Across the Sea of Stars

By: The Nice Guy

Prologue

Moreau's Dagger

Soiked Heart Desert
Babylon, Pentagon Worlds
20" June, 3067

A day inthe desert. A goliath scorpion scuttled languidly past sunbathed rocks the colour of
blood. The air shimmered with intense reflected heat, as the sky, devoid of clouds, is occasionally
broken by the lazy flight of avulture.

In the midst of this great expanse of sand and rock, stood several tall, black spires. Piercing
up into the sky, they seemed to be trying to draw blood from the heavens. Many warriors have
attempted to climb them using only their wits and their limbs.

Many have failed.

The cost of failureis death.

Aswe watch, yet another man strived to conquer the obsidian watchtowers of the desert.
His hands, bleeding and bruised, searched for another handhold to use on the way up. His arms,
aching and sore, protested at every new command from his brain. Hislegs, tiredly supporting some
of hisweight, were as heavy aslead. His lips, dry and cracked, struggled to draw more oxygen into
his lungs to sustain his torturous ascent.

By sheer force of hiswill, he continued his painstaking, lonely way up to the summit of the
spire he was on.

Moreau's Dagger, they called it. Where Ethan Moreau had gained many of hisvisions and
goals for the future. Where it could be rightly said that the true origins of Clan Goliath Scorpion lie,
and not on some forsaken training ground on Strana Mechty. Where humanity first witnessed the
potent power of the gift of the Goliath Scorpion, contained within its sting.

The climber nears the top, and just barely maintained his grip as he was buffeted by the
strong desert wind. Gritting his teeth, he resisted the temptation to just let go, to let the wind carry
him within its deadly embrace. No, he told himself. He had gone through too much, too far, and for
too long to give up now!

He finally reached the small piece of flat ground at the summit, flinging an arm over the
edge, as he pulled himself off the side of the spire. Looking out below him, he could see the
entirety of the desert he had traversed for the past several days. One could easily sink into sleep and
exhaustion at this point, but this man had other ideas. Trained from birth to be one of the finest
warriors ever witnessed by humanity, he had almost inhuman constitution and willpower.

Unslinging his backpack from his shoulders, he proceeded to built a small campfire with the
wood he had brought along. It was not long before the flames were flickering strongly atop the
spire, as night fell upon the desert, bringing with it the dangers of intense cold.

The man sat in ameditative position, staring at the flames in front of his eyes, as he
struggled to make sense of the twisting path the fates had chosen for him. Everything he had
undergone, every battle he had fought, every trial he had endured, had led up to this moment. His
destiny, surely, must be close to revelation now!

Did General Ethan Moreau know what he had set in motion, more than two hundred years
ago, when he had shouted Nicholas Kerensky’ s name, the name of the ilKhan of the Clans, from
the top of the spire? Did he seek answers to the many questions that must have plagued him with
the destruction of the 81st Division, nicknamed the Devils of Devil’s Rock, or more importantly,



his command? Did the former Star L eague Defense Force Gunslinger ever regret his decision to
remain behind on Babylon, contributing to its ruin?

The warrior knew none of the answers to these questions, but they ran through his head
nonethel ess, whispering doubts in his mind. He shook his head vigorously, driving away the
extraneous thoughts. They were of no use to him.

A bottle of bright green fluid was placed to hisright, as ablack pouch was laid on hisleft.
Never taking his eyes off the fire, he reached out with hisleft hand, and dug inside the pouch for an
item.

It came out with a piece of blackened mech armour, torn off his mech by amissile from his
enemy during hisinitial trial of position. He had gained the rank of Star Captain in that first battle.
The armour piece was fed to the flames.

The hand went into the pouch several more times. Astherelics of past battles during the
clan invasion were tossed into the fire, he could feel a deep sense of loss, as though he was slowly
expunging all physical traces of his past from his present. There was the remnants of a shattered
ammo crate from the supply camp on Tukayyid, where he had witnessed such slaughter that even
today, he still struggled to comprehend the complex feelings the horrendous campaign stirred
within him.

Though it had been fifteen years, he had not forgotten the screams of his men, asthe Com
Guards swarmed their defensive position in the Losijie District in asingular wave of death, the
endless shrieks of autocannon fire, the hoarse roar of massed missile launches, and the thunderous
explosions of falling artillery shells shaking him to the very core of his soul.

