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PROLOGUE

 

Minsk Mountains 

Strana Mechty 

Kerensky Cluster, Clan Space 

14 February 3059

 

Outside the cave a horizontal wall of snow driven at cutting speed blurred her field of vision. Star Captain Angela Bekker pulled her parka tighter as the icy fingers of the chill wind reached into her. The small fire at the mouth of the cave offered some comfort, but not much. Not after what she had been through.

Farther back into the cave lay Sprange, still moaning from the mauling he had taken in the ghost bear attack of two days ago. He and Angela had been part of a group of forty-eight Ghost Bear warriors braving the dangers of the Minsk Mountains in their Clan’s annual Clawing rite. Only the highest-ranking unClawed warriors in each of the Clusters—the rough equal of regiments—were eligible. Once into the mountains the group had broken up into smaller hunting parties of some ten warriors each.

It was solemn rite, Ghost Bear warriors climbing into the frozen regions of Strana Mechty to hunt the mighty creature for which their Clan was named. Armed with nothing more than long spears, only the bravest and strongest could ever hope to defeat a ghost bear in single combat.

Half the hunting parties never returned at all, though at least one warrior usually did succeed in killing a bear.

Angela Bekker’s team, however, did not have much luck. Just before the storm, they had split up in hopes of covering a wider area. Though each carried survival gear and even a defensive laser pistol, only the spear could be used in the actual hunt. They also carried rations, but those had been used up several long and grueling days ago. Now the storm had turned this from a ritual hunt into a test of survival.

Angela and Sprange had been blinded by a blizzard almost as fierce as this one when a ghost bear, hidden under a mound of snow, had suddenly risen up and attacked. It had bitten and mauled Sprange before he had a chance to react, his spear lost forever in a powdery white drift. He would have died had Angela not wounded and driven off the huge beast. She had saved Sprange’s life and they both knew it.

Angela drew in a long lungful of air through her nose and felt her nostrils freeze with a bitter sting. Glancing over at the crumpled form of Sprange, she thought back on all the years they had known each another. Created from the same batch of genetic material, the two had been together since birth. They had spent the whole of their young lives growing up together in a sibko, enduring the harsh training that would forge them as Clan warriors.

“You should go down the mountain,” he moaned. His broken ribs and right shoulder seemed to make even breathing difficult and painful.

“Be quiet,” she commanded, but without harshness. “We are Ghost Bears. We are sibkin. I will not waste a perfectly good warrior to save myself.”

“You have always been the stronger,” Sprange said, shifting position slightly. “You earned your bloodname and rank in just a few short years. I am not your equal and we both know that. You should save yourself.” There was respect in his voice. Clan warriors prized a bloodname above all else. The right to bear a surname, each one descended from one of the founders of the Clans, had to be won on a field of combat. Only the finest warriors could compete for a bloodname. Only the best ever won one.

And only the cream of those ever slayed a ghost bear in the Clawing, Angela thought.

She had won her bloodname piloting an old Warhawk OmniMech. BattleMechs and OmniMechs were the pinnacle of military technology and had dominated battlefields for the last three centuries. Standing nearly three stories tall and roughly humanoid in shape, a heavily armored ‘Mech could move at incredible speed. It also carried the firepower of a tank platoon—a startling array of missiles, lasers, and other implements of death and destruction.

Another gust of wind buffeted the last flickers of their small fire, which began to smoke as it died. There was little left to burn. Now, with the day starting, they did not have much time if they were ever going to do what they came for. There was no loss of honor in failing to kill a ghost bear during a Clawing, but Angela Bekker was not one given to surrendering an ideal. Trying to flush out one of the mighty creatures seemed impossible. The ghost bear was notorious for the way it hid itself in the massive snow drifts, patiently waiting for its prey to come to it. There had to be another way to end this ordeal. Otherwise she and Sprange would die here in the cold.

Her mind played over everything she knew about the legendary ghost bears as she fought back another wave of shivers. They were hunters, powerful, white-furred creatures that stood over five meters when they rose to strike. The cold did not bother them. They ruled these pitiless mountains, where they managed not only to survive but to thrive. It was said they could smell blood for kilometers and would hunt their prey by smell alone.

