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        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH CHARTERED JUMPSHIP FAUST VON HIMMEL

        APPROACHING ZENITH JUMP POINT OUTBOUND

        SUMMIT

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        4 MARCH 3134

      

      

      “Three hundred minutes to jump.”

      As the automated warning rang through the bridge of the Lyran Commonwealth-chartered merchant JumpShip Faust von Himmel, the tall, almost spectrally lean black captain turned and nodded to his short, square executive officer.

      “Give the order to begin securing for transition, Herr Sánchez. Alert all DropShips to prepare to depart Summit system in five hours.”

      “Jawohl, Kapitän Grünblum!” The exec gave him a salute like an ax blow, then turned to relay the command to the helmsman sitting at his station. His square-cut beard, white as the first snow of winter on the captain’s homeworld of Ludwigshafen, wagged emphatically to the rhythm of his words.

      The captain smiled behind his own neat beard, in which he had recently, to his chagrin, found a single gray hair. In the thirty-second century such repetition of orders, to a crewwoman clearly in earshot and regarding a procedure the computers would handle by themselves unless a human intervened, might have seemed a quaint relic.

      To an amateur.

      Early on in his twenty-three proud years wearing the midnight black of the Lyran Commonwealth Merchant Marine, Bernhard Grünblum had learned to take nothing of space for granted. It had been crucial to his earning his Master and Commander rating after a nearly unprecedented eight years. It had also enabled him to captain the Faust, her crew—including his wife and three children, although the children were too young to take up shipboard duties yet—and the DropShips they carried like a mother opossum safely through hundreds of jumps across the Inner Sphere in the five years since he had taken command. Redundant, yes; quaint, never.

      Because space had a hundred thousand ways to kill you; and even though humankind had largely turned its back on galactic exploration, one thing humans kept discovering was brand-new ways to die in the long, cold night among the stars.

      Nor had spacefarers merely the mischances and caprices of the universe to fear. Man’s most dangerous threats, as ever, came from other men. Even though he and all his crew had grown up during the era of relative peace imposed upon the Inner Sphere by the will of Devlin Stone and the Republic he had called into being at the core of human-settled space, they still knew what it was to be menaced by human sharks.

      And now that interregnum of relative order and safety had ended. War had returned to human space, and with it, all its attendant evils.

      The void’s chill seemed to seep into the brightly lit bridge, even as the bridge hummed around him like a finely tuned machine. Of all things he knew, Kapitän Grünblum most hated disorder. And while the hand of House Steiner—strong and alone, undiluted by a mad attempt to share power with the Davions, as in his grandfather’s day—so far held firm within the Lyran Commonwealth, dark days had been seen already.

      He feared his children would see worse.

      He shook his head as if to clear it. Ach so, Berni, why cloud your mind with unpleasant thoughts? The cosmos lies before us, waiting. You have all that any man could desire: a fine ship, prosperous trade routes, and of course Kimiko and our children, Winfried and Tamiko and Taro. Taro, eldest son and pride of a loving father’s heart, soon to be old enough to leave the Faust for his own midshipman cruise...

      Klaxon blare filled the bridge with a pounding pulse of noise. Grünblum scowled. “What is it?” he demanded of Leutnant Liu, who had the helm.

      Her report was icily professional, as always. “Infrared detectors have picked up turbulence indicating an imminent emergence at the jump point, Captain.” And then the merest shadow flicked across that carven-ivory countenance. “Several emergences, sir.”

      “Ensign Kohl, bring up video from the sail-mounted cameras on the main viewing screen, if you please.”

      “Jawohl, Herr Kapitän!”

      The sensor station duty officer plied his keyboard. He was a youngster just out of the Merchant Marine Academy on Tharkad. This was his first cruise as a fully commissioned officer of the merchant fleet, although he had put in his time as a middie, of course.

      The giant screen that dominated the bridge’s forward bulkhead lit with stars. To Grünblum’s eye it was a reassuring sight; he was as familiar with the constellations lying beyond the Summit jump point as he was with his own cabin.

      A new star appeared. It brightened perceptibly. A JumpShip deploying her kilometer-wide sail to recharge her Kearny-Fuchida drive capacitors for the next jump of her route. Nothing unusual or sinister there.

      However: “We’re getting continual preemergence thermal releases, Captain,” Ensign Kohl said. “A half-dozen signatures or more.”

      Grünblum frowned. In his long career, happenstance multiple emergences were rare. He could recall only one or at most two circumstances in which he had observed more than one vessel appearing at a jump point at nearly the same instant, or even within hours of one another, even before the collapse of the HPG network and the attendant depression of trade as planets turned their attention inward. Unless the JumpShips were traveling together in a fleet. And even though the Lyran economy, characteristically, had begun to rebound more strongly than any other Inner Sphere power’s, why should more than one merchant JumpShip appear here now?

      He hated surprises. The unexpected was disorderly.

      “Bring up the visual gain, Ensign, if you please.”

      Other novas blossomed: one, two, several, a miniature constellation of sails reflecting the light of Summit’s faraway primary. Then all were eclipsed as the bridge computer enlarged the first sail’s image.

      “Himmel Herr Gott sei dank!” the white-bearded exec exclaimed, and crossed himself.

      “A Nightlord,” Ensign Kohl breathed reverently. “The largest of all Clan WarShips. I never dared hope to see one!”

      “The Clans?” somebody repeated with a stutter of dread.

