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        THE ALKALI BURROWS

        NORTHERN CONTINENT (GREN)

        JANGSO

        A PLACE

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        10 JUNE 3142

      

      

      Leutnant-Colonel Claire Hendershot felt uneasy as she rumbled her four-legged Barghest BattleMech around one of the massive mounds of mine tailings. She had been to the Alkali Burrows before and experienced the same déjà vu feeling on every visit, but today more so than others. She knew the reason far too well…that damned nightmare.

      It had been tearing at her for weeks. It wasn’t her only nightmare, but this one seemed to most crisp…one she remembered best after waking up in a cold sweat in the wee dawn hours. Massive bright green birds swirling around the brilliant blue mounds of tailings in the burrows. They dove and swooped at her from all angles, pecking at her with their needle-sharp beaks. Then came ebony talons, tearing into her flesh. Sometimes there were variations. In one, she saw a fist reach out and grab the large green birds, attempt to choke one, only for it to claw itself free.

      Ultimately, the night terrors all ended the same way, the birds overwhelming her and then waking up in a cold sweat—denied a chance of returning to slumber. Now those nightmares were coming true. The Jade Falcons were on Jangso. This time they were not here for some trial to test themselves. This time they were invading.

      Lieutnant-General Henriot had wanted the Second Donegal Guards to keep the fighting away from the cities, and so far they had performed that task admirably. The problem was that the Guards were losing the fight. The Jade Falcon’s Delta Galaxy, the Gyrfalcons, were proving deadly and cunning. The fighting east of the Ranghorn Mountains had been a debacle, costing the Guards a full battalion of ’Mechs and vehicles. I lost a lot of good friends out in those flatlands…a stupid place to fight to begin with.

      The Leutnant-General made the call after that loss—the Guards would abandon A Place’s lone planet, Jangso. Claire understood that; it was not much of a prize. The planet had a relatively small population, mostly centered on the mountain ranges. Mining was good, but the environmental conditions were such that people did not want to settle here. Most of the world was played-out mines, stark mountain ranges, or hot, flat desert regions…inhospitable. The towns and cities were industrial ore and chemical processing centers or mining operations; both types of settlements filthy and filled with hard and harsh people trying to carve out a living from the barren landscape. Mining towns were not the kinds of places to raise children.

      Saving the people of the world was far more important than the world itself, but there was a point when that was no longer practical. There was an unspoken math about battles—at what point do you say it is better to fall back and fight another day vs. fighting to the bitter end? In the case of Jangso, that formula was being skewed heavily in favor of the attackers. When the Leutnant-General had asked for volunteers to fight a holding action against the advancing Falcons while the rest of the unit linked up with their DropShips, Claire had raised her hand. Most of the other volunteers came from her understrength battalion, wanting to follow her into whatever hell she was marching into. She admired their loyalty, telling the company that had volunteered, “Our job is to buy enough time for the rest of the Unwearied Second to get off-planet.”

      She had every intention of surviving this fight. Somehow, in the back of her mind, she knew she would. The other nightmares that tore at her seemed to affirm she had another destiny to fulfill. Once they carried out their mission, she hoped her people would be paroled by the Falcons. Given the Clan’s propensity to purge any that dared to stand against their accursed Mongol Doctrine, they would have to hide among the population. But that worry was for another day—today she had to face her nightmare…face the Jade Falcons.

      Claire saw the white contrails of the Union- and Overlord-Class DropShips descending along the coast to the south of the burrows. She remembered the insertion; it was a bumpy ride. The high upper atmospheric winds were so brutal she had thrown up during their initial landing. No doubt the Falcons saw them as well. We will hold their attention long enough for our brothers and sisters to get off-world. That alone will piss off the Falcon commander. That last thought made her smile slightly.

      The ground-wind gusts picked up, kicking up small tornadoes of dust as they came to rest. She maneuvered to the edge of the burrows, turning to face the pursuing enemy. In the distance, looking like a wall of stirred red-brown dust, were the charging Jade Falcons. The brilliant white sun of A Place hung like a scalding dot in the sky, making the ground shimmer with ripples of heat. At her back, her Barghest stood framed by large heaps of bluish-gray gravel, the tailings mined out of deep holes, many of which had collapsed decades earlier. Plant life was sparse in the Burrows, even sparser than on the rest of the planet. The soil simply didn’t support life. The mounds were some three stories tall and wide enough to limit lines of sight and fire. There was enough heavy ore in the dust to limit the range of sensors. Claire had studied the ground with her troops before choosing it for her last stand. She had memorized the maps to be ready to snake between the massive hills of spent ore.

      Switching to her tactical channel, she contacted her volunteer company. “This is Back Door actual. You all know the score—we have to tie down the Falcons here to give our people time to get out. Everyone is to fire at multiple targets, get them to turn this into a free for all. Our people are counting on us, so this isn’t about taking down the enemy as much as it is about keeping them focused on us.”

      “You can count on us, Leutnant-Colonel,” Kommandant Gustaf Firebaugh replied, resolution ringing in every syllable. Knowing he was out there was reassuring. Firebaugh was a deadly MechWarrior once he got his blood up.

