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        “Devlin Stone’s Republic was supposed to be humanity’s last, best hope to free itself from the scourge of never-ending warfare. But as soon as the going got tough what happened? The verdammt Republic crawled down a rabbit hole and pulled the opening in after them.”

        Archon Melissa Steiner, TBC Interview, 14 March 3136
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        SCOUT-CLASS JUMPSHIP BRIGIT

        INTERSTELLAR SPACE NEAR YORII

        REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        18 AUGUST 3136

      

      

      Of all the treasures in the universe, the only thing Dr. Elgin Sawyer really wanted was answers.

      Nothing else mattered. He was pushing ninety, his chocolate skin wrinkled and cracked from a lifetime spent beneath the sun of Lyons. The passing years had long ago banked the fires of his passion, arthritis kept him from his garden, and a growing silence stole the voices of his few surviving friends. He was old and alone.

      Answers were all that was left to him.

      So Sawyer stood in the small, darkened wardroom of the little starship Brigit, foot tucked into a steel loop welded to the deck, looking out at the stars. At Yorii.

      At ten trillion kilometers, Yorii’s sun was a diamond chip, scarcely brighter than the other stars sprinkled across the dark tapestry of space. But it was different, yes it was. It was still part of The Republic.

      Lyons was not.

      Yorii lay behind an invisible wall, a wall erected by The Republic’s Exarch, Jonah Levin. The building of walls had long been a human strategy, probably since the first Cro-Magnon realized you could stack one stone atop another. The Chinese had built the Great Wall to hold back the barbarian hordes. Hadrian had bisected Britannia with his wall. Walls had been used to stem unwanted immigration and deter terrorists.

      Sometimes they even worked

      If you didn’t think about what happened to the people trapped on the other side.

      A bitter smile twisted Sawyer’s lips. Who would have ever thought Lyons would be jealous of Yorii? Yorii had been ravaged during the Jihad, and her wounds were still healing. Much of the planet’s soil was cracked and poisoned, her riverbeds parched and clicking with radiation.

      But Yorii’s people were safe behind the wall.

      “Why, Exarch?” he whispered. “Why did you leave us outside?”

      It was the first of the questions he wanted answered.

      He heard the distant sound of a hatch open and a pair of reflections appeared in the ferroglass. Sawyer touched his hearing aid, turning up reality’s volume. “Yes?”

      “Hope’s drive and battery are charged,” said the young man. “We can go as soon as you give the word.” Derrick Carter was twenty-seven and handsome: black hair cut short, eyes blue, strong jaw, a bright smile. He wore gray slacks and a dark blue polo shirt emblazoned with the Carter crest.

      The woman standing next to him rolled her eyes.

      “Cassandra?” said Sawyer softly.

      Cassandra Holliman, Brigit’s captain, was a pretty woman in her forties, her auburn hair cut spacer short. She wore green coveralls. “The whole point in hanging out here was to monitor Yorii’s broadcasts, learn something about Levin’s wall. But we haven’t learned a damned thing. We still don’t know if—”

      “And we’ll never know,” said Carter hotly, “if we never jump.”

      “Beware of brave nobles,” Holliman shot back, “they’re great for getting commoners killed.”

      “Enough,” said Sawyer softly. It was his expedition, and that made it his headache. He sighed. Why had he let Nancy Carter put him in charge? College professors shouldn’t be part of the grand sweep of history—they should read about the grand sweep of history. He was a damn fool to be out here. Becka would’ve talked him out of coming.

      But Becka was dead.

      And Felicia. And Trevor. And their kids. All killed in the last Falcon raid.

      Sawyer turned back to look at Yorii.

      As he watched, the JumpShip Orphan’s Hope occulted the star. Sawyer could see the rounded bulb of Hope’s bow and her long, narrow body finally ending in a radial display of fins. Unlike little Brigit, Hope was a giant, a massive Monolith, her outline distended by DropShips: Unions and Overlords and Leopard CVs.

      Sawyer didn’t expect his expedition to make planetfall, but every contingency had been planned for. A great host was embarked aboard the Monolith and her daughters: aerospace fighters and battlesuit infantry, armor and BattleMechs. Lyons had questions.

      And they were going to insist on answers.

      And yet, Sawyer still couldn’t shake a feeling of doom. Since Levin had raised his terrible wall, no one who’d jumped into a Republic system had ever managed to jump back out again. Holliman’s people crewed both JumpShips. She begged him with her eyes not to send them in.

      Sawyer had no desire to send these people to their deaths. “Maybe—” he began.

      “Malvina Hazen isn’t going to stop,” said Carter, his voice hard.

      Malvina Hazen. Clan Jade Falcon. Sawyer saw the face of his dear Becka, the kids, his grandbabies for God’s sake, all killed when a Jagatai had come down during the last Falcon raid, their deaths collateral to a monster’s ambition. Someone had to make Levin explain why he’d abandoned the worlds outside the wall.

      Someone had to make the man live up to his responsibilities.

      “One hour.” There was steel in Sawyer’s voice. “And not a second longer.”
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      One second Orphan’s Hope was there, and the next she just—wasn’t. A timer in the lower left corner of the Brigit’s main viewscreen started counting down from one hour. Sawyer waited, strapped into a jump seat, staring at the flickering green numbers set against the background of stars.

      For the entire hour, Sawyer and the bridge crew waited in silence, sweating, and staring at that screen. Until the numbers hit 0:00:00.0 and flickered from green to red. And started to count up. When the timer hit plus three minutes, Holliman cleared her throat. “Young Master Carter seems to be a bit tardy.”

      “Knew that kid couldn’t tell time,” said the navigator, and a titter of nervous laughter made its way around the bridge.

      Sawyer said nothing.

      The timer hit plus five minutes. Six. Seven.

      “What are we going to do?” said the captain in a low voice.

      “Whatever happened to the Hope,” murmured Sawyer, “we owe Lyons answers.”

      “What does that mean exactly?” asked the navigator.

      “What is the distance to the pirate point?” asked Sawyer.

      “The pirate point is the second gas giant’s L4. It’s four hundred forty-seven light hours from our present—” Holliman stopped. “Wait.” Her voice was suddenly arctic. “You’re not proposing we jump after them?”

      “No,” said Sawyer sadly. “I’m proposing we wait. For four hundred forty-seven hours.”

      

      
        
        6 SEPTEMBER 3136

      

      

      Eighteen point six days had passed since Hope had jumped into the Yorii system, and Sawyer knew she wasn’t coming back. It had seemed like such a simple plan. Jump into the outer system, gather intel on the wall, broadcast his world’s plea for help, and then jump out again before they could be attacked.

      What possibly could have gone wrong?

      Lyons had to know. He had to know.

      So he found himself again on Brigit’s bridge, watching numbers flicker and dance as they chased their way down to zero.

      At minus two minutes, Holliman leaned towards him. “The timer accounts for the light speed lag between Hope’s theoretical insertion point and our position. There is always some jump variation so the true distance could vary by as much as—”

      “It’s fine,” said Sawyer softly.

