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        MOUNTAIN RETREAT ON PALTOS

        ATREUS

        MARIK-STEWART COMMONWEALTH

        13 FEBRUARY 3138

      

      

      The words were there. Anson Marik could feel them, hovering around his head like angry bees. But they were elusive, staying out of his reach, out of his thoughts. It should be easy. He should be able to just take a deep breath and have them come to him. Then he would let them free, and the fury that would follow—it would be beautiful.

      “Who the hell…? Confounded…bloody…Of all the…arrogant, useless…Shove a tree branch up…blast!”

      He exhaled. It still wasn’t coming as easily as it was supposed to. This shouldn’t be.

      He stomped on the wooden floor; outside, snow fell from nearby branches. Someone, who knows which of his ancestors, had built this room to be cozy, like a cabin high in the mountains, right down to the knotted pine floors. A cabin built on the edge of the massive lump that was the rest of the retreat.

      All Anson could see, though, was a room that would be easy to tear apart if he set his mind to it. The floor would splinter if he just kept stomping hard enough. Then he could pick up a loose floorboard and smash the desk, the chair, the bookshelves, the electronic screens and their useless information. They would smash up nicely.

      Then he’d shatter the picture window, leap outside and set about tearing down the whole thrice-damned mountain.

      His fists clenched and unclenched. Then again. Then they stayed unclenched. His breathing slowed.

      “Bloody hell!” he shouted. He shouldn’t be getting calm yet. He needed his anger. He trusted his anger. He wasn’t about to let it go.

      Heat returned to his face, and he knew the skin beneath his brown beard was turning red. He was ready.

      He didn’t bother to push the button on his intercom. “Tell Daggert to get the hell in here!” he bellowed.

      He didn’t have to wait long, but even in those few seconds, Anson felt his heart rate slow a touch. His back sagged, and he briefly thought about sitting down.

      Then he straightened up and took five solid, heavy steps across the room. Damn it, what’s the matter with me?

      The door to his office opened, and Cole Daggert walked in. A dark man from head to toe—from the tight black curls of his hair (with gray at the temples) to the shiny black pointed tips of his shoes, he looked like an undertaker. An arrogant, stubborn undertaker.

      “Daggert!” Anson bellowed. “What in the hell is the matter with you?” Then he grimaced—the words just weren’t echoing around the room like they should. They weren’t filling his chest properly.

      Daggert waited a moment before he spoke. When he did, his tones were low and level. “Perhaps, my lord, this is a conversation we should have when you are calm.”

      “When I’m calm?” Anson shouted. “You know what’s going on out there. You know, better than anyone but me, the shit we’re in. From every damned side. You tell me—when exactly do you think I’m going to be calm?”

      Daggert’s eyes did not waver. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      Anson slammed a hand on his desk. “You’re not getting insolent, are you, Daggert? I could throw your ass down the mountain for that remark. I’ve done worse for less.”

      “Yes, my lord. You would be within your rights to dismiss me.”

      “Don’t tell me what my rights are!” Anson thundered, and enjoyed it. It felt natural. Maybe he’d just been out of practice, but the words were coming easier, the air rushing out of his lungs like the winds through a mountain pass. “I bloody well know what I can and can’t do! And I’ll tell you what I can and can’t do, just so you know.” He stepped forward until his nose almost touched Daggert’s. “I can do whatever the hell I want!” he bellowed.

      Again, Daggert didn’t flinch. “Of course, my lord.”

      Anson took a step back. Daggert wasn’t making this easy. Shouting matches were much easier to sustain when both sides were angry.

      “Now that we’ve cleared that up, I’m going to tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to take your letter of resignation and shred it. Then I’m going to throw the shreds into the fireplace. Then I’m going to take the ashes and rub them in your thrice-damned face if you ever try anything like this again!”

      “My lord, may I just say—”

      “No! You can bloody well keep your mouth shut until I tell you to speak! We are in the worst emergency the Commonwealth has ever faced—frauds and pretenders, Lyrans and Wolves and Falcons and who knows what else closing on all sides—and it’s only going to get worse. What makes you think this is the time to get out? I can’t afford to lose any of my senior staff, especially my chief bloody tactical adviser! I don’t have to explain how bad the situation is—you’re the one who keeps explaining it to me every morning. My head, the head of the whole Commonwealth, is on the line here, and if my neck is in danger, then your neck better damn well be sticking out next to it!”

      “When you put it that way, I can’t see why I’d want to step down,” Daggert said.

      “This isn’t a time to be clever,” Anson said with a sneer. “This is what you signed up for! You don’t just step down when things are getting difficult. You gut it out! Win me this war, get all our enemies running away with their tails between their ass cheeks—then you can retire. Not now.”

      “With all due respect, sir, I think it would be best if you accepted my resignation now. I think it would be best for you, for me, and for the Commonwealth as a whole.”