      A swirl of thoughts spun through her head. If only the HPG network were up…we could have called in reinforcements. She had always known some faction would come and try and seize the A Place system…why did it have to be the Jade Falcons? While inhospitable, Jangso was rich with heavy metals and chemicals. The Lyran Commonwealth had been suffering since the collapse of much of the HPG network, but that wasn’t all. Wavering leadership had brought out the worst of many of the royals that kept the realm together. Word was Vedet Brewer had seized the Archonship from Melissa Steiner, and Claire had no idea if that was good or bad news. She shook her head, dismissing any concern of squabbling nobles dozens of light-years away. My loyalty is to the Commonwealth first and foremost. In the end who sits on the throne means little to those of us putting our lives on the line.

      The Leutnant-Colonel checked her tactical display and watched her forces deploy behind the giant mounds of glistening blue-gray rocks and rubble. Now to seal the deal. She was facing Clan Warriors, genetically engineered for battle and bound by their ritualistic rules about fighting honorably. Toggling her comms system over to a general broadcast channel, she shifted in her seat and began her broadcast.

      “Approaching Jade Falcon Commander. This is Leutnant-Colonel Claire Hendershot of the Second Donegal Guard. I and my company are here in the Alkali Burrows awaiting you. We stand here to defend the honor of the Guards. We dare you to meet and challenge us.” The bravado in her voice was ratcheted up, but only slightly. Fighting a desperate holding action came with inherent bravery. She knew the Falcons would not be able to pass up her makeshift batchall…her battle challenge.

      Her call to fight was responded by the ever-approaching dust storm that grew taller and wider by the second. “This is Star Colonel Tracy Hazen of the illustrious Jade Falcons Delta Galaxy, Fourth Falcon Dragoons. Leutnant-Colonel Hendershot, I trust that if you are issuing such a call for a combat trial, you are with the troops we will crush, quiaff?”

      “Indeed I am, Star Colonel,” she replied coolly.

      “If you fight with honor, you will be dealt with respectfully,” Hazen replied. “If you are deceitful, we will spare none of you.”

      “I fight for the glory of the Lyran Commonwealth,” Hendershot said proudly. “Honor is my watchword.” The words flowed freely from her lips. At the same instant, she knew of the Falcons’ merciless Mongol Doctrine. Star Colonel Hazen was not making a light threat. They may very well kill us all. There was something nagging at her though…her other nightmares. This is not where I die…it can’t be.

      “Very well then,” the Jade Falcon commander replied. “Let us finish your annoying little distraction.”

      Hendershot angled her three-tone blue Barghest around one of the perimeter mounds of ore, with a plume of dust billowing behind her. On the far side was her makeshift command lance, spread out behind the mound she had climbed, using it for cover.

      “I presume they are coming,” Kommandant Firebaugh said from the cockpit of his Griffin IIC.

      “If they want this world, they will have to bleed for it,” Hendershot said. “Now, break right, just as we planned…”

      

      
        
        TWENTY MINUTES LATER

      

      

      A wave of long-range missiles tore into the mangled and charred armor of Claire’s left front leg. Her Barghest reeled under the concussive explosions. Bits of her own armor rattled against her cockpit canopy, testimony to the savaging she was taking. Damage warning indicators flashed on her secondary display in the cockpit, going from yellow to crimson.

      An annoying bright green Eyrie hit her right front leg with advanced tactical missiles and some precisely fired ER medium lasers. Some of the missiles missed, sending up bits of bright blue dust as they blasted the ground. The rest ravaged her front right leg. The lasers seared up the Barghest’s sloping torso, leaving glowing reminders of their intensity on the freshly melted armor. She turned to return fire, but the nimble Eyrie had already flown out of line of sight. I hate that MechWarrior!

      The Jade Falcons had slammed into the center of her line en masse, cutting her front in two in the opening moments of their engagement. Star Colonel Hazen had swept to the right, flanking half of the Lyran force before they knew what was happening. Claire’s command lance had blunted the encirclement effort, but the cost was already high. Lieutenant Munce’s Phoenix Hawk was a burned-out hulk lying against one of the burrow mounds, smoke rolling out of what had been his cockpit. Firebaugh was still in the fight, blasting at a Jade Falcon Black Lanner savaging his Griffin IIC’s legs in a seemingly endless series of missile salvos. Claire lost sight of him in the explosions as he tried to evade the incoming fire.

      She slowly craned around her Barghest—the quad ’Mech was hell to pivot—alternating glances between her tactical display and out of her cockpit. Where in the hell is that Eyrie? It had been sniping at her since she had first blasted at it, appearing for a heartbeat, then disappearing before she could bring the pain to it.

      The green and light gray Shrike engaging her roared into the air on plumes of flames, blasting at her with its extended range large lasers. One crimson beam missed by less than a meter. Another stabbed into her Barghest’s body to the right of her cockpit, spraying melted armor into the air.