      Time drained away to nothing and again, the numbers flashed red. Everyone turned to the communications officer, a narrow-faced man named Hill, with a shaved head and dark eyes. He shrugged, shook his head.

      “Maybe Hope met with some kind of jump accident,” said Holliman. “Pirate points can be...” Her voice trailed off.

      The counter hit plus one.

      Sawyer just stared at the diamond chip centered on the viewscreen.

      “How long do we wait?” asked Hill quietly, dragging a hand over his smooth skull.

      “As long as it takes,” said Sawyer coldly.

      “Sir,” said Holliman gently. “If we haven’t heard anything after an hour—”

      “No,” said Sawyer sharply. “We have to report to Lyons.”

      “Hope is lost,” she shot back. “Isn’t that worth reporting?”

      “Listen—”Sawyer snarled, but he was interrupted by the crackle of static.

      “Incoming message,” shouted Hill. He looked up. “Hope’s call sign.”

      The image of Yorii was gone from the viewscreen, replaced by an electronic blizzard. Still, the picture was clear enough for Sawyer to see that something was horribly, horribly wrong.

      Through the static he made out a bridge, Hope’s bridge. The right side had been smashed; chairs crushed flat, panels twisted into bizarre geometries, a shower of blue sparks spitting from a naked power coupling. Someone had splashed scarlet paint across the bridge, except Sawyer knew at once that it wasn’t paint, it wasn’t paint at all.

      Despite all the damage done to the starboard half of the bridge, the port side was pristine. Untouched. It was as if some terrible line had cut through the Hope’s bridge, separating life from death.

      And Derrick Carter had been standing in the bridge’s center when it had hit.

      Both sides of him looked fine, looked whole. But his two halves weren’t quite...aligned. The right side of his face, it was lower, a centimeter lower than the left. His eyes were offset, his mouth a pair of gashes not quite touching, there was a jog in his skull.

      “Derrick,” Sawyer whispered, though of course the boy couldn’t hear him.

      “Doh not,” croaked Carter with his two half-mouths, struggling to form the words, his grotesque face twisting with the effort. “Fall. Oh. Do not. Follow.” He shook his funhouse-mirror head. “Don’t. Know. How. But.” He closed his mismatched eyes.

      “Is. Hell.”

      And then the message cut out, replaced by a serene star field, Yorii at its center.

      The shocked silence on the bridge of Brigit was absolutely complete.

      In that moment, Dr. Elgin Sawyer realized that The Republic was simply gone, as surely as if God Himself had reached down and plucked it from the Inner Sphere.

      And there would be no answers.
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        “Yesterday, AFNN received ComStar’s First Quarter results. The communications giant reported its twenty-sixth consecutive quarter of red ink. Even more troubling, the company reported a seventy-eight percent spike in non-operating income from the sale of capital assets. The markets interpreted this fire sale as a sign that ComStar can’t fix the HPG blackout. Our analysts predict stock prices will plummet across the Inner Sphere as the news radiates outward.”

        Atreus Financial News Network, 25 April 3139
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        COMSTAR SECRET RESEARCH FACILITY OMEGA ONE

        LUYTEN 68-28 (EXACT COORDINATES UNKNOWN)

        PREFECTURE X

        23 SEPTEMBER 3139

      

      

      Tucker Harwell worked alone in the small laboratory that was both his home and his cell. There wasn’t much to the room: work bench, cot, a small, enclosed bathroom. The far wall was a mirror—so his captors could look in on him whenever they wanted. He didn’t even have a light switch. For Tucker, it was always day.

      His captors hadn’t told him much about Luyten, the mysterious world that had become his prison, but it was clear that ComStar had once maintained a base here.

      ComStar...or Word of Blake.

      There had been some kind of battle, a battle that had scarred the world’s face and smashed the network of satellites and habitats in low planetary orbit. No one had told Tucker this—but he’d surmised it. Adepts kept bringing him damaged devices—recorders, circuit boards, data cubes—a distressing percentage of them radioactive. The radiac on his workbench clicked merrily to itself as he worked, this time on an old, battered memory core.

      ComStar had grown desperate, desperate enough to look for answers from its violent past.

      The core was a small box, its black paint peeling, the screws holding the casing to the base plate rusted solid. He plugged the core into a power supply and inserted a probe in the dataport. He worked quickly and without hope. Whatever data the core had once held, it likely had been washed clean by decades of radiation exposure. He glanced at his noteputer and sighed. More wasted effort.

      Unaccountably, the ’puter beeped.

      Startled, Tucker glanced at the characters scrolling across the small screen:

      
        
        CLARION C&+% PROTOX)MS WILL BE GNT+IATED ONLY ON 4#W #FCXERS OF GFD PRYK%NTOR MX*TIAL. MA@ T!E PR5CE OF %*AKE BE WITH YOU.

        

      

      He blinked. Clarion? What the hell was Clarion? The first sentence was cryptic, but the second was clear enough. May the peace of Blake be with you. He shuddered.

      “Problem, Tuck?”

      Tucker jumped and wheeled around.

      His sister leaned against the frame of his open door, arms folded across her chest. Her words were cheery, but there was no hint of good will on her face. There was nothing on her face. She wore the frozen expression of a mannequin.

      Like Tucker, Patricia Harwell was slender, and she had the same black hair, though hers was straight and shoulder-length, while his was unruly and short. She was a couple centimeters shorter than he and more attractive, but the resemblance was unmistakable.

      And they wore identical white uniforms.

      But for all that, they weren’t the same. Patricia was an advocate of old ComStar, what Tucker had come to think of as fundamentalist ComStar, the branch of the organization that had once metastasized into Word of Blake.

      The Blakists believed the technical workings of interstellar communications were infused with mystical meaning and they worshiped ComStar’s founder, Jerome Blake, as if he were a god. It was crazy—and scary. Scary because the Blakists believed so fervently in their cause that in its service they were willing to undertake any measure to spread their beliefs.

      Any measure.

      Most of the Inner Sphere believed the Blakists had been wiped out during the Jihad. Tucker had learned to his sorrow that this was not the case.

      Tucker met Patricia’s steady gaze. Is this same girl I played freeze tag with in the back yard, the same girl who cried when Pepper the cat ran away, the same girl who taught her five-year-old brother to ride a two-wheeler?

      Where did the fanaticism come from? he thought. The hatred?

      “Buhl wants to see you,” she said.

      “I’m working.” He jerked his head at the core.

      She stared at him, her face blank. And then she smiled, a bright smile that was somehow all the more disturbing for its warmth. She walked over to him and tousled his hair. “Don’t worry, Tuck. You won’t need that research. Because today’s your big day.”

      Tucker frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      She just laughed softly and walked out of the little room.

