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      In 2004, I was at the Essen Game Fair, working with the great Fantasy Productions crew. (After the close of FASA Corporation in early 2001, Fantasy Productions formed FanPro US and acquired the license from WizKids to continue tabletop game and fiction publication; I was employed as the FanPro US BattleTech Line Developer from 2001 through 2007, while working many of those years also full-time for WizKids.)

      I was feeling pretty good. We’d published numerous BattleTech sourcebooks by this point, including a new Technical Readout, keeping the line alive and starting to grow it again. And we were starting to work on the material that eventually would see publication in the Dawn of the Jihad sourcebook, which would launch the line into a whole new era.

      During a long, relaxing evening there, we began talking more and more about fiction and the stories we might tell. And the idea coalesced that despite everything written about the Clans at that point, there was no fiction that delved into that history and fully explored those origins. A trilogy was formed in that evening. A series of novels that would open on 5 November 2784, as the SLDF prepared to jump away from New Samarkand into the unknown, and would end decades later after Operation Klondike. It was a crazy, ambitious project, but one we all felt would finally cover this chapter of lore as it deserved. What’s more, it would be a wonderful homage, in my own way, to what is still my favorite BattleTech novel, Heir to the Dragon.

      The first novel, Fall from Glory, was published in German in 2006, followed a few years later by the second, Visions of Rebirth. The details—and the secrets—from those books were folded appropriately into a variety of sourcebooks that would see publication after the fact, including one of my all-time favorite sourcebooks, Operation Klondike. Unfortunately—and much to my chagrin—the third book was never written, and the years slipped by as I kept exceptionally busy in a variety of ways.

      I’m just as busy now, of course, if not even more so. However, Loren Coleman used the Kickstarter as a way to challenge me to finally finish off this grand, epic tale. A challenge I accepted. But as I delved into these stories once more, and came face-to-face with the characters I’d embraced all those years ago, I realized there was a little more I wanted to explore. A little more I wanted to tell. So while I worked with the wonderful Sharon Turner Mulvihill to re-edit the entire series (she was the primary editor at both FASA and WizKids), we also worked to nip and tuck and even expand as necessary, creating what we hope is the definitive edition of these books. Being able to draw a few of the new elements crafted in those previous sourcebooks back into these expansions was particularly satisfying. As with the first novel, I took the opportunity to fold in some interludes that I hope will bring the story of these wounded characters to life with greater passion and understanding.

      It’s been far, far longer than I ever imagined. But as we begin the journey to finish this long-awaited chapter of BattleTech, I am reminded of how much joy I find in this work. I am always so humble and grateful to be a part of this fantastic community and work alongside such creative people. To share a love of this universe, and to have had a hand in expanding it in such great, wonderful ways.

      I hope you enjoy the reading as much as I did the creation!

      
        
        —Randall N. Bills

        January 2021
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        SCOUT-CLASS JUMPSHIP SYMPHONY OF MADRIGAL

        NEAR ORBIT OVER TWILIGHT

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        17 JULY 2815

      

      

      The JumpShip ruptured out of hyperspace, tearing its way back into the three-dimensional universe, an infrared pulse cascading off from the annihilation of stray wisps of solar wind raced away at the speed of light, accompanied by the broadband electromagnetic pulse as the Kearny-Fuchida drive dumped the vessel’s kinetic energy to match the movement of the local star. The nearly three-hundred-meter, needle-like starship’s drive seamlessly matched velocity of the Lagrange point, its ninety-thousand-ton displacement unnoticed by the celestial mechanics underway all about it as the Clan ship settled into the heart of the system.

      I’m feeling an ache in my bones now when we jump. The errant thought floated disjointedly through Raymond Sainze’s musings. The pain was ghostly and deep, as though his bones were still healing from the many fractures he’d experienced in testing during the trials to determine if he would remain a warrior once they arrived on Mechty, and then on into the continual trials of recent years. He never really felt old inside, but now and then his body reminded him of his age; right now, it was practically shouting. How did I get to be fifty-five? And so many years of work still ahead of me. He desperately wanted to sigh, but kept it carefully suppressed; disgust momentarily rose at the weakness.

      “My Khan,” the Scout-class JumpShip captain said from behind him, interrupting Raymond’s thoughts. “We have successfully arrived.”

      A contemptuous snort filled the bridge at the obviousness of the captain’s statement. Raymond slowly turned his head to see the man, in his floating command chair, grimace at the rebuke; the rest of the small bridge crew kept their heads down, focusing far too intently on their work. He shifted his gaze to find Laura Payne just behind him, a few steps to his right, her long, brunette ponytail floating in the microgravity. She met his eyes fiercely, clearly willing to chastise supercilious subordinates, even if he was not.

      Half my age. She’s half my age. And she pushes and pushes. Hard not to feel the aches in my old bones when her vibrant youth is constantly in my face. Then again, I was younger than she when the Great General stole me from the Inner Sphere.

      The thought came without rancor. He’d accepted his lot long ago, both in the Star League in Exile, and now embraced his place to forge his Clan. To instill the desire and methods into his Clan to continually hone themselves. To become the best warriors possible. His samurai heritage preened at the serendipity that he, a forgotten Combine son, would help forge warriors that might someday match or exceed the skills of his heritage. It made him want to smile. He would never show the smile, of course; it was for him and him alone.

