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        MUNICIPAL BALLPARK THREE

        SAKURA CITY

        TRANQUIL

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        24 AUGUST 3046

      

      

      The sun was starting to dip, throwing the stands along the first-base line into shadow. Valt was at shortstop, and he quirked a smile as the crowd grumbled their displeasure at his pitcher, who laughed and shrugged it off. The pitcher was one of his best friends, Deffin, and her long, red hair was in a ponytail that swayed out of the back of her cap as she deliberately walked the Tan Flyers sibko batter. It was a good strategy, though the half of the crowd actively hostile toward his team would be loathe to admit it.

      Sports were common and popular at all echelons of Clan culture, but baseball wasn’t as popular among the warrior caste as it was among the lower ones: each world generally boasted numerous inter-mural leagues with regular schedules, while warriors usually only played pick-up games inside their own sibkos. Despite the name, exhibition games such as the one he was in—his Mountain Kings sibko vs the Tan Flyers—was neither a simple exhibition, nor just a game.

      Valt, like the rest of his sibkin, was a Trueborn: his genetic structure mixed by Wolf Clan scientists for maximum capability, he had been decanted from a birthing chamber and then raised among other Trueborn children his own age. Placed into a one-hundred-strong sibko—short for sibling company—at age ten, the cohort would live, learn, train, and fight together for the next ten years until they graduated and tested into warrior units.

      He was tall for his eighteen years, one hundred and seventy-three centimeters, every gram well-toned muscle gifted by generations of Wolf Clan scientists and honed by countless hours of training and exercise; thousands upon thousands of hours, often accompanied with beatings, berating, and the constant threat of instant dismissal. The goal of every cadet was to get adopted into the Clan as a warrior, but, every year, the size of their sibko shrank as instructors ruthlessly culled any weakness from the pack.

      Those instructors, indeed, were scattered among the crowd; ostensibly there to maintain discipline among his sibkin who were quietly enjoying the game—loud, boisterous exhibitions of excitement or displeasure were disdained, a clear sign the instructors had failed to imbue the cadets with proper warrior discipline—but there was no doubt the instructors were taking notes on any mistakes made to criticize the cadets on the ride home.

      In a pick-up game, a cadet bobbling a ball and getting charged an error could expect to run laps until they vomited, receive beatings, or both; the same mistake in an exhibition game, in front of instructors from an entirely different cadet sibko?

      Cadets lost their sibko leadership positions for such mistakes.

      And yet, for all of that, Valt and his best friends were enjoying themselves: it was the top of the seventh with one out, and the Mountain Kings were holding on to a nine-to-eight lead by a combination of extraordinary athleticism and a lot of luck.

      He glanced over to second, where Mikila and a Flyers runner were quietly trash-talking each other, their teams, and the entirety of each other’s sibkos. Mikila was a flat one-hundred fifty centimeters and far skinnier than Valt: however, any opponent mistaking her seeming lack of muscle mass would soon discover her frame was essentially wired steel, taut and unyielding.

      Noticing Valt’s stare, she tilted her head toward him as the Deffin delivered ball three and signed What? Combat sign was a condensed form of sign language, an all-but-extinct language in Clan space since medical technology could restore hearing loss. It had survived the centuries, however, as an infantry skill, the need to pass information silently between members of a platoon as vital in the 31st century as it was the first-time cavemen raised stones against a neighboring tribe. All Clan Wolf sibkos learned it as part of their infantry training, and while most of their sibkin had let their skill slide after the classes were over, Valt, Mikila, Deffin, and Tripp, over on first base, kept with it to talk among themselves.

      Tell him I have naked recon of his mom, he signed back, finger spelling “mom,” a word without an infantry sign. A moment later, the runner threw him an obscene gesture, making Valt and Mikila laugh at breaking his composure. Trueborns, by and large, detested anyone biologically created and born: collectively called freeborn or freebirths, freebirth was an insult Trueborns commonly used as a slur.

      Valt loved to read in what little off-time they had—an incredibly rare trait among cadets—and he’d told his friends insulting a person’s mother was an insult most foul for much of humanity’s existence. The four found it tremendously funny that, now, implying someone had a mom would gain the same reaction.

      Valt watched Deffin check the runner, then he looked at Tripp on first base. Splitting the difference in height and weight between Valt and Mikila, he was preternaturally athletic. He matched his athleticism with outstanding academic skills: the four friends were the top ranked cadets in the sibko, and the only thing keeping Tripp in fourth place instead of first was his easy-going manner, sliding through on charm and a genuine desire to enjoy life.

      Works every time, Tripp signed, but then he straightened up—looking off into the stands—and signed, up high, left side. A Khan!

      Repeat target? Valt signed back, thinking he’d misread it, Mikila also watching.