      Leutnant-Colonel Hendershot ignored her flashing damage indicators and focused, bringing her targeting reticle onto the leg of the rising Jade Falcon ’Mech. Her deadly LB-X autocannon’s cluster rounds chewed into the Shrike’s legs. Chunks of armor rained down as the Falcon ’Mech rattled in the air, angling to her left. As it descended, its own pair of Ultra autocannons replied, tearing off her right front leg. The Shrike landed hard; bluish-gray dust billowed all around her. The severed leg fell forward in front of Claire, its myomer bundles still hissing. The sudden loss of weight shifted the Barghest’s center of gravity, but her skill kept it upright.

      The Lyran Leutnant-Colonel wanted distance between the Falcon warrior and herself, but that was not easy, giving the massive tailing mounds surrounding her. She started to lumber away, limping badly on three legs, as the Jade Falcon’s LRMs washed across her rear armor, shredding what was there. Hendershot bit her lower lip as her Barghest rumbled and shook under the explosions. Have to get out of the line of fire! She angled around the largest mound as fast as her heavy ’Mech could maneuver. With one leg left in the dust, it was painfully slow.

      Four Streak short-range missiles from one of her BattleMechs tore into the accursed Falcon Eyrie that had been harassing her, spraying sparks where the projectiles splattered into their prey. It was Sergeant Major Holland’s Jenner IIC—so badly burned she could only make out bits of the light blue streaks of its paint job—that had fired at the troublesome Eyrie.

      Claire was about to join in and help, but the Eyrie unleashed everything it had at the battered Jenner. Its micro pulse lasers, pink bursts of energy, blasted the right leg, while its advanced tactical missiles and emerald pulse lasers hit the other leg. Both legs of the squat Jenner IIC disappeared in a spray of dust and explosions. It fell forward, hard, skidding slightly as it fell. Without legs, it was of no use to her anymore.

      Even so, she unleashed both ER large lasers at the Eyrie. One missed and one scored a near miss, leaving a black gouge across the ’Mech’s lower right torso where the armor had been melted. It fired its jump jets and shot skyward as she continued her limping retreat. The cockpit around her was getting warm, sweat stung the corners of her dark brown eyes as she ran. The Eyrie did not directly pursue, which puzzled her slightly. He’ll be back.

      A roar to her right caught her attention as skidding down the mound, feathering its jump jets, was the Shrike. Its large lasers carved into the mangled, blackened stump where her forward right leg had been, furrowing deep into her side. Claire felt the hit to her gyro as the Barghest suddenly lurched to her left, seeming to fight her. It took every bit of her skill and sense of balance to side-step the three-legged BattleMech and keep it upright, a difficult maneuver off the battlefield, to say nothing about doing while taking heavy fire.

      The Shrike MechWarrior seemed to sense her plight, unleashing a blast of Ultra autocannon fire at her. The shells caught her torso armor at an angle, sending two big plates flying off entirely, and peeling one back like an orange rind torn apart by a child desperate to get to the fruit. The exploding shells made it impossible to maintain her balance. Claire dropped to a squatting prone position, making her already other damaged front leg groan in a metallic stress protest.

      Heat and dizziness tore at her as she brought her targeting reticle onto the Jade Falcon and unleashed everything she had left. The Shrike spun at the waist under the assault, throwing bits of hot melted armor off as if they were beads of sweat. It staggered under the brutal wave of damage, and the Falcon warrior lost their footing and toppled over. Hendershot grinned, if only for a few milliseconds.

      The Eyrie maneuvered to her flank and unleashed its six lasers into her already broken and melted armor. Where in the hell did he come from? It came at her from out of nowhere and was searing her like a steak thrown on a hot grill. Her gyro made a sickening grinding noise as it blew apart, sending fragments into her ’Mech’s body like shrapnel.

      She tried to stay upright, but without a gyro, even a stiff wind could topple her. Wavering, her hulking Barghest fell on its side, shattered armor plates grinding into the bluish gravel. Claire was tossed hard against the side of her command seat, the straps digging into her left shoulder hard enough to break the skin.

      She tried to rise, but couldn’t. Frustration stung as much as the humiliation. “I yield,” she cursed over an open command line.

      “I am Star Commander Hasara,” a proud voice replied from the Eyrie. Exit your BattleMech and surrender your sidearm. Your role in this Trial is over.”

      Leutnant-Colonel Hendershot looked to the side of her command seat, where her officer’s sword rested in a special scabbard she had mounted there. It had been in her family for generations, somehow saved from every battle fought, an honor she carried proudly. The sword was everything to her. It was a bond with the Lyran Commonwealth…and now it would be the property of the Jade Falcons.

      She hit her chest release for her harness and swung her aching legs down. She grabbed the sword and resisted the temptation of breaking it, rather than give it to the warrior that took her down. Honor alone held back her action.

      “Very well,” was her only reply.

      

      
        
        CAMP ELIZABETH (STEINER)

        OUTSIDE NEW USTUS

        JANGSO

        11 JUNE 3142

      

      

      Claire was led into Leutnant-General Henriot’s office by a Jade Falcon warrior. For her, the entrance was utter humiliation. Already the trappings of her CO’s desk were gone, no doubt thrown away.

