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      For a thousand years, humanity spread out among the stars, occupying every corner of space it could reach, and calling this domain “The Inner Sphere.” Great Houses fought for control of colonized planets in new versions of old feudal systems. Eventually, the primary weapon of war used to protect or attack each world was the BattleMech, an enormous, walking machine of war, strong as a small army, and powerful enough that a company of them could control an entire planet.

      For centuries, the Great Houses jockeyed for power in the Inner Sphere. Terra—the cradle of civilization—was kept safe by the Star League Defense Force, the largest army ever assembled. After a vicious, bloody civil war left the SLDF without political power behind it, and its leaders afraid they would be used to harm humanity, SLDF Commanding General Aleksandr Kerensky took his forces on a mass exodus beyond the borders of known space in 2784. It seemed they would never be seen in the Inner Sphere again.

      After settling on their own worlds hundreds of light-years away, these exiles fought a costly civil war of their own. During that conflict, Aleksandr’s son, Nicholas, organized his loyalists into twenty Clans, all founded on revering might and a warrior’s mentality as their most important trait. In the aftermath, the Clans rearranged their new society into brutal caste systems, and a culture that valued strength above all else. For many of these Clans, the ultimate goal was to return to the Inner Sphere and become the defenders of humanity by taking back Terra from the decadent Great Houses and establishing a new Star League Defense Force.

      Hundreds of years passed, and the growth of the Clans was unknown to the Great Houses, all of whom were still vying for power in war after war. After the Fourth Succession War, the Draconis Combine, run by the Great House Kurita, granted freedom to its secessionist Rasalhague Military District. On 13 March 3034, the Free Rasalhague Republic was born. With a strong rebellious streak and an independently minded culture, the people of the Free Rasalhague Republic created a unique government, with a parliament electing a prince as their leader—which citizens voted to approve. They balanced their economic and military powers with the needs of the people, a one-of-a-kind political experiment based on old Terran democratic ideals. Unfortunately, this experiment would not last long.

      In 3049, the Clans invaded the Inner Sphere. Some of the first attacks were launched against the Free Rasalhague Republic.

      Against all odds, ComStar—operators of the Inner Sphere-wide hyperpulse generator communications network—halted the Clan invasion before it could reach Terra. The Clans agreed to stop advancing for 15 years, but worlds already claimed (like those in the Free Rasalhague Republic) remained occupied. Many Rasalhagian systems had been conquered by elements of Clan Ghost Bear, one of the original twenty Clans, and a key participant in the Clan Invasion.

      Founded by Hans Ole Jorgensson and Sandra Tseng, elite warriors who were also husband and wife, Clan Ghost Bear was founded on different ideals than the rest. Where other Clans eschewed attachments and relationships, focusing purely on the survival of the fittest, the Ghost Bears had a more familial view of their fellow Clan members. This helped them fit in better with Rasalhague culture than any of the other Clans would have—but still not enough to blend seamlessly.

      For a time, the Ghost Bears subjugated the people of Rasalhague as spoils of war, transforming their occupation zone, the region once known as the Free Rasalhague Republic, into the Ghost Bear Dominion. Fissures between the Ghost Bears and the independent people of Rasalhague escalated, but in 3070, under common threat from external foes, the long, messy process of negotiation to join both cultures together began. Thirty years of protests, riots, conflagrations, disagreements, and votes finally formed the Rasalhague Dominion: a blended society that allowed Clan Ghost Bear to maintain military control, and the free people of Rasalhague to maintain civilian control. Together, they all voted on important issues and granted rights to citizens unheard of to those living under the boots of other Clans.

      Naturally, war hastened the process of integration. The weakened state of the Ghost Bear military touman in the face of so many foes, fighting wars against Clan Nova Cat and the Draconis Combine, led to allowing the civilians a greater say in military matters.

      While life was better for those civilians living alongside Clan Ghost Bear, life in the Inner Sphere was never easy. Like any democratic republic, politics often got ugly, and tempers flared. Over the years, they ebbed and flowed, but as decades passed, the Ghost Bears and the Rasalhagians were able to unite in the expansion of their territory. The Rasalhague Dominion grew, encompassing planets of rival Clans on one side, and the Draconis Combine on the other, as well as other worlds, bringing its own unique political ideals to each world as they went.

      For the most part, they remained isolated from the politics of the Inner Sphere, though they were still affected by its major events. In 3132, they were hit by the great blackout in what came to be known as the Dark Age just like everyone else. The hyperpulse generator network—the system that allowed for faster-than-light communication from one side of the Inner Sphere to the other—collapsed under mysterious circumstances. The Republic of the Sphere, a new great power that controlled Terra, walled itself off from the predations of the remaining Clans. While other Clans in the Inner Sphere jockeyed for a chance to take Terra and become the ilClan, the Clan above all others, the Ghost Bears did not participate, dealing instead with their own matters at home.

      Control of Terra would pose a difficult problem for those who followed the old ways of the Clans. It was said that the Clan who captured Terra would permanently become the ilClan, and its leader would become the ilKhan, Khan of all Khans. They would establish a new Star League and become the defenders of all humanity, ruling every Clan. But for the Ghost Bears, who had spent a hundred years becoming one with the Rasalhague Dominion, what did that rule mean? Would those old ways still have sway?

