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        OVERLORD-C-CLASS DROPSHIP BLOODY TALON

        OLD CONNAUGHT

        ARC-ROYAL

        JADE FALCON OCCUPATION ZONE

        1 OCTOBER 3146

      

      

      Garran winced as the hatch to his quarters opened without a knock. He restrained a sigh and turned in his chair to greet his uninvited visitor.

      Seeing Khan Malvina Hazen froze him to his core.

      He leaped up from his chair and stood at attention. He might have washed out of warrior training by failing to score a kill in his Trial of Position, but he still had the instincts drilled into him during the first decades of his life.

      She sneered. “Garran of the Watch. Your assignment. Do not fail.” She tossed a datacard onto his desk and turned on her heel, departing as quickly as she had arrived. She did not close the door behind her.

      Releasing the breath he did not realize he had been holding, Garran slumped back into his chair. Swiping a hand across the beads of sweat on his forehead, he removed the datacard he had been studying from his computer and picked up the one the Khan had delivered. It was labeled TARGETS, 5 of 18. Wondering who drew the other mystery assignments, he slotted it into his computer.

      The datacard consisted of two columns of entries. The left column contained names of individuals and dates of service. The right column listed known relatives. The heading for the data revealed his assignment: Kell Hounds and Affiliates, Last Known Location: Cumbres – Annihilate.

      A sneer appeared on his face for an instant before the expressionless mask he carefully cultivated reappeared. The Hounds had long been a thorn in the Falcons’ side. Now that they had finally been crushed here on their homeworld of Arc-Royal, the Khan apparently wanted to eliminate all vestiges of the fabled mercenary command by wiping out everyone connected even tenuously to them. Many mercenary units thought long-dead had been resurrected by descendants. That would not happen for the Kell Hounds. Not if Garran were to succeed, which he must if he were to avoid the Khan’s wrath, too.

      The list included only names. Cumbres was one of many worlds in the Lyran Commonwealth. Knowing the people on the list were on that planet was not much to go on. A scowl formed on his otherwise calm face. Almost as quickly as it had appeared, the line between his brows vanished. Slowly, a sly smile grew from the straight line of his thin lips. The Lyrans were meticulous record-keepers, to an almost ridiculous degree. He could find detailed information regarding the specific locations of these people in their own files.

      Garran scrolled to the end of the list. Cumbres was one jump from Arc-Royal. Below the targets was a short list of assets. His name was at the head of it as mission commander. The assets included a DropShip—the Union-C-class DropShip Emerald Quill—along with a Nova, and a second Star of ’Mechs.

      He popped out the datacard and gathered his few possessions. Hurrying out the hatch, he ran through the corridor. The Emerald Quill, its hemispherical cap and slightly elongated body studded with weapons blisters atop an array of engine bells, had arrived that morning, but it grounded several kilometers from the Bloody Talon. The Khan had not given a timetable. She demanded immediate action from those under her command.

      Garran had wound up in the Watch because he was a failed warrior, not because he was a fool.
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        COURSING HOUNDS MERCENARY COMMAND HEADQUARTERS

        KARSON

        CUMBRES

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        13 OCTOBER 3146

      

      

      Lieutenant Shane Atkins watched with amusement as the rest of the company ran about, pulling on their cooling suits while alarms blared. He knew better. The militia would comm soon enough to tell them to stand down. It had happened too many times in the last six months for Shane to get excited over nothing. He stayed in his reclining chair, feet propped up on the maintenance supervisor’s desk, his tall, lean body stretched out to the point he was almost supine.

      Captain Zakai Unterwald, clean-shaven head gleaming in the flashing yellow lights of the alarm beacons, walked up. He stopped in front of Shane and put his hands on his hips. His Teutonic features inspired fear in most of the company. The ruddy complexion, pointed chin, lengthy nose, and almost lipless mouth could almost be mistaken for a Halloween mask of a goblin. He appeared cartoonish to Shane, but Unterwald’s glare could melt the icecaps. “On your feet, Atkins. This ain’t naptime.”

