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      Valt walked out of his barracks with his pair of Elemental escorts on his heels, but paused on the ferrocrete pad in front of the building, looking for where he was heading next.

      Literally and metaphorically, he thought.

      The ten barracks surrounded a large, grassy parade field where Valt and his fellow sibkin had assembled for the past ten years. Wolf Clan sibkos were one-hundred-strong groupings of Trueborn children assembled as a cohort at ten years old, and raised together until their twentieth birthday. At twenty, after they finished all of their other tests, they would finally test into their specific warrior subcaste to join the touman—the Wolf Clan military—as warriors. Over time, the one hundred shrank in numbers as members failed tests at various stages, and the dropouts were shunted into lower castes that better matched their aptitudes.

      The parade grounds were nearly empty now, lit in alternating bands of light and shadow as Tranquil’s setting star played hide-and-seek with the skyscrapers of Sakura City. Only about twenty twelve-year-olds were practicing martial arts on the far side of the field. On this side, however, the barracks were quiet, the four older classes still at the adoption ceremony welcoming his year-group into the warrior caste.

      Just a few hours ago, he’d won his Trial of Position, a live-fire exercise that served as the final assessment before the remaining sibko members were accepted into the Clan Wolf military. The test consisted of defeating at least one instructor-piloted ’Mech to graduate and get adopted into the warrior caste. He’d beaten his first opponent, but when he attempted to take down a second, he accidentally shot off the leg of his best friend’s ’Mech and ended his Trial in disgrace. It was an honest mistake, and while casualties were unfortunately expected during live-fire events, the penalties for negligence on the battlefield were severe: no unit wanted such a warrior on their roles.

      Every unit had holes in their rosters, and the formal Trial for Position was, besides the final pass/fail exam after ten years of training, essentially a request to fill a slot. The better a warrior’s performance in their trial, the more likely acceptance orders would come from a prestigious unit.

      From Valt’s carelessness came the ultimate humiliation: rejection, across the board. Life in the touman was simple Darwinism: Clan warriors either performed and were promoted accordingly, moving into elite units with prestigious histories, or they sank into obscurity, finding themselves bumped further and further down the line. With every Galaxy Commander passing him over, Valt had leapfrogged the entire years-long process and, despite being a MechWarrior, had received orders to report to a militia Cluster for service as a simple infantryman.

      When he’d woken up that morning, he’d anticipated he’d be celebrating graduation with his best friends Tripp, Deffin, and Mikila now. Everything he’d worked for and wanted in life was gone, his immediate future reduced to the choice of “walk to the truck” or “get thrashed by a two-hundred-kilogram Elemental, thrown into shackles, and then tossed into the truck.”

      His escorts turned right and headed west, toward a small cargo truck idling at the corner. He was surprised to see one of his sibmates, Amity, solemnly throwing her duffle bags into the cargo bed. Both wore the olive undress uniform of the Wolf Clan, olive pants and jacket over a brown t-shirt, with the trim and reinforced knees, elbows, and shoulders all a light brown. Most importantly, he noticed she had a red daggerstar—an eight-pointed star with the bottom point elongated—pinned above her left breast. It was the caste symbol of a warrior; he wore an identical one, the red indicating they were MechWarriors. Why is she here if she also passed?

      As a Trueborn, every member of Valt’s sibko was genetically enhanced to maximize human potential: Valt was tall for twenty, and, after ten years of training and exercises readying him to join the Wolf Clan touman, supremely fit and muscular. Amity was almost his complete opposite, a petite woman with shoulder-length blond hair.

      One of her escorts was already in the truck’s cab; another silently watched her work. By the time Valt arrived, she’d already clambered up. She turned around, grabbed his bags as he passed them up, placed them with hers in the front of the bed, and gave him a hand to pull him up. The escorts slammed the tailgate, and one of his joined hers in the cab while the other two walked away.

      Valt sat on one of the wooden troop benches lining both sides of the bed, Amity sitting opposite him, and leaned back, enjoying the fresh air as the truck began moving. Tranquil was a pleasant world over most of its surface, only bitterly cold in the arctics and the mountains. He kept his black hair just long enough to rustle in the wind, and had been told more than once by former lovers that the scientists that’d created him had thrown in a double-handful of handsome. He turned to Amity, who looked borderline terrified, and was doing a poor show of hiding it.

      “What happened, Amity? Why are you here?” Valt asked. He knew everyone in his sibko; while he mostly worked and trained alongside his three best friends, classes over the years had ensured he’d been paired and trained with everyone in the sibko at least once.

      “Because my Trial of Position went like yours,” she said quietly. “I both passed and failed.” She bit her lower lip, looking as if she was going to cry, then shook her head. She turned toward him, her bright blue eyes piercing. “I guess I should thank you. Even though I passed, they were still going to make me test down to an armor or infantry unit—maybe even boot me to the technician caste! When my lead trainer heard you were still certified as a MechWarrior despite getting sent to a militia, he fought hard to get me the same punishment.”

