthful, the contrast made the blond appear to be little more than a kid. He wore a uniform matched with Walter’s, save for Prussian blue replacing navy for the trim, and with double the number of medals and ribbons. “You’ve met him, Richard. What do you think?”

      Richard’s expression eased painfully. “Chairman Ivan, I urge you again to prevail upon your mother to stop this madness.” He glanced at Walter. “While I am certain Lieutenant de Mesnil is a competent ’Mech pilot, but even he would admit that he has little understanding of corporate political nuance, at least as related to the Ordeal and your Final Vetting.“

      Ivan, his expression open, smiled at Walter. “And what do you say to that, Lieutenant?”

      “I say, first, it is a pleasure to meet you, sir.” Walter bowed his head solemnly to the younger man. “As for what I would say to Richard…”

      “Director Richard Oglethorpe, Captain of the Rivergaard Rangers.”

      “Noted, thank you. The captain is not wrong. I have explained that I’ve been on the ground for less than a day, and, except for the catnap I got while the tailor finished fitting this uniform, I’ve had no sleep. I’ve not gotten my bearings yet, but I am pretty canny when I do.”

      Richard adamantly shook his head. “You cannot acquire a lifetime’s knowledge of social politics—especially Dhivi corporate politics—in the three weeks before the Ordeal. Without that knowledge, your blundering-about could cause irreparable damage to the Chairman Presumptive’s reputation and standing.”

      Ivan laughed, patting Richard on the shoulder. “I know you have my best interest at heart, Richard, but you are overreacting. Still, your caution is something I need to emulate. I shall discuss it with the lieutenant, and I am certain he will be happy to avail himself of your aid if he needs it.”

      Walter and Richard exchanged glances that confirmed that the universe would die before help would be requested or considered, much less given.

      Ivan clapped his hands. “There, I am glad that is settled. Now, Richard, let me consult with the lieutenant. It will be important that I understand him, and he understands me.”

      Richard bowed his head. “As you wish, Chairman. It was a…pleasure to meet you, Lieutenant de Mesnil. You do not comprehend the honor of the position you have been given, nor the importance of your duty. I trust that this situation will remedy itself before disaster unfolds.”

      “Thanks, Director.”

      The tall man withdrew, and Ivan pointed Walter toward the room’s back corner. “Please.”

      Walter followed with a nod. Ivan acknowledged other guests’ greetings with fleeting smiles and faint nods, as if half-asleep. That seemed to surprise no one, though reactions varied from delight to barely-concealed disdain. Ivan didn’t appear to notice, and certainly didn’t react to their expressions.

      At the corner, the younger man waved Walter around so his back was to the walls, and Ivan faced him. “You will forgive Richard his reaction to you.” Though stated as a command, it came sheathed in gentle tones imploring compliance. “He has reason to be angry. He is actually angry at my mother, but you are a more accessible target.”

      Walter frowned. “Are you willing to explain that?”

      “Oh, very good. You don’t apologize for your lack of understanding.”

      “Why would I when it’s obvious, and has nothing to do with the information I need?”

      Ivan laughed. “Look out at the room behind me, Lieutenant. Most of them—were they in your position—would spend valuable time begging my pardon, explaining that they don’t mean to intrude, or plying me with any other number of social pleasantries—few, if any of which, they actually mean. Even the ones that dislike me would be polite to a fault. That’s one of the ways I know who to be careful around.”

      Walter smiled. “And you explained that to see how long I’m going to let you meander around before you answer me.”

      “Even more direct. Excellent.” Ivan inclined his head in a tiny salute. “Richard was chosen to be my Companion during the Ordeal and Final Vetting. Chosen by traditional means, which is something slightly less byzantine than…well, I don’t know what. It would be easier if they just ripped open a chicken and read the entrails.”

      “Back up. Why isn’t he your Companion? He’s in the Rangers, was it? Isn’t that your bodyguard unit?”

      “Home guard for Rivergaard. Litzau Lancers are the corporation’s security unit.”

      “I still need to know why he’s got his shorts in a bunch.”

      “‘Shorts in a bunch,’ I like that.” Ivan smiled for a half-second. “‘Shorts in a bunch.’ I am going to use that.”

      Walter shook his head. “You toss up a lot of chaff. I’m going to guess you like seeing how long a fuse folks have, right? That, or you’re a moron, and I’m rock solid certain that’s not the case. Not even close.”