      Shane had no patience for Unterwald’s spit-and-polish attitude. The Coursing Hounds were mercs, not Lyran House troops. “You sure about that, boss? Every time we get the alert, we run around like chickens with our heads cut off, only for them to tell us not to bother. Even if this one’s real, they won’t want to fork over the extra combat pay. We’re here, supposedly on R&R, and this is at least the dozenth alert. They’ve called us off on every one. We’re not even under contract!”

      Atkins kept the snide grin on his face, knowing it would piss off his commander even more. His perfect, white teeth gleaming in the sodium lights of the ’Mech bay had set off the captain the last time this waltz had been played. His teeth and his eyes stood out against the tan he’d managed to acquire during their time on Cumbres. He blinked a few times to let his tear film give his eyes a gleam to match that of his smile.

      “This is our home, Atkins! Now get off your ass!”

      Unterwald’s mouth was still open when the alert lights shut off and Commtech Sander’s voice came over the PA speakers. “Stand down, stand down. Alert canceled. Major Dietrich just commed to order us to hold station here unless specifically called upon. That is all.”

      Unterwald’s mouth snapped shut with a click. “It’s lazy-ass behavior like this that got you tossed from the Kell Hounds training program. You don’t shape up, you’ll find yourself kicked out for the second time in as many years.”

      “I’ll save my runnin’ for when the shootin’ starts.” Atkins locked gazes with his commander, widening his grin until he was sure all his teeth were showing. He knew the alarm would be canceled. If the Coursing Hounds fought in anything other than their own defense, the locals would be expected to pay for services rendered. Anything less than a full planetary assault would keep the purse strings tightly tied. From the corner of his eye, he saw some of their comrades nudging each other to watch the spectacle.

      Unterwald kicked Shane’s feet off the table, glared another moment, opened his mouth to shout again when a commtech sprinted to the captain’s side. He whispered into Unterwald’s ear. “What? Now?!” The captain’s already pale face whitened even further before he turned and ran off.

      The MechWarriors who’d stopped to stare jolted into action as he stormed off. They scattered in his wake, finding something to occupy their time until he cleared the area.

      “Probably has someone else to hassle,” Shane muttered, finally letting his grin morph into a frown. He clambered up into his chair—Unterwald’s kick had left only his upper body in the seat—and combed his hand through his double-wide Mohawk of light brown hair and got up.

      It was Sunday, and he had someplace better to be.

      

      
        
        ADMINISTRATIVE DISTRICT

        KARLSBADEN

        CUMBRES

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        13 OCTOBER 3146

      

      

      Leutnant Jaira Raigan’s mouth went dry. All the recent false alarms had made her complacent, as it had the rest of the Cumbres Militia. She thought it was just another waste of time. She was wrong. This was the real thing.

      An actual Jade Falcon DropShip had shattered the pre-dawn calm. It had ignored all calls from space traffic controllers and the broadcasts from Militia HQ outside the city. Jaira commanded the recon lance of the militia battalion’s second company. They had been sent to scout the Falcons’ landing zone. A brisk breeze whistled and hissed through the alleys and streets of the capital city loud enough to reach her ears inside the cockpit of her ’Mech.

      Five red markers glowed on her tactical display. Her WLF-5 Wolfhound’s battle computer identified the Clanners. Her dry mouth was complemented by the sweat that broke out on her scalp as she keyed through the list. The contacts of her neurohelmet felt cold against the freshly shaved sides of her head. Normally that sensation gave her comfort, confidence that her connection to the helmet was solid. This time it felt like the feet of tiny insects crawling across her bare white skin. Her golden hair was gathered in a topknot that was currently being pressed into the top of her head by the helmet. Everything seemed to discomfort her in that moment.

