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        PREFECTURE X

        REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        27 MAY 3135

      

      

      Thaddeus Marik rested his hands on the cool stone of the balcony railing and stared out over the walled garden. He identified calla lilies and gladiolus native to Terra, Scythian fire tulips, Stewart roses—smaller and more densely petaled than their Terran namesakes—and a dozen other blooms, the names of which eluded him. The dark red ferns lining the paths were new to him, as were the umbrella-like flowering trees shielding the artfully placed benches from the early afternoon sun.

      Of course, it was possible none of the plants were as exotic as he supposed. He knew palm trees were native to Terra, for example, but though he had seen them on a dozen worlds, he had never visited the region of man’s home world where they grew.

      Whatever the origins of the flora within the wall, he did not see the locally native heavy oak and elm that had scrolled past the windows of the limousine that brought him directly here from the DropPort. Nor did he see the pale yellow-green foliage he had grown accustomed to on New Aragon, that once verdant world still fighting its way back from the Blakist chemical assault that had almost sterilized the planet. And nowhere beyond the wall of the garden, beyond the screening cedars, or beyond the fold of rocky hills that rose to mountains, could he see any evidence that war and rebellion threatened the Republic of the Sphere.

      How many gardens like this were there? he wondered. How many enclaves of cultivated flowers, protected from the ravages of nature and man, and hidden from the eyes of those deemed unable to appreciate their beauty?

      Diversity, exclusivity, nature, the wall. Together and separately the elements could be seen as metaphors for so many things that it was either profound or banal. He couldn’t quite decide which.

      Things fall apart, he quoted the ancient poem, the center cannot hold.

      Yeats had been writing about revolutions in the early twentieth century. A time when people in the ancient nation-states of Ireland and Russia fought for what they thought of as freedom. Neither group would have recognized what the other was fighting for, yet both were remembered by history as threatening order with anarchy. What would that long-ago poet—or the victors who had labeled the revolutionaries—make of these modern times? Thaddeus wondered.

      He was spending too much time wondering these days.

      “You understand our purpose?” asked Tyrina Drummond behind him.

      “Do you mean metaphysically?” he asked without turning. “Or just in the current campaign?”

      She laughed—the carefree, bell-like tone oddly incongruous with the circumstances. Stepping forward, his fellow paladin leaned over to prop her forearms on the stone rail next to him. Closer, perhaps, than formal courtesy would dictate, but not overly familiar. Thaddeus wondered if there would ever again be a time when he did not have to parse every word and action for its hidden meaning. He doubted it.

      “Our job in the coming months is not so much a campaign as a holding action,” Tyrina said, looking out over the garden. “Holding things together.”

      The dull murmur of voices, the disorganized babble of a meeting broken up, reached them through the open French doors. It sounded to Thaddeus like a distant ocean. Or a river rising to flood.

      “Does that—” Tyrina indicated the garden with a jut of her chin “—look like the world to you?”

      He glanced at her. Leaning forward brought the crown of the taller woman’s head level with his chin. From this unfamiliar perspective he saw blue highlights in her helmet of closely cropped black curls. He’d never noticed that before.

      “An enclosed space with many choices and no real options?” he asked. “I think that will illustrate our lives for quite a while.”

      “Hopefully not for too long,” she said, straightening.

      Thaddeus shook his head, but didn’t bother to contradict her assessment.

      When I was a child, I thought as a child and I spoke as a child, he thought. But now that I am grown, I have put away childish things.

      Like faith that my leaders know best.

      He had plans to see to. Arrangements half-completed because he’d hoped to never need them. His hopefulness had cost him valuable lead time, time he was going to have to struggle to make up.

      His eye was caught by Tyrina’s Nova Cat tattoo, blue-black against the cinnamon-copper of her skin, it rose like a vine from her collar—twining close to her ear before ending at the corner of her right eye. Having seen her dressed for the cockpit of her Loki, he knew the latticework of tribal markings extended down her entire right side, covering her arm and disappearing into the top of her boot.

      Thaddeus had met Nova Cats with tribal tattoos so slight and spare as to escape casual notice, and others with blocks of what appeared to be text in unknown tongues, but none as extensively and intricately marked as his fellow paladin. He had no idea what the symbols represented, but found himself hoping they offered Tyrina some protection against the coming upheaval.

      He couldn’t afford to rely on such mysticism.

      With a start, he realized she’d been speaking and he hadn’t retained a word.

      “Excuse me,” he said, cutting across her words. “I should be going. There is much I need to prepare.”

      Tyrina gazed into his eyes, held him with her look. “We both have much to prepare.”

      She extended her hands at waist level, palms up. Without thinking, Thaddeus placed his hands over hers, barely touching. One of her people’s rituals, he surmised—centering the spirit or some such. He had little patience with esoteric religions, but he was loath to break the mood of the moment.

      She gripped both of his hands in a farewell squeeze. “Good luck,” she said, suddenly smiling.

      “You, too,” he said, returning the pressure. He realized he meant it—for all of them.

      Leaving was not that simple, of course. There were last-minute confirmations of plans, exchanges of encouragement, and a brief consultation with Anders Kessel before he was able to get to his limousine. It was full nightfall by the time he reached his offices.

      Once at his secure computer, physically unconnected to any other machine or network, he encrypted a dozen data crystals, filling them with files it had taken him months to prepare. Each was tailored and honed to meet the very specific needs of its recipient.

      He muttered under his breath as he worked, angry that he had not prepared them weeks before. But part of his mind acknowledged weeks ago would have been premature. Not only would that have increased the risk of discovery, but they would not contain the information he had acquired at today’s meeting of paladins.

      And the senators—

      He let that thought go. He hoped—no, prayed—he was wrong. And it took events of this magnitude to drive him to prayer. But if his analysis of the files he’d received was correct, and unless there was some miraculous option of which he was unaware, the Republic of the Sphere was less than a year from civil war and total collapse.