      Anson prepared to let loose another gale of anger, but his lungs didn’t respond. They didn’t fill up enough for a full roar. He had to say something, though. “You think that would be best? Why?” That last word had an oddly plaintive note to Anson’s ears. He didn’t like the sound of it one bit.

      “In a time of crisis such as the one the Commonwealth is facing, a nation needs leaders who are ready and willing to give their entire selves to the nation’s defense and to act in concert against the looming threats. At this time, I feel your office would be better served by an individual who could offer the complete dedication and effort this crisis demands. I believe I should step aside so you may find that individual.”

      Anson glared at Daggert. The tactical adviser remained stiff and straight, eyes focused on something beyond Anson. He was ready for another torrent of words from the captain-general. So Anson decided to take him by surprise.

      He smiled. Then he laughed. It wasn’t a merry sound—it was the laugh of a victor gloating over his vanquished rival—but still, it was clearly not what Daggert expected to hear. His eyes flickered, and it may have been that the dark skin on his cheeks grew a trifle redder. That, Anson knew, was as much as Daggert would ever let his composure slip.

      “Damn it, Cole, how many times did you stand in front of a mirror rehearsing that little speech?” Anson said between guffaws. “You did the words okay, but did you ever think about moving your damn arms when you talk? You look like a mannequin.”

      “My lord, whether my words were practiced or not—”

      “Yeah, yeah, just because you practiced ’em doesn’t mean they’re not true. Fine.” Anson’s laughter trailed off. He couldn’t sustain it. “It doesn’t matter. I wasn’t going to make this decision based on your delivery or your pretty words. You can talk and talk and say everything just right and it doesn’t matter. I need you. So you’re staying.”

      “I must ask you to consider—”

      “You can ask me to consider whatever the hell you want, but at the end of the day I’ll decide you still work for me, so you might as well stuff it.”

      “My lord, I feel the demands of my family—”

      “Oh, screw all that! This ‘family’ nonsense. Every time a politico steps down, they talk about being with their family. It’s all bullshit. You got as far as you did because you like what you’re doing, because you like the power you have, and that’s not something you just stop doing. You never, ever, stop wanting power if you’ve made it this far. It’s like not wanting water. You may have your reasons—maybe you’re scared of this war, maybe you just don’t like me. Who the hell cares? There’s only two things I know about your reasons for resigning—first, it’s not about your family. Second, whatever your reasons are, they’re not good enough.”

      “I have to say I don’t think you are being—”

      “Of course I’m not being fair! Since when was it—”

      “Would you have the courtesy of at least allowing me to finish a sentence!” thundered Daggert.

      Then there was silence. Snow thudded softly outside as the two men stared at each other.

      “Well,” Anson finally said, his voice gravelly. “This may be the first time you’ve ever come in my office and brought your balls with you.”

      There was something in Daggert’s eyes, some fire behind the deep brown Anson had never seen before. And Daggert’s body, which usually seemed stiff, was now taut. Ready to jump, though Anson didn’t know which way he’d leap. He decided to find out.

      “How long has that outburst been coming?” Anson said. “How many times have you yelled at me when you’re alone because you didn’t have the guts to do it to my face?”

      “Never,” Daggert said, his voice still thundering, “confuse a respect for decorum with a lack of courage.”

      Daggert moved, but he didn’t pounce. He turned toward the door, took two steps, then whirled back on Anson.

      “I’m done with you,” he said, quieter but with no less fire. “I’ve had it. Fight your wars. Keep living life as an overgrown schoolyard bully. I’m done. I’m leaving. You may do as you wish.” He turned again and walked toward the door.

      “What I wish,” Anson said, “is to throw you in a deep, dank dungeon if you try to walk out on me.”

      Daggert froze in his tracks.

      “Yeah, you should stop. You know it’s no bluff. I’ve got what I need right here. It’s a benefit of being old nobility—everywhere you go, your ancestors seem to have built a dungeon. One of the perks of power.”

      “Or one of the perils,” Daggert said without turning.

      Anson waved his hand dismissively. “I’m not playing word games. This is your choice. Retire to the dungeon or keep working for me. Shouldn’t be a tough decision.”

      Daggert still stared at the door. “Why?” he said. “Why not just use someone else?”

      “Because you’re the best I have. And even if you weren’t, I don’t have time to bring anyone else up to speed. We have decisions to make, and we have to make them now, and I don’t have time for your weak stomach. Turn around, and let’s get to work.”

      Daggert remained where he was, just long enough to show a trace of defiance. Then he did the only thing he could and came back to Anson.

      “You are a bastard,” he said. His voice was empty.

      “Right,” Anson said. “Look, this works out pretty good for you. You can call me names and know I won’t have your head. You know I need you too much. What more do you want?”