      The short warrior that sat in her commander’s former chair was smug, she could see it on Star Colonel Hazen’s face. She had a small scar on her lower lip, a reminder of the vicious lifestyle of Clan warriors. Her long, straight, jet-black hair was slicked back, and her dark eyes offered little in the way of cheeriness or hope.

      Already seated was Baron Nord Himmelganger, Governor of Jangso. His wrinkled and weathered old face bore the marks of a man who had been emotionally broken by the defeat. His gray hair, normally well-maintained, looked as if someone had deliberately run their hands through it to mess it up. He is past his prime for coping with such a turnover of power.

      Claire glanced around the office, longing for its previous occupant. She chose to meet in this office because I am a warrior. Himmelganger’s office is far too posh for Clan tastes. The genetically bred warriors of the Clan were a spartan people who loathed anything that did not make them stronger. While it made sense to her, it only added to the indignation of the meeting.

      There was an eerie feeling of déjà vu about the entire scene. It had come to her in another nightmare, far too many times. The people in her dreams were blurs, green uniforms, but their faces were unfamiliar. Now, suddenly, the nightmares made sense to Claire. I saw all of this coming…I simply lacked the details...the context! The pecking of the green birds she had dreamt about were the Jade Falcons ripping her BattleMech to shreds. If it played out like the fragments she remembered from her dream, she was going to hate what was about to come. Humiliation…the loss of my place in the universe…it starts here. She still had no idea if her holding action had even served its intended purpose.

      Claire was stopped at the only open seat in the room and a hand from the warrior urged her downward. Her jaw sagged as she looked at the victor of Jangso looking at her, grinning slightly at her discomfort.

      “Star Colonel Hazen, I presume?” she asked.

      “Aff,” the Falcon replied. “You fought with honor, which is the only reason you are sitting here today. Your actions bought the rest of your Donegal Guards the time they needed to evacuate. Such a rear-guard action meant you knew you would be left behind, yet you fought on. That is something our people respect.”

      Claire did not want respect—especially from a Jade Falcon that had defeated her. Still, the words flowed from her mouth, “Thank you.” At least now I know the fate of my comrades.

      “I would like this transfer of power to be peaceful,” Governor Himmelganger said, his voice wavering slightly for the first time Claire had ever heard.

      “That depends on your people,” Tracy Hazen replied, leaning back in her chair. “If there are strikes, lawlessness, terrorist actions, civil disobedience—we will deal with such insurrection with overwhelming force. Resistance will not be tolerated. Lower caste members will be summarily executed as a lesson to others if need be.”

      The Mongol Doctrine rears its ugly head. Claire had read extensively about the Jade Falcons’ brutal occupation policies—made worse by the Mongol Doctrine—and found herself about to suddenly live it. “Killing innocent people to punish the guilty will only garner more resistance,” she said in the most respectful tone she could muster.

      “Yes—at first. Eventually, after enough have been killed, the fight evaporates from those who desire to rebel. I have no desire to go down that path, but if I am forced to do so, I will. Our Clan does not tolerate those who refuse to follow our orders. Discipline, even in the lower castes, is not only required, it is demanded.”

      “I’m familiar with your approach,” the now-former governor said. “We do not want any trouble. I will gladly go on the air and tell our people to adhere to your rules.”

      “That is expected,” Star Colonel Hazen replied curtly. “At the same time, we have found that making an example of our sincerity early in an occupation makes a better statement. It validates our willingness to stand for more than mere words.”

      The words were chilling. These bastards will kill people just to prove they are willing to kill more people! It shook Claire to her core. She could tell Hazen was watching her more than the governor, seeming to enjoy the terror she was heaping on her.

      Claire gathered herself, rallied her tenacity. I haven’t seen my family for years. Now I may never see them. My duty is to the citizens of the Commonwealth. Dark resolve consumed her. “I do not think killing civilians is necessary to make your point. The reputation of your people is well known, even here on Jangso. If you are intent on taking a life to make your point, then take mine. I fought the holding action against you. That should suffice to get your point across.”

      Star Colonel Hazen didn’t immediately respond. She surveyed Claire’s face, seeming to enjoy what she had offered. My life is forfeit. I already failed to defend this planet for the Commonwealth. I should have died out there in the Barrows. I didn’t. If I die now to save lives, then my death will serve a purpose. The thought of living under the heels of the Jade Falcons would slowly kill her, day by day.

      Hazen leaned forward on the desk, resting her elbows on it and clasping her hands together. “You are a true leader, Leutnant-Colonel Claire. Only a warrior offers their life to save the lives of lower castes. You will adapt well to life under our rule.”

      Already the Clan indoctrination had begun. Only the best of the Clan warriors had last names—Bloodnames. She was no longer Claire Hendershot—she was merely Claire.

      “Then you will not make a demonstration?”

      “Aff,” Tracy Hazen replied. “Consider it generosity on my part, and respect—one warrior to another.” She glanced over at the now former governor. “I trust that meets with your approval?” He nodded wearily.

      Claire suppressed her sigh of relief. Then she cringed. Now I am trapped on a Jade Falcon world…like everyone else on this planet.

