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      For a thousand years, humanity spread out among the stars, occupying every corner of space it could reach, and calling this domain “The Inner Sphere.” Great Houses fought for control of colonized planets in new versions of old feudal systems. Eventually, the primary weapon of war used to protect or attack each world was the BattleMech, an enormous, walking machine of war, strong as a small army, and powerful enough that a company of them could control an entire planet.

      For centuries, the Great Houses jockeyed for power in the Inner Sphere. Terra—the cradle of civilization—was kept safe by the Star League Defense Force, the largest army ever assembled. After a vicious, bloody civil war left the SLDF without political power behind it, and its leaders afraid they would be used to harm humanity, SLDF Commanding General Aleksandr Kerensky took his forces on a mass exodus beyond the borders of known space in 2784. It seemed they would never be seen in the Inner Sphere again.

      After settling on their own worlds hundreds of light-years away, these exiles fought a costly civil war of their own. During that conflict, Aleksandr’s son, Nicholas, organized his loyalists into twenty Clans, all founded on revering might and a warrior’s mentality as their most important trait. In the aftermath, the Clans rearranged their new society into brutal caste systems, and a culture that valued strength above all else. For many of these Clans, the ultimate goal was to return to the Inner Sphere and become the defenders of humanity by taking back Terra from the decadent Great Houses and establishing a new Star League Defense Force.

      Hundreds of years passed, and the growth of the Clans was unknown to the Great Houses, all of whom were still vying for power in war after war. After the Fourth Succession War, the Draconis Combine, run by the Great House Kurita, granted freedom to its secessionist Rasalhague Military District. On 13 March 3034, the Free Rasalhague Republic was born. With a strong rebellious streak and an independently minded culture, the people of the Free Rasalhague Republic created a unique government, with a parliament electing a prince as their leader—which citizens voted to approve. They balanced their economic and military powers with the needs of the people, a one-of-a-kind political experiment based on old Terran democratic ideals. Unfortunately, this experiment would not last long.

      In 3049, the Clans invaded the Inner Sphere. Some of the first attacks were launched against the Free Rasalhague Republic.

      Against all odds, ComStar—operators of the Inner Sphere-wide hyperpulse generator communications network—halted the Clan invasion before it could reach Terra. The Clans agreed to stop advancing for 15 years, but worlds already claimed (like those in the Free Rasalhague Republic) remained occupied. Many Rasalhagian systems had been conquered by elements of Clan Ghost Bear, one of the original twenty Clans, and a key participant in the Clan Invasion.

      Founded by Hans Ole Jorgensson and Sandra Tseng, elite warriors who were also husband and wife, Clan Ghost Bear was founded on different ideals than the rest. Where other Clans eschewed attachments and relationships, focusing purely on the survival of the fittest, the Ghost Bears had a more familial view of their fellow Clan members. This helped them fit in better with Rasalhague culture than any of the other Clans would have—but still not enough to blend seamlessly.

      For a time, the Ghost Bears subjugated the people of Rasalhague as spoils of war, transforming their occupation zone, the region once known as the Free Rasalhague Republic, into the Ghost Bear Dominion. Fissures between the Ghost Bears and the independent people of Rasalhague escalated, but in 3070, under common threat from external foes, the long, messy process of negotiation to join both cultures together began. Thirty years of protests, riots, conflagrations, disagreements, and votes finally formed the Rasalhague Dominion: a blended society that allowed Clan Ghost Bear to maintain military control, and the free people of Rasalhague to maintain civilian control. Together, they all voted on important issues and granted rights to citizens unheard of to those living under the boots of other Clans.

      Naturally, war hastened the process of integration. The weakened state of the Ghost Bear military touman in the face of so many foes, fighting wars against Clan Nova Cat and the Draconis Combine, led to allowing the civilians a greater say in military matters.

      While life was better for those civilians living alongside Clan Ghost Bear, life in the Inner Sphere was never easy. Like any democratic republic, politics often got ugly, and tempers flared. Over the years, they ebbed and flowed, but as decades passed, the Ghost Bears and the Rasalhagians were able to unite in the expansion of their territory. The Rasalhague Dominion grew, encompassing planets of rival Clans on one side, and the Draconis Combine on the other, as well as other worlds, bringing its own unique political ideals to each world as they went.

      For the most part, they remained isolated from the politics of the Inner Sphere, though they were still affected by its major events. In 3132, they were hit by the great blackout in what came to be known as the Dark Age just like everyone else. The hyperpulse generator network—the system that allowed for faster-than-light communication from one side of the Inner Sphere to the other—collapsed under mysterious circumstances. The Republic of the Sphere, a new great power that controlled Terra, walled itself off from the predations of the remaining Clans. While other Clans in the Inner Sphere jockeyed for a chance to take Terra and become the ilClan, the Clan above all others, the Ghost Bears did not participate, dealing instead with their own matters at home.