      “You’ve caught me, Lieutenant. I suppose, in fact, you’d have a colorful turn of phrase for that, too.” Ivan held his hands up innocently as Walter’s expression started to darken. “I surrender. Richard’s problem is this: being chosen Companion is a great honor, but with being chosen comes a certain amount of danger. Because the Companion could be someone who is not well-suited to combat, past tradition allows for them to purchase the services of a surrogate to fight in their place.”

      “But Richard, he doesn’t look like the kind of man who would do that.”

      “Oh, no, not at all.” Ivan shook his head. “He’s angry because my mother exercised that prerogative on his behalf. She bought your services, thereby dismissing him.”

      I’m lucky I didn’t get slugged. Walter ran a hand over his jaw. “I don’t think that’s something that’s gonna be fixed by buying him a beer.”

      “Not even by buying him controlling interest in a brewery.” Ivan smiled instantly, then let the expression die. “That’s not quite right for a retort, is it? Buying the beer is to get him a bit drunk and at ease, but buying brewery stock would be a business decision.”

      “Close. You can work on it.” Walter’s expression tightened. “Why did your mother do that to him?”

      Ivan’s innocent smile returned, but his eyes narrowed. “Because, Lieutenant, chances are very good that someone in Rivergaard will try to kill me during the whole Ordeal, and in sorting out candidates, Richard rises quickly toward the very top of the list.”
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      Walter frowned. “Then why exactly is he on the guest list tonight?”

      Ivan shrugged. “The list is long. If we prevented everyone on it from attending, you, the woman playing the clarinet, my mother, and I would be the only people here. Oh, and the chef.”

      Walter glanced around, doing is best not to look obvious in doing so. “You don’t appear to be terribly concerned about this.”

      “I’m used to it.” The young man leaned in. “Sometimes the threat of being assassinated is the only thing that makes life worth living.”

      The mercenary raised an eyebrow. “I know you’re playing with my mind there, but aren’t you being a bit glib?”

      “This is a celebration, Lieutenant, but I take your point. I promise you I shall be far more serious and attentive when it comes to what we must accomplish together.” Ivan’s expression approached seriousness. “I know you have watched a vid of me in Destrier, and this may have raised some concerns on your part. I assure you that since that time I have spent many hours running computer simulations in preparation for the Final Vetting. You will benefit from the fruits of my labor.”

      “Good. I have modified a training regime we’ve used before and⁠—”

      Ivan held up a hand. “Please send me a schedule, and I shall merge it with mine. But now social convention demands that I conduct myself properly. So many boring people here, you know–not you, but others. I need to deal with them.”

      “More chaff.”

      “You are refreshingly persistent, Lieutenant.” The Chairman Presumptive’s expression froze. “I should reward that. I’ll think of something. But, to explain…over there, over my left shoulder, that is Wen Xu-Tian, the Capellan Consul on Maldives. He anticipates my becoming Chairman, and does all he can to curry favor. He hopes he can bring us into the Capellan sphere of influence.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “He is, of course, looking for a way to be recalled to Sian—in the good way, of course. He does his best to engage me in conversation, hoping we will strike up a friendship. So, the last time we spoke, I lectured at length on interesting research being conducted here on seasonal, sexual dimorphism in highland spotted beetles. I emphasized the differences between cycles during deep summer and second summer.”

      Ivan allowed himself a smirk. “Over the last week and a half, in preparation for tonight, Xu-Tian has studied everything there is to know about the highland spotted beetle. He will convey all he’s learned to me. And I will tell him all I know about seasonal sexual dimorphism in the lowland spotted beetle. And when he says he thought I was interested in the highland spotted beetle, I will tell him I was interested in it, but seeing as how I could never hope to develop a mastery of the subject to come at all close to his, I shall surrender that subject to him and continue my studies on the lowland species.”

      Walter studied Ivan closely. “So, you will turn the hard work he’s done to get close to you into a wedge that forces you apart—and deliver it in the form of praise that will make him feel good, despite utterly thwarting his desires.”

      “Harshly put, yes.”

      “And who is he talking to?”

      “Stephan Andrich, another cousin, fifth, perhaps, with a few generations removed.” Ivan’s hands fluttered. “He’s too dull to be much fun playing the game, and would be an absolute ruin were he ever to make it to the throne.”

      “I see.”

      “That look in your eyes, the tone in your voice, you don’t approve of my pastime.”

      “Actually, I’m kind of in awe.” Walter shrugged. “But if either of them kills you, some folks might think it justifiable homicide.”

      “A case I’d not considered.” Ivan tapped a finger on his chin. “But, for this evening at least, the game persists. Please enjoy yourself, Lieutenant. I look forward to working with you.”