      Tucker hurried to follow before the door closed and locked him in, knowing his sister wouldn’t come back for him.
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      Patricia led him through a warren of hallways, up an elevator, through yet more hallways until they reached a pair of sliding glass doors that looked out on an open-air balcony. Tucker saw Precentor Malcolm Buhl sitting at a table splashed in sunlight, eating breakfast.

      Patricia pushed through the doors and Tucker followed her out.

      Where he could see the sky.

      Luyten’s sky was a shock of bright blue, a broad red sun crouched low on the horizon. A slash of silver cleaved the sky like a knife. So the world had a ring of debris in near orbit. How unusual.

      Tucker suddenly felt cold. They had let him see the sky. They’d never let him see the sky before. A sky could be remembered, a sky could be used to ID a world’s location, and Luyten’s location was a secret.

      His mouth tasted dry. There were only two kinds of people you shared secrets with. Those you trusted. And those who had short life expectancies.

      “Please,” said Buhl, “sit. Would you like something to eat?”

      Tucker glanced at Buhl’s breakfast: greasy bacon and hash browns swimming in egg yolk and curry. A wave of nausea washed over him. He swallowed hard and sat down. “No, thank you.”

      Patricia didn’t sit, she leaned against the wall behind him, arms folded.

      Buhl shrugged. He was a heavy man, bald on top, thin brown hair shadowing the sides of his skull. He sopped up curry with a piece of toast.

      “So,” said Buhl, “today we will test a new idea.”

      It was Tucker’s turn to shrug.

      “You don’t seem excited,” said Buhl, washing down his breakfast with iced coffee. “Let me explain the importance of this test. ComStar—” Buhl took another bite of toast. “—is a communications company. At least we were before Gray Monday.”

      Gray Monday. There wasn’t a man or woman who served ComStar who didn’t know what that term meant, and Tucker was no exception. Gray Monday. August 1, 3132. The day someone (no one knew who) used a computer virus and multiple terrorist attacks to take down more than eighty percent of the interstellar communications network. It was a disaster.

      Until ComStar realized the virus prevented them from restoring the hyperpulse generators that were the backbone of the network.

      Then it looked more like the end of civilization.

      As system after system slipped into darkness, humanity turned into an unruly mob: scared, angry. Ready to kill.

      “Naturally,” said Buhl, “our revenue has dropped since the blackout began. We’ve hung on for seven long years.” He shook his head. “But we cannot hold on forever. What the markets know is that we’ve sold holdings not related to our core communications business. What the markets do not know is that we’ve also been borrowing. In the next few years those loans are going to begin coming due.”

      “And you can’t pay them back,” guessed Tucker.

      “We used voting rights as collateral,” said Buhl softly. “If we default on these loans, we will start to lose control over ComStar itself.”

      Patricia’s hard gaze was an itch in the back of Tucker’s neck.

      Buhl leaned forward. “But you, my boy, are our salvation. You’re a genius.”

      Tucker said nothing. It occurred to him his life would have been simpler if he were not a genius. Certainly Buhl’s faction wouldn’t have kidnapped him if he’d been just another adept.

      Buhl was still talking: “—child prodigy. First in your class at the DeBurke Institute. That’s why I assigned you to the Wyatt HPG. And you didn’t disappoint, my boy. You brought Wyatt up. You are the only person in the whole of the Inner Sphere who’s managed to repair an infected HPG.”

      “Unfortunate that he hasn’t been able to duplicate that effort,” said Patricia coldly.

      “Yes,” said Buhl softly. “Unfortunate.”

      “So why didn’t you bring up the Millungera HPG, Tuck?” Patricia smiled sweetly.

      “T-the same approach on Wyatt—I mean the same frequency, um, it didn’t work. I don’t know why.” He really didn’t. And nothing made Tucker more uncomfortable than things he didn’t understand. “If I could just have—”

      “No need to worry,” Buhl said smoothly. “Because we’ve found another approach. We haven’t been able to eradicate the virus that caused the blackout. So we’ve come to the Polar Network solution, two brand new hyperpulse generators, one here and one on Mars, both of them built from scratch, every bolt, every capacitor, every circuit board assembled in brand new facilities. It cost billions of C-Bills, but we have allowed no vector for the contagion to infect this new network.”

      Buhl pushed his plate aside. “We must succeed this time. We are running out of chances.” He peered at Tucker. “That’s why you’re going to bring up our new network.”

      “I’m ready to do whatever you wish, sir,” said Tucker steadily.

      “Are you, my boy?” asked Buhl softly. “I wonder. You see, I know you’ve been fighting us.”

      “Sir, I—”

      The precentor held up his hand, and Tucker fell instantly silent.

      Because what Buhl said was true. For four long years, Tucker Harwell had been playing a desperate game of delay and obfuscation. He inserted subtle errors in his notes. He dropped a word here, a phrase there, sending ComStar technicians scurrying down blind alleys, plumbing useless, esoteric theories. He told small, carefully crafted lies. Sometimes, when he was sure his captors wouldn’t believe him, he told the truth.

      And now that they knew, what else could he say?

      “So,” said Buhl. “If the Polar Network fails…” He smiled faintly and shook his head.

      Tucker felt Patricia’s hand on his shoulder, and he stood. And why not? There was nothing else Buhl needed to say.

      His meaning had been perfectly clear.
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      Patricia stopped in front of the entrance to Tucker’s lab. His cell. He expected her to open the door, but she didn’t. Instead, she said, “I have one more thing for you to think about, brother. Yes, Buhl will have your head if the Polar Network fails. But consider, what will happen if the test succeeds?”

      “ComStar will have the template for restoring the HPG network.”

      “That’s right.” She flashed him a tight smile. A triumphant smile. “And then, all of a sudden, we’ll have no need for boy geniuses.”

      Tucker blinked. He’d always known Patricia would hurt him if her duty required it, but he suddenly saw she was just willing to. She wanted to. At that moment, something inside him broke.

      “Patricia,” he whispered.

      She laughed and it sounded brittle. “So, the genius finally understands.”

      Tucker stared at her for a long moment and then he drew a deep, shuddery breath. “You are my sister. I love you. I love you. Whatever—” He swallowed had. “Whatever you do to me. I want you to know. I want you to remember. I forgive you.”

      Her face softened and the cold gleam in her eyes seemed to fade away. “Oh, Tucker,” she whispered. “Oh, Tuck.” She smiled sadly and shook her head. “But I don’t forgive you.”

      Tucker’s jaw sagged open.

      Her eyes narrowed. “It’s always came so easily for you,” she snarled. “You. Who are a heretic. Your sins stain me, brother. Me, who has always faithfully walked the path set out by the great Blake.”

      “Patricia, I never meant—”

      “It’s too late, Tucker,” she said coldly, opening the door with an electronic key. “You’ll get no absolution from me.”

      And then she shoved him into his little prison and closed the door.