      A Mad Cat, a Loki, a Black Lanner, a Black Hawk, and a Shadow Cat. While she tabbed through the list of enemy ’Mechs, the number of red telltales on her screen suddenly increased. Each ’Mech was now surrounded by a red cluster. Elementals, too, she thought. The new icons assembled into groups of five and split off from the OmniMechs that had carried them. They disappeared in the ground clutter, but Jaira thought they had breached nearby buildings. The Omnis spread out and blocked the roads leading into the central square.

      She toggled her comm to address her recon lance. “Raygun to Echo, hold here.” A trio of acknowledgments chorused in her ear. She switched over to the command frequency, addressing the other two lance commanders. “Echo to Delta and Foxtrot. Enemy spotted. Looks like a Nova. They’ve deployed Elementals and are setting up a perimeter near the—” she consulted a guidebook, “—the tax assessor’s offices?”

      “That a question, Echo?” Hauptmann Marcusz Ludensdorf sounded amused.

      “No, sir,” she replied automatically.

      “Orders, Hauptmann?” Leutnant Cyrus Golden asked, eagerness in his voice. Golden commanded Foxtrot Lance, whose heavy ’Mechs were often key to repelling raiders.

      Ludensdorf was silent for a moment. Jaira imagined him checking the positions of his lances relative to the Clanners. She tried to convince herself her palms weren’t clammy on the controls of her ’Mech, that it was hunger and not fear gnawing at her belly from the inside. She had trained as hard as anyone in the militia, but this would be her first taste of combat as lance commander. The lives of the three people she commanded were her responsibility. She tried to generate some saliva in her dry mouth so she could swallow the lump growing in her throat.

      “Echo, hold fast. Delta will advance from the west, along Morganstrasse. Foxtrot, wait for the Clanners to react, then hit them from the east. Echo, once Delta and Foxtrot are engaged, swoop in from the south. Radio silence until we hit them. Attack in thirty—that’s three-zero—minutes. Once engaged, you each have tactical command of your lances. Don’t wait on orders from me. I’ve already commed battalion. Astro and Crypto won’t be here for a few hours. Boreo’s on its own. Out.”

      Jaira chewed her lower lip. Crypto Company was on maneuvers far to the south. Maybe if they hitched a ride on a DropShip...And Astro was stationed at the spaceport, north of the city. They’d have to hustle to get here through streets not built to accommodate a running column of BattleMechs.

      Swallowing away the nerves about leading a lance into battle for the first time, she toggled back to her lance frequency. “Echo, hold position. We wait for Delta and Foxtrot to attack, then we hit the Falcons from the flank.” She felt she needed to say more, left the channel open while she tried to come up with something. The silence stretched.

      “Something more, Raygun?” Reynaldo McSparin asked from his Commando.

      Jaira smiled, knowing he was trying to help. This wasn’t his first command. Part of her longed to be in his shoes, not in charge of the lance. “Affirmative. Hit ’em hard, hit ’em fast, don’t let ’em hit back.” She frowned, hearing how foolish it sounded to her own ears.

      “Roger that, boss. Words to live by.” McSparin nodded his Commando’s head in her direction.

      McSparin and Harald Wayfair, both in Commandos, paired up as the right side of Echo’s echelon formation. Jaira held the point in her Wolfhound, and Pam Hedstrom anchored the left in her Nyx. Hedstrom kept watch out for ambush, as the Nyx carried a Beagle probe. The Commandos were too light on armor for any sort of standup fight. Jaira hoped they managed to avoid one.
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        * * *

      

      The time passed too slowly for Jaira’s comfort. The hiss of ECM and other interference filled her cockpit. A countdown timer on her display showed six minutes until the attack. She nearly jumped out of her command couch when Hedstrom’s voice broke through the static on Echo’s lance channel.

      “Boss, something strange is happening in the square.” A note of apprehension tinged his normally cheerful voice.

