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      It wasn’t the first time someone tapped on my foot while I was buried deep in the guts of a ’Mech. You can tell a lot about a guy from the tap. Some give you a quick kick to the sole, demanding attention. Others use their toes to make your foot wobble back and forth, little ballerina toe-taps, trying to be polite. Then there’s the light, quick tap—those come in pairs—kinda like getting an elbow in the ribs when a mate’s reminding you it’s your round.

      This one was a tik-tik-tik, just tapping your boot with a stick. They mean it to be polite, cordial, even friendly, all the while forgetting they’re hitting you with a stick.

      I slid out and looked up at my tormentor. Slender build with very narrow hips. Legs longer than torso, and the stick long enough to match. Red hair cut short for a woman, raggedly long for a man. Sharp features, alert eyes and dressed much too well for the corner of the repair bay I rented. No wrinkles—face or clothes—no dirt either, and a satin bow tie that softly glowed in the low light.

      “You got the wrong guy. I don’t do kids birthday parties, Shakespeare in the park, or interpretive dance. Go away.” I pushed off to slide back in, but the stick’s tip pinned my overalls’ cuff to the ground, stopping me.

      “You were recommended to us, Quarrel Hamilton.” The stick’s tip retreated, ending up resting on their right shoulder and the blue eyes raked me up and down. “Perhaps they were having a bit of a joke.”

      “Let me guess. They told you I was the best pilot and tech combo that ever walked Galatea.”

      “Something along that line was suggested. Perhaps.” My inquisitor shrugged. “But, no, not the reason we are here.”

      “They praised my tactical genius in a whole slew of battles, putting together an unparalleled string of victories.”

      “Again, mentioned, in the same breath with the fact that your genius only seen in unsanctioned ’Mech duels against machines made of papier-mâché and using bottle rockets for SRMs.”

      I sat up, almost bashing my brains out on an actuator coupling. “Okay, wise guy, what, then?”

      A sharply-drawn eyebrow rose. “We believe they mentioned that you were ethically flexible and morally apathetic, with your chief virtue being that you were cheap, but when bought, you stayed bought.” A quick nod. “Yes, yes, that was it.”

      I wiped my hands off on my coveralls. “At least you know I’m honest. Care to claim the same for yourself?”

      The stick came down and they rested both gloved hands on it. “You will find, Quarrel Hamilton, that we are like creatures.”

      I pulled myself up, towering over them. “Got a name? Else I’ll call you Twig.”

      My compatriot frowned, but not so I’d be thinking they were angry. More like they were trying that name on for size, deciding if they liked it or not. Not appeared to win the day. “Mykaellie.” They didn’t offer a hand and I’d have crushed it in my paw, so I didn’t take any offense.

      “Okay, Mykaellie, you want to tell me why you were looking for a ‘like creature?’” If I was a betting man, I’d figure they were coming to me with some fight fixing scheme. That’s usually it with the snappy dressers.

      “We have a client who has wishes us to recover something he has lost. We believe you can help us recover his property.” Mykaellie glanced up at my ride. “Assuming your Commando can be operational inside 24 hours, the next step would be for you to meet him and determine if you want the job or not.”

      “Missing property? We’re not talking a puppy here, are we?”

      Mykaellie shrugged. “You’ve heard the term ‘shotgun wedding’ before? This is in that range. A shotgun divorce, really.”

      “And I’m the shotgun.”

      “And here we thought you were just ruggedly handsome. All that and brains, too.”

      “If I had brains, I’d be throwing you out of here.” I tossed my greasy rag back into the hole I’d just crawled out of. “I need to make myself presentable. Give me five⁠—”

      “Take ten.” They flashed me a coy smile. “First impressions, Quarrel, we always want them to be the best.”
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        * * *

      

      Mykaellie had a hovercar waiting outside. “We do not have time to have you go home. Our meeting is at the Nova Royale, and we have a room. You will clean up there.”

      I frowned as I squeezed myself into the shotgun seat. “These ain’t even my best coveralls.”

      “A contingency we have already anticipated. All you need to do is be yourself and everything will be well.”

      Thing about people who tell you that sort of stuff, like “be yourself,” is that they’re hoping you’ll be anything but yourself. They want you to be whoever they think you are, or whoever they need you to be. So far, I didn’t see any reason not to play the game. I wasn’t out anything so far, and I didn’t have anything to steal, so I slid the seat back and relaxed.

      The Nova Royale had a long history on Galatea. Couple years previous they’d remodeled the place, uncovering a lot of the fancy stonework that had been hidden in an earlier renovation. Lots of gold and pillars, shading toward the styling of a gothic cathedral, like St. Michael’s. I hadn’t been before—to the hotel that is, I knew the cathedral—but I liked the way footsteps on the marble floor echoed crisply, and the ornate chandeliers really did seem elegant.