      Daggert didn’t reply. The fire that had briefly flared was gone.

      “Good,” Anson said. “So—work. There’s plenty you need to do for me. You should find Daniella Briggs—I don’t know what happened to her on Marik, but we need every level head we’ve got. The pony express is working well enough that we should have heard from her by now. So someone needs to find her and tell me where she is! We’ve got plenty of work for her here, what with almost every faction in the damn Inner Sphere coming to our borders, playing their damn games. We need to tell them to go back to their own sandboxes and leave ours the hell alone.”

      He took a breath. “You need to look at Gannett. Some of them damn Clanners, the Wolves this time, are doing the Lyrans’ work for them. They’ve demanded surrender of our forces there. You need to come up with a way to tell them to shove it up their asses.”

      Daggert nodded.

      “Take a look at troop positions, then get back here in an hour. We’ll talk.”

      Daggert left without a word.

      Anson picked up a glass as Daggert went through the office door. As the door swung shut, Anson cocked his arm and aimed the glass at the heavy door.

      Then he stopped, dropped his arm and put the glass back on his desk. He’d handled Daggert okay, but, damn it, he still didn’t feel right.
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        BRECKENRIDGE HEIGHTS

        DANAIS

        MARIK-STEWART COMMONWEALTH

        15 FEBRUARY 3138

      

      

      “I think that covers everything. We’ll deploy according to your instructions.” Hauptmann Denis paused. “Are there any standing orders my troops should be aware of?”

      Duke Vedet Brewster snarled, and deep, familiar grooves furrowed across his face. “Yes. Stay the hell out of my way.”

      Denis saluted briskly, then left the duke’s quarters as soon as his salute was returned. Vedet didn’t bother to stand. He wouldn’t stand for his next visitor either.

      There was a list of names on the screen in front of him, a list continually updated by his aide-de-camp sitting on the other side of the metal door that helped keep the duke separate from the rabble and their annoyances. None of the names on the list were people Vedet had any real desire to talk to.

      The business of war, he’d discovered, had even more administration than the business of ’Mech production, especially when it involved occupying hostile territory. The Silver Hawk Irregulars, who were operating more as a guerilla force than as a real army, caused him enough trouble; the bullheaded citizens of Breckenridge, who were either too dumb or too stubborn to acknowledge they were now Lyrans, were almost as bad. He generally ended his days by wondering aloud why he and his forces didn’t just raze the whole town to the ground, which meant he had to listen to halting lectures from a collection of aides about why such an action might not be a good idea.

      Each day, Vedet thought their explanations sounded weaker and weaker.

      The door to his office had not opened, even though Vedet saw a long list of names on his screen. Someone was wasting his time.

      “Krieg!” he bellowed into his intercom. “Next!”

      The door opened. Krieg worked hard to keep the duke appeased.

      Holden Barnes walked in, spine straight, uniform pressed, eyes firm. But he had a tell. Vedet always looked at his knees the minute his security chief walked into the office. Whenever Barnes had bad news, he always went a little weak in the knees. It was barely perceptible—unless you were used to looking for such things.

      Vedet was talking before Barnes was done saluting. “Barnes, I assume you’re here to tell me that you’ve made no progress rounding up the dead-enders.”

      Barnes’ long face did not change, but Vedet noticed an additional small tremor in the left knee.

      “Sir, as I’ve mentioned before, the task you’ve assigned me is significantly more complicated than a normal criminal—or even military—operation. It’s possible we might arrest the people behind the bombings and attacks, but doing so wouldn’t change anything.”

      “Judging by the fact that you’ve made well over a hundred arrests and nothing in this damn town has changed, I’m inclined to agree.”

      “Yes, sir,” Barnes said. “What this means is that making headway is difficult. Unless we start arresting virtually every townsperson…”

      “Right. Do that.”

      Barnes faltered. The shaking in his knee was now visible. “Sir?”

      “Do that. Arrest them all.”

      “Sir, we don’t have the capacity—”

      “Then develop it. Build some camps, lock people down in their homes, I don’t care. I want the bombings to stop! If it means locking up all these people, lock them up!”

      Barnes fumbled for words, but Vedet silenced him with a wave of his hand.

      “Go. Put a plan together. The curfew didn’t work. Martial law didn’t work. So take it one step further. I’m done trying to send these people messages. Just keep them away from me, and maybe I won’t be forced to blow up the whole town.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I want to see your plan in six hours.”

      “Yes, sir.” Barnes saluted with clear relief, then darted out of the room.

      Vedet watched the door close, knowing it would open again soon. There was a book—an old book, ancient Terran—that told the story of an officer who snuck out his window to avoid meeting with his subordinates. Vedet had never read the book, but he’d heard people talk about that story when he was at Defiance Industries. He’d always broken into those conversations to assure his workers that his door was always open, and he’d always be sitting in front of that open door. Here in Breckenridge was the first time Vedet had ever been tempted to not be where he was supposed to be.

