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      My name is Brian Cameron. I am a MechWarrior of Wolf’s Dragoons.

      I would like to say I am only a simple soldier, but my friends tell me my attempt to tell this tale makes me more than that. Perhaps they are right. Perhaps not. I only know I find it necessary to record certain events, to make an account of matters that affected my life and those of all others who wear the uniform of Wolf’s Dragoons. In doing this my hope is that those who come after will profit from the mistakes and experience of those who went before.

      I do not pretend to omniscience, but my effort is honest. For those events occurring where I could not see and for words spoken where I could not hear, I rely on the integrity of my witnesses and my own sense of the affair. I have tried to be true to the heart and mind of the speaker, at least as true as any outsider can be about another person. I have spoken with all—well, all but one—of the persons from whose viewpoints I shall tell this tale. They have told me their piece of the story and answered my questions about their feelings and motivations. I am confident they have spoken true, at least so far as they see the truth. Who but the Creator can know the ultimate truth?

      As I said, my name is Brian Cameron. For the first seventeen years of my life, Brian was all the name I had. Of course, I had a unit nomen, but that is merely a useful designation, not a true name. I will not digress to recount the trials of my youth, for that would only further delay the telling of my tale. In the Dragoons, we believe hesitation is death on the battlefield. Lacking the life-and-death incentive of battle, I have tarried overlong. I offer my apologies.

      By the end of February in the year 3053, only ten of us still remained in our sibko. The rest had failed in one testing or another and had been assigned elsewhere. We were all nervous as we assembled on the review field at Tetsuhara Proving Ground for the announcement of the results of our final testing. The tension would have been bad enough had we been merely awaiting the scoring for our final MechWarrior assignments, but it was made unbearable by the fact that we also awaited the results of the Honorname Trials.

      I knew I had succeeded in my last trial, but I thought my score was low enough to have cost me ranking. I felt assured of a slot in one of the line units, certain my skills were sufficient. Still, I was nervous. Like my sibs, I had then entered the Honorname Trials. We were all part of the genetic heritage of the Cameron honorline and thus honor-bound to compete when eligible. Though we were all young for our ageframe, some of us held hopes that the compensatory adjustments would give one of us a chance. I had not considered my own performance in the trials to have been particularly stellar.

      Thus, I stood stunned when the rankings scrolled onto the screen situated above and behind the reviewing stand where our training officers sat in solemn array.

      My name and nomen was at the head of the list. I had done what no one else in my sibko—no one else in my ageframe—had managed. I had tested out and earned the privilege of bearing the Honorname of Cameron for my generation. The unit assignments would not roll onto the screen for minutes yet, but I didn’t care. I was happier than I had ever been.

      Several mates of my ageframe crowded near as I stood staring at the posting board. I could see in their eyes the disappointment at their own performances. Jovell, an older contender who had outscored me in all battlefield categories, swallowed his pride and was the first to offer the ritual greeting to the newly Honornamed. I could not suppress my grin of pleasure as I returned his greeting. The way he stiffened told me I had offended him, but I was lost in my own spinning world of joy and relief. I didn’t give a moment’s thought to his true feelings as he turned and shouldered his way through the crowd. There were too many others who wanted to congratulate the new Cameron.

      Many of the others displayed honest pleasure in their greetings. We all face the same trials and, if we have made the maximum effort, there is no dishonor in not being first. We were all part of the Dragoons, and a success for one of us is a success for the others. But as pleasant as it was to receive the congratulations of agemate strangers, I was overwhelmed by the ecstatic reaction of my sibs. Each had wanted the Cameron name for him or herself, but they hid any disappointment they felt. They smiled and laughed and pummeled me on the back, refusing to address me by anything other than my full name. Brian Cameron. A sib had won the name and we all shared the honor. The moment was electric, and I was afire with pride. But I was secretly ashamed as well. I doubted I could have been so honestly and openly cheerful had it been Carson or James or Lydia rather than me who had won the name.

      My crowd of well-wishers parted and revealed a tall black man moving toward me. It was no less a personage than Colonel Jason Carmody. The multiple decorations of his dress uniform, combined with his snowy hair and age-lined face, marked him as a successful warrior, one skillful enough to have survived. Carmody was one of the old cadre, one of the original confederates of Jaime Wolf himself; he had plied his trade for longer than my sibs and I had been alive. Once, Carmody had commanded all of the Dragoons’ aerospace assets. He had retired after an injury in an action over Capella, only to be recalled to serve as commander of our homeworld of Outreach after the death of Colonel Ellman. Carmody’s post made him commander of the Home Guard and also put him in charge of the Dragoons’ training program. It was in that last capacity that we had come to know his iron hand.

      He had always been a stern and distant figure, a source of authority, discipline, and rare praise. Now he had left the reviewing stand and come to stand before me. I went to rigid attention as his eyes swept me from head to toe and back again before he spoke.

      “I greet you, Brian Cameron. You have earned an Honorname. Earn honor for your name.”

      His speaking the ritual greeting made it real in a way Jovell’s words had not. This was my commander speaking; his voice was authority. I could only whisper, “Seyla.”

      The grim visage softened. “You so resemble him it’s almost like seeing a ghost.”

      I knew I resembled my Honorline’s founder, but then all my sibs did to some degree. I had never thought the resemblance especially remarkable. I knew age and memories can cloud eyesight, so I only smiled and bowed my head, acknowledging the colonel’s remark. When I raised my head once more, I realized the shock of having Carmody come to address me directly had blinded me to the two other Dragoons officers accompanying him. I could say I was too excited, but that is no excuse. I should have noticed them at once, for I knew both by sight although I had never spoken to either. They were the Camerons.

      The older warrior was Major Alicia Cameron. Though not the first to earn the name hallowed by our founder William Cameron—that honor had gone to Malcolm, who had died on Luthien—she was the line’s eldest, having earned the name in a replacement contest held after Malcolm’s death. The younger, Captain Harry Cameron, was the second-generation Cameron. He had held his name since the first contest for his ageframe, beating William Cameron’s own blood son. Though he had been a Cameron longer, he deferred to Alicia.

      “I greet you, Brian Cameron. My brother Malcolm and I welcome you to the family.”

      I had to lick moisture onto my lips before I could say, “I am honored.”

      She smiled, but it was not like the warm smiles of my sibs. “You have shown yourself capable of the honor. You have not earned it yet.”

      Harry chuckled at her remark, then said, “I greet you, Brian Cameron. I welcome you to the family.”

      Fearing another blow to my newfound pride, I tried what I hoped would be a safer reply. “I thank you.”

      He chuckled again. Something had changed in his attitude, but I couldn’t read him clearly. I would have to learn, though; they were my family now. I suspected they would be reserved toward me for some time, for although they knew my scores, they didn’t know me. I felt I was not done proving myself.