      For her, the firing squad would have been far more merciful.
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        JADE FALCON HEADQUARTERS

        NEW USTUS

        JANGSO

        17 JANUARY 3151

      

      

      Star Commander Hasara didn’t like Jangso any more or less than the other worlds he had been assigned to during his long service to Clan Jade Falcon. It was far less dull. Most worlds blurred in his memory, but Jangso had unique terrain. It was dry, with the mountain ranges being the places where water and settlement took place. There were chemical and mining operation all across the arid world, small cities that thrived as long as they could extract anything precious from the soil. Jangso had a lot to offer, but when a mine went bust, the city supporting it was simply abandoned as the miners moved onto the next big mother lode. Jade Falcon warriors’ only sense of home was where their sibko trained, and that was minimal. For him, his “home” was Blackjack, but with each passing year his memories of that world seemed to fade more and more.

      Jangso had been part of the Lyran Commonwealth for most of its existence. Despite that, they had conformed to their new rulers, his Clan. Per the Mongol Doctrine of Chingis Khan Malvina Hazen, the populace had not undergone the traditional assimilation process to become part of the Clan. Instead, the Jade Falcons had secured control of all industries with military value, brought in lower-caste specialists to oversee operations, and otherwise let the populace go about their daily lives as long as they did not interfere with Clan operations.

      There had been some instances of resistance, but they had been crushed accordingly. The Jade Falcons had brought stability and a sense of consistency to their rule. It was more than many other invaders might do. The Inner Sphere was filled with hostile neighbors, the dezgra House Lords who had been waging war for centuries over the table scraps of the former Star League. While the Jade Falcons had a well-earned reputation for harshness, few of the warring houses could claim innocence in their occupations.

      Hasara had accepted his assignment to the solahma with what dignity he could muster. Immediately thereafter, warriors who had known him for years seemed to shun him. Old “friends” did not want to associate with him. The title came with a stigma in the eyes of those younger than him. He himself had once treated solahma the same way, with the cold shoulder of disdain. Now he regretted those interactions. Old age had seemed so far away in those years, but it sneaks up on you, and before you know it you are the one feeling the sting of being no longer of value.

      When Zeta Galaxy, the unit designated for the Jade Falcon’s solahma warriors, had taken over garrison duties, he had been transferred into the Third Falcon Velites, Charlie Garrison Cluster. It was a dull name for a unit, one lacking any hint of glory. They had been assigned to the garrison of Jangso, a command not likely to be challenged any time soon.

      He embraced who he was as solahma, ancient by Clan standards, seen as obsolete by younger warriors. Hasara was the last of his sibko to still live; he learned this when he had checked the touman years ago. Being old and a survivor was seen as a blemish, an embarrassment, but not to Hasara. It means I am smarter and more skilled than others. One does not live to be my age without cunning. Some would say luck, but there is no such thing—only fate. At the same time, he knew he alone had that thought about his status in the Clan. For him, however, it was a badge of honor, and he refused to feel bad about it.

      Hasara had been ordered to report to the CO of the Garrison Cluster. When he passed the spaceport, he noticed DropShips being loaded. There was heightened activity, a bustle he had not seen in a long time. We are mobilizing. That made him grin slightly as he entered HQ. This may be another chance to test my skills, and prove to those who mock me that they are still wrong. That was a cause for joy that only a solahma could embrace.

      He knocked on the door of Star Colonel Mildred, and heard her husky voice bid him to enter. The Star Colonel had dark hair streaked with gray, where Hasara’s hair had gone nearly white. Like the rest of the garrison Cluster, she too was solahma. Her skin was smoother than his own, though there were wrinkles at the collar of her uniform at her neck. In the garrison Cluster, wrinkles were the norm. He had tight, high cheeks, but the wrinkles on his brow and around his eyes were a reminder of the years he had witnessed.

      Being solahma was how she had gotten assigned to a backwater world like Jangso, in command of a sibko and a solahma Cluster. The varied and harsh conditions of the planet were good ground for training sibkos. It taught them the nuances of different kinds of terrain, something every warrior needed to know. It was good duty. Hasara had not thought of himself as a Falconer—a trainer—at first, but he had come to find the assignment fulfilling. While he still would have preferred a combat assignment, there was some satisfaction in training future generations of warriors.

      Mildred’s light gray eyes locked onto his as he stepped into her small, indiscreet office. “Reporting as ordered,” Hasara said, standing at attention.

      “At ease,” she replied, gesturing to the chair opposite her. He slid into the seat and looked back at her with his own piercing blue eyes.

      “No doubt you saw we are loading for immediate deployment on your way in,” Mildred said.

      “I did, Star Colonel,” he replied. “Where are we going?”

      “The Cluster is being deployed to Terra,” she replied.

      Terra? This is it, we are to be the ilClan! His chest swelled with pride at Mildred’s words, and Hasara could not suppress the left side of his mouth rising into a twisted grin. “Excellent—my sibko is young, but is more than ready to take on the Republic of the Sphere.” He did not hide the excitement or confidence in his voice. Going to Terra was the dream of every Clan warrior. The Clan that took the homeworld of mankind would be named the ilClan, raised above all others. A sense of elation came over him. This was a moment generations had been waiting for, the opportunity to finally establish the ilClan. “We are ready to move out at your command.”

