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      The simulated sandstorm raged against Mikila’s viewscreen, obscuring almost all of her vision and making her BattleMech’s sensors nearly useless, and yet, she was excited.

      We are winning!

      It was a feeling that had eluded her and her Starmates for so long, but had become more and more tangible over the past few days.

      Ninety-six hours ago, Mikila and her commander, Star Commander Zenobia, had fought a Trial of Position, each one frustrated with the other’s actions. They had brawled in the circular simulator room, Mikila about to put Zenobia down to the deck, but a ship-wide fire drill interrupted it. There wasn’t really room in the Clans’ “might makes right” culture for draws, so the Star Commander technically won the challenge and kept her position.

      However, both had gained a measure of the other. Mikila now understood Zenobia’s goals for herself and the Star, while the Star Commander, in turn, appointed Mikila deputy Star Commander before she passed out. To that end, while Zenobia rested in sickbay for a day, Mikila ran the rest of the Star through a series of teamwork exercises in the simulators, starting with small battle drills and moving up to more complicated training.

      At first, two of her Starmates complained: Luther, a thin, whiny man in his late thirties, and Edie, a heavyset thirty-nine-year-old woman, both seemingly losing their motivation over the years. But Mikila broke them up, keeping Luther for her to sheepdog and giving the Edie to the final member of the Star, Tripp, one of her three best friends since childhood. The other two best friends, Deffin and Valt, were both in different units now, but Tripp and Mikila—both twenty years old, and fresh off earning their positions as MechWarriors a few months prior—were still side-by-side, and she’d known they could pull the Star together.

      And it was working. Zenobia, damn her to the hells, had hit the nail on the head: Mikila herself was the problem. Not her, per se, but her relationship with Tripp. They instantly knew what the other was thinking; they could silently combat-sign back and forth without the others knowing what they were saying—though signing was coming back to the entire Star—and they knew, within a heartbeat, what the other would do in battle. After ten years together, it was as instinctual as breathing—and Zenobia, before their fight, had called Mikila out on it.

      Mikila—and to a lesser extent, Tripp—had been ignoring the rest of the Star, so of course Zenobia had gotten frustrated watching Luther and Edie backslide after all the effort she’d put into their training. Mikila thought Zenobia had no idea how to lead, and Zenobia naturally saw Mikila’s attitude as a challenge to her authority. So, in true Clan fashion, the two warriors had decided to fight it out instead of talking it through.

      Yet, after they both beat some sense into each other, it was all coming together. For two days, the training scenarios generally consisted of the Starmates working in pairs. Because Epsilon was a second-line Galaxy, Mikila had assumed Luther and Edie were lousy MechWarriors, and was surprised to find out otherwise. She still had issues with their personalities; but because they had years more experience than she did, they could place shots effortlessly, keep their ’Mechs standing after taking hits that often sent her and Tripp to the ground, and could tell her what the computer-generated enemies might be doing based on their experience.

      Zenobia had healed enough to join them on the third day, taking over and leading them through basic drills again, the five finally coming together as a team. They’d beaten their first scenario handily, fighting five lighter ’Mechs standing on a ridge line in clear weather.

      For this latest scenario, Zenobia had pulled up the one that stymied them four days prior.

      The world they were heading to, Roche, was often whipped with vicious sandstorms, so this scenario featured double their number in enemies, on a ridge, in a storm. And unlike the last time they had run it, they were winning.

      Nearly won, in fact. Zenobia had gone left in her Thunderhawk, following Tripp’s Warhammer IIC and Edie’s Coyotl Prime; Mikila had Luther tight on her right flank in his ancient Ymir 3A, with her leading him up the ridge in her Warhammer 6Rb. Her ’Mech was an essentially extinct variant of the venerable Warhammer, a tough old beast that could give and take a surprising amount of damage.

      As she swung her targeting pips onto her opponent, a Guillotine, she noticed a smaller ’Mech scurrying off to the side. “Luther, that Sentinel is trying to flank us. Nail it. I will tangle with the big guy.”

      “As ordered,” he answered. His 90-ton Ymir was over twice the weight of his 40-ton opponent, and while Ymirs were considered under-gunned for an assault ’Mech, under-gunned was still twice as many weapons as the Sentinel carried. Luther fired the large lasers that made up the bottom half of each of his arms, and slabs of armor melted off the enemy ’Mech.

      Mikila left them to their fight; of the ten opponents, they had already put down four, with the 70-ton Guillotine and an 80-ton Thug the heaviest of the remaining opponents. The Guillotine raised the extended-range large laser in its left arm toward her and fired, the red beam melting armor off her left arm.

      She returned fire, her twin PPCs lashing out in azure blasts to take the Guillotine in the upper right shoulder. Before the Guillotine could fire again, however, a pair of Gauss slugs screamed in from the left, slamming the enemy BattleMech in the center torso and the right leg. The Guillotine fell, crashing down on its left side, and then immediately started scrambling back up to its feet.

      “Mikila, get in close, but keep an eye on Luther,” Zenobia said. “If that Sentinel tries to flank, help him put it down.”