      Captain Grünblum stared, stunned wordless. He himself had no idea whether the youth’s identification was correct. The Inner Sphere possessed few WarShips at all, and no Clan WarShip had been seen in the Sphere since the early days of the Invasion eighty years before. Yet this JumpShip was unmistakably a ship of war, fantastically huge and bristling with heavy-weapons hardpoints. Upon the inner surface of her sail glowed the bird-of-prey and katana emblem that in all the universe of Man meant one thing and one thing only.

      Clan Jade Falcon had come to Summit, bringing a full-blown fleet of war.
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      “It was an aberration that allowed two sibkin to win Bloodnames,” the giant man said in a voice like shifting boulders, as comrades helped him shed a tunic that bore the insignia of a screaming jade falcon with a naked katana clutched in her claws, set against a blue-shadowed planet. “I intend to rectify that error now, Aleksandr so-called Hazen.”

      The man on the opposite surface from the nearly naked mountain of bone and muscle, like him standing with the flexible magnetic soles of ship slippers binding him to the empty cargo bay’s bulkhead, would, in comparison to a normal human, be considered extremely tall and imposingly muscled. His physique was well displayed in the brief trunks, which were all he wore. His skin was olive, tanned rich brown, his hair a shaggy hank of raven’s-wing black, so coarse that it stood off his forehead of its own accord. His face was broad-jawed and handsome as a tri-vid actor’s.

      He smiled.

      “You are a brave warrior, Star Captain Lopata,” he said, addressing the monster as if it were the huge man who stood at blatant disadvantage. “I salute your courage and your dedication to upholding the traditions of Clan Jade Falcon. Yet you display erroneous beliefs concerning the duties incumbent on a Trueborn warrior. It now becomes my solemn duty to instruct you.”

      The Circle of Equals, a few Bloodnamed mingled among the other warriors, kept the chiseled-in-stone impassivity their ceremonial task required. But the Elemental’s supporters, like him officers of the elite Turkina Keshik, scowled and murmured hotly to one another at the smaller man’s astonishing impudence—though in fact he far outranked a Star Captain. The less numerous contingent backing the commander of Turkina’s Beak, the green Zeta Galaxy, hid smiles behind their fists. All except for a red-bearded man even larger than Aleks Hazen’s opponent—his guffaw made the metal hull ring like crystal.

      Thinking himself mocked, the Elemental Star Captain bellowed like a wounded ghost bear and launched himself into the air. Halfway to his opponent, he wrapped himself into a giant ball, prepared to turn and land on his own magnetic-slippered feet.

      A smile still faintly visible on his lips, Aleks stood waiting.

      Three meters away, the Elemental starfished open his limbs. Having noted the slight ripple of tension among the great muscles of his bare back, Aleks was already moving, gathering himself and springing away at an angle.

      Lopata landed with a thud that seemed to the onlookers to reverberate through the great starship’s whole fabric.

      The bay was a cube with rounded corners and one rounded surface: the WarShip’s hull itself. Its cavernous depths seemed to suck up light despite additional floods brought in for the duel. Aleks landed agilely on all fours at an angle above his opponent, light as a spider.

      “Flee all you want, little man,” Lopata said. “Disgrace yourself like the chalcas you are. In the end, I will do the Falcon the great service of crushing you.”

      He launched himself once more. Aleks awaited him, crouched and grinning. Before the hurtling giant reached him, he leaped away again.

      “Your knowledge of tactics is flawed, my friend,” Aleks said, standing at an angle to the Elemental with hands on hips as the giant raised himself. He had come within a hair of scattering some of his own supporters—thus breaking the sacred Circle and forfeiting the trial.

      That was Aleks Hazen, who loved to ride the razor’s edge.

      “As is your appreciation of the meaning of our class. Not merely our lives, but our holy quest and the honor of our Clan depend upon our techs. To bully them is foolish—and unworthy of a warrior, who exists to serve those weaker than he, not the other way around.”

      “Lecture me, will you?” With startling speed Lopata crouched and shot himself like a bolt at the normal-sized man.

      Aleks stood unmoving. Time seemed to stretch as the Elemental unfolded his huge limbs to catch him, bear him down and crush him.  Aleks’ warriors shouted for him to do something.

      Beyond the last instant, or so it seemed, he did. He stepped aside, grabbing the wrist behind Lopata’s vast outstretched right hand with both of his. And yanked.

      Had he done no more, Lopata would have struck the hull like a flesh meteor, crushing his skull or breaking his monstrous neck. It would have been an acceptable outcome—heroic, even, for a mere MechWarrior facing the apparently impossible odds of bare-handed battle with a mighty Elemental.

      But Aleks tucked the arm into his own chest, partially arresting the giant’s momentum.

      It was not an untrammeled act of mercy. Lopata bellowed as his shoulder was wrenched from its socket. Then the WarShip hit him slam in the back.

      The Elemental’s agonized cry ended in a voiceless gust as all breath was driven from his body. He bounced, floated up again, stunned and inert. Aleks reeled him in, encircled his neck with an arm that looked like a child’s against it, and choked out the Star Captain.

      He stood up, stepped back and touched a finger to his brow. “I salute you, Star Captain,” he told the sleeping giant. “Perhaps in future you will treat my technicians with the respect due those without whom the mightiest warrior would be but a mud man waving sticks at the moon. If not—”

      He shrugged his own not-inconsiderable shoulders. Then, as his seconds gathered about him like an asteroid swarm drawn to a giant planet, he threw back his head and laughed, as if for the sheer joy of living.

