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      “Call me tonight.” Terrifying words to hear from your editor!

      It was late November of 2021, and I’d just turned in my final revisions of “No Dust, No Wear,” my second short story in the Eridani Light Horse collection No Greater Honor. John Helfers, executive editor for Catalyst Game Labs, shot me a note saying he got my submission and thanked me. There was a pause, and then he asked, “What are you working on now?”

      A writer once said, “Becoming a writer is choosing to do homework for the rest of your life,” and it’s 100 percent true: We’re always working on something. But I knew what John meant: He was asking if I was on contract for anything. When I confirmed I wasn’t, he asked me to call.

      My first BattleTech story was published on the BattleCorps website in 2009, and I’d worked hard to establish myself as a reliable short-story writer. I’d retired from the US Army in 2018, and had quietly mentioned to the editors that, now that I was no longer deploying, I would love to work on something longer.

      As part of the Clan Invasion Kickstarter, backers would receive a Clan Wolf serial novel. A serial novel is a series of shorter pieces released one at a time and when combined, they make a complete novel.

      “The original writer had to step away from the project,” John explained. “But you can use their outline, pitch, and all of their notes if you want.” That was the good news. The bad news was, John was hoping to get the stories out, one a month, starting in March of 2022. That was an incredibly short flash-to-bang timeline, but I promised to look over the info and call him back the next day with my decision.

      What I read became the skeleton this novel fleshed out. I kept the names Valt and Mikila—I liked the names, and I’m terrible at naming characters—and their paths remained the same. Valt made a mistake and was punished for it, while Mikila entered the touman proper.

      However, I decided to take Valt’s punishment further, to send him as far to the bottom as I could. When I called John back, I explained that I wanted them to both find their own paths. Clan honor is complicated, and what seems clear-cut to one warrior can be a murky gray to another.

      “I want them both to grow, in completely opposite ways, but remain true to themselves and Clan Wolf as a whole.”

      With both of us agreeing on the general course the stories would take, I set to work. I will be honest, I don’t remember much of early 2022; I was writing the stories as fast as I could, desperate to meet the initial publication date.

      As these stories were included in the Kickstarter campaign, there was a good chance they might be some backers’ very first introduction to BattleTech lore. So, I grabbed the opportunity to show moments that haven’t been seen since Michael A. Stackpole’s seminal Blood of Kerensky trilogy. In those books, we see the Clans as an alien culture, with customs unknown to the reader. Here, I wanted to show the same ceremonies, but through the eyes of warriors eager to participate. Warriors who have fought and struggled for a decade to participate.

      In my eagerness, however, I quickly realized I’d created yet a new problem. John told me the timeline shifted, so I had longer to write; however, I had to sheepishly go back to him and beg for more words: What was supposed to be five stories of 8,000 words each was growing.

      His response: “Take the words you need to tell the best story you can.”

      Readers, I don’t think I’ve ever received a set of more welcome instructions in my life.

      “Every comic is someone’s first,” said the late Stan Lee, and since this was a serial novel, I took that approach. Each part quickly details what came before, so new readers can fall in on the larger narrative and keep up. We didn’t cut those parts for this edition—this is true collection, not a revision.

      I want to thank John Helfers for the opportunity to write these stories, I want to thank the original author for the theme and notes. I consider them a friend, they’ve already read this book, and they loved the different direction I took the outline. I also want to thank my editors, who advised me on how to shape these stories into the best versions they could be.

      I especially want to thank my family, who supported me on this new adventure. They left me alone when I needed to write, and they listened when I needed to bounce ideas off someone. I couldn’t have done it without them.

      
        
        —Jason Hansa, February 2026
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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.
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        WOLF CLAN SIBKO FACILITY

        BATTLEMECH TRAINING & TESTING COMPLEX

        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.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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.

      “Natasha and Akela,” said Tripp, waving at them as they went by. The rearward BattleMech, a humanoid-shaped Hellbringer, raised an arm in greeting as it passed them. “I think they should both pass easily; Akela may even grab Star Captain.”

