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      A thousand years ago, humanity spread its wings across the Inner Sphere, colonizing planet after planet across the heavens.

      Because massive expansions of territory come with massive expansions of power, war was commonplace in this new Inner Sphere. The Great Houses fought with each other across their borders, bickering for influence across the planets of the Inner Sphere. Their primary weapon became BattleMechs, monstrous mechanical marvels with more firepower than most small armies; heavily armored and deadly beyond belief.

      Despite the constant war and threat of collapse, communication between stars was easy after Star League scientists led by Professor Cassie DeBurke mastered interstellar communications. Thanks to the hyperpulse generator (HPG) network, messages and information could travel through the stars faster than ships and light. Overseen by ComStar after the fall of the Star League, the techno-religious cultists used their monopoly over communications to ensure the HPG network was sacrosanct among the warring factions across the universe.

      But twenty years ago, on Gray Monday—7 August 3132—the communications network went dark. A few HPG stations were attacked, but most were believed to have been infected by some sort of malicious code, traveling from one station to the next, robbing each planet of its ability to communicate with its neighbors. Who would do such a thing?

      No one but those responsible knew the answers to such questions.

      Many tried to fix the HPG stations, but the method by which they were attacked made their repair mostly impossible, leaving humanity in the chaos of their new Dark Age.

      The BattleMech-filled armies of the Great Houses, dozens of minor factions and opportunistic armed groups, and the warmongering Clans, who fought bitterly during this period, each vied for power amidst the chaos of the communications blackout. Bands of professional mercenaries found ample demand for their services.

      The Great Houses, each in control of major portions of the Inner Sphere, existed for centuries, and mercenaries are as old as the history of Terra itself. The Clans, however, have only openly been in the Inner Sphere since 3049. They were mistaken for aliens upon their initial arrival and intended conquest of Terra. They were the descendants of the Star League Defense Force, the largest military power in the history of humanity. Under the leadership of SLDF Commanding General Aleksandr Kerensky, this army left the Inner Sphere in 2784, seemingly never to be seen again. After an intense and costly internal civil war broke out among the exiles, Kerensky’s son Nicholas formed his loyalists into the twenty Clans, giving rise to a brutal caste system and warrior mentality that characterized Clan society. When they returned, they had developed superior firepower and technology with an aim of liberating Terra and becoming the ultimate defenders of humanity by forging a new Star League.

      Thanks to ComStar’s military victory at Tukayyid, the Clan Invasion was halted before Terra could be reached and a temporary cease-fire was reluctantly agreed to.

      The Clans have remained in the Inner Sphere since, battling each other and the Great Houses until they could make their final bid for Terra. There was no rest for the Inner Sphere during this time. When ComStar’s fanatical splinter group, the Word of Blake, launched an all-out war across the Inner Sphere, they were defeated only by an alliance of Great Houses, mercenaries, and Clans. In the aftermath of the so-called “Jihad,” the charismatic Devlin Stone established the Republic of the Sphere with Terra as its center and established a decades-long Pax Republica. When his successors found their efforts to preserve the Republic failing during the Dark Age, they sealed it and a small number of neighboring systems behind the “Fortress Wall”, a barrier impenetrable to hyperspace travel.

      In 3151, Alaric Ward, Khan of Clan Wolf, discovered a way through the Fortress Wall and made his play for Terra, inviting Malvina Hazen, the Khan of Clan Jade Falcon known for her ruthless brutality, to join him. Together, they competed to conquer the birthplace of humanity. Shattering the Republic Armed Forces together, Clans Wolf and Jade Falcon then battled each other to the bitter end for the right to become ilClan. As the ilClan, they would be the Clan above all Clans and rule the Inner Sphere by creating a brand new Star League.

      After Clan Wolf’s victory on Terra, Clan Sea Fox’s dream of becoming the ilClan was abandoned, with other goals taking priority. Where the other Clans focused on the martial aspects of being the best warriors, Clan Sea Fox had the most cunning minds, gaining a reputation for long-term planning, strategic vision, and innovation. They became the top merchants of the Clans, dealing in ’Mechs and other war materiel. Instead of capturing wide swaths of territory, Clan Sea Fox mostly stayed in the stars as nomads, traveling from planet to planet for trade.