Then the idea came to her. It was a dark thought, one that would ask great sacrifice on her part. Honor was at stake, and for Angela Bekker little else mattered. From her earliest days in the Prowling Bear sibko, she had been steeped in the idea. Sacrifice was expected from a warrior for the sake of glory or victory, and she resolved to win the honor of slaying a ghost bear. Silently, with great care, she wedged the shaft of her spear into the earthen floor, then braced it securely against a large rock protruding from the ground. The sharpened tip pointed toward the opening of the cave.

“What are you doing, Angela?” Sprange asked weakly.

She did not look at him, too busy testing the shaft of the spear to be sure it would hold against any weight brought to bear against it. “I am going to kill a ghost bear,” she said finally.

“Is one coming?” There was no fear in Sprange’s voice. He sounded almost relieved. He would not survive another encounter with one and had resigned himself to death. It was the way of the warrior, and for a warrior to die during the perilous Clawing ritual did not bring shame.

She looked back at him. “One will,” she said, drawing her utility knife. The blade shimmered in the dying light of the fire, and she stood silently looking at it for a moment. She then stepped just to edge of the cave opening, her feet crunching on the snow.

With one sweeping move of the blade in her left hand, she severed the fourth and fifth fingers of her right.

Angela screamed, but it was more the fierce howling of an animal than the sound of pain. Blood sprayed in the air and against the cave wall. She felt a warm rush suffuse her body, then she doubled over in agony. The knife slipped from her fingers, and almost instantly was buried in the snow piling up at the cave entrance. Angela drew her small laser pistol and fired at the cut place on her hand. A wisp of smoke brought the smell of burning flesh as she cauterized the wound. She wailed again, less loudly this time, but now it was in pain.

With her good hand, Angela picked up the two severed fingers and tossed them out into the snow. She half-staggered to the back of the cave where she had braced her spear. Her breathing was rapid, and left clouds of steam in the air as she fought back the agony in her hand.

“It is only a matter of time now,” she said, standing to her full height as if to tower over her own pain. Her blood would be the bait.

“We will both die here,” Sprange said.

She looked at him and smiled. “There is no fate more fitting for two Ghost Bears, Quiaff?”

For the first time since he had been mauled, Sprange smiled. “Aff.”

The minutes passed slowly, then suddenly the cave entrance darkened as a shape loomed before it. Angela lowered her stance slightly, breath still ragged, heart pounding through every part of her body.

The great ghost bear lumbered into the cave, its bulk just barely able to fit. It was oddly silent as it came, as ghostly as its name. It was enormous, and its white fur looked silvery by the firelight, especially around its neck, a sign of its age. The bear spotted its prey at the rear of the cave and seemed to explode with a roar that shook the very rock walls around them.

Angela did not flinch. She focused on the eyes of the ghost bear, staring deep into its soul. For the creature to have lived so long, it was indeed one of the greatest of its kind. It stared back at her, not like an animal but like a fellow warrior taking the measure of his foe. It took a step forward, then seemed to coil back slightly. She knew what it was doing, The great ghost bear was preparing to spring.

Angela lowered herself slightly and reached out to where she’d rigged up her spear. The ghost bear did not hesitate. It leapt with a speed and agility that seemed impossible for a creature of its size. It came right for her, its eyes still locked with her own. It was as if this most magnificent of beasts was leaping at her very soul.

In that instant she angled the point of the spear directly at the leaping bear, keeping the base of the shaft still anchored against the rock. The ghost bear, caught in mid-flight, impaled itself on the spear, which drove straight through its body and out its back. Time seemed to move slow, and the cave and Angela’s awareness of the moment became a blur. Sounds in the cave were muffled, a dull roar in her mind. She did not remember rolling, but somehow came up beside the great creature as it lay dead between her and Sprange. The ghost bear’s huge teeth had ripped her light blue parka as it fell.

The end was so sudden, so stunning, that she hardly knew how to respond. First, she had to make sure the bear was indeed dead, and prodded it with her foot. The beast gurgled slightly, a death rattle that would haunt her dreams for years to come. Dizzy either from her loss of blood or the exertion, she looked over at her comrade. Sprange stared at the beast that had nearly killed them, his mouth agape, his eyes wide. He turned to her slowly.