      He might not be in a position to save the Republic, but there were steps he could take—should have been taking—to salvage what he could.

      At last satisfied with his work, Thaddeus buzzed for his aide. He would have preferred to go himself, but with Victor Steiner-Davion’s funeral only days away—and the current crisis brewing—he could not afford to be far from the Exarch’s side.

      Green was a man who had put a great deal of effort into becoming invisible. Of medium height and color, with nondescript hair cut in no particular style and unremarkable eyes, he could be overlooked in plain sight. His soft-spoken voice was forgotten moments after he spoke. He was also very good at doing whatever task Thaddeus set him.

      Green blinked once as Thaddeus explained what was required and to whom the data chips had to be delivered. A massive display of emotion by his standards. But in the end, he simply nodded and accepted the packets.

      Thaddeus Marik sat alone for long minutes after Green had gone, staring at a future that hung somewhere between his eyes and the wall.
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        PRACTICE FIELDS

        GALATEA CITY

        GALATEA

        PREFECTURE VIII

        REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        2 JUNE 3135

      

      

      Anastasia Kerensky screamed her rage.

      Sixty meters above her head, Galatea turned slowly, the barren earth of the live fire field a sky of dun and char.

      Yanking the joystick, she stomped her right pedal—demanding an extra burst of thrust from the right leg jet to rotate her airborne Ryoken II through the rest of the unplanned aerial cartwheel.

      The computer countermanded her orders as quickly as she gave them, the gyroscope automatically undoing her every effort. Feet to the sky, her BattleMech still rose on the last dregs of her initial jump’s inertia, the corkscrew of its final flip uncompleted.

      Anastasia pounded the cheerfully green diagnostic board with the heel of her hand. The external readout showed her BattleMech flying upright, coasting through the apogee of its jump. The system display complacently informed her that the jump jets were cycling for their braking burn.

      A burn that would drive her head-first into the ground with enough force to drive her missile racks down through her cockpit and into the fusion reactor.

      My missiles…

      Grabbing her fire control as the Ryoken II began its descent, she launched a full barrage, all four of the short-range missile six-packs firing at once. Newton’s third law still applied. Free of the ground, her massive machine responded to the back thrust of twenty-four missiles. The BattleMech rotated.

      Not much, fighting air and gravity, but some.

      Not enough.

      Anastasia cycled and fired a second volley just as the computer, sure in the knowledge it was executing a perfect jump, ignited the jets.

      Cockpit-down, her BattleMech accelerated at a shallow angle. Flinging her PPC and laser wildly, she tried to impart spin. A zero-gee spacer trick that did her little good. But some. The Ryoken II’s left shoulder rose slightly, her cockpit rotating a few precious degrees away from the ground now rushing past a few dozen meters beyond the ferroglass.

      Anastasia scissor-kicked, one of the few moves the computer allowed, and twisted the torso left. Again, the third law of motion worked in her favor. The leg assembly rotated as far right as the upper body turned left. Combined with the scissor kick, the realigned jump jets brought the leading end of the Ryoken II up. The gyroscope read this as the machine tilting backward, but she was ready for it, countering its “corrective” commands.

      If she could—

      Blood sprayed her controls as she bit her tongue. Her right collarbone snapped. Pain radiating through her arm and chest as the restraint harness kept her from flying through the viewscreen.

      In front of her, the barren landscape rotated madly as the right shoulder of her BattleMech dug into the earth and the machine upended, jump jets still blazing. Ferroglass buckshot sliced across her cheek and neck, as the particle projector cannon—the right arm torn from the ’Mech’s shoulder—shattered the canopy. The sickly-sweet stench of coolant mixed with the copper taste of blood gagged her as she gripped useless controls, reflexively firing missile launchers that no longer existed.

      The systems monitor beeped in sudden alarm, the wireframe flashing a crimson that flowed down and across the upper third of the Ryoken II. The diagnostic screen reported something massive had struck the upright ’Mech from above.

      Inertia slammed her back into the couch, her neck whiplashing. The tumbled ’Mech’s jump jets were now pointed ahead. Finally doing what they thought they were doing, their combined thrust ended the BattleMech’s plowing skid across the turf.

      With a groan of metal, the Ryoken II rolled forward.

      Anastasia hung in her harness. Down was now in front of her. The sharp pain with every breath warned her a rib fragment had punctured her pulmonary sac. Maybe a lung. She held still, keeping her breathing shallow, and watching her blood drip on the earth where the canopy had been.

      She identified a high-pitched, grating scream as a gyro bearing. She wondered idly if it would fail before the gyroscope zeroed out. Maybe the wheel would come loose and send fragments of its housing up through her ass while she hung like meat on a hook.

      Below her, the status screen reported that her badly damaged BattleMech had landed safely and was now standing on solid ground, awaiting further orders.

      She spat at it. The glob of bloody froth struck dead center.
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        STEEL WOLVES COMPOUND

        GALATEA CITY

        GALATEA

        5 JUNE 3135

      

      

      Ian Murchison brushed a strand of dark red hair off Anastasia Kerensky’s brow with the edge of his hand. She didn’t move, didn’t acknowledge the gesture. Just as she hadn’t moved or acknowledged any of her surroundings in the twelve-and-a-half hours since he’d sewn up the last of her wounds.

      Or for the thirty-some hours before that—ever since her unconscious form had been pried from the crushed ruin of her Ryoken II’s cockpit.

      There was a comfortable familiarity to the tableau. Him watching, her healing. They’d repeated these roles often, until it was almost a ritual. Murchison appreciated ritual, or at least routine.

      The air in his medical center was remarkably fresh. Just as everything was precisely placed and in perfect order. He liked order, predictability. Liked knowing that what you expected to be was. And in its proper place. By while he could take credit for and a sort of workmanlike pride in the order and efficiency of his sick bay, the fresh air was none of his doing.