      SaKhan, Tripp repeated, naming the second-highest ranked member of Clan Wolf. The two Khans ran the Clan, responsible for its millions of citizens and the military that kept them prosperous and protected. Look smart! Tripp added. Glancing at Mikila, he quirked a smile and signed, You, look busy.

      She scowled while Tripp laughed, and Valt tried to find the SaKhan. The Flyers batter, finally walked, started jogging toward first base as Valt found her.

      Just as Tripp said, she was on the highest bench, wearing the Wolf Clan olive undress uniform to blend in. Tall, about seventy—an almost unheard-of age among Clan warriors, who were often forcibly withdrawn from front-line service by forty—SaKhan Cyrilla Ward had long, pure white hair, and was watching them with piercing blue eyes.

      Think she can sign? Valt asked Mikila, then looked at the saKhan again.

      Yes, the Khan signed back.

      Valt felt the blood rush from his face as he glanced at Mikila, pale as he was. He shook his head, trying to focus on the game as the next batter readied herself for the pitch. Victories, for Trueborns playing baseball, almost always depended on their ability to play defense.

      Baseball was a game designed before genetic tinkering, and unlike lacrosse or football—both standard and gridiron—it didn’t age well for 31st century Clan warriors. The bases were a little too close together, the ball a little too easy to put into the outfield for warriors bred for speed and strength: games were more often called for time than for reaching nine full innings.

      For the next batter, Deffin’s curve ball went a hair too straight, and the crack of the bat sent everyone into motion. The ball hit the grass near the mound and skipped up toward Valt—he had to jump to get it, knowing if it got past him, it’d bounce into the near infield and give the runner more than enough time to score.

      Leaping and stretching for the ball, he managed to get his bare hand on it. Spinning while falling, he fired it to second. He heard it hit Mikila’s glove as he crashed into the grass and rolled with the impact, years of martial arts guiding his muscle memory. He came up in a three-point stance in time to see the ball slam home into Tripp’s glove just ahead of the batter’s arrival. The umpire yelled, “Out!” and his sibkin smiled at the double play.

      Valt and Deffin linked up with Mikila and Tripp, the four slapping gloves as they jogged towards the dugout. Standing behind the dugout in the aisle was the saKhan, her bearing unmistakable. She looked all of them over, nodded once, and turned to go.

      Leaving? Valt signed. The contest is not done.

      The SaKhan paused, looked at them again, then signed, I saw what I needed to see.

      

      
        
        BATTLEMECH TRAINING & TESTING COMPLEX

        WOLF CLAN SIBKO FACILITY

        SAKURA CITY

        TRANQUIL

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        23 MARCH 3048

      

      

      Valt and Tripp sat in the observation bleachers, set mid-way between the cadet entrance and where the half-dozen opposing BattleMechs stood, watching as Mikila and Deffin entered with their 75-ton Timber Wolfs. Every cadet had to pass all their classes, of course, for promotion to warrior, but of all the requirements, none were more important than the Trial of Position.

      Because cadets were booted from the program at a slow but steady trickle across the years, only fifty-nine cadets remained of their original one-hundred strong sibko, and within the next few days, everyone who passed the trial would receive their orders. Ten sibkos were arranged around a parade field and constituted a full cadet Cluster—one sibko for each year of training—and in June, one hundred fresh ten-year-olds would arrive, move into their barracks, and the cycle would continue anew.

      There were two other cadet Clusters with their assigned sibkos within a two-kilometer jog from their barracks, the homes of aerospace and Elemental cadets, all three Clusters sharing gymnasiums, ranges, and the other dozens upon dozens of facilities a Clan touman needed to maintain a constant flow of replacements to the force. But this complex was solely used by MechWarriors: half of it was a massive ’Mech bay, storing and maintaining the dozens of BattleMechs the sibkos used for training. The other half—the larger, more important half—was an enclosed, kilometer-wide circular field. By tradition, Clan warriors would settle trials or disagreements in a Circle of Equals, and the field served as the battlefield where the cadets would face their opponents.

      Facing Mikila and Deffin in the Circle were three other BattleMechs each, piloted by specially assigned trainers. For the Clan to accept them as a warrior, a cadet had to fight and defeat at least one of their opponents. A cadet that defeated two would enter service as a Star Commander, and if they managed to defeat all three—rare, but not unheard of—then the attending Khan would award them the rank of Star Captain during their acceptance ceremony.

      Every Clan had their own traditions and standards; the Wolf Clan, long known as pragmatists, had settled on a relatively standardized format: an “easy,” a “medium,” and a “hard” opponent. A cadet trialing in a heavy or medium BattleMech—such as Mikila and Deffin in their heavy Timber Wolfs—would face a slightly lighter BattleMech, a light BattleMech, and an assault-class BattleMech. It was not, as many Clans argued, a process designed to make it easier on their cadets: after a century of Clan-infighting, it was a trial that duplicated the battlefield as a newly-minted Clan Wolf Warrior would likely see it.