      “It better be important, breaking radio silence. Can you elaborate? Your sensors are a lot better than mine,” Jaira said while dialing up the magnification on her display. She edged slightly to her left, trying to give her cameras a better view around the building she was standing behind.

      From a half-klick out, she saw movement, but couldn’t make out details. The statue at the center of the square filled her screen, showing Katrina Steiner (The real one, she thought, not the usurping imposter of a couple generations later) looking down over the shoulder of the much older statue of Saint Matthew, patron saint of accountants, bookkeepers, and tax collectors. The saint was sculpted sitting at a desk, shuffling papers under the former Archon’s watchful gaze.

      “Looks like the Elementals are herding the civilians into the streets, making them kneel. They’re blocking the roads with them.”

      “That sounds more like pirates than Clanners,” McSparin broke in. “Never known even the Falcons to take hostages.”

      “Why are there so many civilians there on a Sunday?” Jaira asked.

      “Tax collection never takes a day off in the Commonwealth, Raygun.” McSparin chuckled, trying to lighten the atmosphere.

      A squeal tore through the comm interference. Jaira yelped in pain at the sudden intrusion.

      “Attention, militia MechWarriors. We seek only information at present. Do not interfere or we will terminate your fellow citizens. This is your only warning.” The powerful broadcast broke through the static, but it was still faint in her ears.

      He sounded annoyed, probably wants to fight instead, she thought. And what kind of information would Jade Falcons want from a tax office?

      “Nope. Definitely Clanners,” Wayfair whispered over the comm. He always did that, as though whispering made any difference in ’Mech combat.

      “Yeah,” Jaira agreed, “but they’re not hostages. They’re human shields.” She checked the countdown. Her eyes widened. Less than a minute remained. Should I break radio silence? Surely they heard the warning, too. Right?

      Her lance was closest to the enemy, and she had barely heard the call. She could not convince herself that the more distant elements would have heard the Falcons’ message, not with intervening buildings and the sharp drop-off in fidelity with all the static the enemy was generating.

      Knowing the attack was about to go off, she toggled over to the command frequency. “Hauptmann Ludensdorf, Raigan. Sir, the Clanners are using civilians as human shields.” Silence answered. “Sir, please respond. Sir?”

      She was too late.

      A volley of missiles arced over the buildings west of the square, exploding among the enemy ’Mechs. Lasers beams streaked across her viewscreen, PPC bolts crackled as they zigzagged between shooter and target, and explosive autocannon shells burst in orange and white flashes on armor, ferrocrete, asphalt, brick, and glass. The statue of Katrina, Saint Matthew, and the plinth it was on shattered and sprayed the area with bronze and ferrocrete shrapnel.

      “No.” Jaira’s voice wavered as she choked on her sudden terror. She slid out from behind the building and charged toward the square, trusting her lance to follow. The 500 meters separating her from the square shrunk faster than the others could keep up as she engaged her MASC. The specialized circuitry overrode the limits that regulated the rate at which myomers could actuate. It could be risky if overused, but for scout ’Mechs like her Wolfhound, short bursts of speed could make the difference between life and death. Her legs churned so quickly large divots were chopped from the ferrocrete road by her Wolfhound’s feet.

      Again, she was too late. Before she could get a firm fix on the Elementals guarding the hostages, they raised their arms. Fire burst from the nozzles on the end of their right arms, bathing the hostages in flames. The Elementals fanned their arms back and forth, engulfing all the civilians. Bodies writhed on the ground, futilely attempting to extinguish the flames still being sprayed by their murderers, but soon all were still.

      So fixated on the horror she couldn’t prevent, Jaira failed to notice alarms wailing in her cockpit. She jolted as a powerful laser blast nearly stopped her in her tracks. Armor fountained off her torso and her right arm exploded off the shoulder joint as additional weapons fire joined in. She toppled and smashed into the ground, having no time to arrest the spin imparted on her speeding ’Mech.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Point Commander Eveline gasped as her comrades in Prime Point turned their flamers on the civilians. As one, Prime ignited their jump jets and hopped back into the building across the street from her. All the structures on this street were office buildings for government agencies or local business concerns. Their exteriors were all clad in the traditional blue bricks of Cumbres, which were now being stained black by the ashes of its citizens.