      Colonel Carmody broke the awkward silence by demanding my codex. I took the tags from around my neck and handed them over. He inserted them into the reader at his belt and tapped in some instructions. He nodded as he read the screen.

      “Very well then, MechWarrior Brian Cameron.” He snapped the reader closed and handed back my codex. “A Dragoons warrior must always be ready to move. Have your gear to Pad Twenty-Two by 1730.”

      I was surprised. New MechWarriors got a furlough, but it usually took place on Outreach. Did earning the Honorname rate an off-world vacation? “Why, sir? I⁠—”

      “You have orders, MechWarrior. You are to report to Colonel Wolf aboard the Chieftain. You have been assigned to his staff as an aide.”

      I must have stammered out another question, but I really don’t remember. I do know Colonel Carmody said something more, but I don’t remember his words, either. They were meant to be encouraging, I think.

      My memories of the next few hours are equally jumbled, a whirl of congratulations and celebration. Carson and Lydia made sure I was at Pad Twenty-Two by 1720.

      After they left, I stared up at the giant DropShip Chieftain. Its huge ovoid shape screened half the stars twinkling in the sky of Outreach’s chill winter night. I can still recall the awe I felt. And still feel the dread that colored it. It was not the Overlord-class DropShip that stirred those emotions, though. It was what awaited me inside.

      I was to serve at the side of Jaime Wolf, legendary commander of Wolf’s Dragoons. He was known throughout the Inner Sphere as the finest—a consummate MechWarrior, strategist, and tactician who for years had confounded his enemies and been a boon to his friends. He had led us through the fire and out again more than once, always keeping the Dragoons not just alive, but ready to fight. He had made us the premier mercenaries in the Inner Sphere. We sibs called him “The Wolf” because to us he was the archetype of the fierce ruler of a pack, at once a father, a guardian, and a leader.

      If I did my job, I would be noticed. Immediately. And even more immediately if I failed. Thoughts of Founder William flashed through my head. He would be proud—as long as I didn’t botch up. If I botched in The Wolf’s sight, there would be no honor for me. I’d disgrace the name, and the family would petition for my displacement. I would lose the right to bear the Cameron Honorname. Then where would I be? No one in the Dragoons would want to take in a disgraced no-name.

      To be a warrior is to know fear and, knowing it, to press on. Though I was not so anxious to meet fear and laugh in its face, I shouldered my duffle and walked unfalteringly up the ramp.
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      Once, so I am told, the Inner Sphere believed Wolf’s Dragoons to be simple mercenaries. The Spheroids knew the Dragoons had sources of supplies and matériel beyond those of ordinary mercenaries, but most pundits ascribed the Dragoons’ bounty to control of a secret cache left behind after the fall of the Star League some two and a half centuries ago. A secret Star League cache. Many merc companies had found just such treasure; it was assumed by most that the Dragoons had been even luckier and uncovered a major find. Of course, everyone now knows there was no cache.

      The Dragoons had never been simple mercenaries. When they made their entrance into the annals of Inner Sphere history nearly five decades ago, they were on a mission of reconnaissance and evaluation for their masters among the far-distant Clans. Their Clan fellows would probably have considered the Dragoons’ vintage equipment merely second-rate, inferior cast-offs good only for barely acceptable warriors, those of insufficiently pure genetic heritage or too wild for their fellows of the ruling caste. To the militaries of the Inner Sphere, however, the Dragoon supplies and equipment were pearls of technical treasure the like of which had not been seen since the golden age of the Star League.

      Jaime Wolf and his Clan brother Joshua were the leaders of that mission, having been promised legitimacy as a reward for success. Their assignment was to learn the strengths and weaknesses of each of the Great Houses of the Inner Sphere, signing on to serve them, one by one, as the mercenary regiment Wolf’s Dragoons. The Great Houses, or the Successor States, as they had become known after the collapse of the Star League, were the mighty star empires that ruled over human-occupied space.

      At first, the Dragoons met with success, both as warriors in the Inner Sphere’s battles and as spies for the Clans from which they had come. Somewhere along the line, loyalties and sentiments began to change. Dragoons records are not specific on the point, but I believe the change directly resulted from Joshua Wolf’s death at the hands of a rival faction within the House of Marik, rulers of the Free Worlds League. From that time on, Jaime Wolf served as sole leader of the Dragoons, contrary to the dual command structure the Dragoons had inherited from Clan Wolf. Though still hiding their origins, the Dragoons continued to operate in the Inner Sphere, earning a fearsome reputation as the best, most honorable warriors since the time of the Star League.

      That reputation took a blow when Jaime Wolf himself revealed that the Dragoons had originally arrived as spies for Clan Wolf, and by extension, for the whole body of the Clans, who were at that moment invading the Inner Sphere. The Dragoon name became a curse in mouths of desperate and frightened people everywhere. Who could blame them? Jaime Wolf admitted he had been a member of Clan Wolf, the same Clan that had raced ahead of its fellows, gobbling up Inner Sphere worlds like the legendary Norse wolf-beast Fenris. As the Clan hordes drove implacably toward Terra, even the protestations of friendship with the Dragoons by the leaders of the Inner Sphere could not ease the hostility of the common people.

      It was not until the siege of Luthien, capital of the Draconis Combine, that Spheroid opinion began to shift back to a favorable view of the Dragoons. Hanse Davion, lord of House Davion and de facto ruler of the still new Federated Commonwealth, a marriage-spawned amalgamation of his own Federated Suns and the Lyran Commonwealth, ordered the Dragoons and other mercenaries to assist the besieged Combine. The move shocked many people, especially those who believed centuries of mutual hatred would prevent cooperation between the Federated Commonwealth and the Draconis Combine, even in the face of so grave a common threat as the Clan invasion. After the Dragoons played a key role in checking the Clanner flood at Luthien, the ordinary Spheroid began to believe we had truly split from our past and joined our fate to that of the Inner Sphere. Once again, the Dragoons and Jaime Wolf had become heroes.

      In the old days, Jaime Wolf used to play a game with those he had never met before. When The Wolf’s face was not well-known, a visitor would be ushered into the presence of a number of Dragoons colonels. Jaime Wolf would be among them, but no sign would be given, no names exchanged, until the visitor had reacted. I am told that people usually mistook one of the other colonels to be the leader of the Dragoons. A comment, I think, on the inferiority of the average Spheroid. But the faces of galactic heroes eventually become seen and remembered by grateful people everywhere, and so The Wolf’s game is no longer played.

      I thought about that test as I entered his DropShip. I knew I would not have failed as so many others had; but then, I am a Dragoon. We are trained to look beneath the surface and sense a person’s strength. I would have no need to recognize the chiseled features and the iron gray hair and beard. I would not need to know of his short stature and lean physique. Jaime Wolf would be unmistakable, his inner strength easily sensed by a true warrior, even if his appearance were not familiar.