      Tucker was so upset by his sister’s words that it was full minute before he realized the battered memory core was missing.
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      The HPG’s control room was a study in understated elegance. The space was fifteen meters in diameter reaching up to a domed ceiling. Consoles and computer equipment ringed the room. Executive chairs fashioned from hand-tooled brown leather sat in front of the consoles, each occupied by a technician in a dazzling white uniform. The floor was black granite, polished to a high sheen. Tucker glanced down and saw himself looking back up.

      It was like looking in a dark mirror.

      In the center of the room was the HPG core, a stem that passed through the domed ceiling and opened into a flower fifty meters across, the business end of the hyperpulse generator. It was the antenna that would rip a hole in spacetime and broadcast a message that would be instantly received by a station orbiting another star. Beneath the floor, a dedicated fusion reactor provided the tremendous power the process required.

      But none of it was possible without the core. Inside the steel cylinder, the core was a maze of branching circuits linking germanium processors to shielded magnetic coils. It was the most sophisticated piece of technology in human space.

      And like everything else in the room, it was brand new.

      Tucker crossed the dark floor to the core. He wore gloves that prevented any electrostatic discharge that might damage the core’s intricate circuits. For a moment he considered taking the gloves off—but, no, Buhl’s people were watching his every move.

      He reached out and touched the core’s metallic surface. He remembered how it had felt to touch the core on Wyatt: like he was touching the beating heart of interstellar civilization. But that’s not how it felt today.

      Today it just felt cold.

      Tucker let out a deep breath and turned. Six meters from the core, centered on a dais, there was a chair.

      Like a man going to the gallows, Tucker marched to the chair and sat down.

      He reached up and rubbed his neck. To his watchers it must’ve looked like Tucker was trying to relieve the tension in his muscles. But what he was really doing was brushing the tips of his fingers against a tiny dot of metal hidden on the inside of his high collar.

      What he was really doing was taking strength from wherever he could find it.

      The little piece of jewelry was a Knight Errant’s rank pip, given to him by Alexi Holt on Wyatt, a parting gift as Patricia and the Com Guards took Tucker away. He thought of it as a promise, a promise that Alexi and The Republic hadn’t forgotten him.

      It had been four years, and so far that promise hadn’t turned out to be worth much. But Tucker hadn’t abandoned the tiny sliver of hope the pip represented. It was foolish to hope The Republic would come for him.

      But sometimes a foolish hope was better than none at all.

      “Preparing initiation sequence,” someone said.

      Tucker glanced at the master control board, watching the HPG come to life.

      “Eighty-two percent,” said the adept at the secondary control station. What was her name? Wharton. She frowned. “I’m getting flux in the primary hyperspace coil. Variance of three percent. Five. Six.”

      It was a little high, but Tucker wasn’t worried. This core was free from the virus that infected the rest of the network. Which was why he’d finally run out of options. Even if he committed some last desperate act of sabotage, it wouldn’t matter. They’d just kill him and try again. Either way, the Polar Network was going to work.

      Despite Tucker’s best efforts, Buhl’s technicians had hit upon a strategy that would certainly defeat the persistent virus everyone knew was causing the blackout. Instead of trying to fix the existing network, they would rebuild it. The strategy was horrifically expensive—but that scarcely mattered. If ComStar was to survive as an organization it had to bring the network back up, no matter the cost.

      Buhl would become Primus. No doubt an accomplishment of this magnitude would give him the power to push aside Primus Koenigs-Cober. He would rule ComStar, returning the organization to its techno-religious roots. Which way would First Precentor Brian May jump? Did it even matter? He would either adopt the new order or he would be swept aside. Word of Blake would be reborn.

      The last time the Blakists had been unleashed, they’d plunged the Inner Sphere into an unholy jihad that had killed billions. Whole worlds had been sterilized. Realms shattered. Death and destruction on a scale never seen before or since.

      And this time, the heirs to the Blakist tradition were rising in a universe where The Republic had disappeared. Tucker saw a tide of darkness washing over humanity.

      And it would begin in this room.

      “Adjust beta coil plus-five megajoules,” Tucker ordered, trying to balance the primary coil, at once protecting the core...and the wicked future struggling to be born.

      He glanced at Buhl who was sitting, watching him, his face a fat mask of pinched concern. Patricia stood next to him, arms folded across her chest, nothing, absolutely nothing, on her face.

      “Flux level, holding at seven,” reported secondary control. “We’re in the pipe.”

      Tucker listened to all the controllers run through their statuses, all of them reporting go. So he had no choice.

      How did I let it come to this?

      He swallowed in a dry mouth and said, “Begin sequence alpha one. Engage.”

      To his left, Buhl leaned forward.

      “Test Packet Release,” called out the woman at secondary control. They had pinged the other pole of the new network. Buhl smiled.

      Suddenly an indicator flickered from green to yellow. Flux was climbing in the primary coil.

      Again. Tucker stood, his hands balled into fists. I’ve seen this before, he thought. But it’s impossible.

      There is no virus here.

      Flux was climbing faster. Eight nine ten.

      “Shut it down,” Tucker croaked.

      “Do not obey that order!” Buhl roared, launching to his feet.

      Twelve fifteen nineteen.

      Tucker’s eyes were locked on the flux indicator. It flickered yellow to red. “We’re going to lose the—”

      “Adept Harwell is relieved,” Buhl shouted. He pointed at the woman at secondary control. “Adept Wharton, take over and—”

      “Cascade!” she shouted. “Generation rate is thousands—no, millions per second!”

      Buhl’s eyes were wide. “Shut it down. Shut it—”

      But it was too late. All the screens went dark, and the hum of the core suddenly dropped out. The room settled into a terrible, terrible silence.

      Tucker stood, staring at the blank displays. The Polar Network had failed.

      But that is impossible.
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        KEFALCZYK HUNTING PRESERVE, NEW GREENLAND

        REPUBLIC OF KASNOV-GREENLAND

        NEW OLYMPIA

        FREE WORLDS LEAGUE

        23 SEPTEMBER 3139

      

      

      The sheer savagery of Clan Wolf’s attack made the raging inferno look like sanctuary. Like all MechWarriors, General Dmitar Todorov of the New Olympia Home Guard feared heat, but the Wolves were cutting his people to pieces. So to escape the blizzard of jeweled beams before him, he had to embrace the conflagration behind.

      He backstepped into fire.

      Todorov felt the control sticks of his Patriot grow sluggish in his hands as he cleared the Central Island Highway. For a moment, just a moment, he saw a brown Ryoken framed in angry orange fire. He dropped his reticle over the Wolf machine and pulled into his main trigger.

      A jagged shard of azure lightning tore into the fire and a wave of terrible heat blasted through Todorov’s cockpit, searing his lungs and flash-drying the sweat that sheened his skin. What damage, if any, he’d done to the Ryoken he did not know.

      But he was willing to spend the heat on the shot anyway, if only to encourage the Wolves to join him in the burning forest.

      Most MechWarriors would think twice about charging an enemy who was shooting at them from the heart of hell. Not the Wolves, though.