“I do not believe it,” he said.

Angela nodded. “The ghost bear is a hunter that knows the wisdom of waiting for its prey to come to him. I have only done what it teaches.”

“What have you done to yourself, though?”

Angela looked at the charred flesh where her two fingers had been. “I did what was necessary. I am, after all, a Ghost Bear warrior.”

She got up and retrieved her knife. “Now we do what we must—we survive.”

Two days later they were found by a patrol, Angela garbed in the hide of the great ghost bear she had slain, Sprange being pulled behind her on a makeshift skid.


 

 

 

 

PART ONE-RISTAR

 

There was a soldier, a Scottish soldier 
Who wandered far away and soldiered far away 
There was none bolder, with good broad shoulder 
He’s fought in many a fray, and fought and won. 
He’d seen the glory and told the story 
Of battles glorious and deeds nefarious 
But now he’s sighing, his heart is crying 
To leave these green hills of Tyrol. 
Because these green hills are not highland hills 
Or the island hills, the’re not my land’s hills 
And fair as these green foreign hills may be 
They are not the hills of home.

—”The Green Hills of Tyrol,” traditional Scottish song


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

DropShip Featheringham Descent 

Approach to Alshain Spaceport 

Ghost Bear Dominion 

2 January 3062

 

“I still don’t know,” the bondsman whined, but Star Captain Constant Tseng did not let him finish. He struck him across the mouth with the back of one hand, sending the man sprawling. Not one of the technician castemen working around them so much as glanced up from their labors to see what was going on.

But Star Captain Angela Bekker saw it all as she crossed the deck of the ‘Mech bay, and she knew the blow was meant not so much to hurt the bondsman as to shame him. It was all part of his instruction in the way of the Clan.

“Clan warriors do not speak in contractions, you surat,” Tseng was saying. He seemed to tower over the bondsman, but in reality it was more bravado than size.

Angela continued toward them, impressed by Tseng’s air of command. When he reached out a hand to help his bondsman back to his feet, she was even more impressed. Few bondmasters would have done the same.

She and Constant Tseng had become friends during the space journey to Alshain. Both had been ordered to Alshain, where they were to report to the commander of Delta Galaxy to discuss “redeployment strategy.” She and Tseng, the only bloodnamed warriors aboard the DropShip Featheringham, had bonded quickly during the long days while their JumpShip recharged its batteries between interstellar jumps, and now as the DropShip made its journey to the planet’s surface.

During their many talks she had learned that Tseng had taken his bondsman during a raid by an Inner Sphere force against the world where Tseng’s unit was garrisoned. He told her that the man had fought well, taking out two Ghost Bear warriors before he fell to one of Tseng’s laser barrages. In accordance with Clan tradition, Tseng opted to capture the man and adopt him into the ranks of the Ghost Bears. But first the captive would have to live as a bondsman, something like an indentured servant, until he proved himself worthy to become a member of the warrior caste.

Her boots echoed on the deck of the huge ‘Mech bay, where the air stung slightly of chemicals, coolant, and more than a century’s worth of sweat. She recognized the smell; it was the scent before battle, before victory. As she approached, the dark-haired Tseng paced in front of his bondsman, who seemed to be trying to figure out just how much trouble he was in with his master.

Tseng caught her eye as she came up, and she returned the look with the slightest of grins. “Are you sure this one is worthy of our Clan, Star Commander?” she joked lightly.

“Aye,” Tseng returned. “He will be, if he can master the concept of bidding.”

She chuckled. “This one has trouble with bidding? Perhaps we should bring a newborn cub to explain it to him.” Cub was the Ghost Bear term for the Clan’s young trueborns—genetically engineered warriors bred from the genetic material of only the worthiest Ghost Bear warriors. Trueborns were considered the pinnacle of Clan society, and were the highest caste. Freeborns, on the other hand, were spawned “naturally,” and they filled most of the places in the lower castes. A few free-births did manage to enter the warrior ranks, but they were a rarity. The trues generally despised the frees, finding something disgusting in the nature of their conception and birth, and tensions between trueborn and freeborn were common.

Dressed in the sorry remains of a tattered shirt and a pair of trousers, the bondsman stood to his full height between the two Clan warriors. “I ask to try again,” he said.