      Which meant he was more determined than ever to stay.

      He turned on his intercom. “Next, damn it,” he said. “Next!”
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      Breckenridge proved to be a refiner’s fire, the sort of test that melts lesser men, but from which a true leader emerges, purified and hardened.

      No. No, no, no. It wasn’t an original metaphor to begin with, and he was straining it far beyond the breaking point. It would never do.

      Vedet erased the sentence on his screen. He could do better than that. He turned his mic on, then off, then on again. Then he spoke, taking long, firm strides across his office as he did.

      “The best leaders are individuals. A committee never led any group, any nation, to greatness. True leadership is solitary, which also makes it lonely. A leader must make his own decisions, make his own mistakes—which only paves the way for his greatest triumphs.”

      He stopped and leaned over his screen to read the transcription. No. Still not right. That part about loneliness sounded self-pitying, and the rest of it just went on and on.

      He looked out the window. Gray mist, a regular sight in this mountain town, hung low in the night sky. For once, though, the mist was not illuminated by flashes of explosives, and Vedet had not heard the crack of gunfire all night. That didn’t mean the new crackdown was going to be a complete success, but it was a good start.

      He found the mist oddly comforting. He couldn’t see the stars. He could tell himself that the quagmire he was in here couldn’t be seen, that the curtain on this operation wouldn’t pull back until he was good and ready to have outside observers look in, when everything would be clean and orderly.

      He could also ignore the fact that one of those stars was the system where Clan Wolf troops would be carrying out the archon’s bidding.

      He hadn’t meant to think about that. He turned back to the screen—his memoirs-in-progress were something worth paying attention to. He decided to give the opening of his Danais occupation chapter a final try. He took a deep breath and a long step.

      “Danais was tougher than expected, defended by Marik-Stewart forces who did not have enough honor to fight like a real army. It would be dishonest of me to pretend there were not dark days on that planet—I would not be human if the slow pace of conquest did not drag on my soul. It was a trial, though, that proved instrumental to the events that followed, and Anson Marik, the self-appointed captain-general of his small Commonwealth, would eventually personally repay every drop of blood shed by his forces.”

      He leaned over his screen again. There. That was it. That felt right. It had, of course, the slight handicap of not yet being true, but that mattered little. What he knew of memoirs told him that the intended truth of one’s life—the truth that should have been, if not the truth that actually was—played a vital role in shaping the life of the writer, and thus needed to be told. Vedet was completely dedicated to making sure that paragraph would eventually be true, right up to and including the moment he wrapped his hands around Anson Marik’s neck and extracted his revenge.

      He could almost feel Anson’s flesh, pliable and warm, under his fingers as he reread the sentence. It was a keeper.
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        SCRIPPS

        GANNETT

        MARIK-STEWART COMMONWEALTH

        15 FEBRUARY 3138

      

      

      Alaric Wolf could feel the other ’Mechs, even though he couldn’t see them. He did not have to look at his scanner to know where they were. They were his, and they were following orders. He could sense their movement the same way he could sense the weapons on his ’Mech. He did not need to touch them to know what they could do and how he could use them. They were his natural extensions, his tools. His hands.

      He moved forward slowly. He was the solid base of a circle that stretched up and out from him. A circle that was tightening.

      “Alpha One, report,” he said.

      “We have subdued their fire,” Star Commander Zuzanna said. “The breakout attempt has been quashed. They are pulling together.”

      “They will make another attempt soon. Close the circle slowly.”

      He could afford to be patient. The outcome of the battle had already been decided, the fate of the planetary militia ’Mechs was already determined. The only matter left in doubt was how much this victory would cost Alaric, and he was confident the price would be low.

      They would be checking their scanners now, watching the Wolf forces approaching, looking for a weak spot—and finding nothing.

      They were not going to escape. They had come at night, making a quick strike on Bravo Trinary and hoping for the quick hit-and-run attack that weak, tactically deficient forces often employ. Though the progress on Gannett was not rapid, Alaric took a certain enjoyment in rooting out these guerilla troops. They had survived too long through their cowardly tactics, and they needed to understand their constant running and hiding would bring them down just as surely as if they had stood and fought.

      “Striker One, what are your scouts telling you?”

      “The enemy is edging to the northeast, but the scouts expect that to be a feint, since most of their heavies are toward the front of that formation. I would expect them to make a move to the northeast, then charge southeast.”