      They’d look on it as an invitation.

      Todorov staggered back through the conflagration, surrounded by the sharp pop of exploding trees, pines and firs going up like Roman candles, hungry yellow flames racing through the underbrush. He heard the freight train roar of the fire even through his sound-insulated cockpit. He’d ordered his troops to fire the forest as they withdrew, and they’d followed his orders to the letter.

      His Patriot moved slowly, burdened by the terrible heat load, but as soon as his heavy particle projection cannon recycled he fired again, aiming blindly into the inferno ahead.

      Just to remind the Wolves he was still there.

      He glanced down at his rear-view strip and saw daylight through the blaze. He gritted his teeth. Almost there.

      And still no sign of the Wolves.

      He stepped his machine back and finally found himself clear of the inferno. His Patriot stood in a blackened no-man’s land between the fire and the forest’s green heart, a hundred meters of felled timber and cut brush, all of it burned to charcoal. The Home Guard Medusas who’d survived the brutal Wolf assault waited for him there. Their machines were painted like his: forest camo marked with a snake-headed Gorgon.

      There’s too few of them, Todorov thought. A battalion whittled down to four bloodied lances.

      He caught movement in the trees behind him and saw a Warhammer IIC move out of the forest, the great machine shouldering aside a Scotch pine as it stepped out into the open. The tree, which barely overtopped the ’Mech, cracked and fell as the Warhammer pushed it aside.

      The assault machine was a humanoid design, its arms ending in a pair of PPCs, the cockpit where the head should be, a pair of box launchers perched on its broad shoulders, a fusion reactor as its beating heart.

      BattleMechs were the lords of the Thirty-Second century battlefield. Reaching heights of ten meters or more, heavily armed and armored, nothing could challenge a BattleMech—except another BattleMech. The Warhammer was a particularly lethal example of the breed—eighty tons of destruction waiting, begging, to be unleashed.

      “Soon enough,” Todorov whispered.

      Like the Medusas, the Warhammer was turned out in forest camo—but the emblem painted on its chest was different. The great machine bore a purple Marik eagle, its head wreathed by five silver stars—one for each of the planets of the Covenant worlds when the tiny nation had been taken into the League.

      The Warhammer belonged to the First Covenant Guards.

      As Todorov watched, more machines emerged from hiding: an Ostroc, a Hatchetman, two Spiders, an SM1 Destroyer. A reinforced battalion of the best troops the Free Worlds League could put on the battlefield. Enough raw power to wipe the Second Wolf Assault Cluster right out of existence.

      New Olympia was a little world, a stepping-stone to grander places. There was no reason for the Wolves to expect there’d be anything here other than planetary militia. And so far, that’s all they’d seen.

      That was about to change.
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      Warden-General Thaddeus Marik stepped his Warhammer into the clearing, waiting for the Wolves to come.

      The no-man’s land had been rapidly cleared by a corps of civilian workers when the Wolf DropShips were still racing in from the zenith jump point, so the retreating Marik force would be able to fire the forest without burning the whole of it down. And so now the First Covenant Guards stood clear of the fire, fresh and unburdened by heat load. The Clanners would emerge sluggish and hot, slow and bewildered, and the Free Worlders would pick them off one by one.

      Jessica had been against allowing her Warden-General—and incidentally, her husband—from leading this mission, but as a former paladin of the Republic, Thaddeus was used to using either diplomacy or force of arms to solve problems—sometimes both at the same time. That wasn’t the argument that had won Jessica over, of course. Nothing moved Captain-General Jessica Halas-Hughes Marik save for the cold logic of need.

      And right now the League’s need could be summed up in precisely two words.

      Alaric Wolf.

      The first Alaric history remembered had been the barbarian king of the Visigoths and an enemy of Rome. That Alaric had sundered a mighty empire.

      It was an uncomfortable parallel.

      The Free Worlds League looked like a tipped-over “C.” The bowl of the “c” was a thin bridge that connected the League’s two main bodies. If the Wolf advance continued, they’d cut the League in two and threaten Atreus.

      Alaric had to be stopped.

      Unfortunately, that was easier said than done. He’d crushed every commander Jessica had sent against him. (And all of Anson Marik’s commanders before that.) Which was why Thaddeus was here now. Because Jessica needed a victory more than she needed a husband.

      In the privacy of his cockpit, Thaddeus allowed himself a sardonic smile. Well, if something did happen to him, at least he’d left Jessica his name.

      He centered his targeting cross hairs over the burning forest, waiting for the Wolves to emerge.

      Except they didn’t.

      It’s been too long. He glanced down. The fire was playing hell with his thermal sensors, but his MAD gear showed the Wolves moving north along the highway, angling to cut the militia off before they could reach their base near the aerospace academy.

      The Wolves had neatly side-stepped the trap.

      Thaddeus watched the blips on his screen racing north and clenched his jaw. And then he saw it.

      Racing.

      The Wolves were running.

      Which meant they’d left their slower units behind.

      He pulled up a map. The Wolf DropShip had set down to the west, along the coast. Alaric would be south of the forest and of the Captive River, moving his wounded and his slow units, his assaults and heavies, back to the Overlord. He’d hop north and link up with his fast movers to crush the militia he expected to find emerging from the forest’s northern edge. It was a beautiful plan.

      Except Thaddeus saw what was coming.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A cool breeze rippled across thigh-high grass shading the crest of a low hill. Generous spring rains had nourished the grass; it was lush and dark. Thick. It was nearly impossible to see the man hidden in that grass, lying prone, binoculars pressed to his face. The man’s coveralls, his face paint, even the binoculars, exactly matched the color of the grass. He had to be careful.

      If the Wolves caught him, it would mean his life.

      The man called himself Samuel Bone, but the name was like the camo—a means to remain hidden, and nothing more.

      Bone’s vantage afforded him a beautiful view of the muddy brown Captive River and the forest to the north, but right now he had his binoculars turned to the east where he could see part of the Wolf force moving south of the river, heading west, toward their waiting DropShip.

      He set the binoculars down and slowly exhaled. Glanced at the forest.

      And caught the glint of sunlight on glass.

      Bone jerked his binoculars up, flashing on something hidden in the darkness between the trees. It faded back into the shadows before he could ID it, but one thing was certain.

      It was big.
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      Thaddeus watched twenty-two Clan BattleMechs and vehicles slog across the riparian grassland south of the river. His force wasn’t any faster than the Wolf heavy hitters, but he had angled through the forest.

      Giving him time to set a trap.

      The Clan machines were painted the dark brown of a wild wolf’s coat, but with molten orange highlights, to remind their enemies that these Wolves breathed fire. The colors of the Wolves’ Beta Galaxy.

      Best of all, a Mad Cat IV led the long column of machines.

      Alaric.

      At 75 tons, the Mad Cat massed nearly as much as Thaddeus’s Warhammer. Mad Cat was an Inner Sphere designation. The Clans had another name for this fearsome machine.

      Timber Wolf.