      Despite their reputation as shrewd business negotiators, they were also capable warriors—deadly in any form of combat, but especially BattleMechs.

      As Clan Sea Fox looks for a way to stand out and make a name for itself among the other Clans, it is faced with two major priorities: the first is to become indispensable to the supply and logistics chains of the other Clans, especially the Clan that eventually becomes the ilClan. The second is to find a way to get the HPG network up and running. Regardless of the political power on paper, or with planets controlled, or knees bent in your direction, they know that whoever controls the flow of communication in the Inner Sphere stands to become the real power in an all new era…
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        “Free and neutral communication is the

        cornerstone of a peaceful galaxy.

        Only by safeguarding that will humanity ever

        hope to shine as bright as we once did

        before our lives were shattered by the war.

        The free exchange of ideas—no matter how

        threatening we personally might find them—is

        the cornerstone of humanity’s ascent to the stars.”

        —Jerome Blake

        In a letter to Archon Jennifer Steiner

        dated 20 March 2787 published in

        The Silver Shield Papers

      

      

      

      “Watson, come quick. I need you.”

      
        
        —Professor Cassie DeBurke, University of Terra

        First HPG transmission

        1 January 2630

        from Alexander Graham Bell‘s

        First Telephone Message

        10 March 1876
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      The exhilaration of freefall with nothing more than a parachute on her back made Star Colonel Kenja Rodriguez feel alive. Her heart pounded, and adrenaline raced through her veins. Too often, her job was nothing but tense lies and playacting, but here  she was just honest freedom. That falling sensation wasn’t unlike the feeling of weightlessness every member of Clan Sea Fox was all too accustomed to, but a high-altitude jump out of a VTOL came with a different set of risks. She had to be precise in getting over her target zone before she jumped, but since it was night, she had to rely on the technology in her goggles that let her know how close she came to death before releasing her tactical parachute.

      Nothing like the threat of death to make a person feel even more alive.

      Kenja tightened her body into an arrow, as though she herself was a projectile being thrown at the enemy, and counted down the seconds until she was close enough to rip the cord that would ensure her safety.

      Freefall military drops were risky—everything in her line of work was—but when the plan had been laid out, it was the best way to get inside without being detected. The complex of ITCC—the Irian Tactical Communications Corporation, a wholly owned subsidiary of IrTech—was its own fortress, and approaching it by land meant inviting disaster. The ITCC BattleMech sentries were Guillotines, manufactured by their parent corporation, and they meant business. No, the drop was the only way to bypass security and insert herself into the mission zone with everything she needed to complete the operation without being detected.

      At least, that was the plan.

      She was to infiltrate, sync up with other assets, download vital information, and destroy ITCC’s ability to retain the information. Maybe by the end of it, they would have more clues about how to fix the HPG network.

      It sounded simple when she broke it down that way.

      Even if Kenja hadn’t been a Sea Fox Star Colonel tasked with facilitating the restoration of the HPG network by her superiors in the Tiburon Khanate, she imagined she would still be working toward that goal. There were few things that could bring peace to the Inner Sphere faster than open communication—as well as profit to her Clan.

      With the target area—the roof of the main complex building—coming up fast, Kenja somersaulted forward, pointing her feet at the surface, and deployed her small parachute. As the wind caught her on its violent cushion, the straps pulled up on her harness and the weight of Irian’s gravity kicked her in the stomach like a mule, but she didn’t have time to think about it. By then, her feet were about to reach the rooftop.

      She rolled on the roof’s slick surface and unlatched her parachute all in one fluid motion. Myomer tethers automatically refurled the chute, packing it into a neat bundle on the rooftop to prevent the drifting fabric from attracting attention.

      By the time Kenja popped back up into a crouching position, she had a silent needler raised and aimed. She checked the roof for targets, back and forth, making sure she was truly alone here. With the area clear, she holstered her pistol and shed the rest of her parachuting gear. Stashing it all quickly in a dark corner, she was left dressed in tight fitting tactical gear and heavy boots, the deeper layers of her disguise tight beneath that.