      But the days of games were long over. The Dragoons had fought hard, grinding campaigns, not the least of which was the siege of Luthien. Though the ruling lords of the Great Houses expressed their belief that we were wholly a part of the Inner Sphere, we knew where we stood. We had turned our backs on the warped traditions of the Clans, but we had still not become assimilated into the ways of the Inner Sphere. We were our own breed, standing alone in a hostile sea of stars. Only the planet Outreach was ours, and we would hold it by any means in our power. Sibkos such as my own were proof of our resolve. As we say in our ceremonies, the Dragoons will stand until we all fall.

      The guard who met me at the head of the ramp checked my orders before summoning an ensign of the ship’s complement. She led me through the maze of corridors to a small cabin, where I dropped off my duffle. There were three other bunks; I was too junior to rate a private cabin. A short ride on a personnel lift brought us to the main deck. Standing amid their transport cocoons were the ship’s complement of BattleMechs, their giant shapes casting fantastic shadows. Flickering among the shadows were the lights of the techs working to refit or repair the huge battle machines.

      I had hoped to be ushered onto the upper decks, The Wolf’s den. Sibko rumor reported the off-limits portions of the Chieftain as a place where instruments of various decadent pleasures existed side by side with the most advanced combat-command technology. My disappointment at being unable to confirm those legends was drowned in a rush of excitement. I would soon come face to face with The Wolf himself.

      Grouped around a table in the central open space, Dragoons officers huddled over a tactical briefing table. In the reflected light of the holotank, the washed-out tone of their skin lent them an eerie resemblance to ghosts. Jaime Wolf was seated at one end of the table, listening to his commanders talk over some problem.

      The ensign nudged me, and I was suddenly aware she was holding out the packet containing my orders. I took it from her and she left without a word. With no reason to delay, I approached the table and handed the packet to The Wolf.

      He looked up at me, taking the bundle and tossing it onto the table without a glance. His face was familiar, but that made it no less terrifying. This was the man who had held the Dragoons together through nearly fifty years of travail. His strategic sense and tactical genius were legend. Who could stand in his presence and not feel awe?

      “Welcome aboard, Brian,” Jaime Wolf said. His gray eyes were penetrating, clear and deep as glacial ice. I imagined he could see into my soul and read it as easily as a datascreen.

      Not daring to speak, lest I embarrass myself by stammering, I only nodded and shook the offered hand. As I did, something moved in the depths of those clear gray eyes and The Wolf’s expression shifted slightly for the briefest moment. Disappointment? Had I failed already? “You’ll need to know everyone here if you’re on my staff.”

      He introduced the other officers. They were all heroes, each a veteran of at least twenty years with the Dragoons. At the time, I barely noted them. But to tell the tale fairly, you must know who was there.

      Colonel Neil Parella was the only combat commander present. My first impression of him was colored by his somewhat slovenly manner of posture, speech, and dress, but I had heard that life in the field is somewhat more relaxed than in the training cadres. Who was I to criticize? The battle ribbons and the patches of units defeated by his regiment that decorated his combat jacket told the tale of a successful warrior. I had heard rumors he’d had a drinking problem as a junior officer, a flaw that would have been unforgivable in a senior officer. But he had obviously overcome that; he was commander of Gamma Regiment, after all.

      Colonel Stanford Blake, a dapper man of advanced middle age, was the head of the so-called Wolfnet, the Dragoons’ intelligence operation. He had served in Wolf’s Command Lance as intelligence officer until moving up to his current post. Of all of them, Blake alone actually seemed pleased to see me.

      The oldest of the four in attendance on The Wolf was Lieutenant Colonel Patrick Chan. I knew from the archives that he had earned even more decorations than Parella, but Chan did not wear them on his uniform. Like Blake, he wore a MechWarrior’s simple undress blues bearing only his rank insignia and The Wolf’s-head shoulder patch of the Dragoons. He no longer held an active field command, serving instead as Colonel Carmody’s second-in-command and head of the BattleMech Operations Command.

      It is not rare for Dragoons to wear patches signifying former affiliations, but I was surprised to see an infantryman’s patch on the uniform of Major Hanson Brubaker. He was even shorter than The Wolf, a slim ferret of a man, hardly the sort one would expect to be a groundpounder. Then I noticed the Special Recon Group patch and understood. In his current post, Brubaker had moved on to reconnaissance operations of another sort; he was head of the Contract Command, the branch of Wolf’s Dragoons that handled negotiations, recruitment, and public relations.

      Introductions over, the officers fell back into conversation. The topic was not a tactical operation, as I had thought, but seemed to concern the details of a contract. I had never been very attentive in civil affairs classes, a failing not uncommon among MechWarriors. Only now did I feel the lack.

      Colonel Blake must have noticed my confusion. He leaned over and smiled. A trifle indulgently, I thought, but amicably. “Kantov’s Battalion of Gamma Regiment is up before the Mercenary Review and Bonding Commission for violation of contract.”

      “Ain’t true,” Parella objected from the depths of his sullen slump.

      “House Marik alleges otherwise,” Blake continued. “They have a substantial amount of evidence. The commission’s judgment will likely be in favor of House Marik.”

      “It can’t be! They’re Dragoons,” I blurted, drawing the attention of the other officers.

      “Can and is, tinspawn,” Chan said harshly. “Kantov’s goons are guilty, and a blind ComStar acolyte could see it. You’re out of the sibko now, boy. You’ll be seeing a lot of things that can’t be, but are. I’ve always said the metal womb freezes brain cells. You tinspawn are all alike. Why, I remember⁠—”

      “Ease off, Pat.” Blake’s voice held a note of tiredness, as if Chan’s complaints were an old and worn-out story. “The boy’s ours. He hasn’t had Clan ed-com.”

      Chan shook his head. “Real world’s the only real education.”

      “Give the kid a break, Pat. You were young once, too.” Blake’s smile was easy. “He’ll learn.”

      “He’d better learn fast.”

      I tried to make my voice firm. “I will.”

      Chan only stared at me, his face expressionless. Long ago his troops had dubbed him Old Stone Face. I wondered if it was age that had made his features so craggy and foreboding, or if they had always had such an austere cast.

      Brubaker punched my shoulder, rocking me from my rigid stance. “Don’t let the old goat get to you, Cameron. He is a fine example of ed-com himself. A fine example of its failure, quiaff?”

      To my surprise, Chan ignored Brubaker’s remarks and turned to Colonel Wolf. “I still say showing up for the trial will be bad for public relations. Let Kantov rot. We don’t need to have Jaime pulled into this.”

      Brubaker snorted. “So you say. You haven’t dealt with the public since you took over ’Mech ops. I leave those problems to you, so why not leave the relations problems to me? It is vitally important that Jaime stand before the commission. As leader of the Dragoons, the Colonel is the ultimate commander of the unit in question, a personage required by the commission to attend. This is the first time the Dragoons have been called before the commission for a violation, and if the Colonel does not appear, he will give credence to all the rumors that the Dragoons backed the new commission for our own convenience. Our detractors will have grounds for their claim that the Dragoons helped set up the commission to protect themselves. Or our commanders.”