      Although this Timber Wolf was of the Savage variety. The pilot sat in a sleek, rounded cockpit perched atop two back-bent legs. A pair of lasers extended from the cockpit like arms and missile pods sat above the pilot, right and left. The Mad Cat looked like it was crouching, eager for a fight.

      Which made it the perfect machine for Alaric Wolf.

      Thaddeus would never get a better chance to defeat the commander of Clan Wolf’s Beta Galaxy.

      The Wolf forces were divided, giving Thaddeus a decisive advantage. The Wolves had brought four Trinaries to New Olympia, but Alaric only had his command Trinary with him, plus whichever machines were too slow or too hurt to run north. Thaddeus had a full battalion, plus the surviving Medusas in reserve. He had Alaric better than two-to-one, and he had surprise.

      Would it be enough?

      The ferocity of Alaric Wolf was legendary. Even outnumbered, the Wolves were dangerous prey. He needed another advantage.

      The Warden-General’s eyes marked the terrain. The river. The Captive River was a broad, slow meander colored brown by tannins and mud. Some said it got its name from its languid, swirling current that captured small boats and spun them around. Others said the name came from the colony’s earliest days, when prisoners were transported on the river.

      If they could fight their way to the Captive, it would serve as a massive heat sink, improving his units’ heat loads. Thaddeus nodded.

      It would be enough.
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      Bone felt the movement before he saw it, a deep bass rumble transmitted through the earth, a heavy vibration he felt in his chest and his legs. A massive ‘Mech stepped out of the woods, a Warhammer, marked in— Shock wrenched a gasp from his chest. That’s Thaddeus Marik’s ’Mech.

      This planet was supposed to be guarded by militia only. Where the hell had the First Covenant Guards come from?

      He pressed a red button on the binoculars, setting the digital device to RECORD.

      The ’Hammer fired an alpha strike. The sizzle of the paired PPC beams missed the Clan Mad Cat close right, but the advanced tactical missiles smashed into Alaric’s rounded cockpit, rocking his machine and starring his canopy.

      Bone’s grip on his binoculars tightened.

      Marik machines were boiling out of the forest: an Ostroc, an Albatross, a Cougar, two Spiders, SM1s, conventional armor.

      Bone saw the danger right away. The Free Worlders outnumbered the Wolves and they’d just gotten the first punch in for free. If they could gain the river, they’d add heat to their list of advantages. Next to enemy fire, nothing was more dangerous to a BattleMech than heat. Heat could slow you down or lock you up. Heat could roast a pilot alive in his cockpit. So the river was a key tactical advantage.

      And the Wolves were giving ground.
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      Paired shards of blue lightning slashed past Alaric’s right side and then it was raining missiles. Orange fire sheeted across his canopy as the ATMs rippled across the sheet of feroglass shielding him. Multiple concussions shook his cockpit, slamming him back in his command couch, the straps of his five-point safety harness biting into his flesh. He tasted blood. For a moment, the world was tinged with gray. Alaric took an unsteady step forward.

      Neg.

      I will NOT yield.

      Clenching his teeth, Alaric side-stepped right, loosing a one-two missile strike at the Warhammer and then splitting his shot, slicing into the Ostroc coming up on the Warhammer’s left with emerald fire, melting composite armor across the heavy ’Mech’s broad chest.

      The Ostroc quickly backstepped out of Alaric’s field of fire.

      In the brutal heat of his cockpit, a smile flickered across Alaric’s handsome face.

      He pivoted and stalked left, firing at the Warhammer on the move.

      It was then he saw the emblem on the assault machine’s chest. On a planet that was supposed to offer no more serious opposition than local militia, his troops faced the First Covenant Guards.

      It is a trap.

      They have sent Thaddeus Marik against me, Alaric thought. The finest warrior in all the Free Worlds League.

      It was at once a dishonorable trick and a gesture of respect.

      And Alaric would make the Free Worlds League pay for both the trick and the gesture.

      His radio crackled and Verena’s calm voice filled his cockpit. “Galaxy Commander, Shadow Two. They are pressing on our left.”

      Pressing on our left.

      Verena had once been a mere bondsman, a captured enemy taken as one of the spoils of war. But in the last few months she had grown into something more, proving her mettle as a Wolf warrior. She would not be calling for help unless her side of the line was nearly ready to snap under the weight of superior enemy numbers.

      The two forces faced each other in two long lines abreast, the Free Worlders north of the river and the Wolves south. Outnumbered and outgunned, most commanders would have formed their troops up in a column, set a rear guard, and ordered a fighting withdrawal.

      Alaric was not most commanders.

      He toggled the all-unit frequency. “All Wolves, fall back fifty meters and reform your lines.”

      As he backstepped, Alaric traded blows with the Warhammer, tearing into the Marik machine with his lasers, scorching the machine’s camouflage paint and melting the armor underneath.

      The Warhammer answered with its own mix of lightning and thunder, melting and smashing armor along Alaric’s left leg. His wireframe schematic flickered green to yellow to red.

      You will not beat me, Thaddeus Marik, Alaric thought fiercely. You will not.

      His Wolves fell back.

      Strapped into the cockpit of his Savage Wolf, Alaric looked little different than the average Clanner. His shoulder-length blond hair was tucked beneath his neurohelmet, the muscles and scars won by a lifetime of fighting hidden beneath his cooling vest.

      Only the terrible intensity of his glacial blue eyes hinted that he might be something more.

      If others did not know him, did not see his true nature, this did not bother Alaric. In fact, he worked hard to make it so. It was always easier to strike an enemy down from the shadows.

      And there was no aspect of Alaric’s life not governed by the love of combat.

      So Spheroids saw him as brutal and dull—not knowing he had taken his political training from the most powerful despot the Inner Sphere had ever known. His fellow Clanners saw him as enigmatic; talented, yes, but unable to win a Bloodname—not knowing that Alaric was biding his time, waiting for the perfect moment to step forward and claim his true legacy. The leadership of Clan Wolf saw him as a distasteful genetic experiment masquerading as a son of House Ward, an experiment that one day might have to be put down.

      Not knowing that the experiment had already proven successful

      No living human being, no one, knew all that Alaric was. Those who had taken his full measure had paid for that knowledge with their lives.

      And today it would be Thaddeus Marik’s turn to discover the true Alaric Wolf.

      Alaric gritted his teeth, fighting to hold his reformed skirmish line. The Spheroids were pushing his people back, manhandling the Wolves by shear dint of numbers, driving for the river and the heat advantage it offered. There was just no way to stop them.

      As Alaric watched, the great Warhammer waddled into the muddy water. Steam rose, carrying away the assault ’Mech’s heat load.

      His command Trinary was doomed.

      A grim smile touched the lips of Alaric Wolf.

      Just as he had planned.
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      Thaddeus dropped his cross-hairs over the Mad Cat’s cockpit and fired. A double flight of missiles scoured the Clan machine, followed by the whipcrack of his PPCs.