      Control of Terra would pose a difficult problem for those who followed the old ways of the Clans. It was said that the Clan who captured Terra would permanently become the ilClan, and its leader would become the ilKhan, Khan of all Khans. They would establish a new Star League and become the defenders of all humanity, ruling every Clan. But for the Ghost Bears, who had spent a hundred years becoming one with the Rasalhague Dominion, what did that rule mean? Would those old ways still have sway?

      And for the people of Rasalhague, who now had a say in how the Clan operated, who could now test into the Clan, potentially have their genetics added to the Clan bloodlines, and fight beside the Trueborn heirs of Clan Ghost Bear—how could their standing army leave to fight a war under the command of some other government? Everyone in the Dominion—from Ghost Bear warriors to citizens on dozens of worlds—has taken a side, and emotions—and tempers—are running hotter and hotter in the run-up to the vote…
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        GRUMIUM NEWS NETWORK (GNN)

        LOCAL NEWS AT 5, 7, AND 10

        02 JULY 3151

      

      

      
        
        ANCHOR HIPPOLYTA WOODSIDE: The results of today’s vote on Grumium are still coming in, and the question remains: will the Rasalhague Dominion ally itself with the latest ilKhan, Alaric Ward of Clan Wolf, and the new Star League, or will it remain an independent and isolated entity?

        

        ANCHOR ROBERT EVANS: It has been nothing short of contentious here. Early polling suggests that the vote is within the statistical margin of error on both sides, leaving everyone uncertain as we await the results.

        

        ANCHOR WOODSIDE: And with the lag in communication times and staggered voting schedules, it might be weeks or as long as a month or more before we hear the final results from across the Dominion.

        

        ANCHOR EVANS: That’s right, Hope. The only results we’ll get tonight will come from Grumium. Valdherre Call and his representatives will report the results of our vote to Prince Miraborg and the Dominion Council, and they will tally the votes for the entirety of systems in the Dominion. So regardless of how the vote turns out here tonight, it could still be different when the final tallies are collected.

        

        ANCHOR WOODSIDE: Speaking of Valdherre Call, he offered a message to the people voting today:

        

        <The image switches to throngs of people raising signs in support of and against joining, the camera panning over shouting, angry crowds outside voting centers before cutting to Valdherre Call’s speech>

        

        VALDHERRE CALL: We share a passionate and personal interest in the outcome of this momentous vote on the future of the Rasalhague Dominion and its position in the Inner Sphere. This affects each and every one of us. We all have a vested interest in the outcome, but I ask all citizens of Rasalhague to remain calm, no matter how the vote turns out. Whether we here vote one way or the other, there is every chance that the Dominion as a whole could still move in the direction you hope for. And let me reiterate, the state of the Dominion is strong. Regardless of the outcome, we will stay strong. As you hear the results tonight and the combined votes of the Dominion in the coming weeks, remember that we are united together in common purpose. We will abide by the results, whatever they will be, and we will move forward together, whatever direction it may take.

        

        ANCHOR EVANS: We have 78 percent of precincts around Grumium reporting in, and our data-crunching experts are still declaring the outcome too close to call. It could still go either way. We may not know the final results until morning. Stay tuned to GNN and our award-winning morning team for full post-vote coverage.

      

      

      

      
        
        GAMBIER HERALD

        03 JULY 3151

        EARLY EDITION

      

      

      
        
        CLOSE VOTE ENDS IN REFUSAL; CALL ISSUES CURFEW BEGINNING AT 1900 HOURS TONIGHT

        by Famke Anders

        

        GRUMDALE, Grumium; Rasalhague Dominion - Grumium has rejected the honor of membership in ilKhan Alaric Ward’s new iteration of the Star League in an intense flurry of last-minute voting on the referendum over the matter. With high turnout among civilian and Clan voters alike, a close initial tally triggered an automatic recount. The final vote remained close, with the decision to refuse ilKhan Ward’s invitation to join the Star League prevailing by less than 2,000 votes.

        Many organizations, political groups, activists, citizen groups, labor rights groups, and pundits considered this vote a referendum about a number of other issues unrelated to the Star League. Members of Clan Ghost Bear have been split over the traditional meaning of Clan doctrines; many Dominion civilians pinned their hopes on joining the Star League to spur a recovery from mass layoffs, economic fears, and rising discontent. Other civilian and Clan groups saw giving the Ghost Bear touman to Clan Wolf as a betrayal of Rasalhague itself.

        Valdherre Call has issued an emergency proclamation suspending protest rights and issuing a curfew of 1900 hours in hopes of curbing any violence. Local polis and elements of the Ghost Bear touman are on high alert.

        “We settle our differences peacefully,” Valdherre Call said, “which is why we have a vote in the first place. I ask my fellow citizens to remain calm.”