      “Thank you.” I think. Walter watched Ivan turn and weave through the crowd toward the Capellan Consul. That was different… He wasn’t at all certain if anything useful had been accomplished in that conversation, save for learning he was going to be paired with a man whom some people wanted dead, and who didn’t seem to care much about that fact.

      “Take this.” A slender, blond woman appeared at his elbow and offered him a glass of red wine. “Say thank you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You are very, very welcome, and you now owe me a rescue.” She touched her glass to his. “No one would blame you if you wanted something stronger, but this is our native Zweigelt. The vines came from Austria, on Terra, transported by the first Litzau settlers. We export it as far as New Avalon.”

      “Is that so?” Walter nodded, then tried the wine. Dry, with the sweetness of berries. He let it linger on his tongue before swallowing. “Good, and really the sort of wine I like.”

      “I hoped so.” She gestured with her glass in the Chairman Presumptive’s direction. “I almost pity the Consul. He’s not a stupid man, but he has yet to realize he’s up against an intellect the like of which few of us even imagine exists.”

      Walter cocked his head for a second. “You know the Chairman Presumptive well, then?”

      She smiled. “I’ve had the pleasure. I take it they’re discussing beetles?”

      “Lowland, highland, something like that.”

      “He asked me for references on lowland spotted beetles in the middle of the morning. I suggested a dozen volumes or so.” She smiled. “He’s devoured them already, I’m certain.”

      “You research beetles, do you?”

      The woman regarded him for a moment, then nodded. “I do, part of my ecological research. And forgive my manners, I’m Phee.”

      “Walter de Mesnil.” Walter shook her hand, pleased with her firm, dry grip. “I’m with the Angels.”

      “And are the Companion.” She snapped a finger against a battle ribbon on his chest. It was white with a running hound in green. “That’s what this one signifies.”

      “I wondered.” Walter half-smiled. “I didn’t think it was one I’d earned.”

      “You will.”

      “Pursuant to that, I’ve only just met Ivan Litzau tonight, just now. I can see he’s very smart, but he’s also a bit…distant.”

      “I think the word you’re looking for is detached.”

      He considered for a moment. “That is better.”

      Phee sipped her wine. “It’s also accurate. You see, most people, they do things for simple reasons: love, lust, greed. Those are the fancy words for hunger and companionship and the desire to reproduce. Addressing those basic needs makes most folks fairly easy to figure out. But Ivan, sure, he has to eat and clothe himself and needs human contact, but those things don’t motivate him.”

      “What does?”

      “Given how smart he is, most folks think it’s knowledge.” Her blue eyes focused distantly. “But knowledge is a goal, and while he likes knowledge, for him, the true joy is in seeking. Many people set their sights on having done something, but Ivan, he delights in the doing, in the chase. Does that make any sense?”

      The mercenary considered for a moment, staring into the dark ruby wine as he did so. “Sure. There are those…I have known some MechWarriors who don’t care about winning or losing, they just live for the fighting.”

      “That’s a rather gruesome comparison, but accurate.”

      “Sorry about that.” Walter shot her a sidelong glance. “Sounds like you know the Chairman really well. Are you two, you know, not to pry, but together?”

      “Ivan and me? No, good lord, no.”

      “You tutor him, then, in sciences, or he’s a patron for your research.”

      “Yes, Litzau Enterprises and the Litzau family support my research.” A tone entered her voice—playful, but something else there he couldn’t identify. “Let me ask, Lieutenant de Mesnil…”

      “Walter.”

      “Walter, then. Walter, why do you do what you do? Is it the money?”

      “When you’re a mercenary, that is the go-to answer, but I actually have another plan.” He lowered his voice, and she leaned in. “I actually am saving up to start a wine importing business, so under the guise of being a mercenary, I get to travel to worlds, try their wines, and largely obliterate wineries that have no merit.”

      “I’ll make you a list.” She tapped her glass against his. “Well played, sir. That’s the most entertaining example of being told to mind my own business I’ve ever been privileged to experience.”

      “Just a second, Phee, I wasn’t trying to put you off.” Walter winced. “Holovids always make the mercenary life gritty or romantic. They make mercs into gallant warriors from tragic pasts who are off doing battle in some vain attempt to redeem themselves for past misdeeds. In my case, the fact is I pretty much fell into this life. People have these silly dreams about becoming a mercenary and doing great, heroic things. I, really, didn’t have anything better to do at the time. Handful of years later, here I am.”