The next item was a tattered unit patch of the Otomo, the personal bodyguards of the
Coordinator of the Draconis Combine, who had fought with such shining courage during the Battle
of Luthien. In the end, he had been defeated by ared and black Archer belonging to the Kell
Hounds.

A piece of myomer muscle, from the Atlas he had defeated on Avon. The Atlas pilot had
surprisingly become one of his most faithful companions, accompanying him on his meandering
way amongst the clans. There was no one else the warrior trusted more to cover his back.

There were more sacrifices to be made. The vineers of his career as a Nova Cat warrior were just
the beginning of the story.

Now his hand came up with a piece of white bone. It was clear to an observer that the finger
bone was too large to be that of any human, even an elemental. The massive claw at the end of it
only confirmsthe fact. A piece from the ghost bear he had killed in a desperate duel for hislife,
during that clawing ritual years ago, when he was abtakha to Clan Ghost Bear.

A lock of hair from the fiery mane of a hell horse, when he had led his branding party,
against al odds, to success and glory. He had been much hated then, within that clan of
stouthearted warriors, although he had barely spent more than ayear with the Bears. The ancient
feud between the Horses and the Bears could never be resolved.

A piece from a hellion mask, taken from an Ice Hellion who had challenged him when he
was in that clan of hot heads and hotter tempers.

A coyote tooth, taken during his one month sabbatical in Clan Coyote, where he had hunted
alongside the ferocious beasts that were the clan's namesake.

A bent maltese cross, bequeathed to him from a dying comrade when he was with the Cloud
Cobras. The Cloisters had started him on the road to better understanding of himself, and the world
around him. He would be eternally grateful to ecKhan Peyes Mannix for opening his eyesto the
fallacies inherent in the universe.

A patch of wrinkled, shed skin from a star adder, picked up during his Trial of Bloodright in
the jungles of Arcadia. Then, he had been with Clan Star Adder, and fighting for his bloodnamein
an unaugmented battle. The piece of adder skin he had stumbled upon had proven to be alifesaver.
The fire was blazing with a frightening intensity, as it eagerly devoured the vineers the warrior had
thrown into it. He gazed into the flames, watching the memoirs of hislife shrivel and warp in the



intense heat of the inferno. Tired and drained from the efforts of the past few days, he felt a bit
lightheaded, and had to center himself to prevent himself from falling into unconsciousness.

There was one last thing he had to do, as all his vineers had been used. Theritual he was
performing was the first, and probably the last of its kind. The vineers he had sacrificed were
unigue to each clan, an identifier of their strengths and weaknesses. He had experienced life as a
warrior in no less than eight clans, probably arecord in the history of the clans since their founding
by Nicholas Kerensky.

Now cradling the bottle of green fluid in his arms, he proceeded to unstopper it. A strong,
dlightly nauseating smell drifted up to his nostrils. He quickly fought against the wave of vertigo
that had suddenly threatened to overwhelm him, and barely succeeded.

Necrosia. The name itself invokes thoughts of ambrosia, the nectar of the gods, and
necromancy, the magic of death. And for good reason. The drink of the Goliath Scorpionsis deadly
and yet possessed of frightening gifts that are bestowed onto those who dare to consume it.

The warrior had to argue long and hard with his superior officers for the supply of the toxic
fluid he had obtained before they relented. Normally, when awarrior imbibes necrosia for the first
timein hislife, it wasto bein astrict ritual, with medical care close at hand. More than one Goliath
Scorpion had failed the rite of imbibing the toxic fluid, proving the unworthiness of their genes.
Famed for the visions it could bring, as well as the incredible sense of focusit could confer on the
drinker at times, the warrior had brought it along specially for hisvision rite, where he hoped it
would improve his scrying of the future. The original vision rite of the Nova Cats was already very
potent and draining, and could sometimes even kill the person undergoing it. By drinking necrosia
in the hopes of attaining something even greater, he ran the risk of dying in his endeavour.

