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      Despite Harr carrying her with a gentleness that belied his large size, Mikila still hissed in pain as he stooped through another hatch on the Wolf Clan Battlecruiser, Mother Jocasta. With a broken right arm, ankle, and three broken ribs, plus hairline fractures in her right tibia, she was leaning against Harr on her mostly intact left side, the nearly two-meter-tall ebony-skinned man easily carrying her slight form.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “No, the fault is mine,” she said, gently shaking her bald head, her face scrunched up in annoyance. “It is these healing medicines the doctor has me on—they are messing with my emotions and self-control.”

      He nodded as they continued their walk. “How long did the doc say it would take you to heal?”

      “Two to three weeks,” she growled in frustration, her head slumped against his chest. They were both in Wolf Clan undress uniforms—an olive top and bottom over a brown t-shirt, with light brown reinforced knees, elbows, shoulders, and matching trim—and her uninjured left hand idly played with Harr’s jacket zipper. “How can I lead my Star if I cannot even walk?” she asked in a voice barely audible over the ambient noise of the battlecruiser.

      Harr shook his head. “Enough of that. You won your rank in an honorable trial against the odds. No one will question your right to lead.”

      Mikila looked away for a second, pulling her emotions back in check. She was friends with Harr, and they’d coupled twice since she—and one of her best friends from childhood, Tripp—had arrived in the unit. While his tone was stern, she heard the warmth and concern in his voice underlining his declaration.

      “You are right, thank you for the honest words,” she replied. “I fought, bled, and nearly died for this position. My new Star will understand.”

      Clan warriors fought Trials of Position to get promoted, and seventy-two hours earlier, she’d fought hand-to-hand to earn her new rank of Star Commander. However, her opponent had been an Elemental like Harr: genetically engineered to the maximum capabilities of the human phenome, Boyd’s 215 centimeters towered over her comparatively tiny 160, and everyone had encouraged her to fight a symbolic trial and then concede defeat.

      It was, in fact, what she had tried to do. Once Boyd had broken her arm, she conceded using infantry sign language. In a rare display of Clan dishonor, however, her opponent pretended to misunderstand her concession and decided to kill her. As she fought for her life, Mikila managed to throw them both off a six-meter-high set of cargo containers, killing her opponent in the fall, but breaking her ankle and ribs in the process.

      Harr had fought him in the Trial prior, and ended up in sickbay with injuries as well, though not as bad as Mikila’s. Because the medical specialists had put him on light duty, one of his new responsibilities was carrying her down the nearly kilometer-long warship their Khan had sent to assist in their unit’s pirate hunting mission.

      Harr grunted his agreement, and Mikila gritted her teeth as another hatch approached. Another ginger step, another pinch in her ribs, and she asked, “How much further?”

      “The elevator is right here,” he replied, and she sighed in relief. When she was a young cadet in the sibko, she’d been confused by artwork of Clan Warships and Dropships. They were always pictured horizontally, but most decks were laid out vertically, perpendicular to the main thrusters. The Jocasta’s schematics, essentially, resembled a skyscraper in space. The Battlecruiser had a pair of elevators running along the spine, and Harr pushed the button to call one.

      “Put me down,” Mikila said.

      “You remember Captain Leroux’s instructions, Star Commander, quiaff?” Harr asked. The corner of Mikila’s mouth pulled down; she could hear the tone of warning in his voice when he called her by her rank.

      “Aff, Harr, I remember. He did not want me unaccompanied in case of emergencies. But if I go into the brig being carried, the prisoners will not respect me.”

      They were on their way to interrogate the bandits—often called the Dark Caste—their Trinary had captured during their assault on a bandit encampment. Mikila had never participated in an interrogation, let alone conducted one, and was more worried she’d make an error or a fool of herself versus her concern that the interrogation would reveal no new information.

      She could see Harr considering her words as the elevator arrived and the doors opened. He stepped in still carrying her, and then put the codex on his wrist over the button for Deck Six. Once the button flashed green, he pushed it.

      After the doors closed, he said, “These elevators are swift and could cause you further injury, but I will put you down before the doors open.”

      As the elevator began moving, Mikila smiled and said, “Well bargained and done. Thank you.”

      He nodded as the elevator rose from their location on Deck Eleven, nominally “under” the two grav rings. I hope I get to visit the grav rings one day, Mikila thought as they passed them. I hear they have a pool. As the elevator began to slow, Harr gently put her down on her good leg.