        Star League refusal opposition leader Bram Kane countered the Valdherre’s assertion: “Settling differences peacefully? The Ghost Bears? The Clans? All they know is violence. It’s the only language they speak, and a lot of unhappy Dominion citizens have become very fluent. It’s also the language of the unheard, and they are about to hear from a lot of very unhappy citizens. That’s not a threat, merely a prediction of the future and a promise of what is to come.”
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        DOWNTOWN HERCULIS

        GRUMIUM

        RASALHAGUE REPUBLIC

        03 JULY 3151

      

      

      Star Commander Strider stood sentinel in his Mist Lynx G, guarding the city’s main civilian government complex. Angry protesters swarmed the barricades just on the other side of his ’Mech’s feet. The mob was filled with caste members and non-caste civilians alike—though in Rasalhague there was not supposed to be a difference anymore—all of them Joiners furious about Grumium’s rejection of their destiny in the Star League.

      Strider was angry, too, but not nearly enough to take arms against anyone or even attend a protest. His great-grandmother, Frigga, would be beyond furious. It wasn’t the first time he expected to find her there at his feet leading the demonstration herself.

      “Can we just blast them all and be done with it?” a voice snarled over the comm; MechWarrior Rico, a member of Strider’s Star.

      “No, Rico, and I suggest you knock that kind of talk off. They have every right to demonstrate, even if we do not agree with them.” Strider realized that whenever he got angry with his Star, he slipped right into strict, contractionless Clanspeak. With others, that tendency flowed the opposite direction, but some small voice in the back of his head told him that when he was angry was when he needed the most control.

      “This is just them being sore losers. They should just issue a Trial of Grievance and be done with it,” Rico said. “Or we could just blast ’em right now, and save everyone the trouble.”

      “MechWarrior Rico, I will not warn you again.” Strider growled. How long would his Star have to be stationed around the city’s downtown district, protecting buildings and property from the rally? He understood emotions were running high, as his were too, but this seemed like overkill for ’Mechs. He had already spent too much time in “anti-protest” Mist Lynx Gs on Grumium, and so far he had not been forced to open fire. He wanted to maintain that streak.

      “Star Commander?” MechWarrior Chelsea asked. “I have an unknown ’Mech tagged on my HUD.”

      “Excuse me?” There was no way any of the lower-caste members in the protest group would have brought a ’Mech to the protest. And there was no way a civilian could have gotten their hands on one.

      “Yeah, it’s pinging hot, like a fusion engine. If it’s not a ’Mech, someone really souped up a hovertruck or something.” She was stationed a block down and over, in front of the transportation ministry building. With all of the scandals they had, their building might also need protection on such a contentious day.

      “Keep an eye on it,” said Strider. “Keep the telemetry updated. Quiaff?”

      “Aff.”

      “Kay,” he said to another member of his Star. They were Freeborn, and of neutral gender appearance and pronouns. “Get over there and back up Chelsea. If there is a ’Mech coming, we do not want to be caught unaware.”

      “Aff, Star Commander.”

      On his HUD’s mini-map, he watched Kay mobilize their Mist Lynx G. Instead of straight lines, however, they walked back and forth in zig-zags. Strider could only assume they were moving so erratically to avoid stepping on the demonstrators.

      “They are coming around, Star Commander,” Chelsea said.

      “You have a visual?”

      “Sending images now. It’s an IndustrialMech.”

      The images appeared and then rotated on Strider’s viewscreen. The carat then popped up on his HUD as her telemetry arrived. It was an IndustrialMech, all right, a model his warbook identified as a Demeter. One arm boasted an oversized load-lifting hand, the other terminated in a welding torch. And it had a Cameron-era Star League Star spray painted across its front. A pair of Mist Lynxes would tear it to shreds, but Strider was reluctant to engage if the pilot didn’t attack first. Maybe it was just a show of force, the same way his Star was supposed to be.

      “Unless they attack, do not engage,” he told them both. “Do not provoke them.”

      He knew that order would annoy Rico, but Rico could go straight to whatever hell he believed in if he thought they were going to just open fire on civilians. Granted, some of the protesters were part of the touman, too, but it wasn’t like they could just go up and demand a trial from their commanding officer.

      A loud DING! echoed through his ’Mech. Then another. Dropping the image of the Industrial ’Mech from his viewscreen, he saw a number of demonstrators throwing rocks at his ’Mech. They all had the same graffiti-style Star League logo on their clothing. Was this some sort of organized effort among the protesters? Reports on tac channels indicated the polis was overstretched dealing with protests across the planet.

      Who am I kidding? Strider thought. There were dozens of organized efforts. From labor and trade unions and loosely affiliated groups of anonymous agitators. But which one was this?