      Glancing at her chronometer, she realized she was late. Not by much, but enough to make a difference in a precision operation like this. The pilot must have miscalculated the route, and now she’d have to make up the time.

      She raced to the ventilation unit she identified from satellite photos and stolen blueprints, cut it open, and in less than five minutes found herself on the top floor of the twenty-story building.

      Lavishly appointed, it was the sort of office building people with more power and wealth than taste built. Thick carpets, gaudy art on the walls, and massive windows in every office looking out over the sprawling megalopolis.

      Checking each hallway, leading with the needler and hoping she wouldn’t have to use it, she found the right office. Lights low. It was after hours, and no one should have been in there. From her pocket she withdrew the device to cut through the digital lock code and affixed it to the panel next to the door. She glanced at her chronometer once more as the digital lockpick did its work.

      If everything was going smoothly—and she had little way of knowing if it was—she would be protected by the closed circuit surveillance with dummy footage of empty hallways. The security detail wasn’t clocked to head into that particular hallway for another three minutes.

      She should have had six.

      The footsteps and indistinct chatter she heard coming from around the corner were a complication she didn’t want to deal with.

      The device on the door had one digit left to decode.

      Kenja glanced at the corner, evaluating what she might have to do if someone rounded it right then.

      But then the device did its work.

      The door slid open, and she stepped inside the dark, extravagant office. She turned as the door slid shut. Putting an ear to it, she listened for whoever might have been dogging her steps in the hallway. Hearing them pass, a modicum of relief washed over her.

      She didn’t like killing unnecessarily.

      Unfortunately, the rustle of hands on a laser pistol and the telltale sound of it powering up, ready to shoot right behind her, deflated her relief.

      “Put your hands up.” The voice was gruff. Possibly male. In a thick Irian accent—a mishmash of English and Hindi spoken by the early settlers of the planet, transformed by almost a thousand years of its own evolution into something entirely new.

      Kenja did as she was told, raising her hands, but not dropping her own silenced weapon.

      “Turn around,” they said.

      Kenja obliged, her mind racing through possibilities of how to get out of such a predicament.

      The person with a gun raised was a black outline in the dark. But she saw enough of the details to know this was part of the plan.

      “I’m alone,” she said finally.

      The figure hesitated for a moment, and then holstered their gun and stepped into the light over the door. “As ever,” he said with a grim smile. The Irian accent disappeared entirely, replaced with his native Clan-standard accent.

      “Seth,” she said with a nod. “We have to get to work.”

      “I’m not the one who’s late.”

      Star Colonel Seth, a man with no Bloodname, was dressed similarly to her, and had taken a different route into the building. For operational security, they weren’t aware of how the other planned to get inside. They had agreed on a rendezvous time, and each worked out their own insertion.

      Kenja withdrew another device from a pouch on her belt and went to the desk. “I’ll take care of this part. Then we’ll head down.”

      “Aff,” he told her, but he said it in that same Irian accent and it sounded more like “oaf.” Then he reverted. “It’ll be nice to get off Irian. I’ve been here too long.” Still undercover in the Inner Sphere, his speech was littered with contractions.

      “It hasn’t been that long.”

      “Long enough to want to be elsewhere.”

      Working quickly, Kenja attached the device to the massive noteputer base hub sitting beneath the desk. Installing its cables firmly into the back ports, she pressed the button on the top to activate it. A flashing green light told her she’d done it properly.

      “We’re covered here,” she said, ensuring the device couldn’t be obviously seen.

      “Ready to head to the party?”

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      Seth checked the door and out the windows one more time to be sure they were in the clear, then tore away the top of his tactical jacket to reveal a high collared shirt in the local dress fashion and a matching bowtie. Offsetting the white shirt and giving it hard angles were black chevron stripes running up the front. Between two of the stripes was pinned a bright red flower—a local plant, so Kenja couldn’t place the name of it.

