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        RIGA POINT, PENCADER

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        4 APRIL 2853

      

      

      Colonel Pro-Tem Idris Majed surveyed the scene of destruction around him. Lyran ’Mechs and aerospace fighters—in pieces, in many cases—lay scattered and smoking across the pockmarked tarmac of the Riga Point spaceport. The mailed fist of House Steiner, emblazoned on the broken and battered ’Mechs, seemed to stand in defiance of their defeat, but there was still no question that the Lyran Commonwealth Armed Forces garrison was utterly crushed. The raid by his unit, the Seventy-first Light Horse Regiment, had proved beyond successful. Bradley will be pleased.

      The raid had gone off without nearly a hitch. Majed’s regiment had set down in their landing zone five kilometers outside the Riga Point military outpost unmolested while the 151st Light Horse had struck at a secondary target further east. The rest of the unit was currently back on Circinus enjoying rest and refit.

      Majed had suspected a trap as they marched toward Riga with no Lyran resistance. Only when the scout lances reached the base’s perimeter did the Commonwealth ’Mechs and conventional support show up, and even then it had been scattered and disorganized. Only a company of LCAF ’Mechs, with a matching amount of tank and infantry, had turned out to meet the Seventy-First. Far less than what was actually stationed at the base.

      The colonel couldn’t get over his good fortune. The remaining untouched Lyran ’Mechs would go a long way toward rebuilding the other Eridani Light Horse regiments, which had taken a bit of a beating of late. The Free Worlds League was proving to be a good employer, but the unit was being worked hard.

      That hard work meant Majed found himself in temporary command of the entire unit. Despite Colonel Bradley’s advanced age of over 100 years, he hadn’t lost his mental edge. He might not be able to sit in the cockpit of a ’Mech any longer, but he could still run the ELH. Ever the wise leader, Colonel Bradley carefully groomed his potential replacements. Each of the regimental commanders served in a pro-tem status over the past few years, and now it was Majed’s turn. He wasn’t even sure if he wanted the job. He loved running the Seventy-First, but the entire Light Horse? That was something else altogether.

      Majed reached the outpost’s command-and-control center. Far across the grounds, he saw Light Horse infantry processing the prisoners. They needed to be contained, but wouldn’t be taken back across the border. That might be normal wartime practice, but times were a bit different now. The League and their contract only called for nonhuman resources to be taken. Prisoners meant more mouths to feed. Hatred ran deep on both sides of the Commonwealth-League border, and the thought and cost of trying to convert enemy soldiers to fight for your side was out of the question and out of the budget. The same with prisoner exchanges. It wasn’t worth the expense. Better to take their ’Mechs and let the enemy feed the Dispossessed.

      Majed wound his way into the center and to his temporary office, his staff saluting and nodding to him as he passed them. An aide flagged him down.

      “Sir, Colonel Cirion is trying to reach you.”

      Majed nodded, stroking his mustache. “I figured as much. I’m curious if they’ve had as much luck as we did. Patch it through to my desk,” he commanded as he quickened his pace.

      Closing the door to his office, Majed spun the holoprojector around. As his fingers moved to activate, he looked up, seeing his own reflection in the mirror across the office. His chestnut skin and jet-black hair bore a sweat-induced sheen from Pencader’s April heat. But it was the look on his own face that concerned him. Dark bags hung heavy under his hazel eyes, and his normally square jaw sagged uncharacteristically. Maybe I’m more tired than I thought. He snapped his mouth shut, attempted to tighten up, and activated the projector.

      Angelica Cirion commanded the Black Warriors, the other half of the Pencader raiding force. A fellow former-Star League Defense Force unit, the Warriors had set up shop in the Periphery but forged an alliance of convenience with the Free Worlds League. The ELH was assigned to work with the Warriors to harass and raid the anti-spinward region of the Commonwealth. Cirion and her unit were a little rough around the edges, but Colonel Bradley felt their shared Star League history made them a more palatable unit to work with than the Free Worlds regulars, which had proven to be a mixed bag.

      The image flickered to life, static and lag causing it to shift and break up briefly before locking in. Angelica’s hardened, angled face stared back at Majed. Her blond hair was pulled back tightly. A can of some beverage briefly appeared in the image and she took a pull from it, then wiped her mouth. “Colonel Majed, talk to me. What’s your sitrep?”

      “Everything’s secured here, Colonel,” Majed said. “In fact, it went better than expected. Their resistance was minimal and, quite frankly, disorganized. They only managed to muster around a third of their garrison. As it stands, looks like a lot of their personnel are absent. We’re currently trying to locate them.”

      Cirion pursed her lips. “That would explain it. I think we found them. Resistance here is stiffer than expected. My guess is most of your missing ended up here. They’re fielding more ’Mechs than intel reported. They’re trying to pull us out of Towerlund City to engage, but I’ve kept my forces inside the city walls to cause as much damage as possible. We’ll pull them back inside soon enough.”

      She was about to continue, but Majed cut her off. “You’re staying inside the city? I thought our target was their defense forces and resources? If you march out to meet them, I can send a company from the Seventy-First your way to flank.”

      Majed watched the hologram shrug. “True, but if there’s resources in the city and it’s worth defending, they’ll come back in. Personally, I think they might be trying to lure me into a trap. But I’ll take that company. The Lyrans no doubt know about your success already. If you send some of your troops this way, it might force the issue of surrender.”

      Majed felt himself growing annoyed. “Colonel, forgive me, but what do you mean, ‘if there’s resources’? You don’t have any confirmed targets in the city?”

      Cirion took another swig of her drink. “Colonel Majed, the city is a target. Infrastructure is part of their resources. We cause enough damage here, the Lyrans will have to devote more to this world, taking it away from another, possibly on the front lines.”