      He was Aleksandr Hazen, Bloodnamed, and he was a hero.
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      “There is no question possible, Galaxy Commander,” Star Admiral Dolphus Binetti said, gazing up into the holographic display of space near the emergence point that floated in the middle of the Emerald Talon’s semicircular bridge. “The merchantman could not miss us if he were blind and his sensor crew drunk.”

      Binetti was a short man, pompous and somewhat stocky, with a black spade-shaped beard around a jaw that remained firm in outline, despite his paunch. Age and declining fitness should have made him unlikely to maintain either high rank or Bloodname, which were generally held as they were won: By combat. But even before decades of enforced peace and, worse, contact with the soft races of the Inner Sphere had brought decadence to Clan Jade Falcon—so he and his hearer both believed—the Clans had realized there were roles even for warriors in which a decline in physical prowess, or indeed its absence to begin with, could not be allowed to trump knowledge and skill. Piloting a BattleMech or an aerospace fighter was not a job for an uneducated clod, but it paled beside the technical knowledge required to run a starship, much less a battlegroup. Binetti would lose his place when his command skills declined, not when someone wrestled him out of it.

      Not that his guest was inclined to criticize on that basis. He himself would have fallen by the wayside long ago, had he been forced to rely purely upon his prowess in personal combat to maintain his own exalted place in his Clan. Given decadence, why not enjoy it? And anyway, whatever he had done to ensure his own survival, career and literal, had kept the Falcon from being robbed of one of her most able and dedicated servants.

      As Khan Jana Pryde, ruler of Clan Jade Falcon, herself said often, “Traditions are worth respecting only if they further our cause.”

      Binetti’s companion smiled and banished such mostly pleasant reveries from the cathedral of his mind.

      “Let him look, then, Star Admiral,” said Galaxy Commander Beckett Malthus, leader of the proud Turkina Keshik—and of the expeditionary force as a whole. “There is no way to stop him.”

      “We could interdict,” Binetti replied. “Blast him from space.”

      “The Khan has commanded the Talon be used only to awe, not to fight,” Malthus reminded him.

      Binetti snapped up a hand in irritation. “Loose our fighters, then. They could use the blooding.”

      “We could,” Malthus agreed, nodding and smiling gravely. “But to what end? The plan, remember, is to avoid conflict with our unwitting Lyran hosts if at all possible.”

      “Best way to do that is to keep them in the dark,” the admiral said.

      Malthus shrugged. He was a man of imposing height and breadth of shoulder, not unusual for a MechWarrior. He had a not-insignificant bulge about the middle, which was unusual; but it was hidden by the artful drape of the robe-like garment he wore, green trimmed with black—the Jade Falcon colors.

      Of course, such artifice was itself none too common within the Clans.

      Topping all, he possessed a great rounded square of a head on which russet hair retreated between temple and crown, leaving a wide arrow-shaped salient down his broad forehead, and a broad, square jaw fringed with beard. To the extent the Clans, which tended to select against age, had any such thing, he fit perfectly the archetype of an elder statesman who remained a prime MechWarrior. Which was why Khan Jana Pryde had flouted tradition and decreed to him the coveted command of Turkina Keshik, lead formation of the entire Falcon touman, and hence the great desant into the heart of decadence in the Inner Sphere, instead of leaving the outcome to a bidding trial.

      That, or Bec Malthus had come out second-best in a game of intrigue, a game in which he held himself past master among Clan Jade Falcon—but that thought did not bear thinking.

      “They will inevitably learn, my friend,” he murmured sonorously. “Indeed, they may know already. Someone might have observed us on one of our previous jumps through Steiner space, without us observing them in turn.”

      “That is so,” Binetti acknowledged, only somewhat stiffly. Disagreements were best handled circumspectly, lest they turn into open dispute—in which case the party who came out second best would be compelled by Clan custom to claim the “right” of surkai, the rite of forgiveness for being divisive. Khan Jana Pryde had specifically enjoined her warriors from intramural dueling, common among the Clans and incessant among Falcons. So desperate was their undertaking that literally no one could be spared.

      Which made the fight currently taking place in one of the WarShip’s bays that much more remarkable.

      Neither Binetti nor Malthus officially knew of the combat trial taking place between a Star Captain and a Galaxy Commander, even though it was being carried out with full Clan ceremony.

      “The success of our desant is, of course, all,” Malthus intoned. “And however much it might cut against our warrior grain, old friend, all depends upon avoiding conflict as long as possible. For even given the superiority of our Clan ways and our Clan warriors—and Jade Falcon’s warriors are supreme without question in all of human space—those truths notwithstanding, our mission is so supremely ambitious, so daring, that we must seek every advantage as zealously as a Sea Fox merchant-captain grubbing after the last possible penny of profit.”

      Binetti nodded his square head almost dolorously. “What you say is true, Bec Malthus,” he said. “But I burn to act. And I am not the only one: already my Naval Reserve warriors grow restive. Patience has not often been reckoned high among the Falcons’ virtues.”

      “How well I know,” Malthus said. He still marveled at the sheer sententiousness of his fellow ranking Clansmen—and not just cement heads like the Admiral. “Yet sacrifice has been so reckoned, and so we must sacrifice immediate gratification of our longing for the hot blood of action, no matter how strong that demand.”

      “I suppose,” Binetti said grudgingly.