Tseng turned to his bondsman. “Very well, Barthelow. Explain the concept of bidding for a Trial.”

The bondsman drew a deep breath. Surely he knew that Tseng and the others were trying to break him, attempting to mold him to the ways of the Ghost Bear, but some fight in his warrior’s soul probably still yearned for escape. He drew another long breath and spoke as if reciting the words Tseng had drilled into him. “The Clans do not fight mere battles. A Clan warrior engages in Trials. The defender will state what forces he will defend. The attacker then must bid to defeat his foe with the minimum amount of force possible.”

“And why is that?” his bondmaster prompted.

“I believe it is to minimize the amount of potential loss.”

“Partially correct, but what you believe is not important. What is important is what I believe,” Tseng said. “There is more, bondsman. Why not simply engage as your former commanders in the Inner Sphere do, with every bit of manpower and BattleMech hardware available?” He did not conceal his scorn.

The bondsman shook his head, but did not lower his eyes. “I do not know.”

“At least this time you did not use contractions,” Tseng said. “Star Captain Bekker, perhaps you would be so kind as to inform this surat-dung as to why we do not attack with everything we have.”

Angela regarded the bondsman for a moment. “Honor,” she said.

The bondsman looked puzzled, but she went on before he could interrupt. “To use every bit of your strength to achieve a goal shows no honor. The blood in our veins as Ghost Bears is red with honor. If I outnumber you four to one and attack and defeat you, what then? Nothing. There is no honor in such a cheap victory. If I bid down and take you with even odds, there is some honor in that. But if I bid the least possible amount of force and beat you with that, then I have achieved the greatest honor. If you learn nothing else, learn that honor is the lifeblood of this Clan.”

“If I may, Star Captain?” the bondsman said. “If you underbid and lose, then there is no honor, quaiff?” He was careful to use the traditional Clan interrogative.

Tseng looked over at Angela. “This one is not a mindless soldier, is he, Star Commander? His questions are apt.”

“Aye,” Angela said. “But if an officer underbids and stands to lose, he or she can either end the trial or call in the last group of forces he bid away before the final bid.

There is a loss of honor in raising the bid, but in defeat, there is no honor.”

Tseng turned back to his bondsman. “You are learning, Barthelow, but that is enough for now. You have tasking to attend to. I wish you to clean the legs of my Warhawk.” He pointed to the gantry alongside his stout OmniMech. “I want them spotless enough to eat off of. And I want it done in an hour.”

“Aye, Star Commander,” Barthelow replied, then scuttled off to do as he was bid.

Tseng watched him walk away for a moment, and Angela noted that he held himself with an ease and precision inbred and trained into him from birth. There was something proud about him. But nothing so petty as ego. In her long talks with Constant Tseng aboard the DropShip, she had not seen the slightest hint of the blowhard or the braggart. No, what she saw was a warrior who believed that the spirit of the Ghost Bears breathed in his soul.

“Well, Star Captain, what do you make of him?” he asked.

She looked over his shoulder and saw Barthelow heading toward the massive OmniMech, bucket and rags in hand. “He has potential. Bidding concepts are not difficult to master, but an understanding of nuances cannot be learned simply by rote. He might comprehend the importance of bidding, but he has no firsthand knowledge of the rite. Still, you have done the Clan well by keeping this one.”

“We will touch down soon,” Tseng said. “Are you not curious about why we have been ordered to Alshain?”

Constant Tseng had been speculating about their orders for most of the trip, as curious as a Fire Mandrill.

Angela did not mind. At least he was not gossip-mongering like some. A number of other Ghost Bear warriors aboard ship had also been ordered to Alshain, the new capital of the Clan. Rumor had run like wildfire among them, but she wanted no part in spreading or feeding those flames. “I have been giving it some thought,” she said. “I assume we and the others have been ordered here as part of a general reorganization of the Touman.”

The Touman was the formal military organization of the Clan. At the lower end was the Point, a single BattleMech or five Elementals. Then came the Stars, each one consisting of five Points, followed by the Binaries and Trinaries, two-and three-Star combinations, respectively. These were further grouped into Clusters of two to five Binaries or Trinaries, and the Clusters into Galaxies, the largest Clan military unit. Some units had been weakened in the invasion, and rebuilding their military had become a prime objective now that the Ghost Bears had consolidated their holdings in the Inner Sphere.