      She stared as unarmed civilians turned to ash. Nausea churned her insides. She had never witnessed such brutality. It made no sense. Clans were supposed to preserve resources to be exploited, but those Elementals had murdered the hostages. Why would they waste such a valuable resource as those educated persons?

      Eveline’s time with the Falcons had been brief so far, including her time as a bondsman. It had not prepared her for casual murder. The Elementals had been tasked with securing the area, not killing civilians. Bad enough to use them as human shields to guarantee security, but to kill them? she wondered. What documents could Garran of the Watch seek that justifies that?

      She redirected her attention as another salvo of missiles rattled the windows of her own building. Whatever she thought about what just happened, she had to focus on the battle. She ran up the stairs to the top floor, the rest of her Point on her heels.

      They reached the top floor and moved to the outer west wall, taking a position at the windows facing the approaching enemy ’Mechs. The militia lance charged straight up the street named for the founder of the Kell Hounds. Eveline had no hatred in her heart for that man. By all accounts, he had been a peerless warrior, whose freeborn son had risen to become saKhan of her original Clan. She was a Jade Falcon now, though, and her new Khan did not seem to follow the same strictures as the Wolves. She mentally banished the image of the burning civilians.

      Star Commander Elijah’s voice sounded on the comm. “All Points, missile salvo on the Griffin in 15 seconds.”

      Three voices joined hers in acknowledging, then Eveline passed the order on to her Point. The Griffin led the enemy lance, moving fast and firing at the OmniMechs in the square. The OmniMechs reported the heavy construction of the buildings in the area blocked even their sensors from fixing on the Elementals. They have no idea where we are, she thought.

      Fifty missiles left the shoulder launchers from an entire Star of Elementals. At less than 60 meters, the Griffin never had a chance. Explosions blossomed all over its torso and head. A few blasted holes in its leg armor. It slammed onto the street even as the canister-like launcher on its shoulder spat out a new salvo. Those missiles exploded a meter from the cockpit as they slammed into the surface. The Griffin’s head ceased to exist.

      The other three BattleMechs skidded to a halt and began to spray fire into the buildings—their own buildings. Eveline ducked away from the shattered window, taking shelter behind the massive block wall and the thick structural beams.

      Elijah spoke again over the comm. “All Points, missile salvo on the trailing Centurion in 30 seconds.”

      Eveline acknowledged the order and relayed it to her Point. They sprinted down the main corridor to another room, where they took up new firing positions. This office was in shambles, as the others were. She and her Point had been thorough when clearing the building. The spartan simplicity, with desks and pale blue walls bereft of decorations, spoke to her Clan sensibility. She had felt a twinge of kinship as she and her warriors ransacked it. Now is not the time for such feelings. The enemy ’Mechs were moving more cautiously, but still focusing on the OmniMechs. They must think their wild firing drove us off. How sad for them.

      The lance had a pair of Centurions. One now led, followed by a Hatchetman, with the second Centurion bringing up the rear. Eight seconds after displacing to their new position, another salvo of fifty missiles launched into the air.

      The Centurion rocked under the punishing series of explosions. This salvo was less concentrated than the first, and the MechWarrior was perhaps more skilled than the Griffin’s. Instead of falling immediately, the Centurion teetered forward, then lurched backward. Eveline could hear its gyroscope screaming in an attempt to compensate. The Centurion’s posture straightened for an instant, then it continued moving until the ’Mech fell onto its back.

      Even while it rolled over onto its face, the Star reacted. With their missiles exhausted, they acted independently. Five Points from different buildings arced on jets of flame toward the downed Centurion.