      And it was why they were here, after all. Raymond rotated his gaze back to the ferroglass viewport, taking several steps closer to have as much of the aperture in view as possible. His metal slips scraped gratingly along the metal plating, echoing on the bridge along with the clatter of keystrokes from the bridge crew still hard at work on emergence procedures and preparations for launching the lone DropShip secured along the spine of the ship.

      A titanic gas giant rode the sky as though it owned all of creation. Its staggering streams of both vibrant and pale blues and reds and greens in long, intermingling gaseous clouds tore past each other at over a thousand kilometers an hour. It was the largest and most arresting of the gas giants so far encountered in explorations of the Kerensky Cluster, following up prior course mapping missions. At the Lagrange point where they’d arrived, just over three hundred thousand kilometers from the planet, he couldn’t see most of the giant, and he refused to give in to a sudden boyish desire to mash his nose against the viewport in the hopes he might view its full majesty.

      A large moon orbited the planet, nearly directly below them if you drew a line from the center of the gas giant to the JumpShip. Equal in size to most of the colonized planets in the Cluster, though its surface gravity was just less than Terran standard. While slightly virally tainted, its atmosphere was standard to human occupation, with 40 percent surface water and a bevy of alien flora and fauna. The real downside of the moon was that it had no discernible day or night cycle due to tidal locking with the gas giant, with strong auroras and a surface temperature that ranged from a scorching 80 Celsius to a frigid 160 below zero.

      Twilight is a very apt name for this moon.

      “Captain.” Raymond turned back and finally spoke. “As promised, you delivered us to this pirate point. How many other JumpShip captains do you think could accomplish the same feat?”

      The middle-aged man straightened in his chair at the compliment, and opened his mouth to speak, but Raymond cut him off. “The truth only, Captain,” he advised calmly, his perennially impassive face and stern eyes burrowing into the man.

      The captain visibly swallowed before answering. “This pirate point only forms three times per month thanks to the all the other moons around this gas giant. And it’s hella hard to calculate. Even with the best algorithms and pilot.” He paused, eyes unfocused as though digging for that honesty, before looking clearly at his Khan once more. “I believe I know of perhaps five other captains who could do it. And only two captains who would try.”

      Raymond nodded, glancing back out the viewport. Off to the left of where they hung in dead space, the system’s blue-white star shown harshly, an eye-searing speck in the void.

      “What are you thinking, my Khan?” Laura asked as she stepped forward and placed herself slightly in front of him, right hand touching the viewport, purposefully half turned to cut into his sight lines, forcing him to deal with her. “Why are we here at this world when there is still so much for us to accomplish on Mechty?”

      Ah, the impatience of youth. Was I ever that young? Memories bubbled of fights with his father and brothers and his eventual banishment to New Samarkand, before the hand of fate snatched him up in the Exodus Fleet. I was such an impetuous youth. But I learned to tame that wildness. Will you learn to tame yours?

      When Nicholas had named Laura junior Khan of the Fire Mandrills, Raymond had balked; it was hard not to see her youth and vivacity as an afront to his wrinkled, thin, bald-pated self. He kept the emotions from his face, though with her he struggled more than with anyone since those early years around Andery. But she is just a blade still to be formed. It is not too late for more hammering on the anvil. For more quenching. He hoped if he kept repeating that refrain, his distaste for this fiery young woman would finally abate. I know she has immense potential. She can and will be the legacy I leave. I just hope she doesn’t kill me in the process.

      “What do you see in this world?” he responded.

      “Hell. Eternal twilight and rapidly shifting temperatures. Low mineral wealth, per the initial surveys. There’s a reason it’s not flagged for colonization. It’s not even technically on the full survey maps.” She raised her chin, flicking her hair to float more dramatically, as though she would demand even more of his attention.

      His eyes slid to her and then away as though in rebuke, then back to the shadowed moon. She’s too naïve to understand. “I see extremes,” he stated. “I see enforced isolation. If you are unable to brave the pirate point, it’s more than two months travel time from the standard jump points to this moon. I see potential. I see trials. Our ilKhan has demanded we hone ourselves. That we continue to forge our existence such that when we finally return to the Pentagon Worlds, we shall sweep the rebels before us as chaff in a brushfire.”

      “What does that have to do with Twilight?”

      “Because Strana Mechty, while our homeworld, is not as harsh as it needs to be. If we would gladly crawl upon the anvil for the strike of the hammer to forge us into better versions of ourselves, then we must find an anvil and hammer that are heavier and harsher than any other.”

      “You would abandon our holdings on Mechty?!” she said loudly, scandal painting her words and face.

      He barely kept a sigh from escaping, refusing to meet her eyes. How does she slide so easily under my skin? “Of course not. And you are correct, there are years and years of work to accomplish on that world. But the Kerensky Cluster beckons. Already the Ice Hellions are embracing a similarly harsh environment on Hector. And other Clans will eventually claim all the worlds of the Cluster. And for all the future worlds that will be discovered and colonized, we shall be one of the first Clans to lay our claim. Yet we will not seize soft worlds. Other Clans will enjoy those niceties and the softening of character and soul they engender. Instead, we shall accept the harshest of realities. Our kindred associations will begin to rotate to this world. Not to conquer…for you are correct, there is no lasting colony here. Instead, it will be the anvil. Each kindred endlessly honing themselves against one another, until finally we are unleashed upon the Pentagon Worlds. And Clan Fire Mandrill warriors will have an edge beyond all others. Until the hammering of the anvil sings in our blood, resonating with the jealousy of all other Clans.”