      My compatriot did have a room there, a small one, which made me feel better. If I’d been ushered into a suite, that would have set me on edge. The show would have been too much—it would have been the set up for some con in which no one would want me participating, no matter how well I cleaned up.

      Which was pretty good, actually. I showered the dirt away, and the beard I’d hacked off that morning hadn’t grown back much. Mykaellie had gotten a distressed traveler packet from the hotel, so I had a comb, nail file, toothbrush, and toothpaste. I made sure to scrape the last hint of grime from under my nails, and the mirror reflected a me that wouldn’t instantly frighten babies.

      Mykaellie had given me a suit bag which I’d hung on the back of the bathroom door. It held a uniform: black slacks, a double-breasted black jacket with red sleeves and appropriate rank hashes on them. They’d included drawers, socks and a red mock-turtleneck. The clothes would have been loose on a Clan Elemental, but I managed to squeeze into them without much trouble. I only did the jacket up halfway, letting the flap hang down on my breastbone and show off the red satin lining.

      My compatriot’s blue eyes tightened as I emerged. They looked me up and down. “You’ll do.”

      “Thanks.” I tapped a finger against the triangular red unit patch on my shoulder. “You know what this looks like, right?”

      “But it isn’t.”

      “Yeah, but it’s meant to be.” The patch featured a creature’s head face on, with improbably long ears and a slender snout. “This was a cheap Capellan knock-off got imported for Halloween about ten years back.”

      Mykaellie turned away, staring out the room’s window. “We may have given our client a rosier picture of your career than the record perhaps warrants. They might be under the impression that you have formed your own mercenary unit, based on your experience with…”

      “Oh, with the real deal. Got it.” I shrugged. “Ethically flexible and morally apathetic, remember? I’ll work with you. I like that you made me a captain.”

      “No need to mention you don’t have a company to lead at the moment.” They glanced at their chronometer. “We are meeting him in the bar.”
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        * * *

      

      The bar had lots of antique charm, like the lobby, but with more dark wood and round marble slabs for tabletops. The man we were meeting rose from deep within the confines of an overstuffed leather chair. He’d dressed well—not as fancy as Mykaellie, but in a suit that fit him well and hadn’t seen much wear and tear. Brown, with a white shirt and brown knit tie. Not sure what statement he wanted to make with that, but the suit’s color blended with the chairs well enough to make him invisible.

      He extended a hand to me. “Ephram Wheeler.” Hands showed he done a lot of physical labor once upon a time, but they’d softened—as had he around the middle. The name rang a bell in the back of my head, but I gave no sign I recognized it.

      I shook his hand firmly. “Quarrel Hamilton. Pleased.”

      “Not as much as I.” He opened his hands once I released the one I was holding. “Please, sit. Captain Hamilton, I took the liberty of ordering you a Tyrone Rain. I prefer our local whiskey, Comet. All the corn in it comes from my farms, and I own a piece of the distillery. And for you, my dear, white wine and seltzer, as you prefer.”

      “You remembered.” Mykaellie smiled as they sat.

      “Of course I remembered. Key to succeeding in business is paying attention to details.” He smiled easily. “Minding the details is why this whiskey of mine in the best on the planet, maybe in the whole of Lyran space. I should know. I have a whiskey cellar at my lake cabin. You should come out some time, Captain. I have some rare bottles of your Tyrone Rain and some bottles of Comet that can match them.”

      “That’s very kind of you to offer, sir.” I picked my whiskey up in a salute to him, then sipped. “And this is a most generous pour. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I’ll be wanting the best out of you.”

      Mykaellie clapped their hands. “We are so glad to see you two bonding. Perfect. Now, on our way here, Mr. Wheeler, we were briefing Captain Hamilton, but he thought he should hear about the situation directly from you.”

      “Yes, sir, I want to make sure I fully understand things from your point of view.”

      Wheeler sat back and sipped his whiskey. “It is a sad tale as old as time, and I am a bit embarrassed by it all. I am a farmer, and have been fortunate enough to build the company my father started up into a considerable business empire.”

      I nodded. “You’re Wheeler Systems Limited.”

      “That’s us. My two sons and eldest daughter are all in the business, but Chloe—she’s seventeen—is a rebel. She rejects capitalism, and thinks I treat my laborers appallingly. I don’t know if you know this about Galatea, but we have a transient population of farm hands who have their own work ’Mechs and travel constantly, planting and harvesting. We contract with them for their services, provide them room and board when they are working for us, and such like…”

      I nodded. “But they maintain their own ’Mechs.”

      “They do, though I provide some excellent repair facilities to help them, and even advance them money for supplies and repair equipment rental.” The man sighed, deflating slightly. “My daughter thinks this is outrageous because some of the workers wind up in debt to me and they have money management problems. In trying to explain this to the workers, she believes she’s fallen in love with one of them, and she has run off with
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