      Something about living on a stinking desert of a world had inspired the Galateans to excel in air-conditioning technology. One of the few blessings of this godforsaken orb, in Murchison’s opinion.

      He liked the ocean. He had applied for his last position because an offshore oil platform was as close to living on the ocean as he could get. That’s where he’d met his current patient, when she’d blown the brains out of a woman he was trying to save.

      Since then—first as her bondsman, and now as a Steel Wolf—he had followed her to a dozen worlds. But none, he was reasonably sure, as dull and dreary and oppressively hot as Galatea. He hated this place. As much as he hated any place. Ian Murchison was not a man given to deep passions.

      He had also patched his bondholder—sometimes come close to putting her back together—on every one of those worlds. And in the spaces between.

      Given how he felt about Galatea, it would have appealed to his sense of symmetry if this had been the worst incident, these injuries the most life threatening she had suffered. But it had not, and these were not. Fairly routine, actually, once he had tracked down all the internal bleeders and sealed them. Not all that different from darning socks, mechanically speaking. If one allowed for scale.

      Now it was just a matter of at least twenty-four hours of sleep to give her body’s natural ability to heal itself time to work. A fact he’d explained more than once to the sweating man waiting to see her.

      Bernard Carter was a gray putty of a man, scarcely reaching Murchison’s shoulder, yet massing half again as much in drooping rolls of fat. His technician’s uniform—a sturdy shirt with a half-dozen pockets, heavy pants with more pockets, and a thick belt supporting utility pouches—was actually too large for him, cut for a much taller man. The cuffs of his pants were rolled up to rest on top of his shoes. The double cord at his wrist identified him as a bondsman. Someone deemed useful to own by a warrior of the Steel Wolves.

      The only neat thing about him was his glasses. While everything else looked rumpled and uncared for, they were crystalline clear, as though precise focus were important to him.

      Time certainly wasn’t. Told it would be hours before Anastasia Kerensky woke, the man had simply taken up station to one side of the door. Refusing a chair or even water, the man had stood watching with an expression that managed to look both anxious and blank at the same time.

      At first ignoring him while he completed inventory and filed a report on the injuries of the day, Murchison had dismissed Carter’s pallor as long hours spent out of the sun, doing whatever specialty of computer tech he did far from the outside world. But as he spent more time in the man’s company, he realized the grayish tinge with just a hint of blue indicated poor circulation.

      It was possible he had more than one patient in his sick bay.

      Without a word, Murchison put two fingers to Carter’s neck. The man didn’t move, except to roll his eyes nervously toward the medico. Beneath layers of fat, Murchison felt the carotid artery leaping against his fingertips.

      “Bounding pulse,” he said.

      The rhythm stuttered and stumbled. With a grunt, Murchison flipped the stethoscope from around his neck and levered the earpieces into his ears.

      If possible, the pasty Carter looked even more alarmed. Murchison was sure only the sense of duty that had kept him waiting for so long prevented the man’s bolting when he placed the bell of his ’scope against his chest.

      For thirty seconds, the heart beat strong and true. Then the lub-dub stuttered twice—lub, pause, dub, pause—before resuming its steady beat.

      “You’re throwing PVCs,” the doctor said at last.

      “Premature ventricular contractions,” Carter recited, sounding almost proud, as though they were something he accomplished. “Heart clenches like a fist. That’s normal for me. Kept me out of combat units. They only let me be a tech with medication and monthly checkups.”

      “They must have been hard up for techs,” Murchison said as he pulled the stethoscope from his ears and draped it around his neck. “I wouldn’t let you out of the house. Do you have your meds?”

      Carter patted two pockets before coming up with a plastic vial.

      Murchison read the label—common prescription at the lowest standard dose—and decided the tech’s condition wasn’t life threatening. No doubt the stress of the moment was aggravating the condition. He scheduled a physical for later in the week and refilled the bottle from medical stores.

      “My wife—” Carter swallowed, then smiled weakly as he pocketed the medication. “My wife was in the militia, too. We were kind of a package deal.”

      Murchison decided not to press. There were probably very few small-talk options when talking to a bondsman about his family. He’d been lucky in having no one. To have left a wife, maybe children…

      “How did you earn that?” he asked, indicating the cords around Carter’s wrist.

      “I was trying to save a MechWarrior,” Carter answered without the hesitation Murchison suspected was usual. He was clearly prepared for the question. “Cockpit damage had jammed the escape hatch. I was trying to pry it open when two Elementals took me into custody.”

      “Two Elementals?” Murchison stopped him. “You were on a battlefield, in a firefight, trying to rescue a MechWarrior?”

      Carter’s smile was shaky. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

      “You can understand that, can you not, Murchison?” Anastasia Kerensky asked. “Being taken trying to help Wolves’ prey?”

      He jumped, turning toward the bed. “You shouldn’t be—”

      “Shut up,” Anastasia said, struggling to get up. “Get my clothes.”

      Ignoring the command, Murchison put an arm across her chest. Gripping her shoulders, he easily overcame her feeble effort to rise and lowered her gently to the pillow. “I spent too much time sewing things up inside you to let you undo it all with a silly display of ego.”

      Anastasia laughed, a dry sound in the back of her throat.

      Murchison lifted a cup from a side table, holding the straw to her lips. Her color was not good, and the bare flesh beneath his hand had been clammy. But her eyes were sharp, amused yet calculating as they held his.

      “You’ve spent too much time inside me?” she repeated after she’d sipped. “You’re the first man who’s ever complained of that.”

      Murchison’s ears pricked at her use of contractions.

      Carter glanced around the room in panic.

      Anastasia laughed again—a dry, rasping shadow of her usual laugh. “You would not be here unless someone sent you,” she said to the terrified technician. “Who and why?”

      “Chief Technician Garth,” Carter answered, not quite a squeak. “I discovered the cause of the accident.”

      “How long did this take?” Anastasia asked, looking to Murchison.

      “Forty-six hours,” he answered, confirming her suspicion of lost time. “He’s been standing here waiting to report for the last four.”