      Alaric shook his head. Pathetic Spheroid subterfuge, obvious and ineffectual. “The surats can move in whatever direction they please. Every unit should hold their position until I say otherwise, no matter what the enemy is doing.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The noose was tightening. With each step his Timber Wolf took forward, Alaric’s heart rate seemed to drop a notch. The red and green lines of his HUD were clear and sharp, and the colors of the landscape were equally vivid: the crisp blue green of the leaves on the trees that pushed their way through the sharp-edged, rocky ground. The washed-out blue of the sky. And most of all, the browns and grays and whites of the ’Mechs around him. As he piloted his machine forward, Alaric could almost feel the rocky ground beneath his Timber Wolf’s feet and hear the brittle stones snapping each time he stepped down. He shaped the planet with each footstep; each meter forward made the planet his own.

      “They are making their first feint, Star Colonel,” came the report. “The move south will follow right after.”

      “Alpha and Bravo Trinaries, prepare your long-range weapons. Take a shot in the middle of the militia troops as soon as they shift away from the feint. Striker Trinary, send a few units forward as soon as the long-range volley is complete. Make it fast, though—do not leave any holes in the circle.”

      The assorted commanders indicated their assent, and soon autocannon and Gauss rounds were flying toward the center of the circle. The militia troops would compress a bit as soon as they abandoned their feint—it was inevitable whenever anything bigger than a Star tried to make a rapid shift in direction. And as the militia units bunched together, they would find hot metal raining down on their heads.

      Then a fast Star from Striker Trinary made its move, running forward under cover of the cascading shells and blasting at the militia troops before the enemy could form a proper front line. The militia units themselves were still out of Alaric’s sight—he had to follow the battle by looking at blips on his scanner. But he knew what was happening; he would know even if he was blind. The militia units were panicking. They were trying to get into formation but stepping over fallen units, trying to hold position while getting fired on from multiple directions. The length of the chaos would depend largely on the skill of the militia unit’s commander, but even a brief period of confusion would be enough for Alaric to win the battle. He could send the bulk of Striker Trinary forward, smashing into the disorganized militia units and routing them—if that was all he wanted.

      But that would leave a hole in his circle, meaning there was a chance some of the militia troops would escape. That was not going to happen. None of them would get away.

      If they were wise, they would surrender now. They should have already realized what the outcome of this battle was going to be, and they should soon understand just how badly Alaric intended to beat them. The militia troops, however, had been quite stubborn, and Alaric was fully prepared for them to fight to the end. Which, if all went appropriately, was not far off.

      The Star from Striker was already pulling back. Good, Alaric thought. Let them think they beat back some of our units. Let them believe they have found a weak spot.

      Sure enough, the militia units surged forward after the retreating Wolves. Maybe they thought they could overwhelm the light ’Mechs closest to them, then break through whatever was behind those front-line units. Maybe they were just eager to move forward after being hemmed in by Alaric’s slowly-tightening circle. In the end, it didn’t matter what they thought. They were behaving as Alaric expected—and he was ready for them.

      “Artillery, open fire. Pin them down, keep them from engaging Striker too closely. Alpha, Bravo, take the flanks. I will back up Striker.”

      Artillery units, which had been waiting patiently behind Striker Trinary’s arc, roared to life, and the ground shook. Striker, the fastest Trinary and so the lightest armed, had been assigned the strongest artillery support. Rocks splintered, throwing dust into the air, and many of the blue-green leaves were coated in gray. The fire was damaging, but not so thick the militia troops were stopped in their tracks. They were slowed, prevented from engaging Striker Trinary in close range, but still moving forward. Striker gave ground slowly, its ’Mechs taking careful steps backward while strafing the Gannett militia units.

      Then Alpha and Beta arrived. No longer arcs in a circle, they were a backward arrow point. The rearward units, heavies and assaults, kept the militia from retreating while bombarding their rear with long-range weapons. The faster units outflanked the militia on either side, crashing into them even as the Gannett troops were hesitating in the wake of the artillery fire.

      The trickiest part of this maneuver was keeping damage from friendly fire to a minimum. As the circle closed, it became far too easy for troops to fire straight through the enemy and hit their allies. The adjusted formation, along with orders to Alpha and Beta to keep their fire to a minimum, should help. The great majority of the fire should land on the head of the trapped militia troops.

      Surely they must know what was happening now. They must understand how Alaric intended this to end. He gave them thirty seconds to choose to surrender. When no such offer came over the comm, Alaric pushed the Timber Wolf into a run and entered the fray.

      The rock dust had only gotten thicker, making visibility poor. But that was only a problem for pilots who couldn’t see the fight in their head, who hadn’t planned every move of the fight before it started. Alaric knew exactly where he was heading.

      He did not run further. The smoke, the dust, the fast movements of the smaller ’Mechs, the general chaos of the battle—all of that would do more to protect him from his opponents’ fire than would speed. And he had enough armor for whatever rounds made it through the fog of war.

      He chose his targets carefully, firing the PPCs at a Phoenix Hawk that was harassing some of Striker’s smaller units, aiming a double blast of his lasers at a Vulture trying to rally troops around its position. His shots sowed chaos, preserving the disorder his troops had created.