      “In any event, emissaries of Khan Jana Pryde should shortly make official representation to the Archon to announce our mission, avow peaceful intent toward the Lyran Commonwealth, and demand our passage not be contested upon pain of war.”

      “Speaking of actions with little precedent in our Clan,” Binetti said, “I do not know, friend, if I can truthfully say I hope the emissaries succeed in mollifying the Steiners, but I will admit I have little faith that they will.”

      Malthus smiled. “We shall see ourselves, in the fullness of time. In the meantime, we are agreed, are we not, that we shall not contest or molest this little merchantman fleeing us so incontinently?”

      “We are, Galaxy Commander,” said Dolphus Binetti. He pushed a brief snort through his broad short nose. “Bid well and done.”
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      “That was stupid,” the giant said, grinning all over his red-bearded face as he enfolded Aleks Hazen in his tree trunk-sized arms.

      “I am grateful as always for your unflagging support, Magnus,” said Aleks, his voice muffled by the Elemental’s slab-like pectoral muscle.

      “Not so,” a voice said from behind Aleks. He disengaged from the giant and turned.

      The voice belonged, as well he knew, to a small, compactly built, strikingly beautiful woman with a meter-long white-blond braid tossed over the shoulder of an almost all-black Jade Falcon field uniform.

      “It was good for discipline,” she said in a voice crisp and cool as a springtime wind on Sudeten. “We must allow those who support us to see that we support them, inferior though they be.”

      Having availed themselves of the opportunity to pop his shoulder back into its socket, tech-class medics bundled the fallen and still unconscious Star Captain from the hold. The spectators had begun to filter out.

      The red-bearded Elemental tossed a clean white towel at Aleks. “Some of us have duties to tend to. I’ll see you later, Galaxy Commander.” He tipped a finger off one bushy eyebrow to the small woman and walked away with the customary ponderous grace of his specialized breed.

      Aleks looked down at the compact woman. “For all that your own uniform is not quite regulation,” he said, “I understand you are a stickler for discipline, Galaxy Commander Malvina Hazen. Forgive me if I wonder whether you would have the same attitude had I undertaken to so instruct one of your Gyrfalcons?”

      Her laugh was musical, and despite her rigid military bearing, neither forced nor strained. “Of course I would! Has it been that long since we were sibkin, Aleksandr dear?”

      

      Malvina sat up in bed with the covers bunched any old way around her breasts. A pink-tipped pointy one poked out regardless.

      “Why did you not?” she asked, not looking at him.

      “Why did I not what?” asked Aleks. He lay beside her with his hands laced behind his head. His white teeth gleamed faintly in the light of a dimmed lamp beside the bed in his austere courtesy quarters aboard the flagship.

      “Why did you not bid for command of the Gyrfalcons? The real prize, Turkina Keshik, lay beyond both our grasps—we knew going in that Khan Jana Pryde had earmarked it for old Bec Malthus. But you might have won the right to command the Delta Galaxy—rather than picking the Zetas, green and still suffering the taint of long-ago dezgra.”

      She lay down beside him and drew the nails of her right hand down his muscular, nearly hairless chest.

      Many female Clan warriors wore their nails square-cut short. Malvina Hazen wore hers long, enameled white, with stars in silver on them that were visible only in the proper light.

      She was as fanatical a supporter of Jade Falcon tradition—and the Crusader cause—as Aleks himself. That did not mean she was orthodox.

      “We might have had a lovely battle, you and I,” she almost purred.

      He uttered a short laugh. “Why fight? I got what I wanted.”

      She sat bolt upright and glared at him with a flash of genuine anger in her ice blue eyes. “Don’t play coy with me, Aleksandr!” She dropped her voice low. “Do you not recall how I held you at night, in our sibko barracks, when you wept at the harshness of our lives?”

      “I do not forget.” His grin never faltered. “I never forget, Malvina. You know.”

      She frowned. Her anger softened and flowed into perplexity. “Do you scorn the Delta Galaxy, then?”

      “Not in the slightest, sister dear. I merely wanted the challenge.”

      “Challenge.” A hunch of her bare snow-white shoulder added the question mark.

      He nodded. “The Gyrs are a fine Galaxy, veteran and eager as their totem birds; they will win great glory for themselves and Jade Falcon with a fire-eating ristar such as yourself to lead them. Many are the songs you shall inspire together, and long will they be sung. Turkina’s Beak—” He shrugged his great, muscled shoulders. “Turning them into a Galaxy as splendid as any in our history—that will be a feat which wins me remembrance in a different kind of song.”

      She said nothing about his implicit assumption that he could reform the notably incorrigible Zeta Galaxy into a top-grade formation. She doubted it no more than did he.

      “Besides,” he added, “you would have won anyway. You always beat me, back in the sibko.” The word meant sibling cohort. It referred to a brood of Clan children, genetic siblings, decanted simultaneously from the canisters in which they had been conceived and grown to viable infants.

      “Not always,” she said. “Not hand-to-hand.”

      “Nooo,” he said, drawing out the word. “Not after I grew to half again your size.” And he laughed.

      She shook her head. “You must laugh more than any Clan warrior in history. Certainly among Jade Falcons.”

      “Ah, no, Malvina dear, I fear I cannot claim that honor even among our own Bloodnamed. That belongs to my chief of Elementals, Star Colonel Magnus Icaza.”

      “I do not place him.”

      “The red-beard, huge even for an Elemental. He stood me second in my Trial of Honor this day-cycle.”