      Anastasia regarded the copiously sweating Carter for a long moment. “Garth dislikes you.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Carter bobbed his head. If the noteputer in his hands had been made of less sturdy material it would have cracked. “Intensely.”

      “Report.”

      “The Ryoken II was never designed to jump,” Carter said. “The jump jet system on yours was a field upgrade, what we call aftermarket—”

      “I said report, not natter,” Anastasia cut him off. There was little force to her voice, which wasn’t surprising under the circumstances. Murchison was impressed she was conscious at all. Nonetheless her words seemed to snap through Carter like an electric shock.

      “Patches,” he said, then stood frozen, staring at her.

      “Something in between,” Murchison suggested when it became apparent the man wasn’t going on.

      Carter tore his eyes from Anastasia to regard Murchison as though just discovering him. Then he stared back at the Steel Wolves’ leader. “Computer patches. Control interface programs,” he said. “Every upgrade, every repair, made after the BattleMech leaves the factory requires patches. The patches let the new part interact with the existing systems.”

      He paused. Somewhat to Murchison’s surprise, Anastasia nodded a millimeter, reassuring the technician she followed him. Rejecting the possibility of courtesy, he guessed she’d decided it was the quickest way to extract information.

      “Your command system had too many patches,” Carter went on, some of his terror subsiding with the encouragement. “The last upgrade, the ballistic arc module, which was supposed to cut down on heat buildup in the jump jet system by—well, it was one patch too many.”

      He turned the noteputer around as though the flowchart barely visible on the tiny screen would somehow illustrate his point.

      “When it activated, there was a cascade failure of all systems related to the jump system.” Carter said with a shrug. “The whole system went into bench test mode, with the diagnostic system correcting what it thought were mistakes you were inputting.”

      It took Murchison a second to separate the various levels of “system” in Carter’s explanation.

      “It assumed I was lying to it,” Anastasia translated, two steps ahead of him.

      “It thought you were trying to trick it,” Carter agreed. “And it was outsmarting you.” He smiled. Then frowned. “Though that’s terribly anthropomorphic and really oversimplified and—”

      “Enough,” Anastasia said, closing her eyes. “Go.”

      Carter stopped speaking mid-word, his mouth open.

      Anastasia’s breathing deepened and slowed. To Murchison, it looked as though she had fallen asleep.

      It took Carter a long moment to visibly process that he had been dismissed. He pantomimed leaving the noteputer to Murchison. The doctor waved it away. If Anastasia wanted the details, she’d track them down on her own.

      After the technician had left, Murchison busied himself rearranging his supplies, making space. They would be on Galatea at least until Anastasia recovered, if only because they had no place else to go. That meant bringing more everyday items out of storage and putting them where he could get to them. He didn’t like that. Every box moved from the DropShip to the compound was one more attachment to this stinking desert world.

      “Find out who sabotaged my ’Mech.”

      Murchison spun, startled.

      Eyes shut, his sole patient lay motionless on the bed. There was no indication she was awake. But for her steady breathing, Anastasia Kerensky could have been lying in state.
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        STEEL WOLVES COMPOUND

        GALATEA CITY

        GALATEA

        13 JUNE 3135

      

      

      The laughter caught Murchison’s ear as he entered the repair bay. Cruel, edged—not comrades sharing a humorous moment.

      Angling right, he rounded a pallet laden with cases to find a half-dozen men and women gathered in a knot, evidently focused on something on the ground in their midst. They wore the coveralls of stevedores, though there were no members of the laborer caste among the Steel Wolves. No doubt these were technicians reduced through some arcane Clan scoring system to doing the heavy lifting.

      He shouldered between two, expecting to find a comrade fallen with an embarrassing injury. Instead, there was an open crate with a crazed creature flinging itself against the slats.

      His first impression was of a half-meter of chocolate brown fur and frantic motion.

      One of the techs poked the animal’s flank with a slat of packing and the beast whirled, seizing the board. Murchison found himself looking into red-rimmed eyes over a rounded muzzle filled with dozens of needle-sharp teeth, now sunk deep into the light wood. With a shrill trilling the creature spasmed, throwing its full three or four kilograms into a whipsaw motion that splintered the slat.

      The tiny hellion leaped toward its tormentor. The man snatched his hand back barely in time and the beast slammed impotently into the side of the crate.

      The techs laughed as the frantic animal threw itself again and again against the barricade. The top of the open crate was less than a hand span above its head, but evidently the creature could not jump. Not surprising, since the thick, stubby legs were clearly designed for digging through tunnels.

      “Stop,” Murchison said as a woman extended a pry bar toward the captive.

      The group fell silent. Though he was not above them in the chain of command, they knew who he was. Whose eyes and ears he was.

      “It’s a Galatean mole,” one of the stevedores said, as though that explained anything. “I saw it hide in the crate and turned it up.”

      Murchison looked down at the creature, still circling the confines of its prison, but no longer desperate. It was either exhausted or lacked the imagination to realize its attackers were still present. With its rounded jaw and bright eyes, he would have called it a vole rather than a mole, but the distinction was probably meaningless. The native animal bore no relation to Terran rodents.

      “Did it bite anyone?” he asked.

      Two hands went up. The noble hunter who’d captured the poor beast and the one who’d poked it with a slat.

      “If you have any symptoms—aching joints, blurring vision, indigestion, hot flashes, or cold sweats—come see me,” he said. “I don’t have any medication for rabies, but I can relieve some of your symptoms.

      “You,” he addressed the woman who’d been about to use the pry bar on the mole. “Use a hand truck to get this crate to the edge of the compound and dump it over. We’ll let someone else deal with the contagion.”

      Turning on his heel, Murchison headed toward his original destination, the computer diagnostic section.

      He did not blink at the sight of Alexia Wolf. The MechWarrior had evidently stopped a few paces from reaching the group. He nodded to her, and she fell in step beside him. “Do Galatean animals carry rabies?”