      Mikila’s 360-degree monitor showed the Thunderhawk already turning towards another opponent. “Aff, Star Commander,” she replied, pushing her Warhammer into a run. Normally, Clan warriors fought one-on-one duels; Zenobia’s interference would result in the battle becoming a grand melee, everyone shooting at everyone. In this case, however, the scenario was designed as a grand melee to test the Star’s cooperation, and Mikila was elated.

      She is finally able to watch, command, and assist because we are finally working as a Star! As Zenobia guessed, the Sentinel raced in behind the Ymir, which opened up its back to Mikila. She separated her targeting pips and swung the arm-pip over it. She fired both of her PPCs, and the Sentinel staggered from the hit.

      “Thank you, I can take it from here,” Luther announced, planting his ’Mech’s feet and launching an alpha strike, unleashing all of his weapons into the lighter ’Mech. Mikila saw the Sentinel fall and then explode out of the corner of her eye as she noticed the Guillotine had finally stood and was aiming at her. Her targeting pips were still laid on it and flashing gold, so she squeezed the auxiliary-interlock trigger to fire all of her secondary weapons.

      The Guillotine fired simultaneously, the two ’Mechs washing each other with medium lasers; additionally, the enemy ’Mech’s large laser sliced across her center torso to carve a deep gash while her twin small lasers burned holes into its upper right thigh. Her twin machine guns sent small pieces of armor flying, and then both BattleMechs let loose their six-pack of short-range missiles. Her six all hit the torso; two of them flew into holes on the center torso to damage the Guillotine’s engine and gyro, and the rest tore up armor. She saw it falling, again, as her ’Mech rocked from the impacts—arms, torso, and then one missile caught a thermal and scooted up, slamming directly into her cockpit.

      In real battle, a missile strike like that could send shrapnel ricocheting around the cockpit. One of the reasons the coolant suits Clan Wolf MechWarriors wore contained woven ballistic aramid was to provide a slight measure of protection against such injuries. The simulator, instead, used pistons to shake the pod and slam her head to the side, making her bite her cheek hard enough to draw blood.

      “That made me bleed, you computer-generated son of a bitch!” she snapped, and the frequency burst out in laughter.

      We have never laughed as a Star before, she thought, and felt a warm glow inside. Finally.

      “Shall I avenge ye, matey?” Tripp called out in the theatrical pirate voice he sometimes affected, and she laughed.

      “The hell?” asked Zenobia.

      Mikila sighed dramatically. “That is Pirate Tripp, ignore him. No, this simulated surat is mine.” She squeezed her main interlock and a thumb nub to fire both PPCs and her medium lasers directly into its chest, coring it completely. “Star Commander, who needs assistance?”

      There was a pause. “No one, MechWarrior. We are victorious.”

      Mikila sagged in her chair for a moment, and then joined in the cheers and whoops breaking out across the common frequency. We are victorious!

      Then, a quiet voice: “Uh, Star Commander, I am getting readings from the south,” said Edie.

      “Impossible,” said Zenobia. “I only programmed in ten opponents.”

      A warning chime sounded, and Mikila looked at a secondary monitor. “No, Star Commander, I have them too,” she said. “Looks like ten, maybe? Coming straight at us?”

      Zenobia growled. “I am locked out of the computer! Someone is on the outside panel, messing with us! Let me pop my hatch and⁠—”

      “You are correct, Star Commander, I am out here,” a rich baritone voce said over the system’s intercom, and Mikila flinched in surprise.

      “Star Captain?” Zenobia said, clearly as surprised as Mikia was. Star Captain Ghull was almost fifty, an almost unheard-of age for an active warrior. He was a wickedly lethal fighter, and his decades of experience made him a wise and thoughtful commander.

      “Aff, Star Commander. Well done, all of you. Now…” he said, and Mikila’s pod flickered for a second; when it stabilized, everyone was in the same positions, but all of their damage was repaired and their ammo bins were topped off. “Do it again.”

      “As ordered, Star Captain,” Zenobia said with enthusiasm. “Star, form up on me.”

      Mikila’s mouth pulled into a tight, feral smile. We can do this!
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        * * *

      

      Once the unexpected battle was over, Mikila excitedly unhooked her neurohelmet from her coolant vest and stowed it in the simulation pod’s niche. One hundred and sixty centimeters tall, she was often underestimated for her size, opponents not knowing she was wiry and fast. She wiped the sweat off her face and bald head with a towel and was smiling broadly as she opened the simulator’s hatch. The Star Captain had increased the difficulty of the enemies—the Guillotine getting upgraded to a Guillotine IIC had been a nasty surprise—but the Star still managed to eke out a win.

      Everyone managed to get at least one kill before they died. The enemy took down Edie quickly, then shifted fire toward Luther. However, Zenobia ordered him to hold his position, soaking up damage meant for Mikila, which allowed Mikila to destroy the Guillotine IIC, then an enemy Warhammer. In total, Edie, Luther, and Mikila killed four enemies before they fell. While normally a cockpit went black when the computer registered the ’Mech as destroyed, the Star Captain enabled their monitors and allowed them to watch the end of the battle.

      Mikila shook her head in admiration as she watched her best friend standing alongside Star Commander Zenobia, the two of them killing the last six enemies together. Tripp was lashing out in every direction, unerringly accurate with his 80-ton Warhammer IIC’s PPCs, while
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