      Before they could answer, an instructor started waving at them from the floor. “Cadets Valt and Tripp, you are next! Get to your BattleMechs and prepare for your Trial!”

      They waved their acknowledgment and turned toward Mikila and Deffin. “Wish us luck, oh mighty MechWarriors?” asked Valt with a smile.

      Mikila shook her head at his question, then walked over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “For luck,” she said with a teasing smile.

      Valt smiled in return—those in sibkos, growing up together with the normal urges of teenagers and blocked from pregnancies by implanted birth control, often coupled any chance they could. As steady relationships were unheard of and generally taboo among warriors, Valt had coupled with all of his willing female sibmates, many of them repeatedly; Deffin doing the same, but with the men. Tripp had also coupled with most of the women, plus the occasional male as the mood struck him; Mikila, of course, had proudly attempted to “bat around the bases,” as she called it, cheerfully coupling with nearly every member of the sibko.

      Deffin kissed Tripp on the lips, and told him good luck. He smiled, and then copying the accent of a pirate parrot from a buccaneer holovid cartoon popular when they were kids, said, “Neg, milady” and swept Deffin low into a deep, passionate kiss.

      When they came back up, Tripp sauntered away shouting, “’Til next time, MechWarrior!” in his fake pirate accent while Deffin laughed, and Valt looked at Mikila with a raised eyebrow.

      “What?” she said, putting her hands on her hips with false anger.

      Valt shrugged. “Now that was a hell of a good-luck kiss.”

      She came up to him, wrapped her arms around his neck, and brought her face in close. Sliding past his, she nipped his earlobe hard enough he gasped in shock.

      She whispered in his ear, “Because he needs good luck more than you do, you idiot.” She slid back to look at him and said, “Now get your ass out there and go kill something so we can all go get drunk tonight.”

      He smiled at her, and in his best pirate parrot accent, said, “Aff-aff, MechWarrior.”
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        WOLF CLAN SIBKO FACILITY

        BATTLEMECH TRAINING & TESTING COMPLEX

        SAKURA CITY

        TRANQUIL

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        23 MARCH 3048

      

      

      By the time Valt and Tripp had marched their BattleMechs into the Circle—a 70-ton Summoner C and 65-ton Hellbringer Prime, respectively—Mikila was showered and sitting in the stands next to Deffin. They’d ran down to the locker room hand in hand, laughing, whooping, exchanging celebratory hugs with everyone in there and even thrown an impromptu dance-off in the showers, laughing at each other as they jigged and nearly slipped on the soapy floor. Throwing on their undress uniforms—brown T-shirt, light olive pants and top with the trim, reinforced shoulders, elbows, and knees all a light brown—the two headed into the bleachers, cheerfully accepting congratulations from observers and wishing fellow sibkin yet to trial good luck as they found seats.

      “This should be short, I believe,” said Deffin. Her flowing bright red hair was draped behind her shoulders, and Mikila was constantly amazed at how close to the surface the Kerensky blood flowed in her friend. “Tripp is an excellent shot, and Valt excels at, well, everything,” she said, rolling her eyes at the last word. Mikila hid a smile: they were the top two in the sibko, Deffin chasing Valt’s scores for years and coming close, but never quite beating him out. “I fully expect one or both to make Star Commander.”

      Mikila nodded. “I think you may be right.”

      Deffin gave her a side-eye. “You will not be disappointed if they beat your marks? Or if you are assigned to serve under them?”

      Mikila laughed. “We have both been under those two at one point or another,” she said, poking a finger into Deffin’s side. Her friend wiggled away from the tickle, laughing as Mikila got serious. “But to answer your question, neg. Besides our duty, beside the fact that ‘The word of the head wolf is law,’” she quoted, citing the centuries-old “Law of the Jungle” which every Wolf Clan child learned the first year they entered primary education, “We are friends. I want nothing but the best for them, for you, and it would be my honor to call any of you my commander.”