      She remained silent for a bit, then smiled. “I sense there is more to be told there, but I accept your answer as given because, unlike most people here, you’re not making yourself out to be something important or terribly grand. That is different.”

      Walter returned her smile. “Birds of a feather, the two of us.”

      “Quite so.”

      A middle-aged man joined them in the corner. “Forgive me for interrupting, just be a moment. I wanted to thank you for recommending Doctor Bitters. He said everything is going to be fine.”

      Phee smiled broadly. “I’m so pleased to hear that, Ambassador Allard. Is your lovely wife with you?”

      “No, I’m afraid not. Even though the doctor said Justin and Daniel should get over the bug in a day or two, she wanted to stay with them. But she passed along her best wishes and thanks.”

      The man looked over at Walter and offered his hand. “I’m sorry, I’m Quintus Allard. I’m representing the Federated Suns for the Vesting Celebration. We brought my boys along—it’s a bit of a trip from New Avalon, and I didn’t want to be apart from them for that long.”

      Phee pressed a hand to her forehead. “Forgive me, I thought you might know each other. This is Lieutenant Walter de Mesnil. He’s Ivan’s Companion.”

      “Yes, of course.” Quintus smiled. “I hope you’ll get a chance to meet my boys. They’re of that age when they start dreaming of becoming MechWarriors.”

      “We were just talking about that, Walter and I.”

      The mercenary rolled his eyes. “The glamor of it all…”

      “My sons quite believe that. In their eyes, all mercenaries are heroes, much like d’Artagnan.”

      Walter winced. “The reality is that we’re more like Don Quixote.”

      “A mercenary acquainted with the classics.” Quintus nodded in the other man’s direction. “Of course, in the opening chapter of The Three Musketeers, Dumas describes d’Artagnan as a Don Quixote, so perhaps both views are correct.”

      “That, sir, puts some things in perspective. Thank you.” Walter raised his glass to the ambassador. “I’ll work on being more one than the other.”

      “I think you’ll find being the Companion will require the best qualities of both.” Allard shook Walter’s hand again. “Pleased to meet you, Lieutenant.”

      “And you, sir.”

      The ambassador turned to Phee and took her hand in his. “And you, Research Director Sophia, always a pleasure. If there is any way I can be of service to you, or especially your brother during the Vetting process, please let me know. That’s not the Federated Suns making the offer. I am personally indebted to you, and Allards always make good on their debts.”

      “You are far too kind, Ambassador. My best to your wife and sons.”

      Research Director Sophia? A question took up residence on the tip of Walter’s tongue.

      Sophia raised a finger. “Not a word.”

      “But—”

      “That’s a word, Walter.”

      He fell silent.

      She frowned. “Okay. Say it.”

      “Say what?”

      “What you’re dying to say.”

      “Now I see why the Litzau family supports your research.”

      “It’s important research.” She snatched the half-full glass from his hand and set their glasses on a nearby tray. Then she grabbed his left hand. “We should dance.”

      “Wait.”

      “You don’t dance?”

      “It’s not that.” Walter shook his head. “And it’s not me feeling foolish for not recognizing you. I can imagine that having the chance to be anonymous in a crowd like this is a treat. I don’t mind being the off-world bumpkin who didn’t know who he was talking to. I’m good with all that.”

      Consternation wrinkled her brow. “Then what is it?”

      “I am the off-world bumpkin who didn’t know who you were. Are you sure there aren’t going to be some negative repercussions if we dance together? Isn’t there some protocol or something? A tradition?”

      “Walter, we’re not the Draconis Combine. They’d have to convene a council of ministers to ask ministers to consider your question, and we’d be ancient before we ever got a reply. And, yes, Maldives is really a small village where everyone knows everyone else’s business, and there’s been so much intermarriage that family trees are really just this windblown mass of webs.” She tugged on his hand. “But you’re the Companion. I’m the Chairman Presumptive’s younger sister, one of your hosts. And this is just a dance, not an invitation to get married.”

      Walter grinned. “So you’re saying sex is off the table.”

      “Lieutenant de Mesnil!” Sophia’s head came up. “I am a traditional woman.”

      She had affected outrage, but he caught a teasing note in her voice. “You do realize, Director, that on your world, I have no idea what that means.”

      “What it means is, Walter, that we can dance together, and no one will bat an eyelash.”

      “Then it would be my pleasure.” Walter bowed deeply, and rose to see her granting him a delightful smile. 