He glanced once at the bottle of thick bright green liquid, then flung his head back as he chugged
down the entire contents of the bottle in one swallow. He threw the bottle away, and turned his eyes
back to the flames. He could already feel the intoxicating effects of the necrosia dulling his senses,
beckoning him to rest. He gritted his teeth and strove to stay awake, waiting for a message in the
flames. He remembered hearing that visions came easiest when a person was situated in the middie
of dreaming and wakefulness.

His resolve sustained him for barely a minute, when his body convulsed from the effects of
the necrosia. He collapsed onto the hard black rock of the spire, clinging onto consciousness as he
continued to stare into the flames.

Unbidden thought begun to stray into his mind again, asit drifted through his memories. He
saw in the flames alarge building, metallic and forbidding, where a group of children were
trooping out. Looking closer, he could see the sibko patch of the Burning Tooth Sibko on the
clothes of the children, asthey were led by a grizzled, limping warrior to awaiting hovercraft
transport.

He remembered...

Seek out the past; it isyour future.
Loremaster Ethan Moreau, Clan Goliath Scorpion Remembrance

Acrossthe Sea of Stars
Ways Of Seeing Training Facility, Barcella,
Kerensky Cluster
19™ April, 3042

“Hurry up, you little stravag dogs!” Secorra, their training officer, barked.



Aff, aff, I’'malready moving asfast as| can. | amnot little, nor am| a dog. Descartin
grumbled in his mind, while lugging along the massive pack that he had just been issued with,
containing all the necessities for barracks living.

It seemed very stupid that each and every member of the sibko was likewise grappling with
an identical pack, which came to amost their height, and weighed as much as they did. How in
name of the Kerenskys did the officers expect them to carry it with any speed?

The ground on which they walked was a flat piece of ground, the grass having been
trampled flat long ago by the unforgiving boots of countless cadets and training officers. It served
as a parade ground, drilling field, and general practice area. Des wondered why they never got to
pave the area with concrete, which would have made movement over it alot easier.

The line of a dozen cadets from the Burning Tooth snaked to a non-descript building two
levels high, with the insignia of their clan on one side the only decoration and mark of affiliation. It
would their residence for the rest of their training lives.

Secorra continued haranguing them as they marched, his harsh tone hurting their ears and
his incessant spittle showering the nearest cadets with droplets of saliva on their once clean
uniforms, now soiled and dirty from the constant dust rising from the ground.

The huge pack had been presented to them the very moment they had stepped off the
hoverbus which had brought them to the training facility from their former home in the city
suburbs. Next their assigned training officers had introduced themselves, in afast and unflinching
manner that almost made Des' head spin with the speed of their short perfunctory speeches. It was
afar cry from the comforting tones of Ulvor, their former sibparent, who had sent them away on
the hoverbus.

Their immediate instructors’ names were Secorra, alarge, grizzled and uncouth looking
man in hisforties, and Jazelyn, a graceful woman who did not look asif she belonged in the
training facility, but rather still on the frontlines of battle.

The overall officer in charge of the facility was Varro Drummond, aformer Star Colonel
who had decided to retire from battle after sustaining too many internal injuries during his last
battle.

The instructors had not wasted any time, immediately shouting at them to proceed to their
new barracks to stow their new equipment in their bunks on the second floor, and assemble at the
parade ground in twenty minutes time. The cadets were still abit dazed at the sudden barrage of
instructions and orders they had been saddled with after along journey on the hovercraft, as they
hesitantly got to grips with their tasks.

“Not easy at al, quiaff?’ Deserk commented as he moved behind Des, also struggling with
his pack. Des noted with some relief that Deserk was also having the same amount of trouble with
his load.

“Aff. Let us stop complaining and get this as over as quickly as possible.” Descartin
concentrated, tensing his body as he increased his speed, fighting the weight of the pack every step
of the way. He knew he was tiring himself out unnecessarily this way, but he could hardly care |ess.
In short order, he had taken over at the lead of the line, moving almost at jogging speed as he
reached the stairs. Without pausing for a breath, he continued up the stairs at the same speed,
pushing himself as he thudded up the steps to the bunks.

He picked the bed nearest to the door as he entered the room, throwing the pack into the
locker beside it. He slammed the door of the locker shut, then ran out of the room, feeling alot
lighter and faster now that he was no longer hobbled by the pack.