      The battle followed the course Alaric had planned, with the militia troops flailing here and there, desperately hoping for a breakdown that would allow them to exit the circle and escape. The breakdown never came.

      We are Clan Wolf, Alaric thought. You will die waiting for our discipline to fail.
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      Verena helped where she could. She made sure people knew she was available; she tried to demonstrate her skills and abilities, but it seemed most of the time she was scrubbing and polishing rather than doing any technical work.

      She knew ’Mechs better than she knew practically anything else. But her knowledge was mostly about how to employ them, how to throw them into battle and when to hold them back, how to turn and pivot faster than anyone would expect and how to barrel forward in a straight line and throw everyone out of your way. She knew everything about how to use this tool—but not enough, apparently, to fix it when it was broken.

      She could go so far as to say what was wrong—the gyro system was a little off, or the firing system had lost some of its redundancies and was not responding as fast as it should. She could point out on some machines the exact spot where techs should start working. But she couldn’t do the work. The technicalities of replacing parts, of putting certain wires in the right places, of making the entire machine like new instead of held together with chewing gum and baling wire—all of that was beyond her. She’d tried pointing, offering helpful advice to the technicians, and the first few times they nodded at her and smiled politely. But before too long they started ignoring her, and now shot her resentful looks when she made suggestions. The techs, like just about everyone else in the universe, didn’t like being told how to do their job.

      If she could have been useful, if she could have lent a hand while they worked, that would have been different. But she couldn’t, so the techs viewed her as bordering on useless.

      So she polished and cleaned. And remembered. When she polished the legs, she thought about how the Timber Wolf moved, its wide stance and low center of gravity giving it surprising maneuverability for its size. When she polished the arms, she remembered the weaponry, so many more options than she’d had with her old machine, the Koshi Alaric Wolf had destroyed. He had been about to step on her with this very machine when the tide of battle had shifted just enough to move him away.

      She reviewed that moment over and over, wondering if that had been a stroke of luck or of extreme misfortune. Then when she polished the cockpit…when she polished the cockpit, she thought of power. And she thought of using that power to blast Anastasia Kerensky out of existence.

      She always spent the most time on the cockpit.

      “I need a sturdy machine more than I need a shiny one.”

      The voice startled her. She had been too enthralled by the ’Mech to notice the presence of its owner.

      He was slender and not especially tall, with a frame built for slipping quietly in and out of places. Alaric didn’t look like a ferocious warrior—unless you looked at his eyes. Those eyes, slightly hooded with a trace of shadow beneath them, had a way of looking down at anyone, even those who stood taller than him. His eyes did not admit the possibility of anyone being his equal.

      “The techs do not need me to help make the machine more sturdy,” she said, once she had recovered from the surprise of his presence. “I am left to make it shiny.”

      Alaric looked at his machine from head to toe. “It is not enough. I will find you something more. Something that better contributes to our effort.”

      Verena knew he was not seeking her opinion on the matter, but she spoke anyway. “Put me in the cockpit of one of these,” she said. “I could give you a lot of help that way.”

      Alaric turned away from his ’Mech to look squarely at her. Was there a smile of amusement creasing a corner of his mouth? Or maybe it was derision.

      He reached for her hand, and Verena let herself believe it was a gesture of friendship, maybe even more. There had been that brief moment once…

      But then he spoke and chased her illusions away by focusing on her wrist.

      “Your bondcord is entirely intact,” he said. “Not a single strand snapped. And you have been in my service for less than a year. You have fulfilled your duties well, but not well enough to change your status yet.” He let her hand drop. “You do not become a warrior so easily.”

      “I already am a warrior, quiaff?”

      Alaric’s expression did not change. “Neg. You are a fighter. And a skilled one at that. But you are not one of us yet, and so you are not a warrior.”

      The argument had been lost before she had even started it, so Verena let it go. “You know that I will perform any duty I am assigned.”

      Alaric ignored the comment, as if it was too obvious to acknowledge. He took another look at the ’Mech, then walked over to the head technician for a few muttered words. Then he walked, taking short, quick strides, out of the hangar.

      Just before he disappeared, he made an abrupt gesture with his hand. Verena had been watching for it, and she followed him out.
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      “Would it be considered impertinent if I asked how folding your clothes contributed to Clan Wolf’s triumph on the battlefield?”

      Alaric smiled, a real smile this time—though, because it was Alaric, still tinged with a hint of cruelty. “As a matter of a fact, it would. Bondservants do not question their roles.”

      She was in Alaric’s personal quarters. If she was to be his personal valet, it seemed like a simple job, as he had few belongings, and all of them were already in perfect order. Uniforms hung in a tight closet, and a small white drawer held the rest of Alaric’s clothing. He had a desk, a terminal, and a chair, all white. The bed was similarly spartan.