      Chan waved his hand in dismissal. “I’ve already heard your arguments.”

      “But you obviously did not listen.”

      “That’s enough, gentlemen. The Dragoons have enough enemies; we don’t need to fight among ourselves.” The Wolf’s voice quieted his subordinates the way a sudden peal of thunder overrides the drumming of a storm’s rain. “I would appreciate concrete suggestions on how to deal with this Marik problem. If you haven’t anything useful to contribute, you’re dismissed.”

      There were no more outbursts after that. The discussion of the problems inherent in the commission review proceeded in orderly fashion. But the more I heard, the more distressed I became. I had dreamed of following in Founder William’s footsteps and serving The Wolf personally. Now it seemed my first service would come as he and the Dragoons stood trial.
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      The hulks of shattered BattleMechs lay strewn across the terrain like giant corpses. Foamed titanium-alloy bones glinted from within dark, gaping wounds in their armored shells, and shreds of myomer pseudomuscle hung gray and limp like strands of decaying flesh. Bits of exposed metal stained the ’Mech surfaces with streaks of rust resembling old, crusted blood. Wheeling overhead, a raven shape cruised the old carnage.

      From his position in the belly of a gutted Thunderbolt, Elson Novacat watched the aerial visitor and grinned. He could have brought it down easily with a shot from his laser, but there was no point. The aircraft’s sensors wouldn’t be able to detect him among the hulks of the destroyed ’Mechs, and firing on the spotter craft would only give his position away. 

      The destroyed ’Mechs had belonged to a House Liao strike team that had hit Outreach in some kind of vengeance raid while the combat regiments of Wolf’s Dragoons were off defending Luthien during the Clan siege. The Capellans must have thought they would have an easy time against the old men and children the Dragoons left behind, but they had been proven disastrously wrong. The victorious defense forces had stripped the Liao raider ’Mechs of useful equipment and left the shattered hulks to rust in the field. Had the battlefield been in a more public place, it would have served as a warning. But this was “the other side of the mountain,” a place where only Dragoons and specially privileged people were allowed to come.

      Elson had to admit that the Dragoons had not fallen prey to the profligate tendencies of the Inner Sphere. Even dead, these BattleMechs continued to serve. Training exercises were sometimes held here, with the fallen ’Mechs re-armed to serve as pillboxes. Knowing that, he had searched for any with active weapon systems, finding none. These machines were all impotent hulks. But even as hulks they provided excellent cover, and cover was life for an infantryman, even when he wore an Elemental battle armor suit.

      An Elemental’s battlesuit might look like a ’Mech to a civilian, but only if the civ had no reference for scale. The suit had a bulky, humanoid shape, made bulkier still by the backpack missile launcher. The boxy launch ports thrust up above the dome of the helmet assembly gave the armor its hunched shoulders. The left arm, non-human in proportion, terminated in a three-fingered power claw, while the right hand, when not fitted into a weapon assembly chosen to suit the mission task, had a reinforced glove of more human arrangement. Though similar in appearance to a BattleMech, the three-meter-tall armor suits barely topped the knee of the smallest ’Mech. Elemental suits carried only a single reload for their short-range missile launchers and, once the SRMs were expended, they had only limited anti-’Mech armament. Though offering a trooper the best protection and movement capabilities short of a vehicle or ’Mech, a battlesuit could not make him a one-on-one match for even the lightest of ’Mechs. But then, Elementals didn’t operate one-on-one against ’Mechs.

      When he was sure the spotter was out of range, Elson left his refuge and called his Point together. The other four troopers in the Point called the unit a “squad,” but that was because they were Spheroids and Dragoons kids. Their archaic nomenclature was only a minor annoyance.

      “Think we were spotted?” Jelson asked. He was Point second, a position he held only because of the lack of challengers.

      They’d have known.

      “Neg,” was all Elson said.

      “I still think we should be laying for them in the pass with the rest of the platoon.” That came from Killie. She was Spheroid through and through, even though she had the build of an Elemental—a small one. Though she rarely complained about staying suited, she always questioned everything and was far too free in expressing her own ill-informed opinions.

      “But that’s where they’ll expect us.” This from Vomer, the over-eager Dragoons kid.

      “So what?” Killie laughed. The sound was harsh over the suit comm. “It’s the best defensive terrain around. No clear lines-of-sight beyond fifty meters. Perfect Toad terrain.”

      Toad! If Elson had not been sealed into his suit, he would have spat. Some Spheroid ’Mech jock had dubbed Clan Elemental infantry troops “toads” the first time he’d seen them come bounding toward him across a plain. The Clanners had been executing a rapid closing maneuver, using their jump packs for all they were worth. Those Elementals had been moving their suits with precision and grace, and all that freebirth jock could think of was hopping toads. The name had taken hold among the Spheroids, even among their own battle-armored infantry. The Unity-forsaken fools even used the name for themselves. They had no pride.

      His anger suddenly seemed pointless. He was among Wolf’s Dragoons now. How could he expect better?

      The spotter’s presence meant the enemy would be arriving soon, too soon for Elson to allow his Point to engage in idle speculation and futile questioning of his commands. He cut off the discussion and dispersed his Point among the hulks, selecting their positions for maximum coverage of what he estimated to be the opposition’s most likely route.

      Elson returned to the Thunderbolt and climbed atop its torso. Scanning the horizon, he caught a flash of light. He keyed the magnification circuit up to ten-power. Sure enough, a slight dust cloud. He had sent the Point to ground just in time. The enemy was coming.

      He slapped an optic-link sensor onto the Thunderbolt’s hull and dropped down out of sight, letting the ’Mech’s bulk shield him from the scans of the approaching BattleMechs, as it had from the spotter. He kept watch through the optic link.

      The enemy was a single lance, all light ’Mechs. The heaviest was a model he had seen recently for the first time, a humanoid ’Mech body with an almost canine silhouette to its head assembly. It took Elson a moment to remember the designation…Wolfhound. The others were classic Star League designs, two stilt-legged Locusts and one more humanoid ’Mech, a Wasp. They moved in a diamond formation, with the Wolfhound in the lead and a Locust on each wing. From the Wolfhound’s position in the formation and its significantly superior mass, Elson guessed it must be the lance commander’s machine.

      The ’Mechs slowed as they approached the old battlefield, cautious of the danger the broken terrain offered. That was wise. A misstep among shifting rubble could throw the machine off balance, perhaps overloading its gyros. A pilot in such a predicament would have to work hard to keep the mighty battle machine from crashing ignominiously to the ground. Such a fall rarely destroyed a ’Mech, but could severely injure a pilot, even if the damage was only to his pride.