      Raymond stopped, throat dry from one of the longest speeches of his life, his blood already singing with his adamant conviction. The days of meandering through life angry at his fortunes, trying to find his place through the endless talks with Andery and Windham, all forgotten. For I have found a place. And it will be glorious!

      His eyes found Laura’s, and much to his surprise and delight, a passion flared there to match his own as she understood why they had come here. He knew all the Clans must seize upon a vision of who and what they would become. And craft a unique identity that would allow them to grow and sing for centuries to come. And he knew many were still struggling with that. But not us. No, not us.

      The shared smile with his saKhan was as sweet as the best mint tea in a garden of falling petals: destiny awaited those with the will to seize their dreams.
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        ALEKSANDR BETA TRAINING GROUNDS

        NOVY TERRA

        STRANA MECHTY

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        8 SEPTEMBER 2815

      

      

      Andery Kerensky unlimbered from the hoverjeep, wondering if the driver had decided she should show off for a Kerensky by taking the roads from Katyusha City to the Aleksandr Beta Training Grounds—particularly the last twenty klicks, which were loose-packed gravel—at breakneck speed. She nodded gravely—he never did get her name—and he watched the small vehicle rise on its cushion of air and move on toward the training ground proper; the whine of the turbo engine cutting uncomfortably into his ear before receding. He, on the other hand, began walking toward the main command center of the live-fire exercises that were soon to get under way.

      The sun hung bright and swollen in the clear, late-summer sky; a god out of sorts because all too soon its rule of Strana Mechty would end as the rainy season began. Great. Polyps. Didn’t matter how many years he’d lived on the world. The symbiotic relationship between the polyps and p-trees that rained down a nasty film through most of the rainy season always had him out of sorts. I’m with you, sun god. Why do so many worlds have to have a rainy season? He ignored the biome knowledge that started to sprout, pushing it aside. Can’t be out of sorts if I know the answer!

      He reached the main control center of the large weapons-testing range, flashed his badge at the security guards—he’d chastised them thoroughly the last time they’d just passed him through; they will not treat me differently—and grabbed a bottle of water and a nutrient bar as he headed out the back door.

      The step from the cool, darkened interior back into the baking sunlight caused Andery to squint for a moment before the expansive scene came into focus. A massive berm extended in a horseshoe shape, running nearly a kilometer into the distance. About a hundred meters wide, it was dotted with a wide range of derelict tanks, ’Mechs with most of their technology removed, and numerous metal plates painted with giant targets set at various distances.

      Yet Andery’s eyes were drawn to only one thing: the towering avatar of war-forged metal that stood just under eleven meters tall at the center of bustling activity. Unlike a standard bipedal BattleMech, the cockpit of the 60-ton Champion had an almost aerospace-style upper torso layout, with winglike appendages for arms.

      As Andery tucked away the nutrient bar and screwed off the lid to take a swig of water, he broke into a jog, angling to the right to get a better look at what they’d done, as there seemed to be more wires than ’Mech on that side. He idly wondered how much longer it might take for the individual Clan enclaves to be far enough along in their development to allow such work to happen elsewhere on Strana Mechty. If I know my Dana, she’ll be the first to pull that off as well.

      He took another careful drink as the heavy BattleMech slowly gained in height from his perspective. A shiver inched its way down his spine; ghostly fingers running up and down his chest, as though he were sitting in the Champion’s cockpit, coolant vest surging to life as liquid oozed, separated from his skin only by a thin membrane. How long has it been? How long since I’ve been in a BattleMech? Since I’ve felt that sweet sense of power and rightness? Damn you, Niki, for taking this away from me—along with everything else you’ve taken.

      Andery almost stopped mid-stride as a new thought blossomed. Only a year ago I’d have been an inferno, trying not to tear off someone’s head, instead of feeling this cool acrimony. Still, he clenched his fists, crushing the bottle, water splashing on his skin. He swallowed convulsively and started choking, stopped to take a long, long drink, emptying most of the container.

      He closed his eyes, pushing back the memories of what he’d done. My choice. My choice, and my brother cannot take that from me. Right? How could so much have happened in less than a year?! He pushed away the banked resentment and maudlin thoughts and moved on, finally spotting the two people who had invited him out for this auspicious day. He broke back into a trot to close the distance, eyes taking in the full scene.

      There wasn’t just a lot of wires connected to the BattleMech. Instead, almost the entire right arm was missing, with large armor plates from the right torso removed as well, showing the foamed-aluminum-core endoskeleton that made up the bones of the machine. The nest of snarled wires—worse chaos than a sphinx raptor’s burrow—was connected to a new autocannon mounted in the right torso. The wires then dropped to the ground and trailed back to three separate banks of monitors and diagnostic equipment hovered over by a dozen individuals. Half of them wore ochre-colored single-suits, while the other half wore navy-colored. Andery just managed to suppress a sigh over his white single-suit that set him apart as painfully as his name. However, unlike the half dozen warriors—also roughly split between those two colors of suits—that stood several long steps behind the two people he neared, those at the monitors had a pattern of stripes that he didn’t recognize down the arms and legs.

      “Andery,” Dana said, pulling his attention back to the two he’d come to see. Despite any earlier misgivings and longings, the eyes of Dana Kufahl, Khan of Clan Coyote, instantly commanded his attention. Always mysterious. Especially for me. Ah, my Dana, how could I have let myself forget your love? Her recent forgiveness still sat warm in his belly, nearly as fresh as that moment when he had finally unloaded all his pain to be shared by her.