      Valt stared at her for long seconds, then turned away. For ten long years he had trained to become a MechWarrior and take BattleMechs into combat. Eight to twelve meters tall, up to 100 tons of walking armor and weapons, BattleMechs were the ultimate instrument of war, and piloting one was the pinnacle of achievement for any sibko cadet. He took a second to regain his composure—he was pretty sure his brain was still in shock, and he was thankful of it, unsure how he’d be handling the situation otherwise—then looked back at her. “I am sorry, Amity, I was told I am going to an infantry platoon.”

      She nodded. “Me too, but—” she tapped her daggerstar, “—we go as MechWarriors. That still means something, quiaff?” Her lower lip began to tremble, and Valt smiled with a confidence he wasn’t one-hundred percent sure he felt.

      “Damn right it does.”

      She smiled back at this, and they both leaned back against their rails, watching the city go by. He flicked his eyes towards Amity, and then away again. The unknown is a lot less forbidding, he thought, with a friend by your side.

      
        * * *

      

      Within ten minutes, they were in front of an aerodyne-shaped Buccaneer-class cargo Dropship, one of the most dependable, prolific cargo haulers across Clan Space. Valt searched his memory on its capacities. A…dozen crew, I think, but no marines?

      Various clouds of gases and steams hissed from the Buccaneer, with only a couple crew members and a single forklift moving cargo; clearly, this was a ship about to depart.

      The truck pulled up to a ramp and stopped. The driver, a large, dark-skinned Elemental, thumped the outside of the door to get their attention. “Get out. That is your ride.”

      “Where is it taking us?” Amity asked as Valt unlatched the tailgate. He leaped down and started stacking the duffle bags to the side as she passed them to him. Amity looked at the driver, who stared at her in the side mirror.

      “I don’t care,” the Elemental said. Amity flinched at the contraction, and Valt didn’t do the same only because he was so surprised. Contractions were almost unheard of in Clan space, using them implied a laziness about language and a thoughtless person, one who spoke before thinking. To use a contraction deliberately when speaking to someone was an insult most dire, a statement that the insulted were of so little value the speaker saw no reason to even use proper speech while talking to them.

      Most Clan warriors would have immediately challenged her at the offense, and Valt quickly calculated the odds. He saw Amity get a pained look on her face; she didn’t want to challenge the Elemental, but her honor demanded a response.

      “Let it go—she did it to rile you,” he said quietly. “Wherever that ship is taking us, it is away from here, quiaff? We graduated as warriors, and that is what is important.” Amity looked up and him and smiled slightly, then threw her duffle bags over her shoulders.

      “A wise philosophy,” said the other Elemental who had come up behind them. “Larissa would have flattened you both, and you have a promise to keep.”

      Valt smiled broadly. Before he left the barracks, he’d ran into his three best friends: Tripp, Deffin, and Mikila. After telling them he’d passed the final Trial as a MechWarrior, he had also informed them he was getting banished to a militia Cluster. He then reminded them that all he had to do was capture an enemy BattleMech and he could rejoin them in a front-line unit. Deffin had then kissed him deeply, telling him in a no-nonsense way she was holding him to that promise and to grab her something big.

      “Aff, there is that,” he replied.

      Reaching into a pocket, the Elemental pulled out data chips and passed them to Amity and Valt. “These are your orders and travel authorizations. Because this was the first DropShip departing with militia cargo, you are now assigned to the Thirteenth Militia Cluster, stationed on Tiber. You will receive arms and equipment when you get there. Your identity chips are pre-loaded with your travel stipend, in case you need to purchase incidentals along the way.”

      “Thank you,” Valt said, then tilted his head. “As I recall, however, the Buccaneer has no passenger accommodations. Is this a modified variant?”

      The Elemental snorted. “You are still thinking like a MechWarrior. You are in the infantry now, Warrior Valt. We ride in the cargo bay, and if we are supremely lucky, it is both pressurized and heated.”

      Valt’s eyes widened at that, and he could see a look of sheer terror on Amity’s face.

      The Elemental laughed as he slammed the tailgate up, secured it, and started walking toward his seat. He turned to give them one last look. “Welcome to the real touman. Dress warm.”

      
        * * *

      

      Mikila raised her glass and howled in delight as the music hit a crescendo, the bar around her crowded, hot, and steamy, the air thick with anticipation. She swayed her hips in time with the music, eyes closed, glass over her head, near the wall next to the small, circular table she and her friends had claimed. One hundred and sixty centimeters tall, she kept her head shaved bald, and was still mostly in her ceremonial dress uniform, dancing in her black leather pants and a sports bra. Nearly everyone had shucked their heavy leather jackets onto tables and stools, the crowd a mix of undershirts, brassieres, and rock-hard abs, all grinding against each other on the dance floor or around the room.

      Named Taking Fire, the establishment was a wing off another, larger multi-purpose facility, consisting of a dance floor, the main
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