      The doors hissed open on the security level, and Mikila was surprised to see a wide expanse ahead. It was at least thirty meters wide to her left and right, with a good ten meters between her and the unsmiling guards behind the security desk directly opposite the two elevators. Had she not known better, she might have mistaken the area for a small storage bay.

      She slowly started limping toward the solid—and probably bulletproof, she realized—security desk crewed by a blond, serious-looking woman wearing torso armor over her naval crew uniform. To her right was another security guard, large enough Mikila suspected he had Elemental genes somewhere in his bloodwork. He wore torso armor too, and was pointing a shotgun not quite at them, but close enough to mean business.

      The woman looked at Harr and smiled in recognition. “Welcome back, Point Commander Harr. You still need to swipe in, of course.” Her eyes flicked to Mikila, traveling up her injuries to finally rest on her collar. “Star Commander Mikila?”

      “I am Mikila,” she confirmed. “How did you know?”

      She smiled slightly and the other guard lowered his weapon. “Everyone on the Jocasta has heard of your Trial of Position, Star Commander. Congratulations on your victory.”

      “A hell of a fight, Star Commander,” the large guard added. “Please scan your codex.”

      Mikila nodded and, leaning on her good leg, pushed her left sleeve halfway up her forearm to expose her codex. A solid metal bracelet, it contained her DNA heritage, her records, and combat history. Once she died, it would be sent back to the Wolf Clan homeworlds where, if she had served honorably and brought victory to her Clan, her DNA could be incorporated into the next generation of warriors. There was no greater honor for a Trueborn Clan warrior than to die knowing their genes would be selected to carry on their legacy, and Mikila hoped that would be her fate. Hopefully not anytime soon, she mused as she held her codex over the reader for a second until it beeped in acknowledgement.

      Once the reader beeped, the guard’s eyes flicked up to Harr, who’d remained respectfully behind and to Mikila’s left as befit her higher rank. “You are in her Star now, quiaff?”

      “The assignments have not been finalized yet, but I hope to be,” Harr replied.

      “Seyla,” the guard said reverently, the word rich in meaning in Clan culture, and used when a normal agreement didn’t convey enough emotion. Mikila showed the guard at the desk her ID, and once she confirmed it against the reader’s scan of her codex, the guard tapped her pad.

      “I have added your permissions, Star Commander,” she said. “You now have authorization to enter and depart this deck as needed.

      “Behind me,” the guard continued, waving to a pair of doors, “are the living quarters of our security team, our gym, and a live fire range. My team leader has authorized your Trinary use of our training facilities, so your codex will let you in.” Her eyes flicked over Harr, and she brushed a lock of hair over her ear. “Feel free to come up and train at your convenience,” she finished, speaking to Mikila, but her gaze lingering on Harr.

      Just tell him you want him, Mikila mentally hollered, but then her brain fought through the medicine-addled fog and she understood the guard’s cautious flirtation. Despite their sexually open culture, the Clans also understood power dynamics in relationships. Warriors were the highest caste in the Clans, and by law and by right, they could demand anything they needed, when they needed it—except sex. For if a warrior was to ask a member of a lower caste to couple, then that caste member might not feel as if they had any choice but to agree. The lack of choice equaled lack of consent, and Clan culture had no use for anyone—including warriors—who did not understand this. Anyone found guilty of rape would quickly find themselves stripped of all honors and abjured at best, with a swift execution the most common result.

      Harr, of course, wasn’t unaware of the guard’s interest, and Mikila smiled when he replied, “Thank you—perhaps you could provide instruction on your assigned weapons? I have heard many crews prefer lasers and recoilless weapons. I would enjoy a chance to test them.”

      The blond flashed a brilliant smile. “It would be my pleasure.”

      Mikila slightly turned toward Harr and, when she caught his eye, arched an eyebrow. He caught the hint, and said, “Later, of course.” To Mikila, “Follow me, Star Commander. Do not stray onto the yellow, a prisoner could reach you if you do.”

      They turned around and headed back toward the elevators. Between the elevators, where the guards could see straight down the hallway, were two barred gates—one after the other—and six cells. Once Harr opened the first gate with his codex and it closed behind him, he was able to open the next, revealing a five-meter-wide passageway. The center of the path was clear deck, while the two meters to the left and right were painted yellow. On each side of the passage were three four-person cells, all of them full of prisoners who’d survived the Trinary’s surprise attack long enough to surrender. Clad in paper-weight prison gowns, they were dirty and unkempt, and her nose twitched at the smell. It will take the technicians days to get the stench out of the ’Mech bay once they are gone, Mikila thought.