      Almost instantly, the river carried away the heat spike.

      “It’s finally over,” Thaddeus whispered. The Wolf offensive was going to die on this world. Right now. All along the river his troops tore into the retreating Wolves.

      Suddenly the Wolves stopped. And then they surged forward, charging into the teeth of the Free Worlders’ withering fire.

      It was a desperate maneuver, one for which the Clanners would dearly pay.

      Thaddeus’s crosshairs blinked gold over the Mad Cat.

      He pulled into his trigger—

      Just as the death rattle of an autocannon joined the fray, shells smashing into his back, carving away armor and throwing his PPC strike wide of the Mad Cat.

      He glanced down at his rearview strip and his guts turned to ice.

      A brown SM1 Destroyer tore into his weak rear armor with its Ultra AC/20. It was flanked by a Raven, an Ocelot, and Elementals boiled out from between the tree like armored ants. The Wolf fast-movers were emerging from the forest. The move to the north had only been a feint. They’d circled back through the forest.

      It’s a trap.

      Alaric’s surge had pinned the Free Worlders in place so the balance of the Wolf force could hit them from behind.

      Thaddeus staggered right, fighting the mud that swirled around his ’Hammer’s legs, trying to get clear of the SM1’s fire while beating back the Mad Cat, but the water kept him from really moving. The Destroyer kept on his back, hammering away chunks of armor.

      Thaddeus’s wireframe flashed yellow to red.

      “Covenant Actual, Covenant Two. Can’t hold, can’t hold.”

      “Stand your ground,” snarled Thaddeus from between clenched teeth.

      Captain Ramirez would have none of it. “Lost Jones, Palenti, and Nguyen. They’re cutting us to rib—”

      “Hold your position!” Thaddeus roared. He didn’t have anything better to tell Two Company’s commander.

      There weren’t any other options.

      His eyes flickered right, looking for help. He flashed on a Covenant Spider staggering left, just as an Elemental’s missile smashed into its back. The light ’Mech shuddered, a sure sign of gyroscope damage.

      No help there.

      He put a flight of missiles into the Mad Cat and followed with a PPC strike. “Damn it, back off,” he whispered between clenched teeth, “Back off.”

      He shrugged left, buying a second’s respite. Glanced down. There. Had to pull Three Company together with the Medusas, concentrate fire and punch through the Wolf line. If they could break out, maybe they could wheel and hit the—

      Thaddeus suddenly heard the deep crump of Wolf artillery, the shrill whistle of a deadly rain. He glanced right in time to see the Spider with the damaged gyroscope stagger clear of the harassing infantry.

      Then go down hard.

      The BattleMech crashed to the earth with the terrible shriek of rending metal. The aftershock of the Spider’s death reverberated through the earth’s flesh, shook Thaddeus’s Warhammer, buzzed in his bones.

      There had been a shadow, the merest blink of a falling something, and then it was like an invisible hand had smashed the BattleMech.

      Thaddeus had grown up hunting deer on his father’s lands. Once, when he’d been nine, he’d seen a five-point white-tail buck charging cross a grassy clearing at full gallop, the rhythm of its hoof-beats rising up into a blue, blue autumn sky.

      Then Thaddeus had pulled the trigger.

      The sharp crack of the rifle had filled the world and the buck had just collapsed, so fast it seemed like the two events happened at exactly the same time.

      Just like the Spider.

      It had just dropped.

      Thaddeus turned his eyes front, his mouth suddenly dry. Shells punched holes in the muddy river, sending fountains of angry white water geysering into the air. Shells slammed into the riverbank, gouging craters out of the soft earth and kicking up brown clouds of debris. Thaddeus couldn’t see. His machines, the Wolves, they were all barely visible shadows hidden behind a screen of dust, shells exploding all around him again and again, shaking his ’Mech, his whole world that brutal sound. League machines slogged desperately through water and mud, trying to scramble free of the thunder hammering down all around them.

      The Wolves had turned the wide, slow river into a killing field.

      Out of the corner of his eye Thaddeus saw the shape of General Todorov’s Patriot stop and jerk, its arms flying wide like a man shot in the back. The great machine toppled forward. For just a moment it looked like a corpse floating face down in the river, and then it sank out of sight.

      Alaric had rushed forward to pin the League machines, and so the barrage was falling among the Wolves too, but it didn’t seem to matter. The Wolf Uller to the Mad Cat’s left was suddenly battered to the ground by the horror of falling shells.

      Alaric didn’t even flinch.

      He just stood there, pouring hellish energies into Thaddeus’s chest armor. Molten metal ran down the Warhammer’s chassis, sizzling and popping as it hit the water.

      A militia Cougar broke first, bolting for the forest. A dozen emerald and ruby beams impaled the fleeing ‘Mech. One moment the Cougar was a war machine of the New Olympia Home Guard.

      The next it was a sphere of golden light and the roar of terrible, catastrophic destruction.

      Thaddeus blinked away red after-images. The Cougar was just gone.

      Nothing to mark the fact that it had ever existed except for a blackened crater.

      And at that moment, Thaddeus Marik realized the Captain-General would have neither her victory nor her husband.
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      Bone watched Alaric cut into the Warhammer’s cockpit with the emerald fire of his lasers, burning the Warden-General of the Free Worlds League down to atoms. All along the length of the Captive River, trapped Free Worlders were dying as the Wolves fell upon them.

      Only seconds before, the Wolves had faced certain defeat. And then Alaric had turned defeat into brutal victory. What Bone had just seen confirmed what he’d already believed.

      Galaxy Commander Alaric Wolf could not be stopped.

      That’s when Samuel Bone put away his binoculars.

      He’d seen all he needed to see.
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        COMSTAR SECRET RESEARCH FACILITY OMEGA ONE

        LUYTEN 68-28 (EXACT COORDINATES UNKNOWN)

        PREFECTURE X

        29 SEPTEMBER 3139

      

      

      The first thing Tucker Harwell thought was, I don’t want to die in Buhl’s office.

      The Precentor’s desk was antique cherry wood backed by a matching credenza. A black leather sofa in front of the desk sat across from two steel-frame chairs. But the office’s most impressive feature was its ferroglass walls. Since Buhl’s office sat atop the planet’s highest tower, it felt like they were meeting in the sky.

      The sky. Tucker hadn’t seen it once in four years, and now he’d seen it twice in a week.

      It was a beautiful office, to be sure, he just didn’t want it to be the last place he ever saw.

      The next thing Tucker thought was, they’ll never execute me here. You just can’t get blood out. They’d have to replace the carpet. And then: I’m in trouble if the next meeting’s in a room with tile.

      Or if Buhl’s thinking of redecorating.

      And then he thought, none of this is funny. They’re going to kill me. They’re really going to kill me. So why does it all seem so hilarious?