Memories of the invasion and its aftermath were as fresh in Angela’s memory as if they had happened only yesterday and not more than ten years ago. The Ghost Bears were among the handful of Clans that had won the privilege of participating in the great crusade to liberate the Inner Sphere from centuries of self-imposed tyranny, but the Clans were not of one mind in seeking to vanquish the cradle of mankind. The Crusader Clans wished to conquer the Inner Sphere to save it from itself. The Wardens believed their role was to guide and protect it. Though the Ghost Bears had begun the invasion as Crusaders, they had gradually evolved to become Wardens. Crusader or Warden, all of the invading Clans had come with one goal... the conquest of Terra.

The Clan that won control of the homeworld of humanity would become the supreme Clan, the ilClan. They would restore the golden age of the Star League, which had fallen three hundred years before and forced the ancestors of the Clans to leave the Inner Sphere forever.

The Inner Sphere forces had initially crumbled before the technological and fighting supremacy of the Clan onslaught. But eventually ComStar, which controlled both Terra and all interstellar communications, had challenged the Clans to a proxy battle to forestall the invasion. That battle had been fought on the cursed world of Tukayyid, where, in a stunning turn of events, the Clans were defeated. The Truce of Tukayyid ordained that the Clans could not resume the invasion for a period of fifteen years.

And while the other Clans fought among themselves and sought ways to circumvent the peace, the Ghost Bears had consolidated. Over the past seven years, they had covertly moved virtually their entire population to their Inner Sphere holdings, leaving but a token force in the Clan homeworlds. The Inner Sphere would be their new home.

In those same few years, the leaders of the Inner Sphere discovered the location of the distant Clan homeworlds. In secret, their forces made their way to Strana Mechty itself and challenged the Clans to a Trial to repudiate the invasion once and for all. The Warden Clans, led by Ghost Bear Khan Jorgensson, refused to fight.

In a stunning turn of events, the Inner Sphere forces defeated the Clans on their own soil. The invasion was over, but it was an uneasy peace. The Ghost Bears had settled into their new Dominion, and were growing stronger every day. But there were still threats to their holdings, from both the Inner Sphere armies and their own Clankin.

Star Commander Tseng spoke, breaking into her reverie. “I believe we are being called to form a new Cluster or Galaxy.”

Angela frowned slightly at his words. “You listen to gossip as if you were a member of the merchant caste, Star Commander,” she chided.

“Neg, Star Captain. I am merely being logical. Consider all the warriors on this ship who are being redeployed. Logic dictates that we are not the only ship of this kind. Forming a new Cluster or Galaxy makes the most sense.”

She admired his cool composure in a dispute. “We are Ghost Bears. Ours is not to question the will of our Khan but to know our duty. If Khan Jorgensson wishes to reassign units or form new ones, that is what we will do.”

“That goes without saying,” Tseng said easily. “But you must be at least somewhat curious.”

She ran one hand back through her hair, cropped short to facilitate the contact between her ‘Mech’s neurohelmet and her scalp. “Of course I am curious. But I know my place as a warrior and keep my thoughts to myself.” Again, Tseng simply ignored the slight barb to her words.

“You are more than just another warrior, Angela Bekker. I have taken the liberty of reviewing your record. Your codex is outstanding and you have successfully executed the Clawing ritual. Not to mention what you did on Jarett.”

The mention of Jarett stirred a whirlwind of memories in her mind. Jarett was a Draconis Combine world which the Ghost Bears had attacked with full fury in the second wave of the invasion. Angela had been there as part of the Seventeenth Battle Trinary of the First Bear Guards. Trekking through the steaming Solun jungle, the Seventeenth had fought the Ninth Alshain Regulars for a battle that lasted an unprecedented seven days.

Prolonged combat was not the way of the Clans. Combat trials were designed to be quick affairs, and days and days of fighting was a style of warfare unfamiliar to most Ghost Bears. Angela had adapted quickly and managed to pull off the logistical nightmare of moving her supplies along with her force as they tracked the elusive Ninth.