      Patient as a Nevtonian spiderlion, Elson waited. One by one, the BattleMechs entered the old battlefield. They were moving slowly, cautiously. But their concern was only for the terrain—a mistake that would cost them.

      Elson let them reach what he judged to be the center of the ’Mech graveyard before rising from cover. He painted the trailing Wasp with his laser, marking his Point’s primary target. Triggering the short-range missiles in his suit’s backpack, he gave the order to open fire.

      The rockets roared from his launcher, rocking him for the microseconds it took the thrust of their engines to force them free of the launcher. Feeling the heat wash over his helmet as the missiles streaked toward their target, he was pleased to see twin smoke trails rising from four other locations almost simultaneously. His whole Point had launched on the target.

      Booms followed flashes and smoke blossomed around the Wasp, but before it was obscured in the growing cloud, Elson saw one of his shots impact the head. Though he knew the missile would not penetrate, he relished the knowledge that the ’Mech jock would be hurt. But there was no time for exultation. He needed to be gone before the Wasp’s companions could react.

      He concentrated on reaching his second position safely. Dodging to maximize cover from the alerted BattleMechs, he could not see the other members of his Point. The lack of return fire from the enemy ’Mechs encouraged him. The Point must have taken the ’Mech jocks by surprise.

      Safe in cover, he risked a look around. His position only allowed him to see one of the other Elementals. Killie. She was flashing him the signal, pumping her arm up and down four times to indicate all Point members were in position.

      He checked on the ’Mechs. The Wasp was down. That was good. Very good. In fact, better than he had dared hope. It meant his Point had a chance at another. The other ’Mechs had halted. No doubt they were working their scanners overtime, trying to find whoever had struck down one of their number. Elson grinned savagely. They would find out soon enough.

      The Wolfhound remained stationary, apparently on overwatch, as the two Locusts spread out to search. They gave wide berths to the dead ’Mechs, almost as if they expected one to spring up and throttle them like some revenant from a grave.

      Caution in these circumstances was smart, but the lance commander was not as smart as he thought. Elson was ready for the jock’s reaction. Recalling his Point members’ assigned positions, he made a quick estimate of how far off they might be. He recorded his new orders, compressing them for transmission before he screeched out a burst to his Point. He had to keep it short to prevent the enemy ’Mech pilots from locating his position.

      “All suits, vector on Wolfhound. Three minutes to firing position. Concentrate on right arm. Screech in two if unable to comply.”

      He waited ten seconds, then moved out.

      Mark: one minute, twelve seconds.

      He crouched and waited behind a dismembered BattleMech arm. From off to his left came the sizzle of a ’Mech-mounted laser. There was no explosion or further fire—the warrior must have been spooked, firing at shadows. No fire had come Elson’s way, so he knew his passage through the rubble had not been spotted. The Wolfhound was still standing motionless, watching its lancemates.

      Mark: two minutes.

      The Point’s frequency was silent. Still, the Wolfhound had not moved. Things were progressing better than expected.

      Mark: three minutes.

      Elson popped from cover on a short burst of his jump jets, just enough to clear the debris. Launching his last salvo of SRMs as he landed, he bounced again, heading for new cover. The rest of the Point was attacking, too, bursting from cover, firing, then scrambling back. This volley was more ragged than the last.

      The Wolfhound reacted at last. It spun on its left leg, lifting the right and rocking forward into a step as it raised its laser arm. Elemental missiles impacted that arm, its shoulder, and the ’Mech’s chest in thunderous cacophony.

      The Wolfhound swung its right arm, the snout of its Setanta laser a hungry maw. Lambent energy leapt out to bathe Vomer’s battle armor as he sprang for heavier cover, then beams from two of the ’Mech’s chest-mounted lasers struck the ground to either side of him. The ’Mech jock had fired all his weapons, obviously wanting to eliminate the Elemental he had spotted. Too bad he wasn’t a better shot.

      Elson fired his own laser, a poor thing compared to the gigawatts of energy the Setanta large laser could kick out. But he was a better marksman than the ’Mech jock. He placed the beam directly on the shoulder housing already cratered by three of the SRMs. Two other thin beams speared out. One hit the chest, but the other also caught the shoulder.

      The Wolfhound emitted a high-pitched whine. Its laser dropped, the glow fading from the energy coils. The damage inflicted by the Elementals’ attack had rendered the ’Mech’s primary armament useless.

      Elson grinned.

      “Fade,” he ordered his Point. They had done their job. All they needed to do now was lie low and survive.

      Elson felt a savage joy when he saw how accurately he had guessed the ’Mech jocks’ reaction to the attack. Even though they knew this particular Point of Elementals had spent all their missiles, the jocks couldn’t know whether there might be more Points hidden among the destroyed hulks. Even if they wanted to fight, the ’Mech jocks still had their own mission, which was not to destroy annoying infantry.

      The lance was almost down to half-strength, and their lance commander obviously did not want to lose more.

      The Wolfhound pulled away, accelerating through the graveyard without regard for caution. The two Locusts followed. Speed would let them escape the Elementals. The ’Mechs raced away in the direction the lance had originally been moving.

      Elson thought the rapid retreat was the lance commander’s best decision in the entire encounter. As the ’Mechs reached the foothills, he wondered if they would have any better luck against the rest of Harold’s Star.

      Elson hauled himself up onto the half-buried Crusader he had taken cover behind. Sitting on its chest, he let his legs dangle into the empty cavity that had once held a missile launcher. The fighting was over. For now.

      Twenty meters away, Vomer was kicking one of the shattered ’Mech hulks in frustration. He popped his lid, squirmed out of his battle armor, and promptly proceeded to transfer his aggression to the suit. His kicks had no effect on the Elemental armor.

      Elson laughed. This trial was over, especially for Vomer. He had lost, tagged dead by the Wolfhound’s laser. Infantry didn’t get second chances like the ’Mech jocks did. It might have been better for Vomer if the ’Mech’s laser had been allowed to fire at full strength.

      In the distance, Elson could see the Wasp rising to its feet, the umpires having released their electronic lock on its controls. Doubtless the ’Mech jock was even more upset than Vomer. ’Mechs were not supposed to lose to Elementals.

      The crunch of gravel told Elson someone was approaching from behind him. He did not bother to turn around.

      “One Elemental for one ’Mech. A good bargain, quiaff? Well done, Candidate Elson.”

      Recognizing the voice, Elson hitched his legs over the side of the ’Mech and dropped to the ground to face Colonel Griffith Nikkitch. Elson stood to attention. Respect was due to the rank, even if the colonel lost points for not using Elson’s last name.

      Nikkitch was an ordinary infantryman and well into his fifties, but neither circumstance was necessarily a disgrace. He wore battle honors and still stood straight. Though large for the ordinary run of people, Nikkitch did not have Elemental blood. Even when not wearing his battle armor, Elson towered head and shoulders over the officer who stood before him. Waiting until the colonel was craning upward to stare into the suit’s faceplate, Elson said stiffly, “My duty, Colonel.”

