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        NADIR JUMP POINT

        UNNAMED SYSTEM

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        11 MAY 3048

      

      

      Star Commander Mikila floated in the Carrhae’s forward BattleMech bay, waiting for her Star to arrive. Only one hundred and sixty centimeters tall, she was wiry, kept her head shaved bald, and almost her entire right side of her body was encased in medical wraps and braces. Her right arm was slung over her simple green jumpsuit, her uniform only adorned with the Epsilon Galaxy insignia on a shoulder, the rank on her collar, and the red daggerstar over her left breast worn by MechWarriors.

      Mikila was both excited and anxious to introduce herself to her subordinates: while she already knew some, this would still be their first interaction with her as their commander. Her deputy, Point Commander Harr, assured her they all knew how she’d come by her injuries. Because Clan society conducted Trials by combat for promotions, injuries were often viewed as telltale signs of weakness. However, Mikila’s battle to take command of the Star had resulted in her killing her opponent, while nearly suffering the same fate herself. To challenge me while injured is considered dishonorable, and the fact I am still alive and Boyd is not should give anyone striving to replace me second thoughts.

      Up to this point, her injuries had kept her separated from her Star as she continued to heal on the Marietta, the other DropShip attached to the Cameron-class Battlecruiser Mother Jocasta. The Jocasta’s commander, Ship Captain Leroux, had ordered Harr to accompany her at all times in case of emergency; even though both Mikila and the 197-centimeter-tall Harr usually found it simpler to just carry her everywhere, she hadn’t wanted to meet her Star while being hauled around like an invalid.

      Once the Jocasta reached the JumpPoint and switched over to station keeping drives, however, Mikila no longer had to be carried. Though she still had to be careful and mind her mending bones, her functional left hand and leg were more than enough to propel her along the corridors. More than enough for more than just propulsion, in fact: while Clans discouraged permanent relationships and considered coupling just a fun, physical activity, Harr was very much one of her favorite partners. While still able to conduct a few sexual activities with Harr and Tripp—her cabinmate and friend for more than a decade—it wasn’t until the Jocasta hit the JumpPoint that she’d been able to fully participate again.

      I think I surprised Harr with my eagerness, she thought as she floated, a slight smile on her face. But Great Kerensky, did I need that. Zero-gravity coupling required the partners to tether themselves to secure objects, and between the newness of the experience and her pent-up desires, their coupling had been enthusiastic. She saw the hatch at the bay’s lower level open, and wiped the smiled from her face. Here we go.

      The Carrhae was a Broadsword-class aerodyne-style Dropship capable of carrying a full Star of BattleMechs. Four ’Mechs were carried in the laterally mounted double-BattleMech bays, and her Warhammer 6Rb was secured in the nose-mounted bay. The nose ’Mech bay was connected to the main bays amidships by a 3-by-3-meter-wide corridor, with solid blast doors at both ends. Her three Points of Elementals lived in containerized quarters in the main cargo bay on the upper deck, but kept their battle armor in the main bays with the BattleMechs. The MechWarriors had their own berths—two to a cabin and her with her own, though she hadn’t moved in yet—along with their galley and simulator room on the deck above the corridor. That way, if they needed to scramble, they could run straight out of the cabins and onto the catwalks level with their BattleMech’s cockpits.

      Once the corridor blast door opened, her Star began to float in. She could have set the meeting in the ready room, or anywhere where everyone could strap in, but she wanted to see everyone maneuver in zero gravity.

      The first one through the door, as she expected, was Harr, leading his point of four Elementals. As the Senior Point Commander in the Star, he was her deputy, and his face was serious as they moved almost as one into the ’Mech bay. Clambering over the restraints holding her Warhammer in place and the BattleMech itself, the fifteen Elementals quickly arrayed themselves in three floating rows in front of her, one floating behind and slightly above the other, so they could all see her.

      She nodded at their professionalism. Several weeks earlier, she’d participated in zero-gravity combat training, and Mikila had seen first-hand how well Elementals could move in three-dimensional space.

      Next came the four MechWarriors. First was Luther, who’d come over to this Star from Zenobia’s. He was a thin, whiny man who had finally started to pipe down and fight better; next was Ianos, a thirty-five-year-old short-haired blond man; Axmel, an ebony man of indeterminate age, but with close-cropped hair of pure white; and then Márcia, a dark brown woman about Mikila’s height, with a long black braid that brushed her calves.

      All the MechWarriors but Márcia deeply sighed and started working their way toward her, moving with various amounts of confidence and speed. Márcia, however, pulled a small weight out of her pocket and clasped it to the end of her braid. Then, kicking off the floor with a violence that surprised Mikila, she weaved in, out, and around the struts, braces, and ’Mech, bouncing, kicking, and sliding through holes where Mikila was certain she’d would get stuck. Catching and tossing her weighted braid to slow or generate velocity, Márcia worked her way up to the group with a gracefulness and speed Mikila had never seen before, floating to a gentle stop right next to Bella.