She had won praise for her tactical prowess on Tukayyid, but all that was a long time ago. Besides, Angela did not like to think back on Jarett. It only reminded her of how she had lost all her comrades in later battles of the. invasion. So many friends and comrades gone now.

She glanced at the codex bracelet on her left wrist, the same hand that held her prosthetic bionic replacement fingers. A warrior’s military record was imprinted on the storage chips of his or her codex, a full accounting of her service in the name of the Clan. Angela’s was good, that much she acknowledged. The desire for a bloodname had been a nearly all-consuming passion in her younger days. Now the Bekker bloodname was simply part of who she was. The slightly lighter color of the bionic fingers was a constant reminder of what a Ghost Bear warrior might be called to do.

“Do not be foolish, Constant. For the last few years I have faithfully served the Fiftieth Striker Cluster, but many other warriors can also claim honorable service. Your own codex is strong. As I said, if the Khan decides I am to serve the Clan in another capacity, I welcome the chance to show him what I can do.”

“Always stubborn. That is why the others call you ‘the Claw.’”

“The Claw?” The very idea filled Angela with rage.

“Aye, Angela. I have heard a number of warriors refer to you that way. Apparently you are well known. Your fighting during the liberation of Jarett was something of a tactical masterpiece, no matter how much you downplay it. That... and .... your replacement fingers.”

She glowered at Tseng, who looked suddenly like he realized he had spoken too quickly and now wanted to bite his tongue. “I do not like this term that others have chosen for me. Nicknames are for members of the lower castes.”

Constant Tseng opened his mouth to speak, but before he could say a word a klaxon sounded with a deep, penetrating “whoop” throughout the bay. A yellow light came on and flashed. “They have begun the landing sequence,” he said above the alarm. “Perhaps I will see you on the ground, Star Captain.”

“Aye,” Angela replied, rubbing her artificial fingers together as she often did when in thought. Somehow, she knew that Star Commander Constant Tseng was someone who would not quickly disappear from her life.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Ghost Bear Central Command 

Alshain

Ghost Bear Dominion 

12 January 3062

 

Angela had obediently gone to the Ghost Bear command center to check in immediately upon arriving on Alshain. The building was massive, a maze of corridors, offices, and security checkpoints, bustling with military personnel and lower castemen. She was rerouted three times in attempting to obey her orders to report, but found nothing strange in that. For Angela, born and bred to be a warrior, following orders was second nature.

Eventually she was directed here, to this office, that of Galaxy Commander Roberto Snuka. The room was similar to every other Clan officer’s Angela had ever seen, dull gray and spartan save for the painting on one wall. Delta Galaxy, also known as The Blitzkrieg, did not enjoy the reputation of the elite Alpha Galaxy to which Angela had been assigned until now. Though Delta was a front-line unit of the Touman, it was one of the least favored.

Galaxy Commander Snuka did not look any less the warrior, however, His sleek, short black hair and the scars on his face showed experience in combat far beyond his age in years. Angela had been standing before his desk for some time, but he remained silent while studying her computer file on a hand-held datapad. Every now and then he gave her a sideways glance as if to gauge whether her codex data reflected at all in her appearance.

Angela remained standing, hands clasped behind her back. She maintained her erect posture, but her eyes kept wandering to the painting on the wall behind Snuka’s desk. It portrayed a BattleMech, half-fallen in battle, and she assumed that Snuka had painted it. Unlike their fellows in other Clans, the Ghost Bears placed an emphasis on the arts. Every warrior would spend his or her lifetime accomplishing the Great Work in some field of artistic endeavor. Within the rigid discipline of the military caste, the Great Work became a salutary form of release for a warrior. Not surprisingly, talents often followed genetic lines. Warriors of the Jorgensson blood house tended toward sculpture. The Snuka bloodline favored painting and drawing, as did the Vishio. The Bekker line, of which Angela was a member, favored music as their form of expression. She herself had mastered an ancient folk instrument known as bagpipes.

Also present in the room was another officer, Star Colonel Dana Vishio of the Eighth Bear Cuirassiers. She was seated, waiting just as patiently for her commanding officer to digest the codex data. Her uniform showed the insignia of Delta Galaxy, a running blue bear super-imposed over crossed golden javelins of lightning. Below that was the patch of the Eighth Cuirassiers, a warrior riding a bear against a background of snow and lightning.