      She made a thoughtful noise. “I expected to see that change. The readiness of your laughter. After all the years.”

      He laughed again. “If I could keep laughing through what we went through as children,” he said, “I can laugh through anything.”

      She turned sharply to look at him, although her expression was as mild as her chiseled features would permit. “You find fault with our system, then?”

      He shrugged. “In our case it seems to have worked, certainly. Let us say, rather, I regret the necessity of treating children so.”

      For a moment he lay staring at the overhead, vaguely visible in the butter-colored light. She turned her head and regarded him, her triangular face unreadable in the dimness—and probably also in full sunlight.

      “Look at us,” she murmured. “Two playmates, once. And now the Eyes of the Falcon.”

      He made an amused noise, half back-of-the-throat laugh, half muted snort. “They call us worse things as well.”

      It was unusual for two or three unit commanders within a Clan force to bear the same Bloodname. What was truly rare, perhaps unprecedented, was that Aleks and Malvina were sibkin: members of the same sibko.

      Among the Clans, sexual liaisons among sibkin were not considered remarkable and were not discouraged, since both males and females received long-term contraceptive implants while still infants. Reproduction among the warrior classes was conducted in vitro, according to scientifically planned breeding programs, not left to accidents of sweaty biology. Perhaps because of their extreme closeness—and the fact that they were the sole two of their sibko to survive to maturity, in large part because of that bond—Malvina and Aleksandr had long referred to one another as brother and sister. Terms which, for virtually all other Clanners, carried emotional weight only in reference to comradeship, not relationship.

      “Let them talk,” Malvina said, giving her head a defiant toss that made her braid slither across a bare shoulder. “We fought for our names and won them.”

      Bloodnames were rare, much rarer than in the days of the Clans’ first onslaught against the Inner Sphere.

      Originally, Nicholas Kerensky decreed that each Bloodname—the surname of a man or woman who had helped him found the Clans—could be borne by only twenty-five warriors. Then, along with persuading the Clans to draw down their stores of weapons, especially BattleMechs, Devlin Stone, founder of the Republic of the Sphere, told them they were so correct about the holy exclusivity of a warrior’s role that they should actually reduce the percentage of their total populations born into the warrior caste. In order to prevent Name-bearers from becoming a disproportionately large part of their thus-depleted warrior classes, diluting the sacred purity of the Bloodname concept, most Clans had Reaved themselves, ruthlessly reducing the number of holders of each Bloodname in brutal trials. They then left the Bloodcount reduced, and Bloodnames consequently much harder to come by. Or keep.

      That Aleks had shortly followed Malvina in winning the Hazen Bloodname, each in their first trial, had been considered a scandal in some quarters. Though each sibko was descended from a particular Bloodname’s originator, and its members entitled to compete for that Name, it seldom happened that two sibkin succeeded.

      And Hazen was a name of special reverence: it sprang from Elizabeth Hazen, keeper of Turkina herself, the Jade Falcon who gave the Clan her name.

      “And I killed none of my opponents in the trials,” Aleks said, “whereas you left none alive.”

      She refused to be baited. Instead, she smiled dazzlingly. “Of course.”

      “The official line,” said Aleks, “as concocted behind the scenes by none other than our esteemed desant commander Bec Malthus, is that our shared triumph proves the superiority of the Clan breeding scheme—as perfected by Jade Falcon, of course.” He chuckled. “Of course, within Clan Jade Falcon, if you say ‘behind the scenes,’ you have just said Bec Malthus.”

      She frowned, drew a knee up under her chin. “Does that not bother you, then, that overall command has devolved upon a known intriguer?”

      “Perhaps that is what we need.”

      She looked at him with something near outrage. “But was it not to avoid such corruptions that Aleksandr Kerensky led us out of the Inner Sphere in the first place, centuries ago?”

      He shrugged. “Indeed. And all honor to the Kerenskys and their vision. Yet whether we like it or not, change has been forced on us—was forced on us decades before our sibko was ever turned out of its artificial wombs. Even before Bec Malthus was born. Besides—”

      He sat up. “This whole desant upon which we’ve staked the future of the Clan—of all humanity—is nothing but a grand deception, is it not? And you and I are the ones who dreamed it up.”

      She nodded judiciously. “That is true,” she said, and smiled as she reached for him again. “Which is why it cannot fail.”
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        SKILLED WORKERS’ HOUSING BLOC

        MADLOCK, SHIONOHA

        DRACONIS COMBINE

        4 MARCH 3134

      

      

      “Take him down!” the police chu-sa in the swept-tail helmet barked. Bulky in black assault armor highlighted in the weird gleam of orangish sunlight filtering through amber waves of smog, his Friendly Persuaders special tactical squad approached the mid-level skilled-workers’ housing with machine pistols pushed out before them like insect proboscises.

      Because their quarry was a responsible member of a skilled craft—computer network administration—he was privileged to live in his very own one-bedroom apartment, in a two-story bloc of a mere dozen. Granted, itself only one of dozens of such blocs lined up like domino ramparts in the residential district of Madlock, on the planet Shionoha, a world positioned near the tip of an arrowhead of space between the Lyran Commonwealth and the Republic. Yet privilege it was.