He burst down the staircase, bounding down the steps one whole flight at atime, and
needing only two dangerous leaps to get to the ground level again. As he went down, he passed his
sibkin trudging their way up, al their expressions with the same mixed look of jealousy and
concern. Jealousy because he had dared to take the lead on their very first task, concern because
they still had awhole day of training in front of them.

Des liked, no, wanted, to win, to be the first, no matter what they were doing. From being
first into the showersto the first to finish eating, he was always among the first few, if not the first



to finish atask. The same attitude carried over to their training, and everybody knew he was easily
the best among them.

However, he had never sought to impose his own superiority on the others, and perhaps it
was this reason, more than any other, that allowed him to remain on good terms with his sibkin. He
was accepted as their nominal leader, their head mischief, and the benchmark everybody aspired to.
He dlid to a halt on the parade ground in front of Jazelyn, and snapped to attention, allowing a
blank look to settle over his face, forcing himself to show no fatigue even as his lungs heaved for
air. He kept his posture straight, fighting the urge to slump from exhaustion due to his previous
exertions.

She stared at him appraisingly for afew seconds, then looked at the stopwatch on her wrist.
She looked relaxed, as though she was not worried at all about the success or failure of his sibko,
unlike Secorra, who was getting more agitated and even louder by the second, which Des had not
thought possible. Jazelyn possessed a serene calm that was in stark contrast to the permanently
uptight Secorra.

About two minutes left, Des estimated to himself silently. The others had better hurry up if
they did not want to get on the wrong side of their training officer on the very first day.

He heard the sounds of his fellow sibkin as they formed up on him, coming to attention in
the exact same posture as he was.

He knew that anyone who looked at the long line of cadets that had formed up would think
that he was looking at a group of clones. Strictly speaking, they were not, but the products of agene
matching from two warriors. Siblings did tend to look very similar, especially in such a controlled
reproductive process as the scientists used.

Their geneparents were bloodnamed, of course. The clan’s eugenics program had arigid set
of rules and guidelines set down by Nicholas Kerensky himself that described in detail the process
by which new generations of warriors are to be produced.

The scientists would first take the genetic material of two warriors, then in areasonable
facsimile of the reproductive process, split the chromosome pairsinto their respective zygotes. The
sperm and/or ovawould then be combined in atube to give the embryonic future possible warrior,
who would then mature inside an iron womb.

The technique gives enough assurance of genetic similarity, but also ample randomnessin
the final genetic product due to the ‘jumping gene’ effect that nature had employed to ensure
genetic diversity and co-opted by clan scientists.

The genefather of their sibko was Star Captain Jifandar Lenardon, an undistinguished
warrior who served in many minor skirmishes for the clan, but who never really achieved great
fame in battle.

Their genemother was the distinguished one, Star Colonel Hannah Winters. She died while
defending one of their primary mech facilitiesin a Trial of Position with the hated Smoke Jaguars,
her cluster destroying over twice their numbersin Jaguar mechs, while she alone accounted for at
least five more. That act earned her genetic material immediate use in the breeding program. The
Winters bloodname House was primarily known for its elemental lines, but there were still afew
mechwarrior lines, all of them renowned and highly prized by the clan. Only the very best genetic
material were used, to ensure the skill and abilities of the next generation.

And Descartin was determined to be the very best warrior the clans had ever seen.

Jazelyn looked at her watch just as the |ast cadet arrived, then looked up with atight smile.

“Ten seconds of time left. Adequate.” She remarked to Secorra, as he strode up just behind
the last cadet to fall into line.

“Adequate?’ Secorra nearly choked on his saliva as he said this. Des hoped he would choke.
“That is not adequate. That is pathetic! These little cubs are weak and slow! Not a single one of
them will survive their training, much less become awarrior of the clan!” Descartin tried to watch
impassively as Secorra slobbered all over the place.

“Shall we put your belief to the test, then?” Training Commander Varro Drummond asked
as he walked to the front of the line of cadets standing rigidly at attention.



“Each of you will bid for the right to take on these cubs.” He turned to the cadets. “And
you, in turn, shall strive to defeat your instructors. Or at the very least try to.” He grinned evilly, a
devilish leer that combined with the metal parts all over his body, would have sent others of |esser
fortitude to hiding under their beds.