      Only a few stared angrily at her and Harr as they passed. Most of the rest were quiet, sitting on the floor or curled up in balls on the bunks. In the final two cells, all the prisoners were crying, silently rocking on their bunks, or both.

      “These prisoners have already been interrogated,” said Harr, and Mikila nodded. “This way.”

      Through a second pair of barred gates, they entered another open area, the curve of the back wall letting Mikila know they were near the hull. Mounted on the far wall were shower nozzles with an on/temperature lever, clearly placed in the open so guards could watch for any ill-advised escape attempts. They turned right, and Mikila was looking through a one-way mirror at the interrogation cabin.

      In the middle of the cabin was a steel table about a meter off the deck; large, fist-sized holes were cut into it, allowing draining of bodily fluids, and thick rails were on each side. Strapped to the table with the slimmest of a pillow under her head was a young woman—Mikila guessed a few years younger than her—wearing nothing more than a prison gown. The girl’s jaw was locked in defiance, but the tremble of her lips and a single tear running down her cheek betrayed her inner fear. The prisoner studiously ignored the medical technical running an IV into her arm and placing sensors on her head and chest.

      “She piloted the Hunchback,” Harr said.

      Mikila thought back to the battle on the moon the day before her Trial. The Trinary had combat-dropped onto a bandit encampment, and the bandits had fought back with a full Star of five BattleMechs and some supporting vehicles. She had had her hands full killing tanks, so she had no personal knowledge of the ’Mech battles, but her Starmates’ report acknowledged the enemy MechWarriors as skilled and surprisingly brave, though they could not overcome the Trinary’s technological and training advantages.

      Besides the medic, Mikila saw two other warriors—Elementals like Harr, with golden Point Commander rank pinned on their collars—and her commander, Star Captain Ghull, also an Elemental. With a thick, gray beard and long, gray hair tied back in a ponytail with a simple leather thong, he took great pride in being the oldest warrior in a line Galaxy.

      Pushing fifty, Ghull was a wise and thoughtful commander with a surprisingly agreeable sense of humor. But he was also a wickedly effective fighter in both hand-to-hand combat and in his battle armor, and there was no humor on his face as he stood in the corner, watching the two Point Commanders. Interrogating prisoners, Mikila had heard, was more art than skill, so Ghull was letting every Point Commander interrogate a few bandits each under his tutelage.

      “See Pela on the pump?” Harr asked Mikila, pointing at the woman with a blond pageboy undercut. “She is next. She will watch Point Commander Donald interrogate a prisoner or two, and then it will be her turn. You will then replace her on the machine.”

      The IV, Mikila knew, was lacing the prisoner’s blood with a truth serum cocktail and an otherwise inert chemical called an “igniter.” Once triggered with electricity, the igniter would activate, increasing the potency of the serum at the cost of extreme stress—and eventually pain—to the prisoner.

      Once the medical tech nodded that everything was ready, Donald moved close to the young woman who glanced at him then then stared at the overhead lamps, studiously ignoring him. Mikila narrowed her eyes. She knew Donald to be an arrogant, cruel man, angry he had not earned a Bloodname, and desperately seeking any path to glory. She is young and terrified, and he is a sledgehammer when this requires a scalpel, Mikila thought.

      “What is your name?” he asked.

      “Ruth Lamarr Ward,” the young girl replied.

      Donald slapped her across the face. “How dare you take a Bloodname!”

      Mikila studied the girl—pale, with grease spots on her arms and legs, indicating she had been doing maintenance on her ’Mech before the battle—and almost felt a grudging respect for the bandit, which only intensified as Ruth spit off to the side, glared at Donald and said, “You hit like my baby brother.”

      Donald’s hand clenched into a fist, but at a cough from Ghull in the corner, he took a breath and unclenched. “You will come to regret that,” he growled. He looked at Pela in the corner. “Take her up to seventy-five.”

      Ghull frowned and Harr growled.

      “What?” asked Mikila.

      “The Star Captain instructed we should start at seventy, or sixty-five for smaller and younger people. Donald just wants to hurt her.”

      Mikila ground her teeth together. She is a bandit, but she was also a MechWarrior, like me.

      “Where is your home base?” Donald asked, his voice low and menacing.

      The girl twitched on the table, tears leaking out between closed eyelids. “I don’t know.”