      And here was how the dog repaid the Dragon’s generosity: a subtle virus that had infected the navigation system of the JumpShip Dan-no-Ura, stationed in planetary orbit for servicing, which would have caused it to attempt to spontaneously abort transition from hyperspace at the conclusion of its next jump. The police colonel did not understand the ramifications of it; they were the bailiwick of the pointy-head mob, who themselves disagreed on the precise outcome, or so he gathered. Apparently, it would either cause the great ship to tear itself apart, or simply maroon it eternally in hyperspace. In either case depriving the Dragon of its DropShip, and the thousands of Sons of the Dragon and their expensive equipment the great ship carried. Internal audit by the Internal Security Force of the system planetside had led right to this man: one Jinro Noguchi.

      The chu-sa, who was himself in denial over the number of gaijin in his own family woodpile, shook his head thinking of the perfidy of one whose roots lay in the Land Where the Sun Is Born. One might expect such behavior from those who sprang from lesser breeds. But a true nihonjin?

      Thus, he had not hesitated to give the order to use whatever force was necessary to apprehend the traitor. Even if it meant annihilating the apartment bloc and all its occupants. It was their Confucian duty to scout assiduously for signs of deviance in their neighbors and report them to the appropriate authorities anyway. Any collateral damage visited upon them by the chu-sa’s tactics was nothing more than due desserts. Indeed, it was possible some of them were guilty of more than simple negligence of civic duty: the miscreant’s personal computer had contained an extensive list of co-conspirators within the technical division, encrypted, but using a logarithm the ISF had quickly cracked.

      The corruption ran deep and wide. The entirety of planetary computer services would have to be exhaustively screened, if not purged. It would take months, perhaps years.

      And the invasion preparing to stage from here into Prefecture I of the Republic of the Sphere would have to be indefinitely postponed.

      Moving in brief rushes, half the team covered the rest with their weapons while the others darted toward the door of the second-floor unit. Frightened faces appeared in windows, oval or dark, then vanished as the cohort of men in body armor with candy-striped greaves and armpieces surrounding the chu-sa swung their automatic shotguns to bear on them. To discourage snipers, of course, in case the rot had spread further than even the security forces feared. But mainly because it was not appropriate that mere civilians should gawk at the actions of the Civilian Guidance Corps as if they were some action-entertainment holovid. The chu-sa knew in his well-developed hara—the center of him, what the vulgar would call a potbelly—that it was allowing citizens who, however skilled, were still but lowly workers to give themselves airs that had caused all this trouble.

      He was more than a Friendly Persuader. That went without saying: sealing a security breach of such magnitude was far too crucial to be left to a mere flatfoot civilian cop, however exalted his rank. The chu-sa was himself an officer of the Internal Security Force, nominally undercover.

      In the wake of the Blakist Jihad’s devastation, some worlds had bonded together for mutual defense in de facto prefectures, quite without regard for their Great House allegiances. Shionoha had formed such an alliance, scandalously, with Rasalhague Dominion traitors and Lyran planets. Launching an invasion of the Republic from here would go far toward purging that taint. It could not happen too quickly, so far as the chu-sa was concerned.

      The squad reached the target apartment. The men arrayed themselves on both sides of the door and the window to its left, several crouching down and duck-walking below the level of the sill to avoid being glimpsed through drawn but flimsy white curtains, or casting betraying shadows. The chu-i in charge of the tac assault team gestured peremptorily with a Nambu handgun gripped in a black-gloved hand. His gunsho—sergeant—shook out a meter-long pentaglycerine X-charge, peeled away the plastic strips from the adhesive on its inner surface and pressed it carefully and quietly against the door. The lieutenant looked down at his colonel.

      The chu-sa drew his katana, raised it over his head and hacked down. Instantly two men standing nearby fired stubby grenade launchers at the apartment window. As the stun grenades smashed through and exploded with dazzling flashes and deafening reports, the chu-i by the door touched off his door knocker with a sharp crack of shaped-charge detonation.

      The chu-i and gunsho pivoted swiftly around the suddenly vacant doorjamb and into the apartment. The rest of the squad vanished inside by twos, spreading out within to secure the premises. The chu-sa smiled. The traitor would never escape—

      A yellow-white flash within the apartment froze the expression on his face like a blast of liquid nitrogen. The last two men into the unit were flash-silhouetted for an instant. Then they hurtled back out, one over the metal railing, one through it, propelled and engulfed by a rapidly expanding front of white smoke and vivid orange fire, visibly coming apart like insects shredded by a giant’s fingers.

      The chu-sa’s retinue made love to the pavement. The chu-sa himself stood upright, sword angled down, staring in dumb incomprehension as the chu-i’s severed arm, still clutching its Nambu, bounced on the gummy black surface within two meters of him. Its ragged stump bled smutty gray smoke.
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      Several blocks away, a man on a motorcycle glanced over his shoulder. Through extreme-angled wraparound sunglasses, he saw a globe of black smoke roll up into Madlock’s dingy afternoon sky. Given the frequency of power outages—the Dracs blamed the HPG breakdown, implausibly—and the age-old Japanese propensity, transmitted like some kind of virus to the Combine’s subject races, for using indoor charcoal grills for heat and cooking when better sources of power were unavailable, fire was a fairly common event. Even if House Kurita did successfully discourage too much use of structural rice paper in Combine buildings.

      But this was clearly a hot-and-fast blaze, not some kicked-over kotatsu lighting off a shoji-screen room divider. The man on the Mitsu-Gurevich café racer braked, put a leathered leg down and let the big bike slide through a quarter rotation to a halt as pedestrians and bicyclists scattered and cursed him.