Descartin and his sibko was made of sterner stuff, though, and the display did not frighten
them in the least.

“The starting bid is six for each of you.” Varro intoned solemnly.

“1 bid four cubs for my most esteemed colleague.” Secorra sneered at Jazelyn, confident
that he could handle all eight of the cadets, leaving her with no glory at all with her easy victory.
Nine, on the other hand, would be too much for either of them to handle.

She countered easily. “I bid three for my colleague, and the right to choose his opponents.”
Her eyesflicked over to Varro Drummond for awhile in a gesture that Des could not understand.
Secorra laughed cruelly. “Bargained well and done. | shall defeat any three of these cubs you
choose easily, while you shall be pulled under by the weight of nine others. Choose my opponents
now!” He swung his arms, loosening the muscles in anticipation of the fight.

Jazelyn did not hesitate. It seemed that she knew who to choose already even before the first
bid was made. She pointed at him, Deserk, and Lintya, a girl who was the among the best hand to
hand fightersin the sibko.

After himself, of course.

“Step aside from each other, and then we'll begin.” Varro turned to the line of cadets. “All
of you, do not hold back. They have not yet earned your respect, and to hold back isto hold them in
contempt, to underestimate them. And we, the Nova Cats, do not underestimate anyone! Give it
your al, and show me, show them, what you are capable of!”

Asthe line dissolved into two clumps of cadets facing their respective opponents, Varro
shouted, “Begin!”

Jazelyn' s figure immediately blurred into action, smashing into the cadets with efficiency
and effortless grace. Des found himself watching the fight for a while before his eyes were brought
back to his own fight by an insult from Secorra.

“Come on, you spineless cowards! Fight me!” Secorrayelled as he started advancing on
them menacingly, his huge hands balled into fists.

Turning his head dlightly, Descartin exchanged glances with Deserk. Des jerked his head
dlightly towards Secorra, urging his sibkin to attack first. It was their usual plan for taking on any
opponent. Des would let Deserk have the honor of trying to take down an opponent first, and only
commit when Deserk was either defeated or severely overmatched.

It started off as a standard bidding ritual amongst themselves, but eventually evolved into its
present form when Des seemed to win whenever he won a bid, and Deserk lost when he won the
bid. They had come to this arrangement after Deserk had gotten sick of never having ‘any fun’, as
he had put it.

Deserk’s eyes rolled upwards as he resigned himself to his fate, moving forward together
with Lintya as they split up, forcing Secorrato divide hisfocus. Their plan was clear, to force him
to try to defend from two sides at once.

Secorralaughed in response to their actions, and spotted Descartin standing al oof to one
side. “No hiding, cub! Come and face me like atrue warrior!”

Desrefused to be taunted. He would let Deserk and Lintya have their chance at glory. If
they won, he would not have to fight, while if they lost, he would have the advantage of having
observed his opponent beforehand. A true warrior employs guile and cunning in combat. He stayed
where he was, letting his stance irritate the instructor into making arash move at his sibkin.

Secorramoved towards Lintya first, amassive paw smashing aside her arms as she tried to
defend herself, winning through by sheer strength. He threw his other hand forward in a venomous
punch, hitting her right in the stomach even as Deserk flung himself into the air on ajump kick.



Deserk smashed into Secorra' s back as the big man finished off Lintya with avicious kick
to her face. She sprawled backwards on her back, and laid very still. The only evidence that showed
that she still lived was the rapid rise and fall of her chest.

Des stared intently as Secorra easily brushed off Deserk’ s attack, charging a shoulder into
his sibkin as Deserk tried to get up from his kick, then used both palms to slam them against
Deserk’ s temples, as though trying to squash a melon with his hands. Deserk went out like alight,
falling unconscious to the ground.

Secorraflicked afinger out disdainfully at Descartin. “I will make this especially painful for
you.” He was not even winded.

Des cocked his head to one side while walking forward, as if considering the threat. Secorra
stepped in swinging a punch around without warning, his body movement not betraying any
indication of his attack.

Except Des was already spinning below the blow and to one side, flailing aleg around like a
chain as he did so, the tip of his boot a hammer into Secorra’ s knee joint. He spun away, a mocking
smile on hisface.