The surprisingly deep voice of Galaxy Commander Snuka finally broke the silence. “Star Captain Bekker, your codex shows a remarkable record of service to the Ghost Bears.”

“I am proud to serve, Galaxy Commander.”

He leaned forward, setting his elbows on the gray desktop as he steepled his fingers. “So, Star Captain, do you know why you are here?”

“Neg, Galaxy Commander.”

He nodded, as if to say that was as it should be. “Delta Galaxy is in the process of reorganizing and expanding. The Khan has decided that you would be well-suited to command a new Trinary. The unit will be attached to Star Colonel Vishio’s Eighth Bear Cuirassiers.”

Angela was startled by this, but tried to keep her voice perfectly neutral to keep from giving insult. “I am being removed from Alpha Galaxy and assigned to Delta, Quiaff?”

Snuka’s face darkened in anger. “Aff,” he said brusquely. “Does that not meet with your approval, Star Captain? Are you one of those who might say that a posting to Delta Galaxy is inferior to a place in Alpha?”

Angela held her ground. “Many Ghost Bears aspire to be assigned to Alpha, Galaxy Commander. I have not heard the same for Delta. I only wondered if being reassigned was the result of some misdeed of mine.”

“I assume you do not intend to insult either myself or my command,” Snuka said sharply.

“No, Galaxy Commander.”

“Well that you did not,” he said. “I would have been forced to challenge you to an honor duel in a Circle of Equals. The Khan would not be pleased with what I would do to you.”

Again Angela held firm. A Circle of Equals was where warriors settled their differences in one-on-one combat that sometimes was fought to the death. “You have read my codex, Galaxy Commander. My record speaks for itself. I assure you I implied no disrespect to Delta Galaxy—especially now that I am assigned to it.”

Roberto Snuka nodded. “I am no fool, Star Captain. I know Delta Galaxy’s reputation. And perhaps it is true that something you did warranted your reassignment.”

“And that is?”

“You are one of the best. A ristar in our Clan. You succeeded in the Clawing rite, and in a manner most striking.” As he spoke, he glanced at her right hand with its bionic fingers. “You fought in the invasion and waged a prolonged fight on Jarett. On Tukayyid you proved yourself equally capable in a similar situation. You have shown both courage and tactical acumen. Delta Galaxy needs new blood, on that the Khan and I are in complete agreement. That is why you and many other of our best warriors from every unit have been brought to Alshain.”

Star Colonel Vishio spoke up at last. “We need the expertise of warriors like you to sharpen the claws of our units, Angela Bekker. That is why you are being assigned the formation of a new unit under my command.”

Vishio’s announcement was astonishing enough, but Snuka’s next words took Angela totally by surprise. “Khan Jorgensson personally selected you for this assignment,” he said.

She did not know what to say and only murmured, “I have never met the Khan.”

“That is of no matter. After reviewing the codexes of many of Alpha’s finest warriors, the Mian concluded that you were the one who would serve him best in this. His instructions to me were specific and clear.”

Angela was stunned. It was odd for a Khan to become involved in assignments at a tactical level. It made her wonder about this posting. Was there something her commanding officers either did not know or were not telling her?”It is both a duty and an honor to serve the Ghost Bears, Commander Snuka. I welcome the chance to command a new unit under you and Star Colonel Vishio.”

“Then I welcome you to our command.” Roberto Snuka leaned back slightly in his chair. “The Khan has ordained that you be given first choice among the many warriors brought to Alshain for reassignment for your Trinary. You will also have first choice of equipment.” He slid a datapad across the desk to her. “This datapad contains the codexes of all Ghost Bear warriors available to you for assignment. The technician caste has also provided you a full inventory of all available BattleMechs and other equipment, as well as the necessary requisition forms.”

Angela was surprised all over again. “I am puzzled, Star Colonel. I will be personally selecting the warriors who will serve under me, Quiaff?”

Dana Vishio answered. “It is out of the ordinary, but not unheard of.” Angela noticed that Vishio sought out Snuka’s eyes for a moment, and that he answered with an almost imperceptible shrug. They seemed to be as much in the dark as Angela.