      Nikkitch did not seem fazed by Elson’s manner, even though it verged on disrespect. It was also to the old man’s credit that he was not bothered by the faceless bulk offered by Elson in his battle armor. “I suppose you’re wondering why you rate the Infantry Ops commander for your umpire.”

      “Not my concern, Colonel.”

      Nikkitch scowled. “It ought to be. Why’d you split your Point off from the Star?”

      “Cadet Captain Harold had failed to appreciate the battlefield, sir.”

      “Blunt.” Nikkitch turned and surveyed the rest of the Point as they gathered. He half-turned back toward Elson. “And you saw something he didn’t?”

      “I was wearing battle armor while he was still learning to spell the word in his sibko, sir.”

      “Clan wisdom says the new generation is superior to the old.”

      “Clan wisdom says the young shall be guided by their elders, sir.”

      Nikkitch nodded, his lips pursed. “And Harold wouldn’t listen to you. Said he’d worked this field before, and knew the best ambush spots.”

      The accurate description made Elson wonder if the colonel had listened in on the Star’s strategy session. “I had scanned the field maps before the exercise, sir.”

      “I know,” Nikkitch said, revealing he had taken an interest in the Star’s planning. “What are you trying to prove, Elson?”

      “I am a warrior, Colonel.”

      “Bondsman.”

      Elson bowed his head. The motion would not be seen outside the suit, but it helped him control his anger. He reminded himself that his status as bondsman was only temporary. When he felt he was controlled enough to speak calmly, he said, “As you say.”

      “I’ve seen your codex, Elson. You’re not Trueborn. Why are you so hot about this? Speak candidly.”

      “I may have been freeborn, but my blood is warrior blood. I earned my rank in Clan Nova Cat. I proved I was a warrior.”

      “So you resent having to do it again, quiaff?”

      “Aff. Yet I am bondsman to Wolf’s Dragoons, taken in fair combat. I will fulfill my obligation.”

      “But nothing’s going to keep you from being a warrior again?”

      “I must be true to my heritage.”

      Nikkitch harrumphed. With a gesture, he included the rest of the Point in the conversation. “Well, you’d all better hope the rest of the Star does well without you. It’s the whole unit score that will count the most. Your Point’s score may be high, but it won’t cut it if the rest of the Star botches up. Or loses because they’re understrength. Infantry has to work together.”

      Elson did not care for the rebuke. He had made the right decision. “All arms must work together, sir. And all arms must take advantage of their strengths, applying them in the best way possible.”

      “True enough.” Nikkitch slowly turned to face him. “Your codex shows high aptitude in strategy. I suppose you want to be an officer?”

      “I will serve as my abilities warrant, sir.”

      “We shall see.”

      That ended the impromptu review.
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        * * *

      

      It was almost a week before the scores were posted. Elson had achieved a high enough score to make warrior rank and, to Elson’s surprise, so had Harold. Once Elson had led his Point away, Harold had reconsidered Elson’s advice and spread his unit out, extending the gauntlet the BattleMechs had to run through. The result had been the effective elimination of the lance through accumulated damage from Elemental harassment.

      Elson was summoned before Colonel Nikkitch.

      “Harold has acknowledged that it was your strategy that allowed the unit to succeed. Does that surprise you?”

      It did, but Elson refused to admit it. “Harold is honest when he sees no advantage in being otherwise.”

      Nikkitch shook his head, somewhat confounded. “Are you always so blunt?”

      “I beg the Colonel’s pardon.”

      “Forget it.” The colonel indicated that Elson should sit. Seeing that the chair before the desk was both large and sturdy enough, he did so.

      The colonel waited a moment, no doubt judging Elson’s state of mind, before continuing. “I am very impressed with your performance, Elson. Far more than I expected to be, considering the Nova Cats’ showing on Luthien.”

      Elson damped his anger. The colonel was obviously intending to make some kind of point. Why could he not do it without gratuitous insults?

      “Elson, the Dragoons are building their own force of Elementals. You are well aware we are short of experienced commanders who know how to handle such a force. We need experts. You have advanced faster than any of the other bondsmen we took on Luthien, proving you are an expert.”

      The colonel paused, obviously awaiting a reaction. Elson presented the same stone face to praise as he had to insult. Nikkitch’s face flashed with a brief expression of annoyance. “Would you be willing to work with me on organizing Dragoons Elemental units?”

      “Does this mean I will not be given a command?”

      Nikkitch smiled slyly. “Afraid you won’t see battle?”

      Elson gave him the stock answer. “In battle there is honor.”

      “Dragoons commanders do not have a reputation for sitting in camp while the grunts do the fighting.”

      “Then there will be a command?”

      “Yes. And more, if you want it. You have potential, Elson.”

      “Then I accept. Bargained and well done.” He stood and offered his hand.

      Nikkitch laughed as he took the hand. “Bargained and well done, then. The formal ceremonies will be at the end of the month, but let me be the first to welcome you to the ranks, Elson Wolfson.”

      Elson released his grip. Wolfson indeed!

      Nikkitch’s eyes narrowed. “Now what?”

      “I earned the name Novacat when I was inducted into the ranks of Clan Nova Cat’s warriors. Though I have been accepted into your ranks, I will not surrender that honor.”

      Nikkitch sighed. “I’d hoped you would try to fit in. That name isn’t going to make you any friends among the oldsters.”

      Elson replied with a contemptuous stare. What the “oldsters,” the original Dragoons, thought of his name was of little consequence to him. They harped on Clan Wolf’s feud with the Nova Cats, but that was waste heat. What did it really matter to them? They were all freeborns who had proven the Trueborns’ opinion of their kind. Had they not turned their backs on the heritage of the Clans? Had they not turned traitor to Nicholas Kerensky’s dream?

      Let Elson’s name remind them of what they had spurned. It mattered little that he himself was freeborn. He had earned his honor, won his name as a warrior. That had been his first step in proving the worth of his genes. He had shown these Dragoons he was worthy of a warrior’s name. Now he would show them he was worthy of more.
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      The duly appointed panel of the Mercenary Review and Bonding Commission filed into the chamber. The first three members were stern-faced, properly somber. The fourth and last to enter, Colonel Wayne Waco, looked smug, as if secretly pleased about something. Yes, it was that Wayne Waco, the one whose Waco Rangers claimed a blood feud with the Dragoons. His presence on the panel was unavoidable. Under the new commission rules, an inquiry panel must always have a mercenary commander as one of its members, and Colonel Waco had come up in the rotation. The Dragoons had already used their one veto to disempanel the Draconis Combine representative. Despite the Dragoons’ presence at the siege of Luthien, Colonel Jaime Wolf still maintained the Dragoons were feuding with House Kurita, the rulers of the Combine. Unlike the Rangers, the Clan-born Dragoons understood real blood feuds just as well as the neo-samurai of House Kurita. A Kuritan on the panel would have been more damaging than the sour old leader of the Rangers.