      “Show-off,” the Elemental grumbled, bouncing her elbow into Márcia’s side and making the MechWarrior laugh and drift slightly. All around the group, Mikila saw comfortable smiles and the easy camaraderie of a unit that already had started figuring each other out.

      A good base to work with, she thought, keeping the smile off her face. Harr glanced at the Point Commanders and MechWarriors, and without a word spoken, the group quickly grew quiet and still.

      “The Star is formed, Star Commander,” Harr stated formally, and Mikila nodded as nineteen sets of eyes studied her and her injuries, all of them aware of the battle she fought and won against an opponent far more massive.

      “I know many of you already,” she said, “but it is nice to finally meet you as a unit. I am Star Commander Mikila, and I am your new commander.”
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        * * *

      

      For the first few days, she was only supervising her Star’s exercises in the simulators. With her right arm and leg still braced and her ribs bandaged up, Tripp continued to help her get dressed every morning in the small cabin they shared on the Marietta. He, along with Valt and Deffin, were Mikila’s best friends in the sibko growing up. She’d known him since they were ten, and even though he was now assigned to Star Commander Zenobia’s Star as her deputy, she was certain his constant, comforting presence had helped her recover just as much as the Clan’s medical technology had.

      But on the fifteenth, doctors finally removed her hard casts and put on soft ones. Cautioning that she still needed about ten more days to fully heal, she was now approved for light activities. With that, she packed up her few small possessions and, with Tripp floating behind her, moved from the Marietta to the Carrhae.

      Mikila pushed the hatch in and floated into her new cabin. There was a bunk on the left that folded up into the wall and a small locker on the right, next to a tiny desk with drawers.

      “What is this, two-by-three meters? I think there is more room in the brig if you want to move in there,” Tripp joked, putting her bag into the locker.

      “But it is mine,” she said, relishing the last word. “Tell me you do not enjoy coupling with Zenobia in her own private cabin?” At Tripp’s nonchalant shrug, she laughed. “Close the hatch, Tripp. Help me christen my new cabin.”

      He smiled. “As ordered, Star Commander.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, they floated naked above her bunk, the tethers gently pulling them back to the mattress when they drifted too far away. Mikila played with his hair while he rested, their bodies tangled together. She remembered the first night in her cabin after her Trial of Position, Tripp holding her through the nightmares that woke her up every few hours.

      The nightmares disappeared after a few days, she recalled. Is that because of our training, or something in our genetic sequence? If I ever meet a scientist, I will have to remember to ask them.

      “Thank you,” she whispered to Tripp.

      “You are most welcome,” he quietly replied, “but by my count, should you not be thanking me one or two more times?”

      She laughed. “No, not just for the coupling. I mean for everything. You have always been there, and even though we are just in separate Stars, I knew this day would eventually come. Now that it is here, I just want to hold you a little longer, you know?”

      He gently pulled her tighter to him. “I do. I finally understand love, I think.”

      Her head whipped up hard enough that she sent them into a slight tumble that the tethers eventually corrected. “Love?”

      He laughed. “Not in the romantic, poetic way. I do not want to run away with you to an apartment on Strana Mechty. But an unspoken companionship, a deep friendship that binds two people together? That, I finally understand. If that is part of love, then I guess part of me loves you. I will miss you, Mikila.”

      She felt tears leak out and float away, small, perfect spheres of salt water on course to impact with her ceiling.

      “Damn medicine messes up my emotions,” she growled, wiping her eyes. Mikila tucked her head into his shoulder. “I thought we all agreed love was for ‘freebirths, poets, and other scum’,” she whispered, quoting the agreement she, Valt, Deffin, and Tripp had all made in their early teens.

      “Aye, we did, Star Commander,” he quietly replied in the fake buccaneer accent he occasionally liked to use, “but you be forgetting we pirates be the scummiest of the scum.”

      She snorted a laugh, and pulled him tighter. “Just…stay with me a little longer.”

      “I will.”
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        * * *

      

      Mikila had seen little of Tripp since then, focused on training her new Star to fight together. With the soft casts on—still with small medical devices woven in and readouts blinking data she didn’t understand—she was finally, finally able to get back into the simulator herself, stiffly piloting her Warhammer 6Rb alongside her Star as they practiced fighting in terrain simulating the world the prisoners had described.

      Her Star, she discovered, did not need her to come in as a taskmaster. The three Elemental Point commanders and Luther had fought together for years, and the three other MechWarriors had fought alongside each other against the dark caste on the pirate moon, so everyone trusted the other members. She only had to take these two separate circles of trust and merge them together, which grew easier every day as they trained, reviewed, and trained again in the simulators.

      Each Star got several hours every other day on one of the Jocasta’s two grav rings, for exercise and to stay accustomed to gravity. She tried swimming, but quickly discovered her arm and leg were not quite healed enough yet. She swallowed her pride, checked in with the medics to confirm she hadn’t done
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