      “That will not be necessary,” she said coolly.

      “Why not?”

      “Your sibko is staying here.”

      Utter dismay washed over him, followed by a spike of momentary rage. The smile he wore a moment earlier evaporated as her words sank in. “My sibko is not to go to Terra? Are you mad? You would deny them the chance to be there when our people become the ilClan? That makes no sense. Have you lost your mind?”

      “Ah, there it is, the infamous Hasara mouth,” Mildred quipped. “I look forward to the day when I do not have to deal with your outbursts. I will remind you that you are speaking to your superior officer.”

      A lifetime of military training and discipline kicked in. He reeled in his frustration as much as possible. “Sir, I would like an explanation. I believe my fledglings are owed that much.”

      “First,” Mildred replied, “Your sibko is just over two years from being ready to take their Trials of Position. They lack practical combat experience against true enemies. Second, this is a matter of logistics. We have a JumpShip waiting at a pirate point, and we have a long list of what we are supposed to bring to Terra. When you factor in precious cargo space, we do not have the room for your sibko to accompany the Cluster.”

      Logistics was something he had never paid much attention to. “It is a shame they have been deemed unworthy,” he replied. “They are so close to completion. Many are likely to angered at being denied a chance to take part in something so historic.”

      “They are Jade Falcons. They will do as commanded. Whining and complaining is not tolerated.”

      Hasara nodded curtly. “Very well. I will inform them, then I will prepare my gear for immediate departure.”

      Star Colonel Mildred cocked her head slightly at his statement. “That will also not be necessary, Star Commander.”

      Not necessary? “Why is that?”

      “We cannot leave a sibko here, alone, as the only garrison on this world, with no Falconer to lead them. You will remain on Jangso to act as planetary garrison commander and to complete their training.”

      The words were a devastating emotional punch to his gut. Once he processed the realization, anger took over. She means to not only leave my sibko, but me here! I cannot be denied this. There will never be such a chance again. “You need me on Terra, Star Colonel. I am one your most experienced warriors.”

      “That is merely another way of saying you are old. I am willing to concede that. Still, your duty is here.”

      Why? Why would she not choose another to remain? He was solahma just like her. Why am I being treated differently? His mind raced to find an answer. “This is because I do not subscribe to the Khan’s Mongol Doctrine. I am being punished for not falling in line. I will correct that behavior from this point forward, Star Colonel. I must go with you.”

      Hasara was willing to admit he did not follow the doctrine Malvina Hazen had imposed on his Clan. To him, it lacked honor to use brutality and fear to compel others to obey and stay in line. In his mind, what mattered the most was honor. If you uphold your honor, if you demonstrate it, people will respect it and follow such a warrior. It was his mantra, but now he saw it might cost him his one chance to go to Terra and assist his Clan in accomplishing the goal they had trained for all their lives.

      Mildred shook her head. “It has nothing to do with your failure to follow the will of the Chingis Khan. Though, if the decision was mine alone to make, I would have chosen you to stay behind anyway.”

      “Why? I have always performed my duties well, exceptionally well.”

      The Star Colonel chuckled, and leaned back in her seat. “The issue has never been your results. You get those, I will give you that. It is a matter of your thinking, and that your mouth moves three seconds before your brain does. You, Hasara, are difficult. I am sure some of that is in your blood—you are a Hazen at your core, even if you do not bear that Bloodname. You challenge authority. You refuse to simply conform. You question things when it would be wiser to simply say, ‘Yes, sir.’ You possess a streak of individuality that is contrary to working as part of a team. It is irritating…neg, it is infuriating. It is also something I will not have to deal with going forward. I will take our Cluster to Terra, and be there when our Clan is victorious. You will be here, left behind.”

      The last two words rang in his ears. Hasara knew he was irritating. Until this moment, he had considered his obstinate attitude something that made him an asset. Suddenly it was the exact opposite. If only I had held my tongue, perhaps I would not be denied this opportunity. It hurt to acknowledge it. He felt his pale skin burn red with her words.

      “I will challenge that decision. As a warrior, I am entitled to that much. I will settle this in a Circle of Equals.”

      That made her grin grow, if only marginally. “Neg, you will not. The matter was not decided by me. I received guidance from the Chingis Khan herself on what troops to bring and leave behind. By default, you will remain. You are the ranking Falconer in command of a sibko. As I did not make the decision, I am not obligated to defend it. There will be no refusals, no trials. I doubt you wish to face off with the Chingis Khan on this matter—assuming she would even take the time to indulge you—given that she kills all who dare challenge her. And if she was here, she would not have time for such a petty matter. You think too much of yourself and your importance, assuming the Khan would waste her time with you. This is a deployment—aff, it is to Terra, but it is still just a deployment. This matter is resolved, whether you like it or not.”

      Fury tore through him, with no possible outlet. “I have lived my entire life to be with my people when they become the ilClan.”

