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        STAR LEAGUE DEFENSE FORCE ENCLAVE

        LOOTERA

        HUNTRESS

        CLAN HOMEWORLDS

        14 DECEMBER 3067

      

      

      Colonel Sandra Barclay rubbed her eyes, ran a hand through her bobbed brown hair, and then asked, “Say again, Lieutenant Young?”

      Barclay, commander of the Seventy-First Light Horse Regiment, Eridani Light Horse Brigade, Star League Defense Force, had paused her review of increasingly gloomy logistical reports at her aide’s call. The Light Horse was receiving at least one Trial of Possession challenge a day from four of the five Clans on-planet, usually for personnel or equipment. The personnel they could sometimes replace, but the equipment was already getting difficult to repair.

      She hated these combat trials, and it was getting harder and harder for her to pretend otherwise. Colonel Antonescu—commander of her sister regiment, the 151st—had warned her during their changeover that if her unit proved themselves in the first month or so, the trials would slow down. If they didn’t, or if she blew the challengers off, it would be almost impossible to be taken seriously at the Star League embassy, or to even purchase foodstuffs from the local markets. Combat trials were required to survive in Clan space—but she wasn’t required to like them.

      Barclay was in her mid-forties and almost two-meters tall, lanky, and kept herself fit through a regime of regular exercise and BattleMech piloting, and surviving on mostly coffee while at the office. Her office itself was relatively spartan, a room just big enough for her desk, some chairs for visitors, and some shelves she kept knickknacks and memorabilia on. Lieutenant Young had recently set up a few strands of Christmas lights on the shelves, and put up a small, one-meter-tall Christmas tree in the corner that was gaining a small spread of gifts to and from her senior leaders.

      Instead of the intercom activating, a figure barely 160 centimeters tall walked into the office. Ebony-skinned and bald, Lieutenant Young was a communications expert that served as her aide in her command lance.

      “There’s a pair of Goliath Scorpions out here, and the leader says it’s not about a trial,” he said quietly. “One’s in their version of a daily uniform, and seems to be a logistician? But the other? He’s…something,” he finished with a nervous titter.

      Barclay’s eyebrow rose. What’s this, then? “Send them in, Lieutenant, and put some coffee on.”

      “Roger, ma’am, and a fresh pot just brewed,” Young replied.

      A few seconds later, the two men entered her office. The rearward man was as Young described: middle-aged, moderately athletic, and wearing a flowing gray shirt over black pants and calf-high black boots. But the lead warrior was in what she recognized as the Scorpion field uniform: black pants tucked into stiff, black knee-high boots, an armored black tunic over a dark gray top, a pair of wickedly curved knives tucked into sheaths on the belt, and a hooded black mask that left only the warrior’s eyes visible.

      With deliberate movements, the warrior removed the hood, and she could see he was about thirty, handsome, and possessed the calm look of an experienced veteran.

      “Colonel Barclay, I am Star Commander Nerran of the Crimson Seeker Star, Clan Goliath Scorpion. This is Merchant Factor Palos, and on behalf of my Khan, I thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”

      She nodded. “Welcome, and please sit, gentlemen. This is my aide, Lieutenant Pascal Young. Would you like some coffee?”

      Both Palos and Nerran accepted, and Sandra passed over her half-full cup for a refill.

      As Young left, Nerran steepled his fingers and said, “Colonel, may I first begin by apologizing if I have given offense. My Khan would never offer such disrespect as sending one of my rank to parley with you. My mission was to meet an officer of equivalent rank and set up a future meeting—I was not expecting your aide to show me directly in.”

      Barclay smiled. “No disrespect assumed or taken, Star Commander.”

      As Nerran nodded his thanks, Young walked back in carrying a tray and three coffee cups. After distributing the drinks, he took a seat in the corner and pulled out his noteputer.

      Sandra continued, “Since you said ‘parley,’ Star Commander, I take it you’re not here to declare a trial like the other Clans?”