Secorrabuckled for awhile, before he recovered and tried to get in close to inflict his
punishing blows on Descartin. He moved with deceptive speed for his size, getting within arms
reach of Des.

As he punched again, Des dropped to the ground and rolled forward until he was to one side
of the warrior, then clasped his hands to deal Secorra s knee another damaging blow. He rolled
away again as Secorralashed out with akick, barely missing the fast moving cadet.

As Des gained some safe distance from the furious instructor, he could see that his attacks
had achieved the desired effect of reducing Secorra’ s mobility. He was favoring his left leg, the one
that Des had concentrated on. But Des also knew that he had yet to deal any real hurt on the man.
He closed the distance, this time intentionally telegraphing a swing of hisright leg up towards
Secorra sface. The instructor predictably caught the foot, but before he could do anything with it,
Deswas already in the air, his left foot propelling his body from terra firma and then whipping up
into Secorra’ s right cheek. As the injured man howled with pain and released the hold on his right
foot, Des moved forward.

It was atrick, as Secorra suddenly slugged him in the stomach just as he advanced, the blow
driving al the air from hislungs. Des fell to the ground on his back, as Secorrawent in for the kill.
To hell with it! Des shunted away the pain in his middle, but he continued lying on the ground. Just
when he sensed Secorra within striking range, he twisted his body around, both legs angled as he
spun on his back, using his last reserves of strength to gain momentum as his legs hit into Secorra's
legs again. The man stumbled, his handsflailing, and it was all the time Des needed.

Instead of retreating, Des leapt forward this time, Secorra’ s out of position hands closing in
behind him as he launched a hand at Secorra’ s throat. Secorra s thick arms closed in around Des
even as his right hand managed to clutch the man’s windpipe. A red haze fell over hisvision, as he
begun to crush his opponent’ s throat.

“Stop!” The red haze fled as quickly asit had appeared. “Cadet! Y ou will release the
instructor’ s throat right now!”

Des looked around uncomprehendingly, his hand still on the neck of Secorrain atight death
grip. The words took a moment to register, and Des relaxed his hand slowly. It took him another
few seconds before he realized Secorra was aready unconscious.

He got to hisfeet shakily, and took a good look at the other group which had tangled with
Jazelyn. They were littered all over the parade field, while Jazelyn looked none the worse for wear.
He could swear that she gave a smirk as she looked over Secorra’ s unconscious body, and a
matching grin towards him.

Deserk was groggily getting to his feet as well, while Varro wore an inscrutable ook as he
observed the scene. Des realized belatedly that it was Training Commander Varro Drummond who
had given the orders for him to stop. He felt the red haze threatening to cloud his sight again, as he
grew angry at Commander Drummond for stopping the fight.



The Commander seemed to sense hisrage, as he walked up to Des, who came to attention
despite the pain in his guts. Drummond asked, “Y ou seek satisfaction, quiaff?’

Never taking his eyes off the Commander, Desreplied, “ Aff.”

Varro grinned sardonically as he opened his arms wide. “ Take your best shot, cub.” An
invitation for attack.

Des did not care anymore, even though he knew he should not have spoke back to the
Commander in such a manner. He went in, both hands held up, ready to block or absorb any attacks
from the Commander.

Drummond did not bat an eyelid as Des punched forward cautiously, ready to pull back to
defend. All of asudden, the Commander shifted forward, his head meeting the punch before it had
gained much speed, taking away its sting, and the next thing Des knew, he was hit in the head by a
roundhouse that was harder than anything he had ever felt in hislife.

He staggered backward, and then another blow that was equally as hard went into his
stomach. Des felt something go snap inside him, and blood rising up to his mouth. He flew
backwards several meters from the force of the attack, and rolled for several more before stopping.

Des could feel the blood trickling down his chin, as he looked up to Varro, who was
standing over him.

“You will obey my instructions. And do not even think that your defeat of Officer Secorra
impresses me in the least. Thereis only one way to earn respect from me, and that is when you are
atrue warrior of the clan. Jazelyn, get this litter of cubs out of my sight!” Varro started walking
away, as Jazelyn started hauling cadets to their feet and shoving them into line. For the second time
in the day, Des pushed away the pain his body was feeling, and got into the ranks.