      After leaving the Inner Sphere centuries ago, the Clans had formalized and ritualized combat, so few battles were large-scale brawls; now, most were simultaneous duels where victory or defeat rested on the skills of the individual warriors. MechWarriors thought it dishonorable to fight with an overwhelming advantage, so in declaring challenges, they would offer ways to balance the battle so each side fought from a position of honor. A heavier ’Mech, if challenging a lighter one, might offer to not use their most powerful weapons to balance the fight.

      Clan Wolf, over the decades, realized their greenest MechWarriors were often challenged by opponents in lighter BattleMechs, who gambled that their greater experience could overcome their disparity in weapons and armor. Therefore, Clan Wolf trained its cadets specifically to overcome this: if green MechWarriors could survive their first few challenges, the theory went, they would most likely grow into seasoned warriors themselves.

      A cadet’s Trial of Position, then, was the ultimate test on learning: just like their statistically most likely first fight, two of the opponents were experienced Wolf warriors trying to defeat them in machines ill-suited for dueling. If a cadet couldn’t defeat one now, then they had no place on the battlefield. The final opponent was there to represent the unpredictability of the battlefield and test the cadet’s overall judgement.

      Because, like so much of a cadet’s experience in a sibko, there were tests inside tests. The cadet trials were always well attended by Galaxy observers, with the recordings sent to units unable to attend because of duty location. It was presumed the cadets would win and graduate, but how they won was important. Most cadets fought and defeated the middle weight opponent: but did they rush in? Did they have an eye for terrain or tactics? Did they keep the range open if using long-range weapons? Units wanted the best, and a cadet who won through poor judgement would not find prestigious Clusters bidding to gain them.

      Some cadets went for the lightest opponent first, hoping for an easy kill before working their way up to fight the medium and heaviest: though often considered too conservative an approach by many leaders, such cadets were highly prized among units in defensive roles, where smart, guaranteed victories raised the honor of all.

      The final, smallest percentage of cadets went for the heaviest opponent first: almost all that did failed, and units gave those cadets no further thought. Those that won, however, garnered a lot of scrutiny. Depending on whether they showed an intuitive knowledge of combat or just got lucky could determine if they were ignored or considered a ristar.

      The trial began, and Tripp and Valt leaned forward to watch as their friends charged in.
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        * * *

      

      Inside her 75-ton Timber Wolf A, Mikila was trying to concentrate. She’d shaved her scalp, and she could feel sweat beginning to bead on her brow. Focus, she told herself, wishing she could take a split second to wipe down.

      It would have been impossible, even if she had the time: over her head, Mikila wore a neurohelmet, the sensors pressing against her scalp and neck helping translate her sense of balance and intent to the computer that ran the BattleMech’s gyro and musculature. Over a thin, sweat-wicking catsuit, she wore her coolant suit, a body-hugging jumpsuit with sections of ballistic aramid to hold pockets and mesh cut-outs to help with cooling. Weaving over her torso and other vital areas were thin tubes containing coolant fluid: once plugged into the cockpit systems, the coolant would circulate over her body, keeping her body’s core temperature within the survivability range as her Timber Wolf heated up around her.

      As the BattleMech did when she pulled her main interlock trigger, her twin extended-ranged particle projection cannons lashing out and striking the 60-ton Mad Dog five hundred meters away. Heat flushed into the cockpit as her BattleMech vented heat away from the weapons to recharge them for her next volley.

      Her target identified and marked, her other two opponents—a 35-ton Adder and a 95-ton Executioner—stepped back, remaining neutral unless dragged into the fight. If she targeted another opponent—even accidentally—they could then engage her in battle alongside her first combatant; if she or Deffin hit any of each other’s targets, it would trigger a grand melee, where all six trainers were free to target either cadet.

      Mikila spared a glance toward her secondary monitor as the Mad Dog fired its paired long-range missile twenty-racks. Deffin is far from me, we should not overlap, she thought as the first missiles wreathed her Timber Wolf. Some whizzed by, and she rode out the impact of about a score and a half. She braced herself: as expected, the moment the missiles hit, she was struck by both of the Mad Dog’s large pulse lasers, the green-tinted lasers melting over a ton of armor off her BattleMech in a moment.

      The Mad Dog cut to her right, trying to maintain some distance: at range it had a slight advantage in damage dealing. She turned to intercept, pushing her Timber Wolf up past eighty kilometers per hour. Closing to within three hundred meters, both BattleMechs fired everything they had, a maneuver commonly known as an alpha strike.