      “I doubt it,” Murchison replied. “But to be on the safe side, I will inject them with saline solution for as long as their hypochondria persists.”

      The young MechWarrior grunted. “I begin to see why Anastasia Kerensky made you her coregn.”

      Murchison said nothing. Another Clan pseudo-word to decipher. Probably meant some combination of nursemaid and court jester. It would have been easier if they’d ever published a Clan-to-human dictionary. Perhaps a project for his retirement years.

      He paused at the first door to the computer section, ceding the lead to the MechWarrior without a gesture. Following her through the high-speed blowers, he donned a hair cap—hardly necessary in his case—and stepped into the clean room where computer systems were uncased and repaired.

      “Anything interesting, Carter?” Alexia asked the technician bent over one of the examination benches.

      Murchison almost hadn’t recognized the man. His color was good—though that may have been in contrast to the white gown and hood that exposed only his face—and his movements were sure and crisp as he shut down the system he was working on before turning to answer.

      “You were right about the trigger delay,” Carter reported, then thought to add, “ma’am. The targeting computer was running a tertiary confirmation of the lock before discharge. Pretty common glitch, actually. It’s a standard protocol for calibrating the system when it’s installed, but it should have been off-line. Sometimes it initiates when the system reboots. Most MechWarriors would not have noticed the extra tenth of a second.”

      Alexia nodded once, accepting both the explanation and the circuitous compliment to her battle sense.

      “How do I keep it from happening again?”

      “I deleted the subroutine,” Carter said, gesturing toward the bench as though the deletion would somehow be visible. “Ma’am. Whoever does your next scheduled revamp will not thank me, but your PPCs will be that much faster until then.”

      “How soon?”

      Carter ran his eyes over the equipment spread along his bench. Murchison could tell he wasn’t really looking at what was in front of him, but calculating times.

      “Three and a half hours,” the technician said. “Faster if someone else does the physical reinstall, but I’d like to handle all phases myself.”

      “Three and a half hours,” Alexia echoed. She left without another word or glance in Murchison’s direction.

      Carter stood looking expectantly at the doctor for a long second after the MechWarrior had left.

      “She forgot you,” he said after a moment.

      “I wasn’t with her,” Murchison answered.

      “Ah.”

      Now Carter’s nervousness was back, though not as intense as his distress in Anastasia’s presence. Murchison wasn’t putting him in any danger of irregular heartbeats.

      “I’ve been tasked with determining how the Ryoken II’s computer came to be overloaded,” Murchison said. “Failures at that level are rare to the point of being unheard of.”

      Carter nodded in quick agreement. “I should have left my noteputer.”

      Murchison said nothing.

      “What happened was conservative thinking,” Carter explained. “The system had been upgraded, modified, and repaired more times than I could count. That required—”

      “Patches,” Murchison cut him off. “You explained.”

      “Patches were added.” Carter nodded. “But none were ever removed. Two-thirds of that BattleMech’s storage space was taken up by software for hardware it no longer had. They were afraid to take anything out.”

      Murchison could imagine this just-short-of-condescending attitude grating raw the traditional—and self-important—Chief of Technicians Garth. He’d no doubt ordered Carter to report personally to Anastasia to remind the little man of who he was and whom he served.

      “Any evidence of tampering?” he asked.

      Carter looked surprised. No, Murchison amended, dumbfounded.

      “No! No, no, no. Just very careful caution,” the computer tech quickly backed away from his implied criticism of his superiors. “Galaxy Commander Kerensky’s BattleMech has had a lot of upgrades and replacements. Most BattleMechs have unused programs.” Again, Carter repeated his gesture of waving to the bench as though it somehow illustrated his point. “But in most cases it takes generations for them to reach critical mass.”

      Murchison nodded. The technician’s evaluation dovetailed with his own investigation. The strongest emotions he had found among the Steel Wolves had been boredom with their prolonged idleness on Galatea and ambition to move ahead, neither a strong enough motive for murder.

      “Except…”

      Carter was frowning at something over Murchison’s left shoulder. Fighting the urge to glance in the same direction, Murchison waited for the technician to complete his thought.

      “There’s no evidence that the computer was tampered with physically,” he said at last. “All of the service tabs were in place, and no one had opened the case.”

      “But?” Murchison prompted as a second silence descended.

      “But there’s no security in the cockpit,” Carter said, focusing on Murchison. “Anyone could have sat in the command couch and input the software manually.”

      “Wouldn’t that take a long time?”

      “Hours. Days,” Carter agreed. “But it’s a threshold effect. There would be no evidence the system was being overloaded until it hit critical mass.”

      “Would the person inputting the programs have any indication he was approaching this critical mass?”

      “They wouldn’t know until the system failed,” Carter said. “And that would depend on the operator inputting a complex series of commands at a critical moment.”

      “So it was dumb luck that this happened at practice?” Murchison asked. “It could have happened in battle?”

      “Battle would be most likely,” Carter agreed. “But it could have been any time.”

      Murchison considered the image of a patient assassin covertly making several visits to the cockpit of Anastasia’s Ryoken II over a period of days or weeks to surreptitiously install garbage programs in hopes it would freeze her control systems in the heat of combat. Putting a banana peel on her front steps would seem a more reliable strategy.

      Dismissing the entire train of thought, he left the little man to his work and headed back to make his report to Anastasia. He did not expect this to be his final report on the matter. She believed she had been sabotaged—that someone meant to kill her—and she would not regard the investigation as over until he delivered the culprit.

      No matter what the facts said.
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      “What do you think?”

      Murchison looked up from his inventory screen. Seeing she had his attention, Anastasia Kerensky stepped slowly into the infirmary, giving him time to take in the full effect.

      She wore her usual black leather pants and waist-length jacket, which he could not imagine was comfortable in Galatea’s brutal heat. Though it hugged her body closely, the shirt under her jacket was almost modest, reaching nearly to her throat. Imprinted on the black fabric was her trademark red hourglass.