If Varro Drummond had looked back, he would have noticed Descartin’s grim smile.

Finally, areal warrior to look up to. | will beat you one day.

“March! Double time! Left! Right! Left!” Jazelyn started yelling, as the cadets marched
back to their bunks, leaving adizzy Secorra only just coming to his senses.

Ways Of Seeing Training Facility, Barcella,
Kerensky Cluster,
19" December 3042

“General Aleksandr Kerensky, the Great Father, led our ancestors away from the excesses
of the Inner Sphere, after the corrupt and decadent House L ords were unable and unwilling to
reform the Star League.”

Their knowledge tutor Troussier spread his arms expansively. “ The Great Kerensky brought
the Star League Defense Force to this part of space, where they first colonized the systems that we
now know as the Pentagon worlds. What are their names?’

Troussier pointed at Deserk, who was sitting ramrod straight in his seat. Deserk replied
almost instantaneously.

“Babylon, Circe, Arcadia, Eden, and Dagda.”

“Correct. Now,” he pointed at another member of the sibko, agirl called Petra, “ Tell me
why they are named as such.”

To her credit, Petradid not gape even though none of them knew the answer to that obscure
guestion. She simply admitted, “I do not know.”

“That isal right. To tell the truth, class, nobody knows the answer!” Troussier laughed
madly for a moment, which made Des groan inwardly. Did this have to happen every hour?

“But there is a pattern in their naming. Arcadia, Babylon, Circe, Dagda, Eden. What isthe
pattern?’ He stabbed a finger thistime at Des, who was ready with the answer.

“Thefirst letters of the names of the worlds follow the first five letters of the alphabet.”

“Excellent! So you see, the naming of the Pentagon worlds was not wholly without logic!”
Troussier beamed, then continued on relating the history of the clans, asking questions at specific
members of the sibko and adding in some interesting anecdotes during the course of histelling.



It had been like this for the past few months, as they sat through lesson after lesson taught by
Troussier, who seemed deranged with hiswild hair, white in color with his advanced age. And in
fact, many of them had concluded that he was indeed insane, with his crazy tangentsin every
lesson, spiced with his own observations, which often seemed to miss the mark, and were
completely irrelevant besides.

Descartin wondered privately why Troussier was even allowed to remain at hisjob, but his
lesson, ironically, was one of the few that every member of the sibko looked forward to, for
entertainment as much as education.

Questions were allowed, but must be submitted on a small piece of paper at the end of the
lesson, where they would be answered at the start of the next lesson. The small pieces of paper,
however, were often barely adequate for more than one question.

Still, Descartin was grateful, for it had served its purposes admirably without wasting too much
time.

For four hours each day, they would sit in the stuffy classroom with poor ventilation,
ignoring the sweat slowly accumulating on their bodies, the single slow moving fan overhead
unable to wick away the moisture quickly enough. The high humidity of the weather did not help
matters any.

The only thing that made it all bearable was Troussier. He would challenge their
intelligence, force them to use parts of their brain that Des was sure had never been activated
before, since it ached afterwards, and generally made them rethink much of everything they had
learnt in previous years.

“Alas, soldiers do not take it well when they are forced out of their vocations, and forced to
be common laborers, farmers, and merchants. But the Great Father had no choice. Without people
to grow food, we would starve. Without laborers to produce machines, we would descend back to
the Stone Age. Without merchants, we would not be able to have an infrastructure capable of
catering to our needs.”

“Hereisaquestion for the whole class. What did the Founder of our clan, Phillip
Drummond, do after he was demobilized?’

This one was easy. They al shouted as one, “ Scientist!”

Troussier nodded. “He was one of those tested out, but he accepted his new role, refining
Streak SRM technology, or more accurately,” Troussier looked embarrassed, “tried to.”

“They did not succeed, though | must add that the basis of their work later did contribute to
the advancement of Streak technology developed by other clans. But that was definitely not his
greatest nor his last contribution to the dream of the Kerenskys.”

“He formed afamily unit with our other Founder, Anna Rosse. Aff, she was amere
merchant, she was not awarrior, nor was she warrior trained. But to her we owe many of our
customs and rituals, as well as the path of visions.”