      She looked away, nodded, then turned back to Majed. “I need to go. Looks like recon’s located some tanks in the streets. Send that company! It’s an honor to fight alongside fellow sliddiffs. I’m sure the Big K would be proud!” The signal shifted briefly, then went dead.

      Majed sighed. This wasn’t the first time the Black Warriors had engaged in such cavalier tactics. Some in the ELH went so far as to call them “dishonorable.” Majed also hated the term “sliddiffs,” how the Warriors referred to former SLDF units. Despite Majed never serving in the SLDF, he had been raised in the extended Light Horse family, finding the traditions and customs a welcome insulation to the chaos and destruction of the First and Second Succession Wars. Growing up, he heard the older warriors and officers spoke in utter adoration of their service in the Star League and what it meant. Majed recognized the importance of maintaining those ideals and code of honor as an oasis to what often seemed like civilization crumbling around him. It bothered him that the Black Warriors, while technically also former SLDF, didn’t hold the same ideals. A conversation for another time, I suppose. And she didn’t even ask about the 151st.

      Majed rose from his desk, grabbed his comm unit, and moved with purpose. Flagging down his aide, he finished attaching the device to his belt. “Get me Captain O’Conner. He and his company have new orders.”

      

      
        
        UNION-CLASS DROPSHIP BUNGABUNGA

        OUTBOUND FROM PENCADER

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

        7 APRIL 2853

      

      

      “Tell me again what the new orders are?”

      Majed stood firmly, fists on his hips, the viewport of the Black Warriors’ DropShip behind him as it sped toward the system’s zenith jump point. He stared with concern back at Colonel Cirion, who leaned casually against an instrument panel.

      Cirion smirked at Majed’s pose. “We’re not heading back to Circinus as planned. The Free Worlds League sent us updated operating instructions. We’re to proceed to Biloela for another raid.”

      The corner of Majed’s mouth tightened as he looked skeptically at her. “Why wasn’t I transmitted these orders as well?”

      Cirion shrugged. “Why would you be? With all due respect, Colonel, the Black Warriors are the lead unit in this operation. I’m their commander, and thus I’d be the one receiving any changes in orders.” She held up a hand to forestall his next question. “Don’t worry, this is still within the parameters of your contract. The Free Wheels respect your integrity and all that.”

      Majed’s irritation rose over her flippant attitude. “It’s not that. I just feel that since our unit is being put on the line, and we are of equal rank—”

      “Well, let’s be fair here, Idris. It’s not your whole unit. Just half. The rest are back on Circinus, correct?” Cirion’s eyes drifted to the bars on Majed’s uniform. “And correct me if I’m wrong, but you are just a colonel pro-tem, yes? Colonel Bradley is still the true commander of the ELH, right? You’re just sort of…auditioning.”

      Majed’s irritation turned to anger. “That’s—” He paused, taking a calming breath, “Correct.”

      “Thought so. Again, hence why the Free Wheels felt it wasn’t necessary.” Cirion’s  expression softened. “Look, we’re still outbound. You can transmit any concerns you have back to the boys in purple, as well as to Bradley. We can’t wait for their response, of course, but I’m sure it’ll be noted.”

      Majed knew her words were filled with faux concern, but he also knew it had to be done regardless. He set the issue aside. “I appreciate that.” Offering his own manufactured appreciation. “What’s the objective this time?”

      Colonel Cirion straightened and moved across the bridge to a screen adjacent to the command chair. Her fingers flew over several keys. “SAFE agents reported a Lyran task force is slowly gathering on Biloela. They might be prepping for a major anti-spinward incursion. We need to hit what is gathered so far, slow their progress, and make them rethink their priorities. Looks like they are gathering at the city of Arke’s Bounty. Targets are the spaceport and as much of their military assets as we can hit. It’s a fast in-and-out. SAFE reports there’s close to two regiments on-planet, with another three likely en route. We want to get in and out before any reinforcements arrive. We have coordinates for a pirate point to cut travel time in half. The Seventy-First and the One Fifty-First will hit the main forces, and the Warriors will go after the munitions.”

      Majed took a serious tone. “So just the spaceport and the equipment? Nothing more.”

      Cirion cocked an eyebrow at him. “Is there a problem?”

      He paused, chewing his lower lip, then locked eyes with the Black Warrior commander. “If it becomes something like what we just left, I may have one.”

      Cirion chuckled, not breaking from his gaze. “Are you still upset about the damage to the city? Idris, you’re just as much a warrior as I am. If the situation calls for it, that’s what we do. Down there in Pencader? That called for it. Besides, it worked. We drew them in and finished the job.”

      “That’s one opinion, yes.”

      Cirion left the command chair and stepped toward Majed. “No, that’s a fact. We were on a mission to damage their resources and infrastructure. That’s what we did. And if the situation warrants it on Biloela, we’ll do it again.” Her tone was curt, and it was obvious she wanted no reply.

      Majed ignored it. “The Eridani Light Horse does not and will not engage in wanton property destruction or civilian casualties.”

      Cirion stopped centimeters from his face. “It’s admirable that you’re clinging to your Star League ways, Colonel. But the Star League isn’t here anymore. You have no ideals to uphold anymore. In fact, the only ideal you should be upholding is the one tied to what you are now—mercenaries. That cold, hard cash the Mariks are lining your pockets with is the only thing you need to worry about. And the sooner the ELH comes to terms with that, the better off you’ll be. If you think some El-Kaff MechWarrior’s going to respect your Star League honor on the field of battle, you’re not going to make it long. They’re more
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