      “Seyla,” Deffin reverently agreed, then turned as a loud klaxon blared. “Off they go.”
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        * * *

      

      The moment he heard the tone to begin the Trial, Valt triggered his extended-range large laser, melting armor off the distant 55-ton Stormcrow A. The Stormcrow returned fire with a twenty-rack of long-range missiles, then peeled off to his right, while Tripp and his target—another Stormcrow—went left.

      Valt cut right to follow, throwing his throttle all the way forward to close the distance. Both his Summoner and the Stormcrow were OmniMechs, able to change out their weapons loadout per mission: in this case, both were loaded for close-in fights. The Stormcrow had twin six-racks of streak short-range missiles, coupled with four medium pulse lasers that were fearsomely accurate at short range. While Valt also had one streak-six rack, the entire left arm of his Summoner consisted of a class-twenty ultra-autocannon, a devastatingly powerful weapon capable of gnawing through tons of armor at a time.

      A knife-fight is going to hurt, Valt acknowledged, but it should hurt them worse.
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        * * *

      

      “These trainers are staying far more mobile than they were for us,” Deffin noted.

      Mikila nodded. Valt had closed into short range, and his autocannon had already fired twice at the maximum rate, ripping off one of the Stormcrow’s arms and damaging a leg. Tripp was in a long-range fight, and methodically slicing his opponent apart with twin extended-ranged PPCs.

      “I feel like it is not accidental,” Mikila said. “Maybe they feel like they need to beat a cadet now and again, or maybe they are just annoyed? Either way, the boys need to be careful.”
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        * * *

      

      The Stormcrow was limping, and Valt moved his finger off his main interlock trigger. Bins are down to sixty percent, need to save some for the next opponent. He circled around the rear of the Stormcrow and took careful aim at the damaged leg with his large laser. Pulling the secondary trigger, the laser burned through the calf just under the knee, and the Stormcrow immediately fell. Once the MechWarrior signaled their concession, Valt turned his Summoner around to face his other two opponents.

      “Well, that was fun,” Tripp said over an internal frequency.

      Valt chuckled. “Took you long enough.”

      “I was givin’ ’em a fightin’ chance,” Tripp replied in his pirate parrot voice. Turning serious again, he asked, “How hurt are you? Going for the little guy, or going to dance with the big guy like Mikila?”

      Valt glanced at the display with a multi-colored wire-frame diagram representing his damage levels and sighed. “I am too hurt to go bold, I have to play this one smart. You?”

      “Same.” Valt looked at the map—because their opponents had gone in opposite directions, Tripp was on the far western side of the Circle, while he was on the east. To the north were the four remaining opponents. Switching to an open frequency, he said, “To my opponent in the Mist Lynx, whenever you are ready, let us begin.”

      “To my opponent in the Fire Moth, I stand ready to defeat you,” Tripp chimed in. Valt shook his head as the two distant BattleMechs approached at well over one hundred kilometers an hour.

      “Tripp, I think you pissed them off,” Valt noted, sighting in his large laser while also accelerating toward the middle of the Circle, hoping to intercept the 25-ton Mist Lynx and engage it with the autocannon.

      All four BattleMechs fired simultaneously, a large laser from Valt matching the laser his opponent fired at him; Tripp, on the other hand, threw back twice as much damage potential than his opponent fired at him, lashing out at the 20-ton Fire Moth Prime with both PPCs and only receiving a pair of medium laser strikes on his left leg for his trouble.

      Tripp only hit with one PPC, but it ate all of the Fire Moth’s right arm and into its torso, the light ’Mech staggering from the hit. Valt hit the Mist Lynx C on the opposite side, taking off the left arm, but failing to penetrate the light ’Mech’s torso armor. Tripp seemed to shrug off the hits from the Fire Moth; the Mist Lynx hit Valt’s Summoner in the right leg, and he felt something give.