      “And you may yet see it,” Mildred replied. “But you will have no part in the victory.” The smugness of her voice only deepened his shame. “Besides, we cannot abandon this sibko of yours to fend for themselves. You will remain and finish their training. And not all of this is bad; you will be the ranking officer on this world, making you the voice of the Chingis Khan and the planetary garrison commander. There is honor in that.”

      While commanding a planet would normally be an honor, it was not worth the trade of being on Terra. I would much rather stand on Terra as the ilClan than rule this planet. “What other forces will remain here on Jangso, aside from the Hunting Stoop sibko?”

      “None,” the Star Colonel replied. “I am confident it will only be temporary. While I do not have details of the operation, I can only assume that we will deal with the Republic Armed Forces swiftly and Terra will be ours in a matter of days. In the meantime, you and your sibko will remain here, complete their training, and we will return when we have been ordained as the ilClan. This forsaken world is yours to hold until we return from Terra victorious.”

      While it seemed reasonable, experience had taught Hasara that few things ever were as they initially appeared. Our enemies may attempt to use this opportunity to strike. At the same time, it was hard to argue against leaving the sibko without leadership. He had been the Falconer for the Hunting Stoop since they had graduated their crèche. Leaving them without guidance would be reckless. “Sibkos usually have two Falconers.”

      “Aff,” she replied. “As the commander, you will select the other warrior to remain behind.”

      Hasara paused at her words. I would be denying another warrior the same thing taken from me…the right to be there at the time of our greatest victory. Then he saw Star Colonel Mildred’s trap. This is a decision she should be making, not me. She wants me to bear the responsibility for this choice. Even as he admired her maneuvering, he attempted to shift the responsibility—and the blame.

      “The choice should fall to you Star Colonel. I am a mere Star Commander.”

      “My guidance from the Chingis Khan was in naming a garrison commander alone. I have done that. As of this meeting, you are planetary garrison commander, Hasara. As much as you try and avoid this choice, it will befall you. In fact, the choice will be made before you depart this office.”

      He crossed his arms and glared at her. “You are asking me to condemn another warrior to the same fate as me.” I will be denying them a chance to be there at the moment of our triumph.

      “Aff, I am. I was forced to leave you here. Now you must choose who stays with you.” Her use of the word “forced” struck him. She did not have a choice in my case, the Chingis Khan had set that criteria. For a moment, he wondered if he had judged her too harshly. Then, looking at the arrogant expression on her face, he knew she would have chosen him regardless.

      “I am a Jade Falcon,” he said proudly. “I will do what is required.”

      She slide her noteputer pad in front of him. “These are the officers I would have considered.”

      Picking it up, he saw their codex summaries. He quickly scanned each one. Lobar, my age and just as quick in the cockpit. Tristen; she is good and capable, despite her age. Ragnar, he would be insufferable if held behind, he talks far too much in pointless chatter. Jayden, barely solahma, while pleasant to work with, still has a great deal to offer the Clan.

      That left him with Guice. She was a “new” solahma in terms of age, but had light duty assignments only. From what he knew of her record, she had suffered several bad neurofeedback hits. The physicians said she should not pilot a ’Mech in combat, though she still had a rating to do so. Her injuries had happened years ago, and had she turned 38 years old recently, barely solahma. Hasara knew her—tough, headstrong—more so than other Jade Falcons, terribly proud. No one dared bring up her injuries without inviting a brawl in response, he had learned that from experience.

      Who to choose? Should he pick the best warrior to train the sibko? If that was the case, it would be Tristen or Ragnar. As he stared at the noteputer, he clenched his jaw. I must do what is best for Clan Jade Falcon strategically. That means making sure the best warriors go to Terra. That did not make the choice any easier.

      “I choose Guice to remain as Falconer.” And condemn her to my fate.

      Mildred’s eyes narrowed with his word. “Are you sure? She gets very little time in a BattleMech, and much of the training at this point forward will be in ’Mechs.”

      Hasara nodded curtly again. “What I do is in the best interests of our Clan. You will need your finest warriors with you on Terra. Becoming the ilClan is the pinnacle for our people. Guice is quite good, but she might be more of a hindrance than a help in fighting the Republic, more than any of the others. Here, she can demonstrate her worth.”

      Star Colonel Mildred said nothing for a moment, seeming to eye him carefully. “You have proven yourself to be outspoken and often irritating, Star Commander. You are unorthodox, and do not conform to our normal pattern of thinking, and that can be frustrating. Perhaps, however, I have misjudged you. Your choice is…admirable. You put your own needs behind those of the Clan. Many warriors would not have done that.”

      “Thank you, sir,” he replied.

      “I will inform Guice of the decision,” she replied, rising to her feet and extending her hand. “I wish you well while we are gone. With the HPG blackout, I seriously doubt you have anything to worry about. Jangso is mineral rich, but far from any possible combatants.”

      Hasara shook her hand firmly. “All I ask is that you win,” he replied. Then he turned and exited her office. Once in the hallway, he paused for a moment. I hope she is right, but I cannot help feeling this is the last time I will see her.
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      Guice stood in front of the desk of Star Colonel Mildred at parade rest. Her light blond hair was cut just above her shoulders, longer than she had worn it years ago, when in a front-line command. Her hazel eyes looked forward, not on Mildred’s face. “Reporting as ordered,” she said in a crisp tone.