      She stepped forward, leaning up for a quick kiss he savored; he’d long ago given up feeling self-conscious at such public displays of affection near warriors who were nearly fanatically devoted to Dana and to his brother’s cause. Most days he didn’t mind his own lack of devotion by comparison.

      Most days.

      “Andery,” Jerome Winson said, wide smile inviting as he stepped over and clapped him heavily on the shoulder. “Glad you could make it. How’s the new academy year at DeChavilier starting out?”

      “You too, Jerome?” Andery chided, smiling in response to the man he’d known since Andery’s father had tasked him with rescuing Andery—along with his mother and older brother—from the occupation they’d suffered under, several decades ago back on Terra. Even now, some days it was hard to contemplate that they stood more than two thousand light-years from his birth world. “Is it so hard to remember it’s called the Katyusha City Military Academy?”

      “So prosaic, though, don’t you think?” he shot back, glancing down at a handheld noteputer he’d been reviewing when Andery arrived. “The DeChavilier Military Academy,” he said, deepening his voice and increasing his volume, as though mimicking the old general. “Now that’s panache.”

      “You perhaps should not let Nicholas hear you say such things,” Dana responded. “I think he would not appreciate the humor, yes?”

      Jerome grew more serious, though a grin still played at the side of his mouth as he looked at them both. “General DeChavilier was one of the finest men I’ve ever known. That he died at the start of the Pentagon Wars is one of the great shames on all of us. But he’d be the first to joke about cadets attaching his name to their academy.”

      Andery had been too far removed from the centers of power to really have known the man before he had been killed in the insurrections that started the wars, but his few encounters always included a smile and a joke. “I think you’re right,” he responded. “Still, my poor academy...”

      Jerome laughed and Dana smiled at his mock petulance as Andery pointed at the noteputers in their hands. “And why have you brought me out on this fine day off when I could be relaxing somewhere much more comfortable?”

      Jerome handed him his noteputer and started talking animatedly. “We’re about to test the improved, but smaller caliber autocannon we’ve refit into the Champion,” he said, pointing at the machine.

      Andery reviewed the specifications, swiping through several pages of statistics until he reached the data points that meant something to his untrained eyes. A low whistle slipped out. “That’s some weight savings. I guess Nicholas’s pampering of the scientist caste all these years is starting to pay off.”

      “Yup. And it’s also smaller overall. That’ll allow us to mount more armor on the Champion. Or heat sinks or other weapon systems. Whichever direction our engineers decide to take the upgrade.”

      “I’d go armor,” Andery immediately replied; the ’Mech was notoriously light on protection for its weight class. “And both Clans worked on this together?”

      Dana and Jerome nodded as he looked up. “As my vision foretold, Andery, we are forging a foundation between our Clans that will be unassailable,” Dana intoned.

      “She always says it better,” Jerome laughed. “But our scientists and technicians have worked together fabulously well, bringing this breakthrough.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially, while looking sideways to the six warriors who still stood a few steps away. “I think it’s actually starting to rub off on our warriors. They’re not so gung ho to immediately launch into trials against each other.”

      “Unlike the rest of the Clans,” Andery said, still twisted up inside on that part of his brother’s vision for their new society. If they were to return and conquer the Pentagon Worlds from whence they escaped some fifteen years ago, they had to train ruthlessly. But what would a society be if even the slightest grievance resulted in combat? He didn’t have an answer, and that always hurt.

      The discussion at fever pitch between the dozen people near the base of the BattleMech drew his eyes, and he remembered a previous question. “What’s up with the stripes?” he said, nodding back toward the group.

      “I suggested a way to delineate various services within a Clan,” Dana spoke up. “Scientist, technicians, and so on. A striped pattern seemed an appropriate device for such visualizations.”

      Of course you came up with this first, he thought proudly. And now that he knew what he was looking at, the stripes did resolve themselves into two clear groups; he could pair up the two lead scientists, with the technicians assisting. He noted both groups had the same markings. “Clan Wolf as well?” he asked, looking over at Jerome.

      The older man shrugged easily. “Dana’s idea had merit. Considering the pile of paperwork on my desk, the endless training among my own troops and now an increase in challenges from other Clans, I’m happy to be handed a softball now and then.”

      Andery nodded, catching a note of distress. But this was not the time or place to see if perhaps the Khan of Clan Wolf was feeling overwhelmed. He glanced back at the three Wolf warriors, all looking at Andery as though wondering when they should lunge to hamstring him, and thought better of his impulse to support his friend. Perhaps the time for that has passed. He couldn’t help the sadness he felt to realize that one more old friend could no longer hold to what they’d had in the past. To look only to the future?

      He looked around again, lowering his voice. “Khan Schmitt’s call back in June to return to the Pentagon Worlds is starting to spread out beyond her Blood Spirits.” If you’re going to intrude in my life, Nicholas, I’ll at least take the issues by the horn and see if I can do something about them. Perhaps, just perhaps, a few blood-drenched weeks had changed him just a little for the better. He managed to not shudder, quickly pushing aside the memories. He was not yet ready to deal fully with that, though he’d unpacked much with Dana. Not yet.

      Jerome matched his tone. “That’s foolish talk. We’re not remotely ready.” He waved toward their experiment. “We’ll need a lot more of that. Not to mention more training, more supplies, more infrastructure. And more information; we’ve absolutely no idea what’s going on in the Pentagon Worlds.” He shook his head, his smile twisted to a grimace. “More. So much more.”

      Andery matched his grimace with a small smile. “It’s almost like crafting an all-new civilization is difficult. And takes time.”

