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      Valt stretched his legs and hamstrings, loosening up under the early gray sky as Tiber’s star began to peek up over the horizon. One-hundred eighty-three centimeters tall and muscular, he wore the standard workout uniform of the Clan Wolf touman, olive shorts and a black T-shirt emblazoned with the Wolf Clan insignia above his left breast and on his back.

      Stretching next to him was one of his section-mates, Amity. Slight in stature, she was much shorter than he was, barely hitting 160 centimeters. Her shoulder-length blond hair up in a ponytail, she wore a long-sleeved version of the t-shirt, but still shivered as the wind came in off the water.

      While he stretched, Valt looked out over the ocean. The local fishing boats were shrinking dots on the horizon, but the rest of the city was still slowly awakening, only a few bikes or pedestrians on the move this early in the morning. A town with few motor vehicles to begin with, none were on the street that paralleled the shoreline. A thousand meters of peace and quiet in both directions. He quirked a smile. I have no idea when or how I will make it back into a front-line unit, but this is not a bad place to serve out an exile.

      His section leader, Turner, came down the enclosed stairwell from the second-story apartment where they were all staying. A former Elemental, he was a genetically engineered mass of muscle and bulk. Two meters tall and with light tan skin, he was bald and had a thin, well-trimmed white goatee. Since his and Amity’s arrival about a week prior, Valt had learned many of the deep crevices on Turner’s crinkled face were laugh lines; he was an emotive man with a good sense of humor.

      Reaching the street, Turner closed the solid, weather-proof door behind him. Valt and Amity were living with him for the time being, the apartment taking up the entire second floor. The bottom floor consisted of two small shops: a fishing tackle and supply store and “Abigail’s Alterations.”

      Abigail was Turner’s long-time girlfriend, and both Valt and Amity were shocked when Turner first took them home to meet her. A former Elemental herself, she’d deliberately tested out of the warrior caste to become a merchant. The scientist caste approved her marriage to a freeborn fisherman with whom she had had a pair of girls—Indrus and Moira, six and four years old respectively—before he unfortunately died at sea. Never having dealt with freeborn children before, Valt was still somewhat uncomfortable around them, but by the second night, Amity and the girls took to each other as if they’d known each other for years.

      The first night they had stayed there was just Turner’s way of welcoming them to the island: as they were a full decade younger than anyone else in the unit, he wanted to ease them into the routine gently. By the third morning, Amity fit so seamlessly into Turner and Abigail’s household that they’d asked her to move in permanently. Knowing Amity was Valt’s sibkin—they’d grown up in the same training company for the past ten years—Turner and Abigail extended the offer to him as well.

      “Amity and I are running to the airfield and back, Valt. Care to accompany us?” Turner asked. The airfield was straight west of the beach, up the main avenue that bisected Casperia. The town sloped upward, away from the beach, with the airfield at the top of the ridge line that paralleled Palos’ shoreline. They were currently several blocks south of the avenue, with their Point’s garrison headquarters located between them and the intersection. It was a running route Valt enjoyed, but he had a different plan in mind.

      “Neg, thank you. I want to try and stretch out my legs today. I have run a few 10Ks since we arrived, and I think I am finally starting to adjust to this world. I was thinking of pushing for fifteen this morning.”

      Turner nodded and pointed south. “If you feel up for it, there is a roundabout a little over eight kilometers straight down this road. Here to there and back is exactly sixteen-point five.”

      “Thank you, Section Leader. I will see you in a bit, then.” With that, the three warriors separated.

      Valt easily found his rhythm—Tiber averaged twenty degrees colder than Tranquility, the world he’d grown up on, and had a thicker atmosphere. Luckily, both planets had a similar gravity, so he could maintain the same stride.

      Tiber, Valt had learned since landing about a week ago, was forty-percent surface water, with a major northern continent and several smaller southern ones. Clan Wolf owned fifty percent of the world, sharing it with Clan Hell’s Horses, a Clan the Wolves were on relatively agreeable and stable terms with. Valt and Amity had landed in Marseille, the largest city on the Wolf-owned half of the world. They had then flown south on a cargo VTOL for about six hours, landing on the island of Paros, one of the most distant Wolf enclaves.

      The major industry of the island was commercial fishing, much of the fleets and industry based on the northern half of the island, where there were sheltered harbors, deep water ports, and a series of mountains that helped protect the residents from the worst of the southernly winds.

      The island ran mostly north to south, about 100 kilometers long and half-again as wide, with the southern two-thirds rolling fields of hardy, cold-weather crops and small agricultural or fishing villages. Paros canned and shipped its fish to the rest of the world; the high nutritional content combined with the low bulk of canned goods made it a tempting target for both Trials of Possession and bandits, so the island required a garrison. With more valuable targets spread out across the planet, however, Clan Wolf could only spare an infantry Binary from a militia Cluster for its defense.