      It began to stand, but Second Point attacked its left leg. Their battle-claws shredded the armor covering the vulnerable knee. Their flamers blasted in through the rents, melting myomer and slagging the actuator. They jumped away as the MechWarrior sought to plant the foot. The joint snapped, both broken ends glowing from the heat. The Centurion crumpled back to the ferrocrete as Eveline’s Point and the other three swarmed its torso and head. The ’Mech’s movement ceased once the cockpit was bathed in flames.

      This is acceptable, Eveline thought. A fighting warrior expects death. She glanced back toward the square and shuddered. The rest of the enemy lance turned and fled, not even firing at the Elementals as they ran.

      A second lance, attacking from the other side of the square, was quickly routed by the OmniMech Star. After a few short minutes of combat, she and her comrades returned to clearing buildings and rounding up civilians. She hoped the Spheroids did not attack again. She could never kill civilians so easily.

      She resolved, once this battle was over, to speak with Garran of the Watch regarding their ultimate objective. Something needed to be done to ensure she was not required to perform such duties herself, because she knew she could not do so.
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        * * *

      

      Smoke and sweat and blood and sparks filled the cockpit. Jaira realized she’d blacked out when she hit the ferrocrete. She struggled her Wolfhound back up to its feet. It was difficult with only one arm. The comm was filled with shouting voices.

      Standing shakily, Jaira blinked at the spots and flashes in her vision. A wave of dizziness threatened to send her tumbling back to earth, but a determined wrench of the controls and a snarling denial stabilized her.

      She tried to focus on her tactical display. A field of red telltales showed the Clanners still held the square. It didn’t look like any of them were down. She blinked and took a heaving breath, squinted at the display. Where the hell is everyone? Only six green dots indicated her comrades. And those were all moving away.

      Someone must have ordered a retreat, she realized. Anger roiled her belly, but shame overpowered it. She leaned over the arm of her command couch and retched out her breakfast. Swiping a hand across her chin, she took some more breaths, watched the scene swim before her, then turned her battered Wolfhound about.

      Her ’Mech’s amputated arm waved the barrel replacing its hand at her as the steady breeze gusted. She grabbed it from the roof of the small building where it had landed and withdrew. Her retreating pace was much slower than her advancing one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Garran of the Watch rode on the lead vehicle commandeered from the spaceport. Once the militia had moved out to engage the Falcon troops in the city, Garran had the DropShip commander lift off and then land their DropShip unopposed at the port where it could be refueled.

      The militia had turned back, only to meet a Star of eager, almost suicidal solahma and second-line warriors. Five Spheroids were downed in minutes, including the militia commander. Greasy, black smoke smudged the sky. The rest fled through the city like frightened prey. Garran ordered the warriors to halt their pursuit, as it could very well be a trap. Spheroids were too clever by half. He would not allow his warriors to fall victim to treachery.

      The surviving spaceport personnel, all of whom were militia or attached civilian staff, were secured to the fronts of the seized vehicles, and a mismatched convoy moved out. The OmniMech Star prowled through parallel roadways as escort.

      Garran stepped from the hovercar as it settled to the scorched ferrocrete. The sweet, meaty smell of burning human flesh wrinkled his nose. “I take it the militia did not heed our warning?” he asked rhetorically of Elemental Star Commander Elijah.

      “They might not have received it. Their jamming was quite powerful. But only their own suffered.” The Elemental seemed completely unperturbed by the carnage surrounding them, as was Garran.

      He nodded, glad to know the leader of his Elementals had no qualms about civilian deaths, since the mission to Cumbres would require more to die. “What do we have?”

      “The records are encoded.” Elijah frowned, then added, “Sir.”

      “Show me.”

      Elijah led him into a large building on the western side of the square. It might once have been impressive, but the façade was completely shattered, and the foyer blackened and pockmarked from weapons fire and shrapnel. A stairway led down to a massive file room. “Here, sir.” Elijah took up a security position at the door.