      Fortunately, Buhl didn’t look like he was thinking of redecorating. Buhl looked like he was thinking of having a stroke. The Precentor’s head was an unhealthy shade of pink sheened with sweat, and he didn’t seem to be blinking. He paced back and forth between the sofa and the chairs.

      Patricia, on the other hand, looked perfectly calm. She sat next to Tucker on the sofa, her legs daintily crossed, her hands resting neatly in her lap.

      Buhl jabbed a meaty finger in Tucker’s face. “You destroyed my core.”

      “I tried to save your core,” said Tucker reasonably. “You were the one who insisted on keeping it on line.”

      “You sabotaged it!” Buhl roared. “When we weren’t watching, you sabotaged it!”

      And right then Tucker realized he had the power to save the entire Inner Sphere. It was like a bucket of ice water in the face. No longer was he a ludicrous character in a cruel farce. Suddenly he had a choice. And that made it, all of it, real.

      He started to sweat.

      He could save humanity with a single word. And that word was “yes.” “Yes,” he could say, “I did sabotage your core.” Buhl would have him executed, and that would leave ComStar with no one with the gifts needed to unravel the mystery of the blackout—at least not in the time the organization had left to it. The company would collapse and would be taken over by its creditors, and Buhl and the last vestiges of Word of Blake would be buried beneath the wreckage.

      All he had to do was say “yes.”

      Except he suddenly found he couldn’t do it. It wasn’t because he feared death—oh, he did—but if he could save billions of lives by sacrificing himself, he’d do it. It wasn’t the prospect of oblivion that stopped him.

      It was the puzzle. There was a puzzle here, and the failure of the Polar Network was a crucial clue. Tucker just couldn’t leave a puzzle unsolved.

      He just couldn’t.

      He would just untangle this last knot for himself. Yes, that’s what he’d do. He wouldn’t tell anyone the answer. Certainly not Buhl. It would be his last gift to himself before they killed him. Just this one last puzzle.

      So he cleared his throat and said, “You know that’s not true. I had no chance to sabotage your core—and if you think I’m lying, go back and look at the security tapes.”

      Buhl stopped and gave Tucker a long, hard look. Then he started pacing again. “We’ve been poring over data for a week, and we still don’t understand.” He glared at Tucker. “I suppose you think you know what happened.”

      Patricia looked up at him curiously.

      Tucker licked his lips. “I know what didn’t happen,” he said slowly.

      Buhl folded his arms across his chest and narrowed his eyes.

      “Look, you took extraordinary efforts to keep the Polar Network clear of the virus. Any chance they didn’t work?”

      “No,” said Buhl coldly.

      “Then it can’t be the virus.”

      Buhl and Patricia stared at him blankly.

      “Think,” said Tucker, “We’ve scrubbed millions of lines of code looking for the virus, we’ve spent hundreds of man-years checking and rechecking the network, and then you gave up and rebuilt everything from scratch. And it still doesn’t work.”

      “Wow,” said Patricia flatly, “you really are a genius.”

      “Don’t you see?” said Tucker. “We’ve spent so much time investigating the signal and we’ve found nothing. Maybe it’s not the wave, but the water.”

      “I don’t follow,” said Buhl slowly.

      “I’m talking about the medium. If nothing’s wrong with the signal, there must be something wrong with the medium.”

      Buhl’s face contorted into a question. “You think there’s something wrong with…hyperspace? What kind of phenomenon could possibly affect hyperspace?”

      “I don’t know,” said Tucker, “but—”

      “And JumpShips travel through hyperspace,” said Patricia. “If it had been altered somehow, why would they still be able to travel between the stars?”

      Tucker licked his lips. “I—” He shook his head. “I don’t know.

      Buhl and Patricia stared at him stonily and Tucker suddenly realized it hadn’t mattered what he’d said, after all. Because this was one puzzle he was never going to get the chance to solve.

      

      
        
        UNION-CLASS DROPSHIP ARCHON’S GLORY

        ZENITH JUMP POINT, AUTUMN WIND

        WOLF OCCUPATION ZONE

        7 OCTOBER 3139

      

      

      Alaric Wolf reached for the handhold mounted in the overhead and flung his body forward, grunting with the effort, his teeth bared. He shot down the passageway, well ahead of his Elemental escort.

      Most flatlanders had difficulty with weightlessness. Not Alaric. He applied the same intensity to the exercise of moving through zero gee that he brought to every challenge he faced.

      He made a savage grab for the next handhold. Keeping his body straight so he did not careen into the overhead, he threw himself forward, gaining still more speed.

      Speed speed speed.

      All he wanted was speed.

      There was a starboard turn up ahead. Alaric reached for the next handhold, this time using the strength in his arms to roll his body over and send it hurtling down the side passageway. Pain lanced through his arms as they took the force of the turn. He snarled at the pain.

      But he gave up not a particle of speed.

      The Elementals followed behind him without a sound.
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      The woman stood in the wardroom looking out at the vastness of space, her polished white boots tucked beneath a steel rod set ten centimeters above the deck. She wore white coveralls, a concession to practicality. Her hair was the color of straw and it reached nearly to her waist. She had braided it, weaving white silk ribbons into the braid every few centimeters. In space, long hair was impractical, and in some circumstances, actually dangerous.

      Alaric realized the ribbons were not mere decoration—they were tethers that anchored her long braid to her coveralls, so it seemed to hang naturally. That was the essence of Katrina Steiner.

      Pragmatism and vanity woven together into a dangerous whole.

      “I read your report on New Olympia’s conquest,” she said softly, not turning. “It is an important world.”

      Alaric studied his reflection in the viewport’s ferroglass surface. Like Katrina, he was slender. And he was not especially tall. (That had come from his father’s genetic heritage, he was sure.) Strong jaw, cheeks blooming red with exertion, a helmet of lank blond hair that hung down even with his chin. (He did not share Katrina’s vanity.) His body bore the marks of violence, scarred knuckles, a knotted rope of tissue along his right arm, a small crescent scar shadowing his left orbit.

      Intense blue eyes.

      He realized he was not smiling. Alaric rarely smiled, but it was a mistake to sulk in Katrina Steiner’s presence. He quirked his lips into a grin. Maybe she had missed his lapse.

      She turned, her blue eyes locked on his face. Her face was lined with the passage of many years, but she still possessed a trace of her former beauty.

      And she was still dangerous.

      “New Olympia must be important—considering what you risked to win it.”

      “I destroyed Thaddeus Marik.” said Alaric carefully. “That defeat will break the League’s spirit. Is not such a victory worth the risk?”

      Katrina stared at him for a long moment. “I am sorry. Here I am lecturing you about trifles when clearly you are angry.”

      “I am not angry,” said Alaric evenly.

      “I am not angry—” said Katrina, imitating him perfectly, but drawing out the last word to indicate that something should come after.

      “I am not angry.” Alaric drew a breath. “Mother.”

      Katrina smiled at her little victory. “But you are, my son. I see it in the blood in your face, in the beads of sweat at your hairline. I saw it when you failed to smile at me.”
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