      He led her to the dance floor, which had dark wooden inlays in blond oak. The dark wood had been used to depict a stylized version of Maldives and, above it, the Litzau family crest. The map showed thick ice sheets at the south pole, lighter to the north, and the more temperate zones working down to several river valleys like the one created by the Nyqvist River. The Litzau crest consisted of a hound rampant, with a crown, and another hound running beneath it. That latter hound resembled the image on his Companion Ribbon.

      Walter didn’t recognize the tune the band was playing, but he caught the rhythm easily enough. He drew Sophia into his arms and led her through the stately steps of a waltz. He even tossed in a turn or two for fun. None of the other couples were doing that. Most of them looked decidedly stiff, as if they loathed their partners. Sophia, on the other hand, smiled happily and executed moves crisply, providing the sort of flare that everyone else’s mechanical dancing lacked.

      As she returned to his embrace, he nodded toward another couple. “That’s Richard Oglethorpe. Your brother said that if there was a list of people who wanted to kill him drawn up, Richard would be at the top.”

      “That was Ivan being a bit hyperbolic. Richard is a third cousin and, therefore, technically in position to garner enough proxies to replace Ivan if the Final Vetting goes badly. But then, three-quarters of the people who will be in and out of the corporate headquarters during the Final Vetting would have to be severed before Richard got there, so he’s not really a serious suspect.”

      Richard danced with a slender woman with long, black hair that hung in thick curls. They move together brilliantly, clearly anticipating each other with preternatural prowess. “Who is he dancing with?”

      “Abigail, my older sister.”

      “She looks lovely.”

      “Believe that at your peril.” Sophia winked at him. “You should be careful of her. As angry as Richard is, she’s more so.”

      “At me? Really?” Walter blinked. “Did she want to be Companion, too?”

      “Oh, heavens no.” Sophia lowered her voice. “She believes Destrier should be hers, and that you’re part of a corrupt system which guarantees she will never claim her birthright.”
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      “Family holidays must be pure joy around here.” Walter tossed Sophia into a turn.

      Her eyes flashed as she returned. “I’ll make certain you’re seated beside me next time.”

      “You’re too kind.”

      “I am also serious. Unless you’ve brought a spouse with you, protocol calls for you to be placed between my sister and me at the various Vesting dinners.”

      Walter smiled. “I’ll read up on beetles so we can have good conversation.”

      The song ended, and Walter walked Sophia back toward the corner. “Thank you, Director. I’m not sure what I was expecting this evening, but this was a most welcome substitute for what I feared would happen.”

      “I’m glad, Lieutenant. And thank you.” She took his right hand between hers and squeezed. “I know you will do everything you can for my brother. Whatever you do, don’t let him doubt himself. That’s when he truly gets lost.”

      “Noted.” He squeezed her hands in return. “And now I’ll surrender you to what I am sure are your many duties here.”

      “You have no idea.” She tossed him another wink and lost herself in the crush of bodies.

      Walter watched her go, then considered getting a glass of wine. He’d liked the Zweigelt, despite his usual preference for beer or whisky. But if I get a glass, I’m trapped here… It occurred to him that he’d accomplished his mission: he’d met Ivan. Sophia had been a bonus, and the fact he appeared largely invisible to everyone else underscored his being an outsider. He decided that leaving early and pleading jump-lag was preferable to remaining and running afoul of some odd societal expectation.

      Plenty of time for that in the weeks ahead.
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      “Did you feel it necessary, sister, to make so complete a spectacle of yourself with that mercenary?”

      Sophia turned slowly and smiled at her sister. “He dances well. Better than anyone else here.”

      “He is an embarrassment.” Abigail accepted a flute of sparkling wine from a passing server. “Mother was wrong in her approach.”

      “She had no choice, Abby. Richard was selected because of what happened during our father’s Ordeal, and it was done to embarrass Richard.” Sophia hugged an arm across her tummy. “If Ivan fails with him as Companion, Richard would be seriously diminished. When Ivan succeeds⁠—”

      “If, you mean.”

      “I have faith, Abby.” Sophia sighed. “Ivan’s vesting would gall Richard. His honor or his ambition would be besmirched with either outcome, and Richard was too proud to accept the traditional way out, so Mother accepted for him.”

      “And dishonored him sorely.”

      Sophia arched a blonde eyebrow. “Are you defending him?”

      “Richard? Hardly.” Abigail stared down at bubbles in her flute for a moment. “As much as I loathe the Oglethorpes, the simple fact of the matter is I hate seeing the Dhivi corporate elite being subordinate to off-world mercenaries⁠—”

      The younger woman spitted Abigail with a hard stare. “Don’t finish that sentence.”

      “It is the truth. You know what he is.”