      Garran moved into the room. File drawers were open throughout the archive; papers were strewn in some places. A smear of blood marked the corner of one file cabinet, while a large pool of blood surrounded a dead clerk.

      Garran stopped and picked up some papers from the floor. He flipped through the pages. This isn’t encoded! Sighing, he called to Elijah. “Do you mean to tell me you can’t read German?”

      Elijah tilted his massive head to stare down into Garran’s eyes. “The Clans speak Star League Standard English.” Elijah looked back up at nothing.

      “But the founder was Russian! He spoke more than just—” Garran stopped short. There was no point. Warriors did not bother to learn anything more than how to kill and make a name big enough to see their genetic legacy passed on.

      He remembered his own training. He had not learned German until the Watch took him in. Closing his eyes, he realized he was probably the only person on his team who could understand these documents in this form. He sighed. This is going to take a lot longer than expected. Even to scan them all and use a translator program...

      Garran examined the labels on the file cabinets, damning this world and its limited technological presence. Its very low-tech nature had made it unappealing as a target for raids. Now it was hindering his mission.

      Finding the most recent years’ files, he called Elijah over. “See that these records are loaded onto the vehicles. I will have to examine them personally. But not here. Get them to the DropShip. If those connected to the Kell Hounds are to be eliminated, these should tell us where to find them.”

      Elijah nodded, and moved quickly to comply. Garran sighed as he looked at the mountain of data he would have to sift through. The Khan would not be pleased with the delay.
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        PATRICK KELL MEMORIAL HOSPITAL

        TIEFBRUNNEN

        CUMBRES

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        13 OCTOBER 3146

      

      

      Shane slid his groundcar into a space in the visitor parking lot. The hospital was midway between the Hounds’ base and the capital. It was a combination hospital, residence, and convalescent home. He grabbed the pile of old books he’d collected in the past week, knowing his brother would appreciate them.

      He strolled down the walkway toward the front door, spotting a hovercar in the same gray, white, and blue Coursing Hounds livery as his borrowed groundcar. Wonder who else from the command is here.

      The doors slid open at his approach, and the familiar antiseptic smell wrinkled his nose. Shane knew it was a requirement for hospitals to use the chemicals to sterilize, but he would never get used to the unnatural smell. He waved to the staffers at the front desk. They recognized him and waved him through.

      Shane strode the familiar hallways without paying attention to his surroundings. His path led him to the residence area, where those in need of constant care lived full-time. He nodded to the wing’s desk nurse, and she returned his silent greeting. No one spoke much in this part of the hospital. Most of the residents preferred quiet, and could get worked up if too much noise intruded on their peace.

      Shane stopped at the fifth door on the left and tapped once, paused, tapped three times, paused, and tapped twice more. He waited another heartbeat, then opened the door.

      Trevor didn’t look up from where he sat on the floor. Shane stepped quietly inside and closed the door. He stood still, waiting for his brother to acknowledge him. After several minutes, Trevor finally turned to see who had entered.

      He didn’t smile. Trevor never smiled. But his eyes showed recognition. Shane smiled for them both and sat on the floor, carefully outside the semi-circular array of thick books. Trevor went back to his reading. His eyes started at the far left book, read the pages there, then moved to the next book to the right, and so on. Once he finished them all, he turned all the pages in the same order, and started again. He would do so until the books were completed, stopping only to eat and to use his private toilet, and he would remember everything contained in those books.

      Shane gently placed the books he had brought in a stack outside those Trevor was currently reading. Trevor would get to them soon enough. Right now, he was reading a treatise on advanced complex mathematics, a cookbook, an encyclopedia volume, and a catalog of astronomical data. The subject of a book was not important to Trevor. He read everything Shane could get his hands on.

      An hour passed before Trevor spoke. “Hi, Shane,” he whispered in his monotone. His eyes kept scanning the pages in front of him.