      Nerran shook his head. “My Khan sent me here to open a dialogue between your unit and our Clan. She believes we have a lot to offer each other, and suggests discussion and cooperation would gain us both more than a constant series of trials.” While she considered his words, he sipped his coffee, and raised an eyebrow. “This is quite good, Colonel.”

      Sandra smiled. “If your Khan is after my coffee, Star Commander, I immediately bid everything I have to defend it. Good coffee’s harder to replace than BattleMechs.”

      Both Scorpions laughed, Nerran’s a deep, genuine one.

      Sandra leaned back, sipped her own coffee, then asked, “Star Commander, can you explain a bit more about your Khan’s intent?”

      Nerran smiled and said with some pride, “We are a Clan that studies and appreciates the past. We want to learn about the Inner Sphere and your people. We want to know more about the worlds and their history since the Great Father and his followers departed on their Exodus. We want to exchange personnel as liaisons and observers, and to what we will provide in exchange, well…” He trailed off and turned to Palos.

      “What do you need?” the merchant asked bluntly.

      Sandra barked a laugh. “Mr. Palos, the list of what we need runs as long as my arm. Was your Khan a bit more specific?”

      Nerran smiled. “Neg, Colonel. Though our purse is not unlimited, our Khan was quite clear on the leeway she is giving Palos, and to quote her instructions—” he nodded at the small tree in the corner, “—she said, ’Get me their holiday wish list.’ So, in accordance with the direct orders of my Khan, what do you need, and how can we help?”

      Sandra took a long drink of coffee, studying the men, and her office was silent save for Young’s fidgeting. She glanced at her aide, who looked about ready to jump out of his chair. He knew the reports as well as Sandra did, and the strain their logistics were under. Young had the desperate look of a drowning swimmer thrown a lifeline.

      A quote she learned at the academy came back to her: “Jaw, jaw is better than war, war.” Barclay put her cup down. “Lieutenant, grab my noteputer and yesterday’s maintenance and ammunition status reports, then call Master Sergeant Brady and ask him to report here immediately.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied, jumping to his feet.

      “Also, may I trouble you for another cup?” asked Nerran, raising his mug with a smile. “This coffee is quite good.”
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      Colonel Barclay stood in the Eleventh Reconnaissance Company’s ’Mech bay and watched the last Clan Star Adder truck, carrying a Light Horse BattleMech, roll through the open bay doors. The various Clans challenged her unit differently: the Jade Falcons and Ice Hellions trialed for equipment only, eschewing taking any Light Horse members prisoner. The Fire Mandrills and Star Adders would trial for personnel and equipment, but only the Mandrills had any intention of returning her warriors to duty. The Adders took them out of principle, immediately dropping them into the technician caste—or lower, she’d heard from the Scorpions—once they arrived at the Adder enclave. She watched the last of her former MechWarriors get into the van that would take them to the Adder Dropship, denied even the dignity of piloting their own equipment one last time.

      She watched the van leave, then slowly turned around. To her right was Master Sergeant Brady, Lieutenant Young, and Star Captain Archibald Ben-Shimon, the Goliath Scorpion liaison. To her left were the technicians assigned to the Eleventh. After the first couple disastrous years of garrisoning Huntress, the Star League realized the best way to rebuild Lootera was to dump money into it. From that point forward, the SLDF hired hundreds of former Smoke Jaguars for any task that didn’t require them to fight: construction crews, janitors, security guards, facility maintenance, and technicians: three quarters of the personnel in the room wore civilian jumpsuits, a handful in threadbare Smoke Jaguar gray.

      And they were, to a person, silent. No, more than that: the whole bay was silent. There was no background hum of generators or air compressors or the other equipment she’d associated with ’Mech bays from decades as a MechWarrior. There were no technicians climbing or repairing things or swearing because of dropped tools. It was silent: their last charges had rolled out the door, and the technicians had nothing to do. The cold winter breeze flowed in through the open bay door, gently rustling her short hair, and she took a deep breath.