      Her left hand rested on the head of a heavy walking stick of what looked like black wood with a silver band some twenty centimeters below her hand. The snout of a dog formed from a dull silver metal protruded from between her thumb and fingers, a small, dark gem clutched in its bared fangs. Not dog. Wolf.

      “The use of a cane is backward,” Murchison said. “The broken bones and internal damage are in your upper body. You want to keep stress off your arms, chest, and shoulders. And your color is not good.”

      “Flatterer,” Anastasia said, her lip curling in something between a smile and a snarl. “The color is makeup. And the cane meets the expectations of those who think me injured.”

      Murchison did not waste breath pointing out she was injured.

      “The cane is a weapon,” he said. Not a question.

      Anastasia’s smile neither confirmed nor denied his supposition. Perhaps the cane was meant to distract from some other weapon. Provided he stayed out of the line of fire, it was not his concern.

      “Come.” She turned on her heel, heading for the door.

      “Why?” he asked her back.

      She stopped and turned slowly toward him.

      “Because a medic at my elbow confirms my injured state,” she said. “And because you ask why.”

      Murchison nodded and reached for his field kit.

      “Oh!” A startled gasp in a shaky tenor.

      In the doorway stood a portly little man in technician’s coveralls, staring at Anastasia as his lips pulled away from his teeth in a grin of sheer terror.

      It took Murchison an instant to recognize Carter. A glance at his desk calendar confirmed he’d scheduled the computer specialist’s physical for today—in about twenty minutes, in fact.

      At five meters and without instruments, Murchison diagnosed arrested respiration and elevated heart rate. He hoped Carter’s acute symptoms would not include incontinence.

      “Ah,” the little man said as the Galaxy Commander strode toward him.

      Then, evidently realizing he was between her and where she wanted to go, he backpedaled hastily. His shoulders hit the far wall of the corridor with an audible thump.

      Anastasia strode past the quaking technician without acknowledging his presence.

      “Let’s reschedule that physical,” Murchison said as he passed.

      “Uh,” agreed Carter.

      Very few people display it as openly, Murchison reflected as he followed Anastasia into the blistering heat of Galatea’s polar spring, but his response to our leader is fairly typical. A mixture of terror and awe—sometimes combined with hatred or adoration or both. He wondered if she found it tiresome.

      He didn’t ask.

      In the vehicle yard the sun was blazing, the air was dry enough to parch his eyes in their sockets, and the dust was blowing—of course. Typical spring day on the Galatean Riviera.

      Seginus, the world to which the Steel Wolves had gone immediately after Skye, had been a swamp. He knew no planet was covered by a single biome, but the only colonized regions there were wetland. He had hated the bugs and the mud and the endless cases of foot fungus, and he’d been glad the agricultural planet’s infrastructure had proved insufficient to support their rebuilding. But after less than a week in the arctic desert of Galatea, he found himself missing the methane-laden stench of the salt marshes.

      Settling opposite her in the chauffeured hovercar, he angled his head slightly to make it clear he wasn’t looking at her. The limousine rose on its cushion of air and the buildings of the Steel Wolves’ rented citadel slid backward. Anastasia was silent as the ground car carried them toward Galatea City.

      The view outside the tinted windows was of blank walls six meters tall with broad gates at irregular intervals. Uniform ferrocrete walls coated with uniform, echo-deadening stucco and painted a uniform desert dust yellow lined broad, featureless avenues designed to accommodate assault ’Mechs walking three abreast. With the exception of the few banners or emblems some of the mercenary commands hung on their gates, there was nothing individual, nothing that indicated place or culture.

      Despite those bits of individuality, the mercenary district looked like nothing so much as a public works project. Which Murchison supposed it was. He wondered what the Republic of the Sphere’s Office of the Exchequer would make of the fact that all the financial aid for the rebuilding of Galatea had gone to housing mercenary commands. Then again, the mercenary trade was Galatea.

      Galaport DropPort was designed to house a dozen mercenary fleets. It lay on the southernmost coast of the Amersia Sea—a landlocked, nearly saltless ocean that covered the northern pole like a beret, dipping south almost to the arctic circle.

      Perhaps guided by the events on Outreach, the locals had used Republic of the Sphere money to place the rebuilt mercenary district as far from Galatea City proper as possible. Thus the DropPort, bordered on one side by the sea, was surrounded by an urban crescent. The mercenary enclaves were at one end, Galatea City at the other. Connecting them was a long business district officially designated the RESA—Recreation, Entertainment, and Services Area—but known to everyone as the Strip.

      Murchison was not surprised when the car turned off the highway to Galatea City and into the Strip. Here the buildings were not uniform and the scenery not without character. It was barely midday, but off-duty mercenaries were already on—or still on—the streets.

      Most of the people he assumed were mercenaries wore nondescript fatigues, but there were plenty of distinctive uniforms moving through the throngs. If he knew who favored what colors, the Strip would have given him a fair measure of which mercenary commands were in town.

      Murchison found the general decay of the district interesting. Glittering casinos stood shoulder to shoulder with boarded-up buildings, dark dives, honky-tonks blaring frenetic music, and holovid theaters advertising shows with anatomically improbable titles.

      The only building given a wide berth by the sidewalk traffic was painted in cheerful shades of blue and white. The hand-lettered sign above the door proudly proclaimed the shunned building was the “Soul Saving Station Rescue Mission.”

      Seventy years ago, Galatea had been a microcosm of the FedCom Civil War, with faction fighting faction through the streets of the cities. That conflict had barely ended when the Blakists launched their Jihad against the Inner Sphere. The Blakists and their mercenaries had made a major stand against Lyran forces on Galatea. The fighting had not been as devastating as the legendary destruction of Outreach, but it had been bad. Galaport, the largest DropShip field in the region, had been destroyed, along with most of the urban centers in the northern hemisphere. Stone and his rebels had completed the devastation, targeting the Blakist stronghold for one of the most vicious battles of the war.