      There were no candy-striped civilian cops in sight. Traffic was light; the change of the sixteen-hour shift was far away. The rider looked again, moved his glasses down his nose to give himself a better view. He was a medium-sized man, his build difficult to determine under his padded gray-and-khaki jacket. He had spiky, straw-colored hair, rather fine if unremarkable features, and green Asian eyes.

      He hoped none of his erstwhile neighbors had been harmed. Before fleeing his apartment, he’d set a device that should have triggered a fire alarm—directly, since the smoke detectors were sporadically maintained at best, like so many things in the Draconis Combine—fifteen minutes ago.

      As fervently, he hoped his little surprise had paid off the accounts of a few of House Kurita’s paid leg-breakers. Mostly low-level, granted, but it was the grunt-class Friendly Persuaders who did the most harm to the ordinary folk who suffered beneath their sullen gaze. The true professional torturers of the ISF did not deign to waste their attentions upon the downtrodden and everyday citizens.

      He smiled a not altogether pleasant smile. More than likely, the last thing the first candy-stripe thug into his small cell of a bedroom had seen on this world was a single playing card: the Knave of Hearts. Naturally, he had picked it up—

      Triggering multiple charges of pentaglycerine secreted throughout the small apartment along with plastic containers of gasoline siphoned from official internal combustion engine land-vehicles.

      The card itself was unlikely to survive the conflagration currently sending a quite satisfactory pillar of jet-black smoke to join the general aerial crud and corruption. If it did, it might be overlooked in the ham-handed search of the rubble—the officials in charge of the investigation being far, far more interested in finding someone, anyone, besides themselves to saddle with blame for the debacle than in actually getting to the bottom of what had happened. And if it survived, and turned up, its significance might be missed, depending on whether it was civilian cops or sorely overextended ISF operatives who came across it.

      The man on the big Drac bike was an artist. His medium was chaos.

      He hated all external authority and government. It was the ruling passion of his life. Even the government he served—judging it the least of available evils, including the swaddling totalitarian nanny-state of the Republic, now collapsing inward on itself in the wake of the HPG shutdown.

      For their part, his superiors were inclined to overlook his little foibles, even though members of their service were supposed to be fanatically loyal to their House. Themselves professionals in the art of chaos, they knew they had a Mozart in their midst.

      It might be a security risk to leave the calling card; yet the man on the bike would escape the planet and Kurita space, or he would not, and the leaving of the card would likely have no bearing. And most important, his mission was accomplished; his neat framing of a sizable portion of the competent computer techs on Shionoha would derail the Dracs’ invasion plans for months. Why, precisely, his masters should care if the Kuritas invaded the Republic, the operator had no need to know. His surmise—not that he greatly cared—was that they didn’t want the Combine getting too big for its hakama.

      And if the ISF should, at some point, realize the significance of the card, and that it was not a hoax, that their military had been infiltrated and victimized by the Knave of Hearts, the legendary—or was it imaginary?—LOKI operative: that would increase their paranoia and insecurity and long-term disorder, and further serve the passions of the man behind that name, along with House Steiner, whom he served reluctantly and yet to the fullest extent of his extraordinary gifts.

      An old man in a conical rice-straw hat, with a scraggly graying blond mustache and a white duck in a bamboo cage on one slumped shoulder, stood near the tail of the stranger’s bike berating him loudly in low-caste Japanese.

      The Knave of Hearts smiled to him, nodded and, with a snarl of his big V-twin engine and a squeal of road-grabbing wide-track tires, was on his way.

      

      
        
        HOTEL SAVONAROLA

        FLORENCE, SOUTHERN EUROPA, TERRA

        PREFECTURE X

        THE REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        4 MARCH 3134

      

      

      Tara Campbell, Countess and Prefect of Northwind, threw herself on her belly across the hotel bed.

      “The cliché ‘bird in a golden cage’ comes to mind,” she said. She picked up the remote control and clicked on the holovid.

      As if to validate her fatalistic mood, her own head and shoulders appeared: spiky blond hair, hazel eyes, snub-nosed cover-girl features, big silver hoops in her ears and an off-the-shoulder top that looked like a white T-shirt with the collar and upper parts of the shoulders torn out. The image had been ’grammed from above and in front of her.

      
        
        “The glamorous Countess Northwind was seen last night at Formio’s, Florence’s hottest night spot, taking a break from a grueling round of meetings with the Exarch concerning the current crisis within the Republic—”

        

      

      “They also serve who hang out in the rear with the gear and look good on the propaganda tri-vids,” said her aide, Captain Tara Bishop, coming into the room behind her. She was a larger woman than the Countess, which wasn’t saying much, not truly tall but strong and trim. With a shock of hair between dark blond and brown and dark green eyes, she was plain by comparison to the other Tara, but only by comparison.

      She stopped dead when she saw her boss’s image. “Hoo, you were pretty décolleté there, TC.”

      In the months since she had been assigned as the Countess’ aide, between the first and second Battles of Northwind against Anastasia Kerensky and her Steel Wolves, Bishop had proven herself an infallibly efficient and indispensable assistant, as well as a fierce and fearless MechWarrior. Especially in the weeks since they had defeated the Steel Wolves on the wintry Russian steppes, she had also become a close friend and confidante to her Countess.

      “Shot from that angle, sure,” Tara Campbell said grimly. “They might as well have just dropped the pickup down the front of my top while they were at it.”

      “Don’t let ’em hear you say that.”

      Tara Campbell muted the sound but left the three-dimensional video display live; she was hoping against hope they might show actual news that might cast light on the situation in the crisis-wracked Republic.