      “Fall them in, Master Sergeant.” Her words shocked everyone, but the master sergeant moved quickly to respond. There were only a few former-Jaguar civilians in the group, but the veterans quickly showed them where to stand. While that was occurring, Sandra turned to Young and said, “Retrieve the colors.”

      Every unit in the Eridani Light Horse—and nearly every unit across the Inner Sphere since time immemorial—had their own set of colors. Every command from company on up had a small flag to designate where their headquarters was and to march alongside other flags in parades.

      The Light Horse’s colors were old. The Eleventh Recon Company had been activated during the original Star League, and their colors, like most of the Light Horse’s, were faded and patched over. Sometimes a unit’s colors were destroyed through enemy action, though never had an enemy captured one. But—from time to time—there was a solemn ceremony to perform.

      The formation was silent as Young brought the Eleventh Recon’s colors in from outside the main entrance: a prancing white unicorn on a field of yellow and blue, which stood out as one of the more unique in the regiment. At the top of the dark, oaken staff were attached battle streamers in a rainbow of colors representing the Great Houses the Light Horse had been employed under during the past centuries. Young also held a long, slim canvas carrying case for the colors, and as Sandra took the case, she told him to give the master sergeant the colors and then fall in.

      The master sergeant stood with the colors at attention in front of the formation as she approached. He saluted her with them, and then, dropping them horizontal to the ferrocrete bay floor, held them still as Sandra slid the carrying case over the flag and streamers, about three-quarters of the way down the staff. The deed done, the master sergeant brought the cased flag vertical with a snap that seemed loud in the bay. Sandra saw tears on a few of the technicians’ faces, the rest quiet and somber.

      Sandra paused for a second and found her voice. “Strip this place bare. Move everything serviceable to the main Eleventh Battalion bay, and we’ll redistribute it from there. For those of you on contracts, I will release any who wish to find other employment. But, if you’re willing to stay on, I promise to keep you gainfully employed.” She saw tentative smiles and nods: they were former Jaguars, but most had built families here in the past eight years, and she felt it important to alleviate their concerns upfront.

      “And once everything is moved, Colonel?” the senior technician asked.

      She sighed and turned slightly away, looking at the setting Huntress sun. “Kill the power and lock the doors. We’ll keep it on standby in case we need to reopen it.”

      He nodded, but she didn’t think anyone believed that event would ever come about.

      She glanced over at Ben-Shimon, wearing his field uniform. He was an aerospace pilot, barely taller than Young, and deep in thought; he started slightly when he noticed her looking at him. He nodded respectfully, and when his eyes moved past her, she heard the master sergeant approaching. She turned around and saw he was still carrying the cased colors.

      “If you don’t mind, Colonel, I’ll take these over to regiment and get them cleaned before we case them for good.”

      She nodded. “Put them somewhere safe, Master Sergeant. We’ll uncase them again one day. Maybe here, maybe back on Dieron. But eventually.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Star Captain Ben-Shimon watched the exchange, and after the master sergeant left, he said, “How old is that guidon? It looked quite worn.”

      Barclay nodded. “It’s a couple decades old, at least. But you can tell a lot about a unit with a new guidon, Star Captain.”

      Ben-Shimon turned to her with interest. “Colonel?”

      She nodded. “It’s true. Now, accepting the fact that almost every guidon wears out eventually and has to be replaced, a unit with a new guidon is new. They have no heritage, no history. Their legacy is what they make it—which can be a good thing for a hungry unit trying to make a name for themselves. But if the unit’s been around a while?”

      She looked around the bay for a second, watching her people work, then turned back. “Colors with no dust and no wear have no glory, Star Captain. It’s either a unit with no legacy or a pack of cowards that refuse to take the field. You see a guidon like the Eleventh’s, you know you’re in for a fight.” She glanced over at him with a slight smile. “Remember that the next time you bid against someone: demand to see their colors.”
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