      She looked at the bed, then looked away, then wondered if she had looked away too quickly. Then she stood firmly and wiped all discomfort from her mind. She was not a child. She and Alaric had done what they had done on La Blon, and that had been the end of that. Their relationship had evolved since then, and the past should remain distant.

      “From this point on, when I am here, you should be too,” Alaric said. “You will prepare my food, clean my quarters, and help me in any other way I require. When I am not here, you can continue with your duties in the ’Mech hangar. You should work harder at picking up some of the technicians’ knowledge while you are there.”

      Verena nodded. “May I ask if this is a reward or a punishment?”

      The cruelty in Alaric’s face deepened. “You have been thinking like Inner Sphere humans for too long. The destiny of the Clan is what is important, not your own individual status. Concern yourself with doing your duty.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      She stood in the room and waited. Alaric did the same. She subtly shifted her weight from one foot to another, looking for all the world like she was standing at attention. Alaric did the same.

      “Are there any duties I should be attending to right now?” she finally asked.

      “Yes. You should get some comfortable clothes for me out of the drawer. And you should listen.”

      Alaric began removing his uniform as Verena opened his drawer. He only had about four items of clothing that looked at all comfortable, so her decision was easy.

      “You have not been on the battlefield for a year, and that is not going to change,” he said. “But you should know more about what we have been doing. You have abilities, knowledge. You should be contributing them to our effort.”

      Verena stood up, holding a dark shirt and slightly lighter-colored pants. It felt like her spine was expanding a little—she felt taller than she had since Alaric had put the bondcord around her wrist.

      “You are making me your servant,” she said, “so I can be your adviser.”

      “I have advisers,” Alaric said. “I am not going to make a bondservant equal to them. However, if we talk about combat operations while we are in my private quarters, it is possible that it will have a good result.”

      Alaric was ready for his clothes, and Verena handed them over. She shifted her weight from foot to foot again, this time a little quicker. Visions popped into her head of ’Mechs on rocky fields, in forests, on plains. She saw formations, troop movements, firing arcs, all of it rushing through her head.

      In most places, the move from ’Mech scrubber to chambermaid would generally not be described as a promotion—maybe a lateral move at best. But to Verena, it felt like a gift, the return of a part of her that had gone unused for almost a year. Her body was not returning to the battlefield yet, but her mind was, and she was more than ready.

      “Things are going to become more complicated,” Alaric said as he got dressed. “We have done well here. We are getting attention from the people who brought us here, and not all of it will be welcome.”

      Verena listened and tried not to grin.
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      It was important to remember that the universe was mostly nothing. After that, it was fiery balls of hydrogen, then clouds of unorganized dust. After those formations, the next most common thing in the universe was godforsaken rock.

      An unending supply, it seemed. Trillian Steiner had been on many planets, and occasionally she had the chance to look down at an unfamiliar planet as she landed on it for the first time. She would stare down at the colors and wait for them to coalesce into something recognizable and maybe even interesting. She would see browns that looked like rocks, only to find out she was looking at the top of a dying forest. A beautiful patchwork of color from the air became nothing more than parched farmland and swaths of tall, gray grass.

      When she was above Gannett, she saw gray, an almost uniform gray, interrupted here and there by dull green. She waited for the bland colors to sharpen or brighten, or for them to resolve into something more visually arresting. But nothing happened. What looked like a plain gray rock from high above showed itself to be a plain gray rock on ground level. A few stubborn trees, gnarled from the effort, had managed to push through the rocky surface, but most of the time the stones had successfully kept all life at bay.

      Gannett was not, by any means, the most valuable jewel in the now-shrinking crown of the Marik-Stewart Commonwealth. But it was a border world, and it was in the way. And the journey to glory often required some unpleasant side trips.

      Still, she wished she could be somewhere else. She had been picking over the leavings of the former Free Worlds League for long enough. There were other matters that deserved her attention—Fortress Republic was still an opaque mystery in the middle of the Inner Sphere, and the unpredictable leadership of the Combine always needed watching. But the Archon wanted her here, so here she would be, above unpleasant, unhospitable ground.

      At least there was a DropShip port, and a good thing too—trying to find a decent landing spot on the jagged ground would not be easy.

      The good news was that preliminary reports indicated she wouldn’t have to be on this planet for long. The Clan Wolf troops were making better progress than Duke Vedet’s forces had on this planet, and the Marik-Stewart Commonwealth did not seem inclined to fight a pitched battle for this rock. If the Wolves continued their current pace, Trillian could not imagine the Marik troops holding on for much longer.

      This planet would be another victory for the Archon. With a new victorious commander at its head. Meaning more work for Trillian to keep everyone in their place—a good reason for her rather than anyone else to be here.
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      “Don’t get me another appointment,” Trillian said. “I don’t want another appointment. I want to talk to the bastard, and then I want to get the hell off this planet!”