      He slowed to a walk, and his BattleMech seemed to respond fine: two hundred meters to his left was Tripp, and the two light ’Mechs were going to run between the two of them. Valt pivoted to his left just as the Mist Lynx began to pass him: tracking it with his Summoner’s left arm, he took the slack out of his firing trigger, waiting for his pips to flash gold.

      Time slowed, he took a deep breath in the cockpit’s hot, dry air, and focused. The Fire Moth pilot had engaged their MASC system, nearly doubling their speed, and Tripp was already turning to follow it. The Mist Lynx began passing Valt: he stepped forward, his pip flashed gold- and the Summoner’s foot gave out.

      In a sickening screech of failing metal, the ankle sheared, the Summoner began falling forward, and then Valt squeezed the trigger. His eyes opened wide as he watched the double-burst of rounds pour out of his BattleMech’s left arm, the path of his shot lit by tracers passing just behind the Mist Lynx—to cut deep into the left leg of Tripp’s Hellbringer.

      Never a well-armored ’Mech to begin with, Valt’s shells sawed through the Hellbringer’s entire thigh, separating the Mech’s upper leg from everything below it: mid-spin, all Tripp could do was swear once before his ’Mech went crashing down.
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        * * *

      

      Mikila jumped to her feet, Deffin a half-second behind her, the friends grabbing each other’s hands in moral support as they gazed at the horror of their sibkin’s Trial. Mikila’s mind raced: had she ever even heard of an accident like this before during a Trial?

      Deffin pointed at the Mist Lynx: while the Fire Moth had slowed and was waiting to see what Tripp did next, Valt’s opponent had swung in behind him.

      “Focus, Valt!” Mikila yelled, her voice cutting through the silence.
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        * * *

      

      “Tripp!” Valt screamed as he fought his controls, struggling to keep the Summoner upright. “Answer me! Are you okay?”

      “Well, that hurt,” Tripp quietly moaned. “Watch your six.”

      Valt belatedly looked at his 360-degree monitor to find his opponent directly behind him. The Mist Lynx fired both its large and medium laser: at such short range, and with Valt all but motionless, it was impossible to miss. The lasers easily burned through the left torso’s thin rear armor and found an ammo bin: caught amid reloading, both bins were open to the feed mechanisms, and the explosion traveled along the internal rails from one bin to the next, detonating it in a massive sympathetic explosion.

      Valt screamed: the first ammo explosion sent a wave of feedback through the neurohelmet’s circuity, hitting his head with a wave of pain and electricity. His vision blurred and tunneled.

      When the second bin exploded and the next wave of feedback hit him, he felt his ’Mech falling forward, and, when it hit the ground, he succumbed to the darkness.
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      Valt gradually pulled himself awake, the smell of disinfectant tickling his nose. He sneezed once, then slowly opened his eyes.

      “Welcome back, Cadet Valt,” came a low growl that pulled Valt’s gaze across the room. He was in a small infirmary room, the only other bed unoccupied. There were machines serving medical purposes unknown to him lining the walls, and to his right he could see out a large window to a station with various medical personnel looking at wall charts and computer screens.

      In front of him was Head Instructor York, a massive, bearded man in charge of his sibko for the past five years. When children entered a sibko, they were organized into four groups by their decanting month. The multiple smaller groups provided more personalized attention from instructors, and also allowed for staggered use of classrooms and equipment. Once they entered their final five years, however, they were combined into two groups. At both stages, instructors remained with their charges for the full five years, though specialized or guest instructors would occasionally take their turns teaching particular classes.

      Head Instructor York had been Valt’s senior instructor for the last sixty months, and through his gruff demeanor, the cadet sensed something…sad. No, not sad: disappointment.

      “Tripp is okay?” At York’s nod, Valt sighed, releasing some of his tension. York remained silent and motionless as he struggled to sit up. Finally wiggling to an upright position, back against the wall, Valt said, “Good. I hoped as much when I saw the empty bed, but I needed to hear that.”

      “He just left, in fact. I almost had to throw the three of them out of here to ensure they made the acceptance ceremony on time.”