      “Take her to eighty,” Donald ordered Pela, and Mikila watched as the girl tightened against her straps.

      “You can only hold her here for about ten, maybe twelve minutes,” Ghull warned quietly. “Prisoners are expendable assets, but do not be wasteful with them.” Donald nodded as the prisoner writhed.

      “Where is your home base?” he demanded again. The girl began to wail in pain, her head straining against the restraint strap. Mikila saw her gown darken around the prisoner’s groin, and urine dripped through one of the table’s holes to the deck as the girl’s bladder released.

      “I swear I don’t know!” she cried out, tears flowing freely.

      “Down to seventy,” Donald ordered Pela, and then turned to the girl. “Let us try this again. Where is your home base?”

      As the girl sobbed in pain, and again protested she didn’t know, Mikila’s temper erupted. She is a bandit, but she fought with honor—she deserves better than Donald. She turned to Harr. “Where is the sickbay?”

      His eyebrows lifted in surprise, and he pointed down. “Right below us, Deck Seven.”

      “I need you to go and get me something.” When she told him what she needed, his eyebrows lifted in surprise again. “Now, Point Commander. As fast as you can,” she ordered. With a nod, he ran to the gate and waved his codex over it to go through.

      “Take her to eighty-three,” Donald ordered, and the girl strained against her straps, howling in agony. Mikila waved her codex over the hatchway and when it unlocked, she limped in.

      “Turn it off,” she said to Pela, who, in her surprise, immediately followed the order. The prisoner slumped back to the table in relief.

      “She is my prisoner to interrogate,” Donald growled, stepping up to Mikila, towering over her. She looked up at him, fury in her eyes.

      “You stand relieved, Point Commander. Pela, undo her straps,” she added, not taking her eyes off Donald. He wavered as he heard Pela move to obey, and glanced over at Ghull.

      “Star Captain?” he asked.

      Ghull’s dark eyes flicked between the two of them, then he quietly asked, “Are you questioning the Star Commander’s orders, Point Commander?”

      “Neg, Star Captain,” Donald all but shouted, stepping back and allowing Mikila to approach the table. She glanced at Ghull—who was studying her intently—then at the girl, who sobbed as she curled into a fetal position.

      “Come,” Mikila said. “Let us get you cleaned up.” She reached out her good hand. The girl’s eyes opened, and her brown eyes looked Mikila up and down before locking eyes with her.

      “What the hell happened to you?” she asked, coughing slightly to cover a sob. Mikila could read the terror in her body language, the tremble of her shoulders still shaking in fear, but smiled at the young MechWarrior’s bravado. You are a brave one, much too good for Donald.

      “I fought someone bigger than him.” She nodded at Donald. “He is dead, while I only wish I was.” Her mouth turned up in a brief smile to take the edge off her statement.

      The girl closed her eyes and pulled in tighter around herself. “A lot of that going around, it seems,” she quietly replied.

      “Come. Showers are out here,” Mikila said.

      This time, the girl opened her eyes and reached out to take Mikila’s hand. Mikila braced herself on her good leg as the girl used her as leverage to pull herself upright and slide off the table. The prisoner continued to hold Mikila’s hand as they shambled together toward the hatch.

      “Bring her a fresh garment,” Mikila ordered the medic as she pointed the bandit to the far wall with the shower nozzles. The enemy MechWarrior stripped off her soiled gown and, noticing a waste receptacle in the interrogation room, threw them inside and walked naked to the shower. Mikila stood off to the side and leaned on her good left leg as the girl began rinsing off.

      The medic came out of the interrogation room with a fresh gown and, in a small sign of compassion, a tiny bar of medicinal soap. Mikila took the gown, the girl took the soap, and she washed down for several moments, scrubbing the grease and grime off her body.

      While she did, Harr returned and passed Mikila a small vial containing one small pill. This didn’t go unnoticed by the young MechWarrior, who turned off the water and approached Mikila. She bent over and wrung out her hair, and then stood, a solid twenty centimeters taller than her captor.

      “Can I have the fresh gown? Or are you gonna make me piss that one up, too?” she demanded, but Mikila could see the dread in her eyes behind her brave façade. The girl paused, and then quietly added, “I don’t know where our home base is. Honestly, I don’t,” she whispered, head down, arms held tight around her chest as she shook in fear.