      “I’ve been told the Star Colonel apologizes profusely for not being able to make any of the previous meetings,” said Klaus, her aide-de-camp.

      Trillian drummed her fingers on the gray plastic desk, annoyed at Klaus’ exceptional level of calmness. He was just standing there, looking not irritated in the least. She asked herself if it would help her mood if Klaus put a fist through one of these blank walls, and after consideration, thought yes, it would.

      “Would you punch one of these walls for me?” she said.

      Klaus barely glanced at the walls. “No, sorry. They’re sturdier than they look. My hand would break before they would.”

      “Then find something that you can slam through the walls, and get in here and do it!”

      “I’ll get right on that,” he said. But he didn’t move.

      Trillian took a breath. “The apologies you’re supposed to convey to me. Did they come from Alaric directly?”

      “No. They were conveyed to me through his people.”

      “Great. Have they seen him at least? I mean, is there someone out there who can definitively say Alaric Wolf is actually on this damn planet somewhere?”

      “All evidence suggests that yes, the Star Colonel is nearby,” Klaus said dryly. “He’s just had events come up over the past two days.”

      “Does he understand I’m here on behalf of the Archon? That I’m effectively here in the role of his commander?” Trillian took another look at the wall. It didn’t look that thick. Might just be plaster. She could probably take it.

      Then she looked away, stayed in her chair, and listened to Klaus.

      “I’m fairly certain he wouldn’t recognize that fact,” Klaus said.

      “He’s not here for his health! He’s here because he made a deal, and I’m representing the person he made the deal with! I’d think he’d want to talk to me!”

      “You’re free to present that argument to the Star Colonel when you see him.”

      Trillian slapped her desk. The noise was anemic and quite unsatisfying. “Why aren’t you more irritated by all this? You’ve been sitting around on this pissant planet just as long as I have; you’ve been yanked around by Alaric just like I have. Get angry!”

      “You’re angry because you’re being treated worse than you expected. I, however, am being treated exactly as I expected,” Klaus said, his face all even lines, his body still. “I knew the score going in. I’m not thrilled to be here, but I was prepared to have to wait.”

      “You’re right—I should have seen this coming. Never underestimate the arrogance of Clanners is lesson number two of Inner Sphere politics.”

      Klaus took the bait. “And lesson number one?”

      “Peace is an illusion.”

      Klaus nodded.

      “All right, we have to do something,” Trillian said. “I’ve been on this rock for two days, and I can feel it making me stupid. There has to be something, some lever I can use to make Alaric put his ass in a chair and talk to me. What is it? What can I use?”

      For the first time in the conversation, Klaus sat. His back, though, remained straight.

      “Don’t try to force him,” he said. “There’s no threat you can level that he’ll take seriously. He’s not going to perceive you, or any army you can call upon, as a physical threat. You also can’t threaten to back out of whatever deal the Archon made with him. He thinks—and he’s quite correct—that if the Archon was willing to risk bringing him into this war, she’s not going to cut ties with him lightly. Trying to pressure him with talk you can’t back up isn’t going to help.”

      “Right,” Trillian said. “Stick bad, carrot good. What do we have in the way of carrots for a man like Alaric Wolf?”

      “Well, if we happened to have Anastasia Kerensky packed away on our DropShip somewhere, that would help,” Klaus said. “That would help a lot.”

      “Now you tell me.”

      “But that’s the question. What can we offer that Alaric wants?”
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      He wasn’t tall. He wasn’t especially broad. From the neck down, he wasn’t physically imposing at all.

      He was fit, of course, and Trillian had no doubt he was quite strong. But in his brown and gray uniform, he looked trim and rather ordinary.

      From the neck up, it was a different story. His eyes, set back a bit in his skull, were steady and imperious. His jaw was angled and firm, his cheeks were hollow and hungry. He looked through Trillian when she walked in, and she did not believe he really looked at her the entire time they spoke. His eyes, and most of his attention, were focused on something beyond her—something, Trillian thought, that was quite large indeed.

      “What should I call you so that you will feel you have been treated with a due amount of respect?” Alaric Wolf said by way of introduction.

      “‘Lady Steiner’ is fine, Star Colonel,” Trillian said.

      “Fine. Lady Steiner, I realize you have been waiting to meet with me for three days since your arrival. I am sure you can appreciate that the job of planetary conquest is often complicated, and there have been many demands on my time.”

      Trillian noticed Alaric did not include an apology for the delay in his remarks, but she didn’t expect one. The important thing was that this meeting was happening, and she was one step closer to getting off this planet.

      “I understand,” she said. “You’re doing the job you were brought in to do—and quite well, I might add. You have the Archon
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