      Valt started to laugh. “Yeah, that sounds like them—wait, did you say the ceremony? It starts soon?” At York’s nod, Valt started to struggle, trying to undo his IVs and sensors. “How long was I out?”

      Because of the size of sibkos, even testing two at a time took just under twelve hours. Trials started at 0600, and the acceptance ceremonies started at 1800: theoretically, large sibkos might overlap their final Trials and the beginning of the ceremonies, but that was reportedly uncommon because no sibkos ended the ten years with all one hundred cadets they started with.

      Before York answered, Valt had already done the math in his head: his Trial had been just after 1300, so he’d been out for about four hours. “Why did the doctors not wake me?”

      York stepped forward at that point, and helped Valt undo the last of the medical tethers. He then slowly helped Valt into a sitting position. Crossing his arms, the instructor looked at him and said, “They did not wake you because you are not going.”

      Valt’s head spun, and he gasped like he had been punched. “I…I failed? Because of what happened? Can I try again?”

      York shook his head. “Neg, Valt, you did not fail, though that was hotly debated. You destroyed the Stormcrow well and honorably, you technically passed your Trial of Position.”

      “But,” York went on before Valt could interrupt him. “The battle computer clearly shows you fired after you began to fall. That was an egregious error in judgement, and someone with your outstanding marks should never had made that mistake. You got greedy and impatient, and if you had been a hair unluckier, you would have killed your friend. You know passing is not enough. Every movement, every decision in the Trial is under scrutiny: every Galaxy had a representative observing today…and none of them want you.”

      He paused for a moment, set his jaw, and said, “Valt, one representative’s exact words were ‘We would rather hold onto our oldest, slowest MechWarrior than open a slot and have him among our ranks’.” He shook his head. “I am sorry, Valt, the computer evidence is simply too damning against you.”

      The words hung heavy in the room, and Valt hung his head in shame. The moment stretched, and then he raised his head and asked, “No one? Not even Epsilon?”

      York stared at him, and then sighed. “Valt, you have been an exemplary student. It has been my honor to teach you, and I want you to know I fought for you. I tried my best to get you into a second-line Cluster.”

      Valt shook his head at this: second-line Clusters were in Epsilon Galaxy, and were filled with freebirth warriors and older Trueborn veterans on their way to solahma status. Poorly-trained, poorly-equipped, poorly-motivated: second-line Clusters often served as garrisons, and were near bottom of the barrel. If York had tried and failed to get him into Epsilon, what worse punishment could he face?

      York paused. “Again, I am sorry. I expect the doctor to release you in about an hour: when they do, I am authorized to give you your warrior caste insignia. I will give you your daggerstar and promote you from cadet to warrior, but there will be no acceptance ceremony, no public display. I will take you to meet your escorts, who will accompany you to gather your things, and they will ensure you gain passage to your next assignment.”

      Valt narrowed his eyes. “I have an assignment, yet you said promote me to warrior, not MechWarrior.” Clan warriors fought in organizations called Stars, consisting of five Points each. There was one ’Mech, two fighters, two vehicles, five Elementals, or a platoon of infantry in a Point: by definition, every MechWarrior assigned to a Star was their own Point Commander, though for all the other Points, there was a leader and warriors. Valt could see it in York’s eyes before he asked the question, but he needed to hear it out loud: “Wherever I am heading, I am not assigned a BattleMech, quineg?”

      York nodded. “Neg. As you know, Valt, it is a Trial of Position, not a Trial of Rank. Though you successfully completed your trial, no unit will accept you into an open Point Commander position. Instead, you will report as an infantry warrior to a militia Cluster—if you ever wish to pilot a BattleMech again, you are going to have to capture one.”
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      Mikila waited her turn outside the sibko facility’s main auditorium, a large room with the capacity to hold all one-thousand cadets and their instructors. The seats were on modular decks, so they could be reconfigured for important events when required.