      “You haven’t even spoken to him.”

      Shock spread over Abigail’s face. “He’s charmed you. Five minutes dancing, and you’re already intrigued with him.”

      “No, that is not it at all.” Though he is charming, in a rough way. Sophia’s eyes narrowed. “My point is that Mother made a good selection. No one here would work Ivan as hard as he needs to be worked for him to succeed at the Final Vetting. Do not look at me that way, Abigail.”

      “You say no one, but you know I would have.”

      “Granted, but that is not a traditional option.” Sophia glanced over to where the Capellan Consul had finally escaped his conversation with Ivan. “If Ivan is to continue our father’s work, we need to be united in supporting him against all opposition.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Is that why you were dancing with Richard?”

      “You are such a child.” Abigail’s eyes half shut. “As the saying goes, keep friends close and enemies closer. Plus, he is a good dancer.”

      “Wait until you dance with Walter.”

      “Walter, is it?” Abigail shook her head. “No, little sister, I shan’t deprive you of that dubious pleasure. I only hope your judgment of him is not in error. Any failure on his part, and we are all doomed.”
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      A day later, Walter met the Chairman Presumptive at the Litzau Lancers garrison—a place that appeared to be as much a museum as it was a working military installation. The front third really was a museum, featuring rooms of exhibits covering everything from Litzau Enterprises history to high points of the war and famous Dhivi who had earned fame far from their home world. The hangar space comprising the rest of the building provided housing for the Lancers and the Angels.

      A central corridor opened onto a tall glass wall fronting the hangar space, behind which stood Destrier, spotlighted from below. The ten-meter-tall war machine’s right arm ended in the twin muzzles of a pair of medium lasers. The left arm, which had a hand, sported a third medium laser on the outside of its forearm. A long-range missile launcher rested on top of that same forearm, while the Mech’s second one was hidden behind closed panels on the right side of the torso. Scaffolding surrounded the machine, and workmen scurried over it, removing the grey and blue parade paint, replacing it with light green woodlands camouflage.

      That’s not right. Walter had arrived for the first of the training sessions with Ivan and expected that the Chairman Presumptive would use Destrier for the exercises. Beyond the Dhivi ’Mech, midway back in the hangar, Walter’s Blackjack stood ready to. All he needed to do was strip out of his coveralls, pull on a neurohelmet, and he’d be good to go.

      Walter flashed the ID tag he’d been given, and guards waved him through. He entered the hangar through a door between Destrier’s feet. Ivan waved to him from a low corridor to the left. Walter jogged over to meet him, frowning because the young man hadn’t dressed for training. “Was I mistaken, my Lord? We are training, yes?”

      “As I told you—at least, as I remember telling you—I have spent hours running simulations…”

      “I appreciate that, sir…” Walter stopped himself. “Calling you ‘sir.’ doesn’t feel right, especially not for a combat exercise. What’s your call sign?”

      Ivan blinked at him. “My call sign?”

      “What they call you when you’re training.” The mercenary rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Mine, at least among the Angels, is Rail, short for Azrail, the Angel of Death.”

      “In the Christian tradition, that is the archangel Michael, or perhaps Samael.”

      “The Angels are better warriors than they are theologians. Point is, Rail is fast to say, easy to understand in the heat of combat.”

      Ivan pursed his lips as he considered. “I would gather you’ve earned this sobriquet through prowess in battle then.”

      “You’ve not been around mercs much, have you? We had a bad billet when I first joined. Completely filthy. I killed a lot of what passed for cockroaches.”

      “Irony, then.”

      “Yes.” Walter posted his hands on his hips. “And you have to stop doing that.”

      “What?”

      “Directing conversations off into dead-ends that aren’t helping. You did it at the reception, you’re doing it now. I understand that you might do that to mess with people who bore you, but I can’t be one of those people. We don’t get things straight and accomplished, none of this is going to go well.”

      “Ah.” Ivan slowly nodded. “I see you’re operating under some misconceptions about the Final Vetting.” He turned and walked down the corridor, pausing only when he realized Walter wasn’t following in his wake. “Please, come, let me show you.”

      “Okay, but I’m not forgetting your need for a call sign.” Walter headed down the hallway, entering a side room a step behind the Chairman Presumptive. Computers filled it, with four simulator pods along the back wall, and every other wall was covered with projected images of simulated fights. As training centers went, it wasn’t the most up to date, but it was eons ahead of what some facilities had deteriorated into.