Troussier glanced at hiswatch. “Ah, timeisup.” Heignored the looks of disappointment on
their faces. “Now you young aspiring warriors report to Training Officer Secorra as usual for
weapons drill. Shoo!” He started shoving cadets out of the classroom, while collecting the small
dlips of paper from them at the same time.

Barely minutes later, Descartin was dissembling a projectile rifle and assembling them from
scratch, under Secorra s watchful eye.

Varro had been less than happy with Secorra s performance during their ‘introduction’ to
the cadets, but the warrior had nevertheless proven his worth over the last few months, being an
expert on firearms, despite being an average hand to hand combatant.

Secorra s perpetual cursing and swearing did not mark him out as an elite gunner at first,
but their first day on the range, when he aced the course in a demonstration, changed their mindsin
ahurry.

It was difficult, however, as he insisted on total familiarity with any weapon before they
were allowed to use it. They had to be able to strip weapons in complete darkness, recite all the
range and specifications, and generally everything there was to know about the guns.



And on the range, Secorra had seemed especially concerned about safety, urging every
cadet to take extra precaution before firing. Rumor in the sibko was that many cadets died oncein a
live fire exercise involving a machine gun under his watch. Even though Secorra was absolved of
all responsibility(the dead cadets were trying to show off), it probably made him sit up and take
extra notice of safety procedures. The death of cadetsin silly accidents was wasteful, and the clans
above al abhor waste.

Sliding home the bolt carrier group, Des slapped close therifle casing, pulling the loading
lever several times to ensure smooth operation, before pulling the trigger to clear the gun and
shouting “Weapon ready!”

All around him were the clicking sounds of triggers being pulled, as his fellows completed
their tasks. Descartin, as usual, was first, though he was only a second faster than Deserk, who
came in second.

“Looks like you are slipping up, Cadet Des. Cadet Dee is getting better and faster.” Des
only response to Secorra was a noncommittal grunt.

Everybody had taken to calling him by the first syllable of his name, because ‘ Descartin’
was simply a mouthful. Likewise, Deserk was now called ‘Dee’, because his real name sounded too
much like ‘desert’. Not exactly the sort of name to strike fear into an enemy.

Secorra was the one who had made that remark on his progress, along with a nasty smile on
hisface. He had never really forgiven Des for beating him in their first fight, but he also knew not
to go too far in case Des, who was getting bigger and stronger al the time, should lose his patience
and decide to kill him just for the sake of getting another instructor to pound on.

In fact, all of the cadets were growing very quickly, a stage of development described as a‘growth
spurt’ by Jazelyn. Troussier had once estimated that their full height would be about 190
centimeters, due partly to proper nutrition, and also partly due to the recessive but expressed
elemental genesin their Winters bloodline.

Their height was not the only similarity that they share. Most of them had light colored hair,
and piercing green eyes. The hair color was said to come from their genemother, and their eyes and
facial features from their genefather, according to observations from Varro Drummond. They have
never seen their geneparents themselves.

And the cadets never will, because they were both dead. Even if they were not, clan
tradition dictates that there should be no contact between sibko cadets and their geneparents, citing
inefficiency in training and other psychological reasons.

Desdid not really careif that was true or not. If the clan said it was true, then it must be.
There could be no other aternative, and there was no reason for them to lie about such trivial
matters.

“Now that you have shown that you can strip and assembl e these weapons in broad
daylight, the next step would be to do that in total darkness.” Secorra’s hand flipped a switch on
the wall, and the room plunged into darkness.

Des quickly ran through all the steps again, mentally preparing the locations of each and
every component as they were taken out, placed, and a short while later taken up again to be
refitted.

“As before, cubs. Two minutes. Ready, go!”

Click, clack, clock.

03" January 3043

“And so Phillip Drummond and Anna Rosse, disillusioned with the loss of their children,
embittered by the madness that had overtaken the colony, sought refuge with the Great Founder
Nicholas Kerensky, who had established his base on Strana Mechty.”

“Phillip Drummond tested out well enough to be awarrior in the Great Founder’s new
order, and was assigned to Clan Nova Cat,” Troussier swelled with pride, “our clan.”
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