      That brought a laugh, easing Andery’s own concerns. Those horrifying weeks were a result of a rebellion against his brother’s vision. And though Nicholas’s iron grip had never been stronger, Andery couldn’t help but wonder. Will we make it past the final years needed to prepare and return to the Pentagon Worlds before the next explosion? He wasn’t sure. What’s more, he already had an inkling of where such stresses might arise. And it may just be my fault.

      “Looks like we’re about ready,” Jerome said, yanking Andery out of his maudlin thoughts, pointing toward the working men and women, who were starting to put on heavy-duty ear protection; a tech approached with similar gear, handing them out to the warriors.

      “We’re not going back to the bunker?” Andery said, at the last moment remembering to keep his voice low.

      Dana shook her head. “That is no longer the Clan way.”

      He tried but couldn’t find his usual sarcasm. He wasn’t sure which he found more disturbing.

      A light began flashing brightly on the near console, and everyone braced for the test as the massive weapon began spinning up. A three-meter tongue of flame burst from the end as the shells lanced out to hammer into a metal barrier midway downrange; the spent shells were caught in a supersize carbon fiber bag designed for such testing.

      The vibrations pummeled Andery almost painfully as he squinted against the bright light. Even partially disassembled and firing at a stationary target, the war machine sparked awe; he kept a firm rein on the desire that prickled his nerves and his hands twitched to grab joysticks.

      Deafening silence fell as the weapon test ended, with no possibility of hearing the cheers shouted all around, but the animated faces and pumped fists spoke volumes. He turned to find Dana and Jerome, ear protection down around their necks, already loudly talking over the volume of data being dumped into their noteputers.

      “Andery, come look at this—the first improvement of an autocannon in centuries!” Dana said excitedly.

      Her elation was infectious, and he soon found himself embroiled in a conversation with her and Jerome, trying to forget those brief moments of desire to be back in a BattleMech, and his single-suit that stood out among the Clans as a constant reminder: he could never be one of them.
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        SCIENTIST SECTOR, KATYUSHA CITY

        NOVY TERRA

        STRANA MECHTY

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        5 NOVEMBER 2816

      

      

      Exploring the city on one of his days off from academy teaching, Andery stepped from the tram onto the platform, the bustling crowd somehow managing to always be aware of his presence, giving just enough of a wide berth to never jostle him. He took it in subconsciously (almost) and walked to the edge of the high platform. Looking back across the city from this vantage point, he struggled not to be impressed, regardless of how he’d been here through nearly all its tumultuous development.

      The city was built as a massive, five-pointed star, whose singularly straight lines spoke of intense and draconian planning. Each star arm was nearly twenty-five kilometers long, all five ending in a point that consisted of a massive DropPort. Each arm was dedicated to one of the five castes of the Clans: the Scientist Quarter, where he stood taking in the panorama, and in clockwise order around the spokes, the Merchant, Laborer, Technician, and finally the almighty Warrior Quarter.

      Despite a few differences in trappings—with the possible exception of the Warrior Quarter—you could exchange nearly any section for any other. The Laborer Quarter remained unfinished, while the Merchant Quarter was built but waited on most of its furnishing as the world struggled to produce at the rate its ilKhan demanded. Andery imagined that in the future, as the Clans settled more firmly into their ways, there might be more divergence, but for now uniformity was enforced with brutal efficiency.

      And at the edges of that massive star, in between the arms, remained the dilapidated remnants of the original colony city, Strana Prime. He also imagined a future in which it would be fully erased. But then paused. Perhaps it will survive like lichen on a hardscrabble rock. Refusing to fully give in to my brother’s dream. He almost liked that idea.

      The sun climbed higher in the sky, banishing the purple aurora borealis that uniquely branded this world, and the mixed smells of humanity and this oh-so-fecund world washed over him. Glad the rainy season is done. Decade and a half, and I still hate the film from the polyps. His eyes darted from point to point to point across the vast empire his brother was crafting.

      The scale... Perhaps precisely because he’d been involved in it from its inception, the city still managed to pull at him. His eyes found the massive rows of housing units in this sector that marched down long thoroughfares, all finished then sealed against a future need; rows mirrored in the other four sectors as well. For currently the population of the city was a fraction of what it would eventually hold. A promise. We build a promise for ourselves. That we will succeed. That our progeny will fill these streets, as they will fill the Kerensky Cluster. And hopefully, one day, all the way back to the Inner Sphere. It almost didn’t feel ludicrous to think such grandiose thoughts anymore.

      Speaking of promises... Like lodestones to a magnetic field, Andery couldn’t help but let his eyes return to the massive central complex of the city. More importantly, to the very center; though fifteen kilometers distant, its scale made it easy to pick out. For long years, as the rest of the city bloomed, the central region was left fallow. Some of that would remain as large, open-air spaces for Clan gatherings. But a central site, surrounding the massive statue of their father Nicholas had erected, had been held in reserve, as though a sacred trust. Eighteen months ago, as Nicholas honored the death of Andery’s friend Carson (I won’t think about the fact Nicholas may have killed him!), he’d finally shuffled aside some dirt, but not said a word about what eventually would appear there.

      Now, as though to make up for lost time, the central area had exploded with construction on a massive scale. Giant, towering cranes could be seen, with the echo of that heavy work slowly eclipsing the ever-present sounds of construction that used to rise across the entire city as building slowed everywhere else. The image of a body could be superimposed over the city, with the central region as the beating heart, and the arterial flow to and from the five stars slowing, hoarding all the warmth to ensure the heart remained alive and active.