      Ivan turned and opened his arms. “I’ve been working in here for days, even since before you even came into the system. The Final Vetting, true, is meant to recreate the exploits of my ancestor Augustine back when he defended Rivergaard, but it has much evolved since then. We are a people of traditions, and we are survivors. Things have changed to reflect that aspect of our lives more than to simulate history. It’s become symbolic.”

      “I’m not tracking the relevancy here.”

      “The Final Vetting is an exercise which I am required to endure, not emerge victorious from in a martial sense.”

      “So as long as you get back from our camping trip successfully, you’re in the clear?”

      “Yes, precisely…Rail.” Ivan’s eyes widened. “Yes, yes, I see how call signs help.”

      “Stay on target.” Walter looked around. “So you’ve been logging lots of hours in the simulators here?”

      The young man clapped his hands together. “I think you took my meaning differently than I intended. Not working in the simulators, but work on simulations.”

      Walter’s eyes narrowed.

      “Let me explain.” Ivan walked over to one of the control stations. “As complicated as the method of choosing a Companion is, the methodology for choosing the actual course of the Final Vetting is even more bizarre. The First Families gather in councils, and they all vote to select from among scenarios which have been fashioned based on historical incidents. Now, what I did was to study the First Families and their voting patterns in the past, as well as their reactions to various results. I weighted each of the scenarios based on a collation of their comments concerning me. Then I ran simulations of how they will vote. Thus, with 97.32% accuracy, I know what scenario they’ve chosen for us. Then what I did was run simulations of those scenarios, based on all the data I could cull about you and anything else that will be involved—seasonal weather, blooming of plants, availability of firewood, all that. I ran everything against the strategies which worked in the past, and those which did not. As a result, I have been able to choreograph a plan which, conservatively, gives us a 99.72% chance of completing the scenario successfully.”

      The mercenary scratched the back of his neck. “I suppose you included a round of DNA analysis and correlated it with your selection biases just to cover everything?”

      “Good lord, no.” Ivan shivered. “No, that is not allowed.”

      “I don’t follow…”

      “Lieutenant, the First Families keep track of genealogies as a matter of family honor.” Ivan raised his chin. “To do any DNA analysis is so far from our tradition that it constitutes blasphemy—well, maybe only industrial espionage, though most think it blasphemy. Please, do us both a favor and don’t ever suggest we have anything to do with DNA collection or analysis. Don’t even joke about it. The suggestion that it had even been considered would be ruinous.”

      Walter raised his hands in surrender. “I didn’t realize…”

      “You should have.”

      “Sir, this is not my world. I’ve been here a day and a half.”

      “But, still⁠—”

      “No, wait, stop.” Walter swung a chair around from another control station and plopped himself in it. “This is just another distraction. Good God, you need a hell of a lot more than just a call sign.”

      The Chairman Presumptive frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      Walter leaned forward, massaging his temples with his fingers. “You’re smart, I give you that. I’m sure everything you’ve just told me is true, and that margins of error—even absent DNA analysis—are tighter than Hake’s grip on a C-bill. But there’s one truth you didn’t factor in to all this. It’s an old truth, more than a thousand years old: no plan survives first contact with the enemy.”

      “Rail, remember, the ‘enemy’ in this case, is piles of debris mapped to appear to be hostile ’Mechs and vehicles.”

      “That has nothing to do with anything.”

      “But, you see, I have factored in⁠—”

      “I don’t care if you can read the minds of every person on this rock, or if you have a crystal ball that shows you the future. It doesn’t mean what you foresee is going to happen.” Walter pointed vaguely in the direction of the Palace. “Didn’t you tell me that if you were assassinated there’d be legions of suspects?”

      “Yes, but they wouldn’t⁠—”

      “Wouldn’t do something weird? They wouldn’t cheat?”

      The Chairman Presumptive’s expression sharpened. “We have traditions, Lieutenant. No one would interfere with the Final Vetting.”

      “But they would murder you?”

      “Well, that is a different tradition.”

      The mercenary held his hands up. “No. Traditions don’t cover this.”

      “But they do, Lieutenant.” Ivan exhaled heavily. “My mother likely told you that traditions are why Maldives is dying. But traditions are the reason it hasn’t died yet. After the war, after people began to drift away, tradition and family ties are all that have held us together. Traditions are what tie us back to our Golden Ages. Traditions are what will let us rebuild Maldives.”

      “And yet it’s tradition that prevents Abigail from being the Duchess.”