      Behind her were some of her fellow cadets, some chattering aimlessly, filled with the excitement of the moment, some somber as they took in the importance of the day: everything they’d worked for, across ten long years, was coming true today. They had passed their Trial of Position, they were finally gaining acceptance into their touman as warriors—officially known as the Ritual of Adoption, though the formal name was usually only used when accepting freeborn warriors or warriors from other castes—afterward would be the brief and grandiosely titled Rite of Maturity, and finally, Seijin no hi, an unofficial tradition that had followed humans as they left Terra for the stars beyond, and was the climactic, entertaining end to the day.

      Mikila couldn’t help but fidget, flicking non-existent dust off her olive undress uniform: she was frustrated and sad that Valt wasn’t there, but Deffin and Tripp had proceeded her into the auditorium, and she was practically bouncing from foot to foot as she waited. During a Rite of Adoption, a sponsor in ceremonial white leathers would lead the inductee through a series of three, secret ceremonial tests. While no one was supposed to tell the Cadets what they were, since they were traditional and easily researched, almost every cadet knew by their eighteenth year what they would face for acceptance.

      After the tests, a challenger would demand to know what right the inductee had to become a warrior, and someone would step to their side to defend them. The challengers were often from other Clans, and across all Clans, it was a high honor for a visiting warrior to participate in another Clan’s ceremonies. Rituals and ceremonies—though differing from Clan to Clan—were traditions laid down and approved by the Great Kerensky himself when he founded the Clans: being asked to attend another Clan’s ceremony was not a time to focus on differences, but a moment to celebrate the common bonds and shared heritage across them all.

      It was what she had been taught, and something Mikila firmly believed in: she fervently hoped she’d get asked to participate in another Clan’s ceremony one day—hopefully a friendly Clan like the Goliath Scorpions, and not a weird one like the Cloud Cobras—but she’d take whatever was offered. But right now, she’d settle for participating in her own ceremony.

      Without warning, the door in front of her opened, and a male Elemental in full ceremonial black leathers waited for her. She walked into a small atrium, and he shut the door, leaving them both in pure blackness for a moment, and then, with a rush of moving air, the door to the auditorium opened, and in the darkness she could see her guide, illuminated by an overhead spotlight. Though he was clearly older than her, she couldn’t guess his age: he was wearing a pair of white leather boots, white leather briefs, and a snarling white wolf mask. On his shoulders were leather epaulettes that connected to a white brace around his neck; from his briefs dangled white leather straps that suggested a loincloth, while his epaulettes trailed long, white thongs giving a stylized impression of a cape. The mask was worked white porcelain lined with silver, and silver studs, thread, and embroidery edged the white leather outfit. His brown eyes watched as she approached, a spotlight trained on her and keeping her in a circle of light.

      As she closed, he turned around and his arms flung out overhead, and from the darkness, twin sabers appeared, hovering above his palms, as if he had blocked them. A circle of light appeared three meters past him, and she sprinted past her guide to stand in the next circle of light, the sabers swinging at neck-height behind her. If I had moved slower, they would have taken my head, she thought.

      He vanished in the darkness, then, a moment later, appeared past her. She approached him again, and this time, he took a knee. She immediately rolled forward, somersaulting twice before rising back into a standing position- during her rolls, she felt the swing of a saber go over her, swinging where her stomach would have been. Even if she hadn’t known what was coming, the guide was telegraphing what to do and when: the final test.

      It was rare, but some warriors got complacent, got overconfident—it was rumored some even got drunk before the adoption ceremony!—and this was the final test to weed out the incompetent, the stupid, or the arrogant. The three tests were to remind the new warrior that all of life was a trial, that to become a warrior was to face new challenges every day and accept the possibility of death at every waking moment.

      Again, the guide disappeared, leaving her alone in her circle of light; again, he reappeared. This time, he squatted and jumped as she approached, and Mikila instantly jumped as high and forward as she could, again feeling the swing of a saber she knew would have cut through one or both Achilles tendons. She somersaulted to absorb the impact, and then was up and approaching the third circle of light. When she arrived, she expected her guide to disappear again, but instead, he moved to stand off to her side and behind her.
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