      Hyperpulse generator comms to several planets near Terra had been restored, and JumpShips entered the Sol system every day, from Republic worlds, the Great House domains, even the Clan Occupation Zones—although, ominously, the last category had been few of late. Not that any Clanners were particularly welcome since the Steel Wolves had invaded.

      “You’d think,” she said, rolling onto her back, “that I’d earned the right to do something real, TB. Something substantial.”

      Captain Bishop folded herself into a chair at a table by the window and plucked an apple from the basket of fresh fruit the hotel provided its important guest every day. “You don’t consider a show-the-flag and reassure-the-taxpayers tour a major contribution to the war effort?”

      Tara produced a most un-Countess-like snort through her dainty nose.

      “You made one crucial career mistake,” Bishop said, biting into the fruit. She waved it in the air. “You were publicly right when a big important man was just as publicly wrong.”

      Having seen their homeworld, Northwind in Prefecture III, devastated by Anastasia Kerensky and her renegade Steel Wolves—with help, impossibly, from a turncoat Paladin of the Republic of the Sphere—the two young woman warriors had arrived on Terra with such of the Countess’s surviving forces as could be quickly scrambled into a relief force. The beautiful, bad and entirely mad Anastasia Kerensky was obsessed, Tara Campbell knew, with the dream of succeeding where all the Clans’ previous efforts had failed: the conquest of Terra.

      Once on Terra, the Northwinders found themselves virtually under arrest, suspected of collaboration with the Steel Wolves—and Paladin Ezekiel Crow, Northwind’s betrayer, with a mortal lock on the ear of Exarch Damien Redburn.

      Paladin Jonah Levin had helped Tara expose the truth: that Crow was a serial traitor, not just on Northwind but as the famed Betrayer of Liao, who sold that world to a brutal massacre by Capellan Confederation invaders in 3111. Barely in time, the Northwinders had been rehabilitated to play the key role in turning back the Steel Wolf invasion.

      Longtime media darling Tara Campbell became a more-hyped heroine than ever before: The Savior of Terra, she was labeled on all the newscasts. She protested, loudly, sincerely and truthfully, that she was only one among many who had saved the planet; naturally, she was ignored. And Exarch Damien Redburn had to smile and nod approvingly as the Terran media piled acclaim upon the diminutive young woman he had publicly dismissed as a hysterical weakling a few weeks earlier. It was not something the proud ruler of an interstellar superpower enjoyed.

      “I know I stepped on the Exarch’s cape,” she said now, sitting up and clasping her knees. “But we’re supposed to be the Republic’s fire brigade. Why doesn’t he send us to fight the Capellans?” The bulk of her Northwind troops was still on Terra, though in more comfortable billets than the frigid internment camp-cum-bivouac outside Belgorod they had been confined to upon their initial arrival.

      Her aide frowned. “It may be that the Exarch fears you might just be too successful. You’re already walking away the single-most popular human being in the Republic, if not the whole Inner Sphere. Maybe he’s afraid you’ll get some Roman notions about the best solution to the current cascade o’ crises.”

      “Then he’s a bigger ass than I thought he was!” Tara flared. “Serving the Republic is my whole life. I’ve never done anything else—never wanted anything else. It’s not power—it’s principles: The ideals of Devlin Stone.”

      “Strange how having a lot of power seems to change a person’s perspective. I’m just a poor little soldier girl, but I have a feeling Exarch Redburn is pretty suspicious of professions of idealism.”

      “But it’s true. What do I have to do to prove myself?”

      Seeing the gleam of moisture in her boss’s hazel eyes, the captain decided to lighten the mood. “Face it, Tara: You do look good on recruiting posters. For women, you’re an inspiring role model: Countess Tara, fearless lady warrior who still has keen fashion sense. For the men, well—”

      The Countess said a vulgar word. “I was a poster girl as a child. I’m an adult now, thirty years old. I’ve fought battles. I’ve won battles. Besides—” She shook her head. “My people are scattered across a dozen planets. Fighting now. Some will die today. Maybe right now, as we speak. And my place is with them. Not shopping.”
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        NIGHTLORD-CLASS JADE FALCON BATTLESHIP EMERALD TALON

        JUMP POINT, SUMMIT

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        4 MARCH 3134

      

      

      Alone in his dark cabin with his dark thoughts, Bec Malthus sipped cognac.

      By now the Jade Falcon trade factors on Tharkad would have delivered their ultimatum to House Steiner: Hands off or else! He did not doubt the manner of it would be gauche and brutal. We are a gauche and brutal people, by and large.

      It was not a judgment on his part, but a sober assessment of fact, and not at all condemnatory. The thing upon which he prided himself most, the one thing which in his mind justified and redeemed the entirety of his existence and his acts by means of the service he rendered his Clan, was his capacity for total, ruthless objectivity.

      He took another mouthful, almost daintily, rolled it about on his tongue, savoring the smoky piquancy.

      Although by the standards of the soft and self-indulgent Inner Sphere he would be held something of a prude, by Clan precepts he was a raging hedonist. He concealed most of his pleasures from the scrutiny of his fellows as scrupulously as he did his political machinations. Yet the one weakness he permitted to be seen was his love of fine food and drink.

      He might have justified his indulgences by observing that, after all, none served the Falcon better now than he, and few had ever served Her as well. He didn’t bother. Frankly, he did not give a pinch of Turkina
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