      Though several buildings of that complex were already finished, its true heart was a pair of ornately gothic towers, both roughly sixty meters high already, and it appeared they would rise a good bit farther, if the cranes and endless supplies flooding in were any indication.

      He reached up to scratch his neck as he contemplated the nearly frenetic activity. The Svoboda Zemylya park I get. Each of the Clans building their own halls by hand. And even though the Hall of Khans is large, it’s still nearly all by hand. Careful, methodical. By the Clans’ own hands. And in the rest of the city, always careful, methodical. Always stingy with our limited resources. Yet now you spend with extravagance, to the point other sectors suffer; the Laborers really do need that DropPort connection finished, especially as most of them are building this...monstrosity.

      Andery couldn’t think of any other word to describe the building, as it seemed to be sucking the very resources and life from the rest of the city. Hoarding our lifeblood. What are you building there, Nicholas? Why will you not just announce it and end the speculation and unrest it’s causing? And once again, why will you not tell me?

      Though lost in his reverie after the weeks of terror putting down the insurrectionists, he maintained enough situational awareness that when someone he thought he recognized walked past, it yanked at him, snapping him back just as the man passed from view into the large series of escalators that dropped down from the tram platform to the street below.

      Who was that? Andery couldn’t exactly place a name to the face. Yet he felt he knew him, and quickly found himself following. Carefully threading through the still-heavy crowds—city-wide work shift changeover time—he sped down the escalators, catching a glimpse of the man (hard to do when they all wore the same single-suits!) and rushing after. Down a street of high-rises—more than in any other sector, including some that were starting to add in aerial walkways between buildings, after the fact—before crossing. He kept catching glimpses of the man, and that sense of familiarity thrummed through him with force. I can’t believe I’m practically running through the streets following some guy because I think I know him. It seemed reckless and stupid. Nevertheless, he kept going.

      Finally, the man stopped at a small food truck, giving Andery a chance to get a better look at him before approaching. Medium height and build. Short, dark hair, light complexion, a somewhat sour expression. Nothing stood out. How do I know him? Andery sucked on his teeth as the man headed to the front of the line, gave his order and shortly was standing alone at a small counter set up for those who wished to gulp down a meal and be off to sleep or more work. Despite standing there for long minutes, Andery simply couldn’t place him. Neither would he be able to leave without figuring it out, so he swallowed his nervousness and approached.

      “Excuse me, I don’t mean to interrupt, but...” He trailed off as the man turned to look him square in the face and déjà vu hammered Andery.

      Abruptly, he felt himself embroiled in a simulator battle, his Exterminator chasing a student’s Sentinel, which crashed to the snowy ground, cartwheeling as the fall tore the medium machine to shreds. And the shame as he’d lost control and savaged Samuel’s Thug shortly thereafter.

      “My god. Cadet Tominson...” Andery managed to say.

      “Hello, Professor,” he replied, looking around carefully. “But I haven’t been a cadet in...a very long time. I’m just Jeff, now.”

      Seeing the man for the first time—really, since he was practically a child—he realized Jeff didn’t wear a warriors’ outfit or markings. He avoided sighing aloud. All your vaunted skills of perception, and you just rubbed in his face that he obviously failed the training. He’s not a part of the eight hundred. His heart immediately went out to the man, as Andery had never felt a part of the Clans either. But he realized their differences were too vast a gulf to cross with inane platitudes.

      “I’m sorry...Jeff. I recognized you back at the tram.”

      The slightly sour look lifted marginally with a questioning quirk of an eyebrow. “You followed me all the way from the tram?”

      Andery immediately raised his hands, realizing how that sounded. “Again, I’m sorry. Don’t mean to be a stalker. But yeah. I knew you, but could not bring to mind from where. Just had to figure it out. How...how have you been?” He nearly winced at the lame comment.

      The sourness returned in force, though his voice was even. “I work in a Coyote lab now. Assistant to several scientists. Just finished the graveyard shift. Heading to bed after breakfast.”

      “Ah, Coyote. Have you been working on the new autocannons? Some amazing work there.”

      “No,” he responded tersely. “That’s another lab. I’m working on other materiel.” He took a large bite of the sandwich in his hand, staring at Andery.

      The silence became uncomfortable, and he searched for a different topic. “Have you remained in touch with Samuel? Or anyone else from your class?”

      “No. They are warriors. I am not.” The tone was level, but the sourness on his face darkened a tick.

      “I’m sorry,” Andery responded, realizing this had been a terrible idea. “I’m forcing you to relive an old life. I know how that feels.”

      “Do you have a way out?”

      Andery stood up straighter, taken aback. “Out?”

      “Is there a way out, if we do not like where we are at?”

      “I…” Andery couldn’t find the words to respond, shocked at such a question. Of course there’s no way out. Where would we go?! “I don’t believe there is. Do you—” he paused, eyes flickering around to see if anyone was too close, and lowered his voice, “—want a way out?”

      The other man put the last of his sandwich in his mouth, chewing methodically, eyes still unblinkingly skewering Andery, keeping the uncomfortable pressure of the awkward moment high. “You were always straight with us, Professor. Even when you gave Samuel a lashing in that sim. Well, we deserved it for the twits we were. Despite your name, you were good to us. But you cannot possibly think it safe for me to answer that question.”

      Andery opened his mouth to respond negatively, then slowly closed it. While there was much growth and freedom within the Clans, there was always the iron fist, often in very plain view. And after the blood he had placed on his own hands, he knew too well what could happen if you stepped too far outside of the norm. “I suppose not. I’m sorry.”