      The Mad Dog fired its paired large pulse lasers and then its paired mediums, the onslaught of coherent light washing over her BattleMech and melting armor off both arms. The long-range missiles slammed into her like a wall of high explosive, all but four exploding over her torso and both legs.

      Her return fire was just as vicious: her twin PPC shots hit the Mad Dog’s undamaged left and center torsos, melting their way almost through the former. Her trio of medium pulse lasers seared the Mad Dog’s right arm, and a small explosion told her she’d destroyed the medium pulse laser mounted there.

      Thumbing the top-mounted red button on her firing yoke, her half dozen short-range missiles spiraled out of their launcher and tumbled into the Mad Dog. Designed to pepper an opponent and find holes, she didn’t expect them to do accomplish much this early in the fight.

      However, occasionally the fates had their fun with a mortal’s expectations, and Mikila watched in shock as one of the SRMs heading for the center torso disappeared into the Mad Dog’s interior through a meter-wide hole her PPC had opened up: the BattleMech lurched, stumbled, and with a static discharge she knew was indicative of a gyro ripping itself apart on the inside of a ’Mech, the Mad Dog fell on its face and remained still.
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        * * *

      

      Valt and Tripp froze in disbelief, and the crowd grew silent—though Deffin was still fighting her opponent on the other side of the Circle, all eyes were on the fallen Mad Dog and the Timber Wolf looking at it.

      “Well, crap,” said Tripp, saying what everyone was thinking.
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        * * *

      

      Stupid lucky shot! Mikila fumed. Everyone watching will question if I am skilled or just lucky! She slowly rotated her Timber Wolf toward the Adder, then paused. When trying to make Star Commander, almost everyone fights the light after the middle. But if I do and win, no one will believe I earned my position. I will be questioned at every turn, laughed at behind my back.

      On a secondary screen, she saw that Deffin had destroyed her first opponent, but suffered so much damage she conceded the remaining challenges; a common occurrence, Mikila knew, as observers were also keen to see if cadets had enough judgment to know when to withdraw from a fight. She studied the Adder four hundred meters away, waiting for her to challenge it before moving.

      “Neg,” she whispered. “I would rather remain a mere MechWarrior than have my honor questioned.”

      She turned her Timber Wolf toward the assault ’Mech. “I declare the Executioner as my next opponent,” she broadcast on an open frequency, the traditional declaration of combat. “In this solemn matter, let none interfere!”

      A chuckle rumbled over the radio as the massive ’Mech swung its weapons-laden arms toward her.

      “I hoped you would say that.”
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        * * *

      

      It was over within minutes, Mikila giving a good accounting of herself before—after losing her entire left torso and taking heavy damage to both legs—conceding the challenge.

      Despite fighting a second battle, Mikila arrived just moments after Deffin, as Deffin’s Timber Wolf had suffered a destroyed hip, forcing her to drag one of its chicken-legs all the way back to the bay. Valt and Tripp were already on the catwalk level with the BattleMech’s cockpit: BattleMechs were generally ten-to-twelve meters high, and while they had handholds and chain ladders for a MechWarrior to climb while in the field, ’Mech bays used elevators and lifts.

      Valt and Tripp watched Deffin secure her BattleMech into its cradle first, and she climbed out only a moment later, her long red hair sweat-plastered to the back of her coolant suit. She ran over to them, jumping into their arms for hugs and a quick victory kiss from both of them in celebration. They jogged down to the next cradle, waiting for Mikila to dock. Moments later, she finally climbed out of her Timber Wolf, her coolant suit soaked and toweling her head off.

      “Congratulations, MechWarrior,” Deffin cried out, wrapping Mikila up in a hug.

      “Congratulations to you too, MechWarrior Deffin,” Mikila said, her enthusiasm muted. Valt and Tripp then came in for hugs, congratulating her. She gave a quick kiss to Tripp, and then looked at Valt.

      She grabbed his hand for confidence and said, “Tell me the truth, Vee—how bad did it look out there?”

      “Not nearly as bad as you think,” he assured her. “There were some grumbles when you first turned toward the Adder, but when you swung back toward the Executioner, they ended. You gave a fine performance, and I think a lot of people were taking notes. I do not think they will hold that lucky SRM hit against you.”

      She sagged into Tripp with relief, and he gave her a quick hug. “What would I do without you guys?” she asked as Deffin gave her another hug in support.

      Tripp tilted his head as if seriously considering her question, then said, “Without us, you would most likely fail.” They all barked a laugh, then moved to the side as technicians began to swarm the Timber Wolf, Tripp still wrapping one arm around her shoulders.

      “Thank you, everyone. I never thought I would hate winning too easily!” Mikila said, most of her good humor restored. The conversation trailed off for a moment as a pair of BattleMechs passed by, heading towards the Circle.
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