      “Guice,” the Star Colonel began. “Clan Jade Falcon has found the means to penetrate Fortress Republic. We are mobilizing immediately for the voyage to Terra.”

      A smile rose to Guice’s face, if only for a moment. I have lived my entire life to hear these words.

      “The decision has been made that you will remain here, reporting to Star Commander Hasara. You will assist him as a Falconer in the training of the Hunting Stoop sibko.”

      The smile evaporated, replaced with a roaring in her ears as her blood pressure spiked. “Star Colonel, why will I not be going? I know my injuries limit me, but I still am a warrior. I still have a great deal to offer. You cannot leave me behind…not from this.”

      “The decision has been made.”

      “I demand a Circle of Equals to reverse this decision,” she snapped. You think I am impaired. I will show you by defeating you.

      “Neg. There will be no such trial, Guice. There is no time for such formalities. This decision was not mine but another’s. You will remain here, assisting with the sibko. You and the Star Commander will be the only experienced Jade Falcon warriors on the planet. You will be tasked with defending it, should any enemy be foolish enough to challenge you.”

      “Star Colonel,” she said in a voice that wavered slightly. “Under Star Commander Hasara…is that the best choice? He is, I believe the word is, ‘quirky.’”

      “Hasara has my complete confidence,” Mildred replied. “He will be given garrison command of this world. His codex is long and distinguished. You could stand to learn from him.”

      “Star Colonel—please…” she began, looking down into Mildred’s gray eyes, then stopped when she realized her voice sounded as if she were pleading. Neg, I will not beg. I am a Jade Falcon.

      Mildred rose from her seat. “I know how you feel, how any warrior would feel receiving such orders. Your feelings mean nothing, however. We all have our duties, and yours is here.”

      “Who made the decision?” she demanded.

      The Star Colonel shook her head. “That is irrelevant. You were chosen—that is all you must know. You have your orders. I expect you to fulfill them to the best of your ability. When this is over, you will be part of the ilClan, I am sure. Someone must remain with the fledglings of the sibko, and that is you and Hasara. It is your duty, and I expect you to do it to the best of your ability.”

      Guice heard the words and did what she could to quell her fury. Orders were just that, orders. I do not have a lot of options. Hasara is eccentric, but at the same time, efficient. There are worse assignments and worse warriors to serve under. Our Cluster is all solahma—they may be sent in a suicide-assault. Our people do not see much value in our old warriors…which is a shame. “I live to serve the Clan, Star Colonel. Even if the assignment is disdainful.”

      Mildred nodded. “Good. We will be back Guice…after our victory.”

      Guice nodded back. “I am counting on that.”
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        CAFÉ FRIEDEN

        NEW USTUS

        JANGSO

        11 MAY 3151

      

      

      Gaudette Okerlund sat at the small outdoor café, sipping his latte while flipping through the news on his noteputer. The headlines were very much as they had been for the past five months, as if the Jade Falcons had not packed up and left Jangso, and that irritated him. Some people, when presented a chance for freedom, refuse to take it. Wednesdays he frequented the Café Frieden and enjoyed being there, since it was run by a former Lyran-learning family and frequented by former Lyran citizens. It was a place where he felt at home, comfortable, among his own kind.

      Okerlund had been born on Tharkad and raised on a half-dozen different Lyran worlds, following his mother and her career in the LCAF. His grades had been good enough to get him recruited right out of college by the intelligence service, where he proved to be adept at adapting to new and sometimes challenging environments.

      He had been sent to Jangso nine years ago, right before the planet fell to the Jade Falcons. The Clan had forced massive social changes on the people here with little resistance, despite his attempts to stir things up for the new occupiers. Most citizens were content if their day-to-day existence was not changed—and while the Falcons had implemented castes, they’d also allowed most of the population to remain in their jobs. He was pretending to be a commodities broker, which slotted him into the merchant caste. Okerlund found it all rather blasé for a Lyran Intelligence Corps agent. This was an enemy worthy of his attention and effort, but without civilians willing to lead a revolt, he found himself relegated to merely gathering intelligence.

      But in the last few months, things had become far more interesting for the spy. Back in January, the majority of the Jade Falcons had left Jangso in what appeared to be a hurried exodus. A new planetary garrison commander, Star Commander Hasara, had assumed rule of the world. All that was left behind was a lightly armed sibko with a handful of old BattleMechs that barely qualified as training equipment. The departing Falcons had taken every other implement of war with them. While no one knew for sure where they had gone, he was able to make a pretty educated guess. For them to take this garrison, mostly a solahma unit, they must be going to Terra or some other high priority target. He hoped it wasn’t Tharkad, the capital of the Lyran Commonwealth. They tried to take it once…maybe they’re going after it once more.

      What little he knew of Hasara was that he seemed more than amiable in dealing with the civilian population. His leadership did not represent a noticeable change in life on Jangso. There were thousands of native Jade Falcons on the planet, mostly lower caste merchants and workers. If nothing else, they had implemented improvements to the mining and chemical operations. As he
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