      Another loud DING! hit his ’Mech and for just a moment, his hands tensed on the controls and he teased the triggers with his fingers. He wanted so badly to react. Sense retook him, though. They could not hurt him. He was in a BattleMech—granted a light, 25-tonner, but a BattleMech nonetheless. They were pelting him with rocks. The worst they could do was scratch the paint. Hardly a capital offense.

      He was more worried about that IndustrialMech. “Chelsea, report.”

      “It stopped at the corner.”

      He could see that on his minimap, thanks to the telemetry data she was beaming over, but she had the visual on it. “Any idea what it’s waiting for?”

      “I think it means to goad us, Star Commander.”

      “Do not let it. If you attack it unprovoked, this whole protest becomes a bloodbath, and something tells me that is what they want. We will not give it to them.”

      Glancing around his viewscreen, scanning the edges of the crowd, Strider spotted holovideographers recording everything. “Remember that the civilian press is recording everything that happens here. It would not be wise to let them have images of the Frihet Training Facility Garrison ’Mechs slaughtering protestors.”

      Rico’s line opened and half a word spilled out before the line went dead again.

      “What was that, Rico?”

      “Nothing, Star Commander,” he said quickly.

      If there was going to be a problem, it would be with Rico. And since they were there for show, to protect, to block, to impede the protesters, there might be some value in holding Rico back or even sending him to the barracks and ending his shift. The Star Captain might have something to say about that, though⁠—

      DING!

      Strider tensed again.

      His eyes snapped in the direction of the young woman who threw the stone. She was postured like a pitcher, as though she’d just thrown it. She bore the Star League logo on her clothing like the others. She had light skin and long black hair pulled back into a rough ponytail, wild with tangled curls.

      As though she knew he was looking right at her, she tilted her eyes up and smiled at him as though they were friends, then winked at him like they were lovers. A secret between the two of them.

      DING!

      Another rock snapped Strider out of such foolishness and he glanced over, hoping to catch the one who threw the rock this time. Then, he realized he might be able to convince them to give him some space.

      With no intention of using his weapons, he raised them slightly and took a half-step forward. “Rico, Hiro, step forward toward the barricade. Let’s see if we can’t get some more breathing room.”

      “Aff, Star Commander.”

      The crowd scrambled backward, some of the protestors falling on each other as they retreated, maintaining their distance from the ’Mechs.

      “Chelsea,” Strider asked, “any movement on that IndustrialMech?”

      “Neg, Star Commander. It’s a statue.”

      “Let’s hope it stays that way.”

      Strider exhaled deeply and checked his chronometer, hoping it wasn’t much longer until the curfew went into effect. Then they would just be able to shepherd everyone home and none of this would be an issue; then he could go home himself and just curl into a ball and fall asleep beside Vesper.

      He just hoped she was having an easier time dealing with the protesters at the Training Facility than he was at the Headquarters.
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        FRIHET TRAINING FACILITY

        HERCULIS

        GRUMIUM

        RASALHAGUE DOMINION

        03 JULY 3152

      

      

      When the fighting started behind her, Star Commander Vespertine was momentarily confused. The only people authorized to be on the training field were the sibkos training in their Bear Cubs. Vesper’s Garrison Star had been assigned to patrol the training facility in case the protests came from the city center, where Strider had been stationed, to the more visible Ghost Bear headquarters.

      So far it had been quiet—until shouts and screaming began over the comm.

      She did not recognize the voices, but they were young. Earnest. There was even a hint of naiveté she could not understand how she picked out, but she could.

      “This was the will of Kerensky!”

      “The process worked!”

      “Our rede was betrayed!”

      “Freedom for all!” That last one was the academy’s motto. Vespertine knew it well, having had it drilled into her during her years in a sibko. But she could not understand why it would be screamed on an open comm.

      She turned toward the training field to see the sibcadets in their Bear Cubs beating each other senseless with the fists and feet of their ’Mechs. An all-out brawl.

      Den Mother Oldebrecht broadcast on an open line, “Sibcadets, this exercise is over. Cease and desist immediately!” There was an edge to her voice Vesper had never heard before.

      Then Vesper, sensing distress and something amiss, called to her own Star, “Stay close in case they need backup. It does not look good in there.”

      They responded affirmatively and, as she watched, the cadets in the training exercise only grew more vicious.

      “Den Mother Oldebrecht,” Vesper radioed, “this is Star Commander Vespertine of the Garrison Force. Do you need us to break it up?”

      “The Ursari are trying.”

      Vesper saw two larger ’Mechs, Kumas, trying to separate the Bear Cubs, but there were too many cadets. Every time the Kumas would get a pair of Bear Cubs separated, the ’Mechs would just run around and get back into the thick of it with other cadets.

      “Looks like they could use the help.”

      The Den Mother paused, and then finally broke the silence. “Do not hurt them. My punishment will be enough. Quiaff?”
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