      Some incredible percentage of Galatea’s population—Murchison thought it approached a fifth—had immigrated in the last few decades as part of the Republic’s relocation and diversification programs.

      More to the point, all of the buildings along the Strip—the Strip itself for that matter—were the result of the Republic of the Sphere’s massive rebuilding program. None of the beaten and dismal buildings they were cruising slowly past were as old as Murchison. Yet they looked as though they’d been degraded and abused for centuries.

      Murchison wondered if the builders—knowing what the Strip would become—had used materials designed to fall into the right state of hopeless disrepair as quickly as possible.

      The car stopped at some unseen signal and Anastasia unfolded herself onto the sidewalk with just a hint of stiffness. Murchison followed quickly, the kiln blast of Galatea’s polar spring sucking energy from him before he made it halfway across the sidewalk. When Anastasia leaned heavily on her cane, his hand twitched. But he realized in time that offering to support her elbow would be gilding the lily. He wasn’t sure why they were performing this particular charade, but he suspected keeping himself as peripheral as possible was the wisest course.

      The building they were entering looked better than most in that it seemed solid and well maintained. It also lacked the garish advertising that plastered most of the Strip. In fact, it had no signage at all.

      A doorman stood in the inky shade beneath the awning. It was evident he wasn’t the usual shill trying to entice customers inside. He looked a lot more like a guard in place to keep people out.

      A step behind, Murchison was gratified to see Anastasia did not lean too heavily on her walking stick. He knew she was keeping the fine balance between looking injured and appearing weak. Why she wanted to project an air of nonthreatening competence—instead of her usual full-bore deadliness—was of no interest to him. He just appreciated the net effect was to keep her from putting too much stress on her real injuries.

      Like most buildings Murchison had seen on Galatea, there was a foyer, a vestibule with doors at both ends. The arrangement was very like an air lock, though its intent was to keep the forty-degree air outside and the twenty-four-degree air inside. Still, the moment of trapped immobility between doors never failed to edge his nerves. He wondered what it did to Anastasia’s combat reflexes. Perhaps he should be monitoring her heart rate.

      The corner of his mouth twitched at his own humor.

      The inner doors opened onto what looked to Murchison like a tavern, complete with dark wood bar, and high-backed booths lining two walls. Matching what he was seeing with verbal descriptions, he recognized an informal hiring hall, one where unregistered contracts were arranged.

      “Sit there.” Anastasia indicated a chair at the end of a row of apparent spares along the wall by the door.

      Murchison sat, wondering why they were in mercenary territory, but keeping his thoughts to himself.

      Anastasia took a seat a half-dozen meters away, in a chair at a table that gave her a clear view of the front door and an apparent side door at the far end of the bar. Her back was exposed to half the room and Murchison interpreted his duty as keeping watch in that direction.

      For an hour they sat, Anastasia nursing a dark beer and looking nowhere in particular—though Murchison noted the wolf head of her cane rotating as she idly turned the stick in her hand.

      People came and went with no apparent pattern or purpose. More business types than the colorful, hard-bitten holovid mercenaries he’d have expected. People drifted from booth to booth, apparently meeting old friends. Conversations were sometimes very brief and sometimes went on for several minutes. Often, particularly during the longer exchanges, all parties stared down at the tables in front of them as they spoke.

      It took watching a few conversations for Murchison to realize there were data terminals built into most of the tables. The terminals were flush so only those sitting directly over them could read them. Contracts were being negotiated, funds transferred, commitments made.

      Now that he was actually looking, he saw every table had a white-noise generator prominently placed next to the condiment rack.

      Twice men drifted over to talk with Anastasia, exchanging a few words without sitting down before moving on.

      Murchison had begun to wonder if the door at the end of the bar led to a bathroom when his charge rose without warning and headed for the door. He was at her elbow as she entered the vestibule.

      The ground car was gone.

      Unsurprised, Anastasia turned and began walking back toward the compound district. Picking up his pace, Murchison fell in beside her. “What are we doing?”

      “Seeing who talks to whom,” she answered.

      A shill of indeterminate gender, hardly more than a child, circled in, praising the physical and chemical delights available to the discerning customer with the wisdom to enter what was evidently a brothel. The patter died with a hard glance from Anastasia, and the creature faded rapidly toward the wall.

      “Why do we care?” Murchison asked.

      The corners of Anastasia’s mouth curled up in the suggestion of a smile.

      That was her only answer as they repeated their charade at three more of the covert hiring halls. Though the tavern motif seemed unifying, each place had its own spin on the theme. Murchison rather liked the one modeled on the Terran Old West; it suited the barren climate.

      At the second—which failed miserably to replicate a tropical island environment—Anastasia spent fifteen minutes of intense conversation with a dark-complected older man of military mien and discouraged flirtation from an Amazon of truly heroic proportions. Someone, and sometimes several someones, spoke to her at every stop. But if anything came of these meetings, she chose not to share the information.

      As they came out of the fourth tavern, a twentieth-century NorthAm urban speakeasy, Murchison was delighted to see their car at the curb.

      “Notice anything?” Anastasia asked as the car eased into traffic.

      “Almost all the patrons were more heavily armed than you,” Murchison replied. “The last booth on the left at the Bavarian drinking hall is a secret entrance to somewhere else. And a couple at the fourth bar were also at the first, and found you fascinating in both places.”

      “Good.” Obviously satisfied, Anastasia settled back more comfortably in the faux leather seat.
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      Murchison did not flinch as Verena Wolf unleashed a long burst of automatic fire from the heavy assault rifle.

      The Steel Wolves’ compound, one of the largest, was on the edge of the mercenary district farthest from the city. Anastasia had ordered a small arms range set up on the plain outside the wall. Murchison had no idea whether the firing range was approved by the Galatean government; he suspected no one official yet knew it existed. There were certainly no others on the kilometers of barren hardpan that separated the walled enclaves of the mercenary district from the improbable blue of the Amersia Sea.