      And for the people of Rasalhague, who now had a say in how the Clan operated, who could now test into the Clan, potentially have their genetics added to the Clan bloodlines, and fight beside the trueborn heirs of Clan Ghost Bear—how could their standing army leave to fight a war under the command of some other government?

      One thing was for sure as the Bard said: as with true love, the course of politics never did run smooth...
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      As a freeborn, Cadet Strider had everything to prove and even more to lose. He’d made it as far as he could, and all he had to do was win. If he lost, he’d flunk out and test right back down to a civilian caste and never get into a ’Mech again, just like his mother had. He couldn’t think of a worse outcome.

      As ever, that was an uphill battle. This time in a blizzard. Accordingly, he navigated his Grizzly up the mountain in the middle of the snowy training area at top speed, hoping to get the drop on his fellow sibcadets.

      He liked the Grizzly, but there were other ’Mechs he loved more. The Grizzly wasn’t as fast as he liked, but it was agile enough for a 70-ton ’Mech. For the scrimmage, the Ursari hadn’t equipped it with any missiles or Gauss ammo, leaving it with only its pulse lasers, one of each power capacity. That meant he didn’t have to worry about calculating ammo, and he was lethal at any range.

      “Strider, this is Dixon. We’re taking fire at the foothill. Are you on the flank yet?”

      “Coming around,” he said, watching the dots on his heads-up display sparkle with the firefight. Though Dixon was the leader, it was Strider who had suggested the plan and flanking maneuver. And if he didn’t come through, he would never live it down.

      There he saw the three remaining ’Mechs of the opposing Star, each piloted by fellow sibmates, but he didn’t know who. He was part of a large class, and didn’t know everyone, but even if he did, instructors kept the opponents anonymous to keep sibmates from preying on each other with intimate knowledge. The three enemy ’Mechs, a Grizzly, a Viper OmniMech, and an Ursus II, all had their backs to him.

      They’d been instructed to fight as though the honorable rules of zellbrigen did not exist, to fight like the Inner Sphere rather than the Clans. Shooting an enemy ’Mech in the back was expected of him at that point, but the others were so deep in Clan thinking, they’d never expect it.

      On the other side of the skirmish line were the other two remaining ’Mechs from his Star. Dixon’s Kuma and Ingrid’s Mad Dog Mk III, both exchanging powered-down laser fire and salvos of missiles with the enemy—at least the lighter ’Mechs got to keep their depowered missiles. Since it was a scrimmage, their computers would approximate damage and disable appropriate systems when it had determined they’d taken enough hits, using heaters to bring cockpit temperatures in line with what they’d actually experience in real battle. The smoke behind the missiles blew away quickly, and the missiles themselves struggled in the stiff wind. The lasers lit up the field between them in a rainbow of greens, blues, and violets.

      Coming quickly into range of the Viper—a medium ’Mech riding high on chicken legs, with a vulture’s nose under its cockpit and bulky arms that terminated in threatening-looking fists—Strider fired his heavy and medium pulse lasers into its back, sending his cockpit temperature surging. At full power, the heavier beam would have sliced right across the back of the Viper, and the thinner beams would have bored a searing hole into the right side of its torso.

      They must have done enough damage for the computer, though.

      “Ha!” Dixon shouted. “You did it!”

      Glancing at the readouts across his HUD, Strider saw the Viper’s red blip disappear. It had stopped firing. Stopped moving. In fact, it looked like it had powered down completely. He had done it!

      Elation filled him first, then came the wave of confidence. Sure, the others had ground the Viper down first, but making the kill shot felt good.

      Dixon’s mirth turned quickly to panic. “Oh, no. It is gonna be all on you, Stri⁠—”

      Dixon’s comms cut out and the blue dot of his Kuma vanished. Glancing over the hills swirling with snow, Strider watched Dixon’s Kuma freeze up and fall over; he didn’t keep his balance on the uneven terrain when the training computers shut him down.

      “Ingrid, how are you holding up?”

      “I still have fight left in me.”

      “Aff,” he said, pleased. That meant he could leave the Mad Dog Mk III to duke it out with the opposing Grizzly and Ursus II while he made his move.

      The Ursus II, a medium-sized ’Mech 20 tons lighter than his Grizzly and shaped like a rounded Terran bear, was next in his sights. He focused on it, hoping the others had taken off enough of its armor for him to bring it to its knees quickly.

      He fired, his lasers brightening his viewscreen, but the smaller lasers missed completely. His large pulse laser tagged the Ursus’ left arm at the elbow joint, and if his luck held, he’d done enough damage to keep it immobile and the weapons it held useless. Anything he could do to whittle away at their ability to fight back was going to help.

      The enemy Ursus II and the Grizzly both fired on his sibmate Ingrid’ Mad Dog Mk III, but she was out of range and their shots missed, vanishing into the blizzard’s abyss.

      Then the Ursus II spun to face Strider, which he expected. It was never good to let a ’Mech, especially one as tough as a Grizzly, stay in your six for very long. Maybe it was just them being a rookie, or maybe it was the chaos of the battle, but that Ursus II pilot was probably going to get chewed out by their Ursari for it.

      Its missiles and lasers lashed out at Strider, and his own pulse lasers lanced back across the distance in response. His damage indicators flashed from
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