      The other man shrugged, though the ambivalence never touched his eyes. “Just the way it is, Professor. I hope you have a good day.” And he walked away, leaving Andery feeling sad and disappointed and unsure how he could have done it differently, as old and new memories mixed.

      But a thought did percolate as he watched his old student walk away, and he had no idea what to do about it. He never said he didn’t know of a way out...
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        CENTRAL SECTOR, KATYUSHA CITY

        NOVY TERRA

        STRANA MECHTY

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        5 APRIL 2816

      

      

      Absalom Truscott swept into the room (he always “swept” in), hard eyes and firm expression digging and stripping away pretenses, demanding truths.

      “Clan Ice Hellion had another training accident,” he said, as though a demand. “Brenda Slyusareva is dead. Another of the eight hundred gone. At this rate, the Pentagon Worlds won’t even need to defend themselves. We’ll denude our strength before we ever get there.”

      Standing in the corner of the new office building in the Central Sector of Katyusha—it was hard not to stare out at that monstrous building just two streets over, reaching for the sky—Andery winced. Glanced at Nicholas, wondering if that might evoke an explosion. He mentally shook his head. No. Nearly any other Khan talks like that, and they get a tongue-lashing. But not General Truscott. He’s still too much...one of our father’s generals. Too much a stern uncle that might put us over his knee. Andery did shake his head, then. Even in my head, he’s still “general.”

      Though Nicholas let the comment slide, Andery chuckled under his breath at the silence as his brother still pushed back at Absalom, hard eyes matching hard eyes. Finally, after nearly a minute, a soft “My ilKhan” slipped from Truscott’s lips, though he crossed his arms and stood straight, as though a bulwark against any further concessions.

      “We always knew this would happen,” Nicholas finally responded. “Eight hundred was the largest we could make the number and still have it be workable.”

      “And yet it’s still a paltry number,” Absalom fired back. “I realize part of the esprit de corps of the military is arrogance. But our Clans are taking this to a whole new level.”

      “Ever since Khan Schmitt told her Blood Spirits last summer that we would be ‘returning soon,’ a few other Khans have started to take up the call,” Andery tossed in.

      Absalom nodded at him, making a brief eye contact before returning that pounding stare to Nicholas. “Exactly. They’re like children with pretty toys. They don’t understand how much work is required to ensure those toys work.”

      “Khan Truscott, you should not disparage my Clans in such a fashion,” Nicholas said, tone practically frozen.

      “Please, ilKhan,” Truscott said, slashing his arms down. “I won’t bad-mouth them in public. But if children need a spanking, they should be bent over a knee. They want to sprint off to war, when we’ve barely begun to assemble the logistical support we’ll need for a campaign that might take a year to execute across multiple worlds. The Star League had twenty men and woman to support every soldier on the field. At this moment, we’ve barely three. And yes, I realize we are a different animal, and will never need to match the logistics of the League. And yet it would still be a disaster to head to war right now.”

      “How much longer do you think until our logistics are where they need to be?” Nicholas asked.

      “Ten years.”

      Andery nearly laughed out loud at the ludicrousness of that statement, even though he knew it was simply the general being the general. I bet he plans out how to put his boots on each morning. “There is no way we can wait ten years,” Andery interjected. “We’ll have Clansmen in open rebellion by then.”

      Nicholas cast him a sour look before focusing back on Truscott. “I do believe my brother is overstating. And yet there is a...fine balance we must maintain. And you know that. My Clans are utterly dedicated to me. But I can only hold them on the leash so long before they’ll need to course.”

      Andery gazed at his brother and wondered when Nicholas first had been able to make that statement without it seeming preposterous. “There are no beautiful surfaces without a terrible depth.” Andery nearly started as the quote came to mind. Nietzsche? I’m quoting Nietzsche at a moment like this? There was no denying the philosopher’s genius, but he was far too nihilistic for Andery’s tastes. (And he’s not even Russian!) Yet, looking at his brother’s strong profile, and recognizing the mantle of towering arrogance of a man forging a new society that sat so easily on his shoulders—when Andery knew of all the darkness within—the quotation was uncomfortably apropos.

      Truscott nodded slowly, as though loath to give ground on the issue. “Five years. If we plan appropriately, we should be able to do it in five years.”

      “That’s still a long time,” Andery responded. “Especially with more Khans starting to join the Blood Spirits’ call.”

      Truscott shrugged, as though to set all that easily aside. “Five years. Go sooner and you risk catastrophe. You’ll need to find a reason to delay. I can think of several.”

      Nicholas raised his hand as though to forestall further comment. “I will think on the matter. Is there anything else?”

      “Gods, yes,” Truscott immediately responded. “The original reason I arrived. The death of another Bloodnamed warrior. I know you’re coming around to the idea that we will need to deploy infantry and armor assets during the Pentagon campaigns, no matter how much it rankles your MechWarrior heart. But you have to be realistic about this as well, Nicholas. You have to form auxiliaries. Let each Clan take the top 25 percent of those who failed in the final trials into said auxiliaries. A pool that can be tapped to overcome stupid accidents like this.”

      “IlKhan,” Nicholas said, face once more planed ice, implacable meeting implacable.

      Andery massaged his neck, glancing away from the towering egos trying to find a pecking order. Back out toward the large, still growing edifice, thoughts churning on the arguments. I agree with Truscott. We’ll never survive. Just too few warriors. But he shuts it down every time. How can I twist it to something Nicholas will understand? Will accept.