      “Wanna play?” Shane asked.

      Trevor nodded, but kept reading.

      “Okay. What is,” Shane thought for a moment, “the one thousand, five hundred, sixty-third digit of pi?”

      “Two,” Trevor said immediately.

      “Okay, how about the two thousand, nine hundred, forty-fifth digit of Euler’s number?”

      “Three.” Again, without a pause.

      Shane really had no idea what the correct answers were before he asked, but he knew Trevor was right, like always. The game continued for some time, with Shane asking for certain digits of other irrational numbers, including the Golden Ratio and the Pythagorean Constant. Trevor didn’t really express emotion, and never spoke more than when they played. So Shane kept asking.

      Someone tapped on the door, in the same sequence Shane had used. The door opened, and a nurse stepped in, closed the door carefully with one hand, and stepped over to the small round table near the window. She placed the tray of food in her other hand on the table, took the empty tray from the previous meal, and stepped back to the door. She nodded to Shane, opened the door, and departed.

      Trevor needed to eat. He preferred to eat alone. Smiling at his brother, Shane got up and departed. He stood in the corridor for a while, staring at Trevor’s door. Finally, he turned and headed for the entrance. The long walk from the residential wing gave him time to think.

      Sometimes Shane wished he could spend more time with his brother, but he needed to earn enough to support them both. The Coursing Hounds paid him sufficiently to keep Trevor housed at the hospital while the unit was on a contract. Trevor had spent so much time at the hospital that it felt wrong to relocate him while the Hounds were on R&R, since he would be back here when they shipped out again.

      Shane heard a commotion from the maternity department, near the front entrance to the facility. He recognized the voice. Earlier today, it had dressed him down for dereliction of duty. But now it sounded distressed.

      Shane didn’t like Captain Unterwald, but they were comrades. When your brother in arms is in need, you go to his aid. That’s how it was and how it had always been.

      Shane found the captain being restrained by three burly orderlies and a security guard. A second guard lay on the floor holding his face, dripping red on the tile and cussing to wake the dead.

      Unterwald’s face was a mask of rage and despair. His normally ruddy coloring was gone, replaced with a pallidity so white as to give milk envy. His roars weren’t words, just incoherent, animalistic sounds.

      A body in medical scrubs lay moaning in a doorway. Inside the room, Shane saw the reason for Unterwald’s outburst. He had forgotten that Unterwald’s wife was pregnant. The blood on the floor and the limp body on the table, along with a lack of infant crying, told Shane everything he needed to know. But he had no idea how to help. This situation was completely beyond him.
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        * * *

      

      Jaira held her aching head and tried to remember the instructions the emergency doctor was giving her. She nodded as though she understood, hoping the shrill little man would go away. He handed her a bottle rattling with pills and a small wad of papers. She hoped they were instructions she could read later, once her head stopped spinning. She’d had concussions before, but this one was staking claim as the worst one yet.

      Finally, he left and Reynaldo entered the tiny examination room. His expression was grim.

      “How bad?” If his normally jovial manner was impacted, it had to be extremely bad.

      “Six dead, three others hurt worse than you. You...you’re the only officer left in the company.” He didn’t look her in the eye.

      Jaina went stock-still, blinking but not breathing for long moments. Her heart thudded so hard she was sure Reynaldo could hear it.

      “Raygun?” he asked after the silence grew painful.

      She looked through him as she found her voice. “What else?” she croaked.

      “Astro Company got hit outside the spaceport. Seven of them got away. The Clanners unloaded from their DropShip. Hundreds of civilians dead, maybe a thousand wounded. That’s why we’re way down here in Tiefbrunnen. The civvies have priority for the hospitals in Karlsbaden.”

      The pain in her skull magnified. She closed her eyes, but the bright flashes remained.

      “Crypto is still on the way back. But Hauptmann Arkadash says
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