      Militia Clusters were units generally considered poorly trained, poorly equipped, and poorly motivated, full of older warriors booted from front-line Clusters who were desperate to rise back up or die trying. They were stationed on every Wolf Clan world because they were a cost-effective way to secure large stretches of land.

      The primary defenders of Tiber were some of Delta Galaxy’s front-line Clusters, but as major conflicts with the Horses were unexpected, stationing four Clusters of militia around the planet allowed the rest of Delta to be elsewhere. The island of Paros rated a Binary, with a full Star defending Volos—the largest city on the island—in the north, and the second Star spread across the rest of the middle and south.

      Battle Armor infantry were five warriors to a Point, but militias contained conventional infantry; each Point consisted of twenty-five warriors who were stationed in the next five largest towns. Casperia—population six thousand—was the southernmost of the garrisons, and thus, where he and Amity had ended up, disgraced MechWarriors booted out of their own branch to defend the furthest possible fishing village.

      Valt left town within minutes, and ran the next seven kilometers as the sky brightened, the waves crashing to his left, nothing but prairie all the way to the ridge line a kilometer inland to his right. Even as his feet and breathing settled into a steady pattern, his mind was racing, thinking about the long week since landing. The first full day had been administrative processes; on the second, they’d received their additional tasks. Amity was assigned to the armory, responsible for repairing and accounting for the Point’s weapons, a job she had thrown herself into willingly.

      As Valt and Amity both had to become proficient on every weapon system the Point possessed, they’d spent an hour or two daily at the range north of town. Valt remembered Amity had out-shot him back in their sibko days; now she was truly coming into her own, qualifying expert on every individual, crew, and support weapon they’d taken to the firing line.

      Turner had assigned Valt to assist the warrior managing the unit’s administrative tasks, but as soon as the older woman finished teaching him how to log on and manage the records on their ancient mainframe and where all the paper backups were, she seemed to vanish. Within forty-eight hours of touching down, he was in charge of all personnel actions and working directly with the Point Commander on the summer’s training schedule.

      At night, they headed back to Turner’s to have dinner with him, Abigail, and the children. The first night, Amity slept in the girl’s bedroom with the two kids doubled-up in the other bed, but by the second night, she was sharing the spare bedroom with Valt, the two of them quietly coupling as to not wake the children and then laughing hysterically as Turner and Abigail loudly and joyously began coupling in their bedroom next door.

      “Why did we bother being quiet?” Amity whispered as they lay in the blue-white moonlight, the satellite hanging low over the ocean and beaming in their window.

      So section leader no jealous, Valt replied in combat-sign—his hands casting crisp shadows as he finger-spelled “jealous,” since there was no word for it in combat-sign—when we repeat action. Amity had laughed and rolled onto him, putting words into deeds.

      The biggest surprise was that the children could sign. As Clan technology could repair hearing loss, sign language only existed among the Clans as a way for soldiers to communicate silently. It was taught to sibkos during part of their survival and tactics training, but most MechWarriors usually let their skills die after they graduated those modules. Valt had grown up with three best friends—Deffin, Tripp, and Mikila—and they’d kept using it to quietly talk among themselves as almost their own secret language.

      Valt had brought Amity back up to speed during the trip to Tiber, and they’d already seen it used around the garrison as conversational shorthand. But seeing the children use it was a surprise, even though it probably shouldn’t have been; with a former Elemental mother and her live-in infantry boyfriend, of course it stood to reason they’d picked it up. The two kids practiced nearly constantly on Valt and Amity, and the two MechWarriors had taken to signing as they spoke around the kids, helping both improve their fluency.

      Valt hit the roundabout and started heading back. It was all so…comfortable. He could still feel the ache in his heart from leaving his friends, from leaving behind piloting BattleMechs. For ten long years he’d lived and fought and bled and screwed alongside his best friends, and it was all gone in a moment during his Trial of Position. It left a gaping chasm inside him, a darkness, and he felt himself slowly healing, as if the wound was being bandaged and then healing from the inside out. But he wasn’t sure he wanted to heal—because if he did, if he did grow to like it here, what of his friends? What of his years in the sibko? Did it all mean nothing?

      His mind stayed dark and grim as he ran, but soon enough, he was back in town. About a block away from the apartment, he slowed to a walk to cool down. Passing the shops lining the street, he peered into restaurants, clothing, furniture; store after store of local merchants providing the goods Clan civilians needed, all in an economic system he barely understood. Growing up in a sibko, anything the cadets needed, their quartermasters provided. All the members of the sibko, however, were given a tiny stipend they could use at their on-base canteens for incidentals or snacks. Valt and his
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