      “My ilKhan,” Truscott said, pulling Andery’s attention back as he watched the big man bend his head. I can almost hear the scream in that metal neck of his. He barely kept the inappropriate smile under wraps.

      “They are not warriors. They cannot be warriors. A line was drawn. And allowing that line to become permeable will undermine all my efforts.”

      He’s not wrong. They’re not warriors. They cannot be warriors. And yet... A sudden idea popped into Andery’s head, and he spoke before he thought it through. “Squires.”

      Both sets of powerful eyes turned and burned into him. He squirmed internally for a moment before taking a deep breath and pushing forward. “You said it yourself, Nicholas. They cannot be warriors. And yet, despite all your protestations, you know Truscott is right. There are just too few. And I know all the reasons you chose so few. And I agree with all of them. But math never lies. The auxiliaries he talks about—don’t think of them as warriors. Think of them as squires. Squires for the knights of the Middle Ages on ancient Terra. Squires who supported and helped their knights. And squires who, when the need arose, stepped up to fight. Having earned the right through all the trials they fought. Squires for your modern knights.”

      Seconds dragged out as both sets of eyes pounded him unblinkingly, before Nicholas murmured “possibly,” turning aside, gaze contemplating a new perspective on a vision he’d previously found distasteful. While for the first time in living memory, Truscott smiled ever so slightly, and gave Andery the barest nod of respect.

      He wasn’t about to think the general really respected him. But he’d take the thin sliver given as he glanced back at his brother, who still looked several years down the road. Always years down the road. And maybe, just maybe, the two of us have nudged his trajectory just enough...
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        LABORER SECTOR, KATYUSHA CITY

        NOVY TERRA

        STRANA MECHTY

        KERENSKY CLUSTER

        13 JUNE 2816

      

      

      Andery looked at the tall, robust woman standing in the cellblock, as the last of her companions were led away by a contingent from Clan Widowmaker. This time, the crew had been taken by five different Clans. Each wore a look constrained between shock and horror at where they found themselves. After all, just under two weeks ago they’d been traders on a JumpShip, this woman their captain.

      Before Strana Mechty. All who came to these shores—to this land of dreams—were changed.

      Andery glanced to Khan Truscott at his side; face expressionless, though he gave a minimal nod toward the cell holding this last prisoner. The Star Adders had declared a trial to take this woman. Because it was only a single person—even if she was the captain—there’d been no challenges; unlike for the engineering team, which had three different Clans in unarmed melee combats in hastily drawn Circles of Equals.

      As Andery had stood impassively watching the challenges play out, he remembered several years ago. A fight between Khans Sarah McEvedy and Ellie Kinnison; a Trial of Grievance. And the realization that trial by combat would eventually engulf every aspect of Clan life. He somehow managed to not be bitter in finding that truth of prescience playing out before his eyes, repressing the wax and wane of his emotions.

      Andery shrugged away the memory, stepping close to the cell. The woman’s eyes slowly focused on him, and she opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Poleaxed. No idea what’s happened to her.

      “We’ve given warnings over the years,” he said, jumping right to the heart of it. “Strana Mechty is off-limits. Why did you come?”

      The trader captain seemed to take in the direct question as though a source of strength, and stood a little straighter, her face less slack. “I trade where I trade. I trade where the void takes me. It takes me to Mechty.”

      Andery cocked his head, surprised at the heavy accent and odd phrasing. That can’t have been accidental? Purposeful. Perhaps a communal way to forge spacers into a new society? After this long, everything has to have collapsed in the Pentagon Worlds. Right? And yet that’s not remotely long enough for this type of accent to arise, not without purpose. “So did you not hear the warnings? Or you chose to ignore them?”

      “Yes, I hear,” the woman said, voice growing more strident, then slapped her chest twice, thumb between fingers in a gesture with obvious meaning, but none he could discern. “But I trade where I trade. The Nation of Hastur try to stop me on Arcadia. The Emerald Kingdom try to stop me on Circe. The McMillan Collective on Dagda. But no!” she yelled defiantly, anger flashing in her eyes as though coming awake from a malaise. “They no stop me!” Her momentary defiance fluttered and started to go out as she looked around at her empty surroundings, her crew forced into assimilation across multiple Clans, the Spartan cell and its guards stark reminders of her own fate, even though she likely understood none of it.

      Yet Andery’s mind ignored all that as he latched onto her words. “Wait—there are nations on the Pentagon Worlds? You are trading with nations?”

      She stared at him as though he’d asked about the rising sun. “Of course nations. Some big, some small. None powerful like before. But many nations. Still fighting, but growing. Growing. We trade and they grow. Someday, perhaps, each world will be bound by a single nation. If I can trade. Just trade...” all her previous strident emotion left her; shoulders slumped, words trailing off.

      But they only echoed more loudly within Andery’s head, a cacophony: That can’t be. It can’t! He slowly walked backward toward Truscott at the far edge of the room, feeling disjointed. Took in the general’s demeanor: despite his usual hard façade, Andery knew this was exactly why he’d been brought here directly from teaching. He stopped, mind churning so fast he didn’t know which question to ask first, but settled on the obvious. “You knew about this?”

      “Yes,” Khan Truscott replied, emotionless as always.

      “I assume you brought it to Nicholas.”

      “I did.”

      Andery cocked his head, glancing at the captain and then back at Truscott. “He doesn’t believe you. He
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