“It helps that we have more warriors than billets at this point,” Vishio said. “Select your Trinary members through whatever means you deem appropriate.”

Angela thought carefully for a moment. “I met an able warrior during my trip here. Star Commander Constant Tseng. He would make an excellent second in command, and with his help I believe I can get started quickly.”

“Good,” Vishio said. “You must make haste in forming up the unit and then be on your way to your new posting.”

“Which is...?”

“You depart in a week to assume garrison responsibility for Toffen. Your Trinary will be relieving the rest of the Eighth for redeployment elsewhere.”

Toffen. Angela knew of the world. Among the many planets the Ghost Bears had taken during the invasion, it was one of the deepest into the Inner Sphere. Given its proximity to Terra, the world had strategic importance, almost enough to console Angela for being assigned to Delta Galaxy. “What other units will join us on Toffen?”

Vishio caught Snuka’s eyes again, as if seeking permission to speak. It was obviously an awkward moment for the two officers. “No other units,” she said finally. “Your Trinary will have sole responsibility for defending the planet. Reinforcements will be forthcoming.”

What did she mean, forthcoming? Angela wanted to say. Toffen was a front-line world. A Trinary was only three Stars’ worth of ‘Mechs and Elementals. Sending a unit of that size—and a green unit to boot—to defend an important planet could create a tempting target for an Inner Sphere attempt to take back the planet.

Not to mention one of the other Clans. Bickering and fighting among themselves, the Clans often waged Trials of Possession for each other’s worlds. “If I may, Star Colonel, do I understand correctly? Another unit will be joining us in garrison shortly, Quiaff?”

This time it was the Galaxy Commander who answered. “Star Captain Bekker, we all have our duties. We are well aware of the importance of Toffen, but you, as a Star Captain, surely realize the need for security and the sensitivity surrounding unit postings. As such, I cannot and will not provide an answer to your query.”

He leaned forward across the gray desktop again, bringing his face close enough that Angela could see into his eyes, and not miss the intent of his words. “There are those who do not heed the old adage, ‘Beware awakening a sleeping bear.’ Those who might misread our Clan’s seeming quiescence in recent years, who might take it as a sign that the Ghost Bear sleeps deep in hibernation. You know that this is not the case, as do I. Others may not be so well advised.”

She was not exactly sure she understood his meaning, but she did get the message loud and clear not to press him further.

Galaxy Commander Snuka leaned back in his chair once more. “That will be all. Once again, Star Captain, welcome to The Blitzkrieg.”

 

 

Three hours later Angela was seated at her desk, rubbing at her eyes, which were strained from intense study of the files on the datapad Galaxy Commander Snuka had given her. She had appropriated an office for her use and had been poring over the codexes of the warrior pool from which she would recruit.

Building a unit from scratch was done in one of two ways in the Clans. The first and most common was by simple assignment. Even with the martial upbringing of the typical Clan warrior, it generally took drilling to form such a group of individuals into a fighting unit, drilling and time. The other method was by individual recruitment. Studying the codexes of qualified warriors and selecting those with the skills and the potential to work well together. And like any fresh unit, they would need plenty of drilling, but her new Trinary would have precious little time for that.

A rap at the door interrupted her labors. “Come,” she said, standing up to straighten her gray uniform tunic tight against her muscular frame. A man stepped into the room with perfect military precision and closed the door behind him. He snapped a salute and she returned it.

“Star Commander Constant Tseng, we meet again.”

“Reporting as ordered, Star Captain,” he replied briskly.

“The formality is appreciated but not necessary when we are alone, Constant,” Angela said and gestured to the seat opposite her tiny desk.

Tseng sat down with the same military bearing he always showed. “Understood. I just got word that you requested my assignment to a new unit being formed.”

“Aye,” she said. “Between your record and what I observed of you aboard the DropShip, I believe we two can work well together.”

Tseng seemed to relax some. “I appreciate your confidence in me.”

Angela gave him a long look. “We do not have much time, Star Commander. The truth is that we must form a trinary from the ground up and then depart for Toffen in a few days. To do that I am going to need help from someone who understands my way of doing things. Someone who knows my thoughts before I do. We became friends on the Featheringham. I now must ask you to become something more.”
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