      Even with the Wacko Ranger, it seemed the panel would be sympathetic to the Dragoons. Both Great House representatives belonged to factions that very much desired the Dragoons’ good will. Baron Humfrey Donahugue of House Davion had been one of the negotiators of the contract that had brought the Dragoons from the Combine to the Federated Suns back in 3028, at the start of the Fourth Succession War. He was as much a friend of the Dragoons as any employer could be.

      The other House representative was Freiherr Rolf Bjarnesson of the Free Rasalhague Republic. With Rasalhague almost completely under Clan domination, the FRR government was seeking aid and friends wherever anyone would stand still long enough to listen.

      The panel was chaired by the obligatory ComStar official, one Merideth Ambridge. I didn’t know what her official title was. A year ago calling her an adept would have been proper, but ComStar was going through changes. Most of the members we met nowadays were touchy about the use of the mystic titles they had formerly insisted upon. Whatever her title, Ambridge seemed fair and open-minded during the hearings. She called the session to order with a tap on the touch pad at her place, making the recorded sound of a gong to peal from hidden speakers.

      “Let the representative of Wolf’s Dragoons stand before the panel,” she said.

      Colonel Jaime Wolf rose from his seat. If he was intimidated by the august assembly and its solemn demeanor, he gave no sign. He walked smartly to the open space before the table and came smoothly to attention. Age had done nothing to diminish his military manner. Indeed, as he raked his gaze across the panel, it was more as if they were the ones on trial. Even the ComStar official flinched as The Wolf’s eyes touched her.

      “Colonel Wolf,” she said hesitantly, “we did not expect to see you. This complaint involves only one battalion of Gamma Regiment.”

      “If it involves a single Dragoons warrior, madame, it involves me.”

      “Been saying that for years,” Waco sneered.

      The Wolf ignored him. He had been doing that for years as well.

      Ambridge cleared her throat. She spoke haltingly, nervously. “Then, we must presume that you stand to accept the judgment of this commission. The unit commander of record signed the document agreeing to abide by the recommendation of the panel. By coming before this panel, you are personally assuming this obligation.”

      “That is correct.”

      “If you’re willing to take the blame, it’ll apply to the whole lot of you murderers.” Waco looked like a hunting cat about to pounce. If he’d had a tail, it would have been twitching.

      “Colonel Waco, you are out of order,” Baron Donahugue said. The fat old diplomat seemed outraged. “The judgment applies only to the unit cited and its immediate commander.”

      Both Freiherr Bjarnesson and Waco started to speak, but Ambridge rapped her touch pad. The gong drowned out their words. When quiet returned, she spoke.

      “Despite the esteemed Colonel Waco’s manner, he is partially correct. Colonel Wolf, you do understand that the recommended sanctions are intended to apply only to the unit involved and its commander? And that by stepping into Major Kantov’s place, you will take any punitive obligations onto the Dragoons as a whole.”

      “I do.”

      “You need not do this, Colonel,” she said. “Major Kantov was the officer in charge. He is the commanding officer of record, according to the complaint.”

      Next to me, Kantov shifted in his seat. I could smell the stink of nervous sweat rising from him. Out in the center, before all eyes, The Wolf never wavered. “He is a Dragoons officer, and therefore, under my command,” was his response.

      Ambridge looked uncomfortable. It didn’t take a scientist’s genes to figure out that the judgment had come out against the Dragoons. Even Kantov could tell.

      “Very well, then,” Ambridge said.

      “A moment, Madame Chairperson,” Baron Donahugue said quietly. Ambridge turned to face him with a raised eyebrow. “I should like to ask Colonel Wolf a question. Off the record, of course.” She nodded assent and he turned to The Wolf. “Colonel, I applaud your loyalty to your troops, but I should think you might want to reconsider.”

      “That’s no question,” Waco snapped. “Don’t try to talk him out of it.”

      The baron shifted in his seat as if to disassociate himself from Waco. “I apologize to the commission. The esteemed colonel is correct; I did not pose a question. I shall do so. Colonel Wolf, will you not let Major Kantov stand for his own actions and receive this judgment?”

      Beside me, Kantov began to squirm. “The unit bore the Dragoons name and colors,” Jaime Wolf answered. The baron clearly didn’t understand why The Wolf was doing this, but the slump in his expression showed he recognized The Wolf’s response as a negative. I wasn’t surprised by the baron’s confusion. He was a politician, not a warrior. Politicians don’t understand taking responsibility.

      Ambridge waited until the baron nodded before rapping her touch pad again.

      “It is the finding of this commission that the mercenary unit known as Kantov’s Battalion of Gamma Regiment of Wolf’s Dragoons is guilty of breach of contract. Additional charges of insubordination, improper use of civilian facilities, theft, and cowardice in the face of the enemy have also been substantiated. In this matter, the employer, the Duchess Kaila Zamboulos and the House of Marik, have been found to have operated within the bounds of normal expectations and practices.

      “At the beginning of arbitration, both parties agreed to be bound by the commission’s findings. The commission has determined a reasonable compensation. Let the record show that Colonel Jaime Wolf stands as commander of the defaulting mercenary unit. Do you still agree to be bound by the findings, Colonel Wolf?”

      “In the name of the Dragoons, I do.”

      Kantov sighed heavily. He looked relieved, as if he were off the hook. His reaction was noticed by most of the panel, but Colonel Waco was the only one who didn’t seem annoyed. Ambridge had to visibly compose herself before continuing.

      “Those gathered here will be the first to hear the decision of the commission, but you shall not be the last. ComStar will broadcast the findings and post them at all our Blessed Order’s stations. Let the light of truth illuminate our lives.”

      She paused to draw breath.

      “Now hear the unanimous decision of the commission.

      “The payment bond placed in the care of ComStar by Duchess Zamboulos will be forfeited in full by the Dragoons. All monies and goods rendered for services shall be restored to the duly authorized agents of the duchess or the government of the Free Worlds League. Further, additional compensation in the amount of one hundred million C-bills shall be paid to the complainant. These funds shall be gathered by a ten percent deduction from all mercenary incomes of the unit in question, which by Colonel Wolf’s acceptance of responsibility, shall be taken to be Wolf’s Dragoons in its entirety.

      “The officer responsible for the unit is placed under hiring ban for one year. Should he actively participate in a contract, either as a field commander or in a staff function, the ban shall be made permanent and he shall be declared a war criminal under the Ares Conventions, at which time the plaintiff may undertake civil or criminal prosecution at will.

      “If the unit and officers in question refuse to abide by these findings, the commission recommends that the signatories of the Mercenary Review and Bonding Commission Compact place the mercenaries under ban. These stern recommendations are in accordance with the response to a grave situation.