      “I believe you,” said Mikila, passing her the gown. “Come.” She led the MechWarrior back into the interrogation room, and then wiggled herself onto the table—freshly cleaned of bodily fluids, she noted—while Pela, Donald, Harr, and Ghull watched quietly from the corner. Her left leg tucked under her and with her hurt right leg dangling, Mikila patted the table in front of her.

      The MechWarrior got the hint and hopped up and sat facing Mikila with her legs crisscrossed.

      “How old are you?” asked Mikila.

      “Eighteen.”

      “My Starmates told me all of you fought well. You should be proud.”

      The girl grunted. “Fat lot of good it did us.”

      Mikila smiled at that. “You have been to your group’s main base, quiaff?” At her nod, Mikila then asked, “What can you tell me about its location?”

      The girl looked away, pulled her arms tight around her fresh gown. “You said you believed me.” She looked up, her eyes beginning to water. “The machine hurts, a lot. If I knew anything, I would tell you. Please don’t put me back on it.”

      Mikila shook her head, and pulled out the vial. “This is for you.”

      “What is it?”

      “A suicide pill,” Mikila answered, and everyone in the room went very still.

      In Clan culture, when someone was captured, they transferred their loyalties over to the new Clan. It sometimes took warriors longer than lower caste members, but in the end, it was expected that nearly everyone would eventually conform and adapt to their new home. For those few who couldn’t, however, they could request bondsref, an honorable method of taking their own life that would let them die with their honor intact. It was rare, but every medical facility carried the pills nonetheless, and it was what Mikila had sent Harr to retrieve.

      “No more pain,” she said. “No more time in the brig or down in the dropship cargo bays. It can all end here, nice and quick, if you tell me about the Dark Caste’s main enclave.”

      “I’m just a MechWarrior! I don’t know its location or anything!” the girl wailed and began to sob, chest heaving as she pulled her knees up to her face.

      Mikila frowned. I believe her, but she must know something, right? She watched the young woman crying, and then, a memory surfaced: one of her best friends, Deffin, crying in the sibko showers in the exact same way, late at night when she was fourteen, and she thought no one would notice. With bases loaded, Deffin had thrown a bad pitch in an exhibition baseball game, and the opposing batter had knocked it over the back wall and into the alley behind the park. It was the one and only grand slam Deffin ever gave up.

      Deffin had kept up a good front on the ride home, but Mikila caught her crying in the showers later, her long red hair draped over her shoulders as she sobbed on the floor in embarrassment for letting the sibko down. Mikila had sat down next to her on the cold watery floor and just held her as she cried, and she resisted the urge to do so for the bandit girl now.

      A thought hit her. “Do you play baseball at your main enclave?”

      The girl’s crying tapered off, and she pulled her head up to look at Mikila with watery eyes. “W-What?”

      “Baseball? Or football, gridiron, any sport? Do you play anything?”

      “Yes?” she answered. “We like to play football.”

      “Outdoors?”

      “Yes?”

      Mikila smiled in triumph. “So, there is a breathable atmosphere?” The girl’s eyes opened wide, and Mikila reached over to shake her shoulder. “See? I knew you know a lot, we just have to sort through it.”

      For the next half-hour, Mikila asked questions, one by one. What color is the sky, what color is the dirt, what do you see when you look up at night? She slowly and methodically put together a picture the Dark Caste’s secret lair. When Ruth—Mikila had started using the prisoner’s given name at some point in the questioning, the girl responding better to it—revealed that the bandit’s home base orbited a ringed gas giant, Mikila heard an appreciative grunt from one of the bystanders, because there were not that many of those around.

      When Mikila asked if there was anyone else on the planet, Ruth answered no, but later, when she asked if there were any abandoned towns or mines, the girl perked back up. “I just remembered! There’s an old Cloud Cobra base!”

      Mikila started at this, as did the observers. “Cloud Cobras? Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” she answered. “It was all broken down and stuff, about an hour’s hike from our hangar, and my brother and I would go explore it. There was a wall with a painted symbol, you know, that big snake of theirs, and there was an old coin in the corner, like, a large one. A Trial coin, I think my dad called it? Anyway, my brother kept it, but it was a Cloud Cobra coin, I swear.”

      “Does your brother still have it?” Mikila asked without thinking.

      The girl’s eyes looked away. “My brother’s dead…” she answered quietly, then her anger grew. “Whoever was in that Warhammer killed my brother, my mom, and a whole bunch of other kids, too. My dad died piloting the Stalker, and…and I’m all that’s left.”
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