      Ivan glanced at the floor. “It is, and I want to change that. My father wanted to change that. I cannot tell you how much it hurts me that my mother, as Acting Chairwoman, has only been able to act in that role because I have granted her a proxy to vote on Litzau Enterprises stock—but some people would have it no other way. The Dhivi who understand how good a leader my mother has been, or how good a leader Abigail would be, want to see all that changed.”

      Walter shook his head. “And I’m sure there are an equal number who like the status quo. Who will stop at nothing to preserve it, even if it means violating some ancient tradition. They set up a scapegoat, destroy him, establish themselves as the new heir of Dhivi tradition, and the society keeps going.”

      “I…I…”

      This is what Sophia warned me about. He stood and rested his hands on Ivan’s shoulders. “It’s not that you’re not smart, but you can’t know everything. Let’s assume that all the simulations you ran were 1000% accurate.”

      “There’s no such thing as 1000% accuracy.”

      “You’re doing it again.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Even if you’re right, you are right up until the point someone acts out of character. They have a bad dream. They can’t get their favorite wine, and decide to blame you for it. No, don’t tell me that’s irrational, I’ve got a scar over my ribs from exactly that sort of thing.” Walter shook his head. “Heck, there may be players here you know nothing about, so they aren’t even variables in your scenario.”

      Ivan’s shoulders slumped. “I had dismissed that possibility.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” Walter smiled and took a step back. “Look, you ran your simulations. You gotta figure anyone planning against you has run theirs. When they look at you, what do you think they factored in as most important concerning the Final Vetting?”

      Ivan scratched at his chin. “I suppose it’s the fact that I’m not terribly experienced in piloting a ’Mech.”

      Fact is, kid, you really suck in a ’Mech. Walter bit his tongue. “They’re looking at what you’ve done in the past and they’re projecting it into the future. And you may be right that being a little rabbit happily hopping down your bunny trail will be enough to get through the Final Vetting. But as your Companion, I have to imagine there are a dozen or so foxes looking to devour you.”

      “Your logic is inescapable.” The Crown Duke looked up at him. “Is it too late for us to take prudent precautions?”

      “Probably. Training you up to be a true MechWarrior, that’s not going to happen.”

      “Oh.”

      “But I can get you good enough that piles of debris will be really sorry they tangled with you.” Walter smiled. “As for protecting you from anything more malicious, depends on how good your simulations really were. Your surveys, do they include terrain analysis?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good.” He pointed at the simulator units. “Today you’re going to walk me through where we’re going to be fighting. We’re looking for secure locations where we can minimize any threats. Then, tomorrow and thereafter, we roll out in our ’Mechs and make sure the simulations match existing terrain and conditions.”

      “But that will create new data for enemy simulations. Wouldn’t that be contra-indicated?”

      Walter winked. “Here’s the deal. Because people love to think the worst about their enemies, we’re going to scrub our data of anything that suggests you’re getting better and reveals what our plans will be. I let folks know that, in a ’Mech, you’re only a threat to yourself.”

      Ivan pointed off to where the Angels’ ’Mechs were housed. “You will even lie to your people about me?”

      “I’m your Companion. This is all need to know, and they don’t need to know. I trust them, but here their guard will be down, and mistakes will happen.”

      Ivan nodded solemnly. “My mother’s choice was perhaps more prudent than even she imagined.”

      “I’d like to think so, sir.” The mercenary flashed him a thumbs up. “Hope for the best, plan for the worst. Doesn’t guarantee success, but tends to grind the edge off defeat. Right now, that’s going to have to do.”
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      Walter accepted the tumbler of whiskey from his commanding officer. “Thank you, Hake.”

      The older man dropped into the chair behind his desk. “This world is incredibly weird. It’s wearing me out.”

      “Should have retired before we got here.”

      Hake saluted with his glass. “If I had, you’d be sitting here dealing with all the headaches.”

      “Sure, but then we’d have Chris or someone else dealing with the rest of them.” Walter sipped the amber liquor. “Heck, there is no ‘rest of,’ just the one, really.”

      “Progress that tough?”

      “We’ve got his call sign narrowed down to four or five choices. Take that as a mark of his indecision.” Walter leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. He didn't like lying to Hake or anyone else in the unit, but he had to assume he was being spied upon as a matter of course. When he got called out on it after Ivan did better than expected in the Final Vetting, he figured he’d claim the kid swore him to secrecy as a surprise for his mother. Hake would see through that dodge, but if the Acting Chairperson was generously happy, he’d be in a forgiving mood.

      “I’ve been putting the best spin on things that I can, Walter, but most folks think I’m just gilding a turd. Not that they think the Chairman Presumptive doesn’t have talent—they just believe it
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