      He stood a few paces to Verena’s right, taking advantage of the shade offered by the awning over the firing bench. The smoke wafted his way, of course, just acrid enough to irritate his nose without triggering an actual sneeze. Gunpowder had been smokeless for nearly a millennium, but the residue of the flash-burned casings still had to be vented away from the shooter. He wondered if the technology to eliminate that didn’t exist, or was just too expensive for military buyers to waste it on enlisted personnel.

      He’d never seen MechWarriors fire hand weapons before, much less heavy slug guns like these. All of them carried laser pistols, of course, holstered in their high boots, and most affected a blade weapon of some sort—which could be anything from a throwing dagger to a bowie knife. But when it came to actual combat, they all made the leap from unaugmented—bare-handed—duels to BattleMechs, with no consideration of the weapons in between.

      Murchison had no idea what had prompted Anastasia to require each to fire a magazine at a target now, but it had made for an interesting hour. Accuracy at eighty meters had ranged from sprays governed more by chance than control to Kyle Wolf methodically pumping one hundred single shots into the bull’s eye.

      Verena’s performance was better than most he’d seen. Almost every round in the torso region, most in the kill zone.

      What Anastasia thought of the performance was unclear. She gave no indication of her mood as she stood behind the firing line, in the full glare of the white-hot sun, watching her MechWarriors demonstrate their skill with the heavy infantry weapon.

      Murchison felt a little guilty about that. He’d warned her about the dangers of Galatea’s sun, particularly for fair-complected redheads. He should have anticipated this would lead to her taking every opportunity to dare the ultraviolet radiation to do its worst. He took some solace from her showing no signs of burning. Not that he would ever voice the suspicion that she had added wearing sunscreen to her daily regimen.

      Rob Juergens was the last shooter in this group. Easily two meters tall and a hundred kilos, Juergens cultivated the cold, deadly air of a professional killer. A scar across his cheek testified that a knife, or maybe a dueling saber, had come within centimeters of robbing him of an eye. Murchison had heard his precise targeting under fire made his Vulture a welcome sight on the battlefield.

      Juergens took the rifle offered him by the infantry soldier by the firing position and looked to be sure the chamber was empty before cycling in the first round. The bolt did not move on the first trigger pull. Looking first at the gun, then at the soldier who had handed it to him, he released the safety. Bringing the gun to his shoulder, he sighted for a long second, then squeezed the trigger. The muzzle moved not at all as the magazine’s full hundred rounds cycled through at full auto. Murchison was impressed with Juergens’ control of the trip-hammer recoil. The single hole in the target could have been covered with a dinner plate.

      Unsmiling, but clearly pleased with himself, Juergens handed the empty assault rifle back to the infantry trooper with exaggerated courtesy and turned to go.

      “Stop!”

      Anastasia took two steps forward, snatched the assault rifle from the startled trooper’s grip, and threw it at the MechWarrior.

      Juergens caught it easily, looking mildly surprised. He swung it around to the port position.

      “Field-strip it,” she ordered.

      “Galaxy Commander?” Juergens looked from her to the weapon in his hands.

      “You take a weapon from a soldier, you fire it, then you give it back to the soldier,” Anastasia said. “Any sibbie can point a gun at a target and squeeze the trigger. Prove you know that weapon.”

      Juergens raised his chin slightly. Murchison could see the struggle as he tried to decide which was greater: the insult to his pride or his duty to his Galaxy Commander. Pride won.

      “I am a MechWarrior,” Juergens began. “I—”

      Anastasia hissed between her teeth. Without looking she extended her hand to another infantry trooper. The soldier cleared the chamber of his weapon and surrendered it. Without breaking eye contact with Juergens, she broke the weapon down, slapping each part on the firing bench. Finished, she held the bare frame at eye level, making sure the MechWarrior saw it.

      Then she began reassembling the rifle as quickly as she had taken it apart. Murchison was impressed by the display of peripheral vision as she snatched each component from the bench without fumble. With a no-look thrust, she shoved the completed weapon back into its owner’s hands.

      “If you are a warrior only within the safety of your ’Mech, you are no warrior,” she said. “A Wolf can fight anywhere with any weapon. And fighting with a rifle in the battlefield means being able to clear it when it jams.”

      She looked around at the crescent of MechWarriors, then turned further to include the infantry troopers. No one dared move, Murchison saw, and none dared look away.

      “All of you learned to use these weapons in the sibko. Each of you fired rifles and cannon, operated trucks and tanks,” she said. “But when you attained your BattleMechs, you thought yourself elite, above the weapons of lesser warriors. But without your mighty ’Mech, you are at their mercy!

      “From this moment on, no Wolf will be powless!” she declared. “Everyone will qualify on every weapon. Everyone will master every weapon.”

      She rounded on the firing instructor, holding his eye as she pointed toward the MechWarriors. “Teach them to field repair and maintain every weapon in our infantry arsenal,” she said. “Then teach them to shoot. The full course.”

      Turning to look along the length of her extended arm, she leveled her laser glare to look at Juergens, Alexia, and each of the others in turn. “You,” she said. “Obey your instructor.”

      Expressions ranged from MechWarrior Kyle Wolf’s grin to Verena’s blank shock.

      Juergens’ white eyebrows stood out against the sudden red of his face. Murchison wondered idly about the upper limits of the man’s blood pressure. The warrior opened his mouth to speak, but Anastasia forestalled him with a raised palm.

      “You have not been singled out,” she said. “Every MechWarrior, every aerospace pilot, every tank crewman will be trained. And the infantry will be taught to operate the machines.”

      Juergens, who had shown signs of calming at her first words, shifted from red to purple with her last. Even Kyle lost his grin. But none spoke out against her.

      “No Wolf,” said Anastasia, “will be less than the best with every
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