      “Colonel Wolf, do you accept the findings of this commission?”

      “Madame, the actions of any mercenary affect the reputation of all mercenaries. Though Wolf’s Dragoons has long held a reputation for honest and distinguished service to our employers, our performance in this most recent contract has been dismal. This is not the way the Dragoons will conduct business in the future. What happened with Kantov’s Battalion has happened. Nothing can change that. The commission has conducted a fair and impartial enquiry into the affair and has reached a reasonable verdict. I can do nothing other than accept the judgment.” His voice was firm and calm, but I thought I detected an undertone promising that the issue was not yet closed.

      “Thank you, Colonel Wolf,” Ambridge said. “I declare these proceedings closed.”

      The commission members filed from the room through the same door by which they had entered. As the Marik party headed for the main exit, their chief counsel approached Jaime Wolf.

      “It was not our intent to involve you personally, Colonel Wolf. I hope you do not hold this against the Free Worlds League or the noble House of Marik. We only wished justice.”

      The Wolf responded softly, “You’ve gotten justice, counselor. You’ll get more.”

      The counselor stiffened. “Is that a threat, Colonel Wolf?”

      “A promise.”

      The counselor might have taken The Wolf’s word as directed at him and his state, but I could see where The Wolf was looking. His eyes were on Kantov.

      Jaime Wolf ignored the counselor’s mumbled leave-taking. When the room had emptied of all but Dragoons, The Wolf beckoned Kantov to him. “Kantov, you’re from the Inner Sphere, but you’ve been with the Dragoons long enough to understand some of our less public customs.”

      “Sure do, Colonel. And believe me, I’m grateful. Those prissy diplos got snowed by the Marik sissies. Might have been different if that Wacko wasn’t pouring venom in their ears, too. I really appreciate your standing up for us⁠—”

      The Wolf cut off the torrent of words. “Do you acknowledge the Trial of Grievance?”

      “The what?” Kantov went pale beneath his swarthy skin and dark stubble. I smelled his sweat again. “You can’t mean⁠—”

      The Wolf smiled tightly. “As the challenged, you may choose to fight augmented or not. With our age and size difference, Dragoons custom will allow me to appoint a champion if you decline augmentation. But I assure you that if you select augmented combat, I will not demand BattleMechs of equivalent tonnage. You may use your Awesome.”

      Kantov’s Awesome was an assault class machine. It would outweigh The Wolf’s heavy Archer by ten tons. Ten very significant tons that would give Kantov an advantage.

      “When you have made your decision, tell Lieutenant Cameron. He will inform you of my choice of battlefield. Until then, stay out of my sight.”

      “Hold on, Colonel,” said Colonel Parella, commander of Gamma. He sounded annoyed. “Ain’t you overreacting a little?”

      The Wolf turned to face him. I would not have wished to be the object of that stare. “Your own place is not so secure, Colonel. Had you done your job, this problem would never have arisen.”

      “You gave us all leave to run our regiments as we saw fit.”

      “I have been known to make mistakes,” Jaime Wolf said coldly.

      Parella’s eyes narrowed. “Well, I think you’re making one now.”

      “Do you, Colonel Parella?” The Wolf hesitated for the briefest of moments. “You may be right.”

      Turning on his heel, Jaime Wolf headed for the exit. I followed.

      “Colonel Wolf.” My voice was hesitant and soft. I was confused, but hoped he’d think I just wanted to keep the words private. “I don’t understand why you’re taking Kantov’s punishment, then challenging him. If⁠—”

      “You need to look at the bigger picture, Brian. I have a lot more concerns than one regiment’s problems. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t sort out Gamma’s problems even if I beat the stuffing out of its members one at a time.”

      “Then why the trial? Kantov’s a lot younger than you, and his Awesome is more than a match for your Archer.”

      The Wolf laughed. “Don’t worry, Brian. There won’t be any fight.”

      “You mean that was all for show?” I was more confused than ever. If The Wolf’s challenge was supposed to show people he didn’t really approve of Kantov or his actions, his timing was off. There hadn’t been any audience but Dragoons.

      Jaime Wolf shook his head. “The challenge was real enough. When I said there won’t be a fight, I meant Kantov won’t be around by the time of the trial.”

      I stopped walking, shocked. It couldn’t be. Would The Wolf would have some agent eliminate Kantov? Noticing that I was no longer at his side, he stopped and turned to me.

      “It’s nothing underhanded,” Colonel Wolf said, apparently divining the direction of my thoughts. “Kantov is a coward. He’ll run rather than fight.”

      I was relieved that my fears that The Wolf was less than I thought him were mere imaginings. I remembered the tenets of his books on strategy and tactics, especially those teaching that one must know his enemy well. The Wolf was the master at knowing his enemies, an impeccable judge of men. If he believed Kantov would run, Kantov would run. My faith in The Wolf’s honor restored, we walked on.

      The Wolf had another surprise for me. “As soon as Colonel Blake finishes his review of the commission’s report, have him forward the list of dismissals along with his recommendations on replacements to fill the open slots in Gamma.”

      “Dismissal? Replacements?”

      “The bully boys in Kantov’s Battalion had their chance. Those who weren’t a party to the battalion’s actions condoned them. The rot must stop with them. If the Dragoons aren’t beyond an employer’s reproach, we’re no better than a bunch of pirates, and I won’t lead a bunch of bandits. The Dragoons are better than that. We have to be.”

      I was stuck by the fervor in his voice. “You say that as if you have something to prove, Colonel.”

      “There is always something to prove.”

      We exited the hall to face the assembled reporters.
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      The Wolf was proven correct; there was no Trial of Grievance. Kantov disappeared from his barracks, and a week later Colonel Blake’s sources reported him outward bound on a JumpShip headed for the Capellan Confederation. Kantov had found himself a new home with Olson’s Rangers, a mercenary regiment more than happy to have an ex-Dragoons officer, even a disgraced one. From what I’d heard in the common hall, Kantov might actually raise the Rangers’ level of morality.

      Several of Kantov’s cronies left Outreach as well. Most headed for Capellan space with him, but a few grabbed slots in the first unit that would take them. Within two weeks, none of the people on my dismissal list was still on Outreach.

      I was glad, and not just because it meant fewer discharge files for me to handle. The Dragoons were well rid of them. But we still had to deal with Kantov’s legacy.

      At first, The Wolf took his exile from combat well. He threw himself into work he said needed to be done. The sentence of the commission didn’t prevent him from dealing with Dragoons business operations. When The Wolf wasn’t doing business, he was overseeing the training facilities, adjusting class strategies, and reviewing the progress of almost everyone taking instruction on Outreach, from the transient Spheroids to the training sibkos. He also spent a lot of time with the scientists and the teachers.

      I spent most of my time shuffling requisitions and
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