      He hid the rest of his materiel for the job in the discrete pockets of his black pants and in a small bag at the small of his back, hidden beneath the cape he unfurled. His barrel of a chest filled the costume perfectly and he looked as manicured as the executives and hangers-on partying downstairs, blissfully unaware of what was happening under their noses.

      Kenja’s transformation was slightly more difficult, but she didn’t have to carry the explosives, so for that she was grateful.

      She shed the tactical gear to reveal a silk dress beneath. It was interwoven with strands of “Clan copper”, memory metal that instantly smoothed any creases, patterned in shades of black and red that would mean something to locals on Irian and shout to any onlookers that she was important and wealthy. Like Seth, it boasted a high collar, but was a classical gown with a slit up the sides of her legs, offering a glimpse of her smooth, copper skin and toned legs with every step. Again, it was in the local style, and meant she would blend in at the party, which was all she needed to do.

      From the bag at her back, she withdrew a pair of heels and then she turned the bag inside out, transforming it into a fashionable clutch just large enough to hold her needle pistol. It swung smartly off her shoulder. Then, she pulled the band from her small black ponytail, shot with strands of gray, and her bobbed hair fell into place. She smoothed the flyaways with her hand and applied a quick layer of lipstick from the tube supplied in her bag.

      “It astonishes me how nicely you clean up,” Seth said.

      She looked him up and down with a smile. His muscular warrior’s body and perfectly coiffed silver hair with streaks of brown leftover from his younger years—with just a touch of product parted to the side—would make anyone believe he was capable of anything. “Likewise.”

      He checked his own wrist chronometer, then looked back at her. “Our time dwindles, my dear.” He held an arm out for her to take.

      “You’re not that much older than me,” she said, taking him by the arm.

      “Just playing the part.”

      Kenja took in a deep breath, steeling herself. “There is no time like the present,” she said, bracing herself for the covert work she felt good at, but never good about. They always asked her to do things she couldn’t imagine would actually help anyone in the Inner Sphere, let alone Clan Sea Fox. But she followed orders to the best of her ability.

      “It’ll all be fine,” Seth assured her. “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times the only thing you need in these situations is confidence and a look that says you know where you’re going. You’ve been doing this almost as long as I have.”

      “Aff,” she said. “But I’m fine. You don’t have to play mentor forever.”

      He smiled. “It’s a very old habit by now.”

      Wiith that, they stepped out into the clear hallway, found the elevator, and stepped inside it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            LATE TO THE PARTY

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ITCC HQ BUILDING

        KENTWOOD

        IRIAN

        FREE WORLDS LEAGUE

        21 APRIL 3151

      

      

      The elevator doors slid open, and Kenja’s view shifted to that of a grand lobby space converted for the executive party. There were ornate glass staircases in the minimalist ferrocrete building and red carpets full of mingling partygoers, twittering like birds. An elaborate crystal chandelier the size of a light ’Mech hung over the center of the gathering like some pompous relic of a bygone era, scattering shards of light across the gathering. Servers buzzed about like bees with trays, offering drinks and hors d’oeuvres to anyone who glanced in their direction. Music filled the space; the persistent, throbbing backbeat of an old Bengali cybergrind standard.

      Kenja took a confident step into the bustling party in full swing and immediately felt eyes on her—eyes were always on her when she dressed like she was—but she paid the leering masses no mind. Seth had told her the last time they had found themselves in such a position, he relished having her on his arm as part of the ruse.

      She liked it, too.

      It made people underestimate her. They looked at her and thought she was nothing more than “arm candy,” which was exactly why she and Seth had utilized this ruse on the occasions they worked together.

      It felt good to have an ally at her side. More often than not, she had to work alone.

      Such was the life of a warrior serving in the Sea Fox Watch. They did what needed to be done. For the good of the Clan.

      And not just for the Clan—for the good of the entire Inner Sphere.

      Scanning the crowd, Kenja caught sight of the target for her next phase of the operation. Ashwin Hughes, the CEO of ITCC. According to the dossier and briefing about him, he was of extreme moral flexibility, and was also dangerously in debt, which was why he had not paid back the loans and bonds backed by Clan Sea Fox’s Spina Khanate. He was half the reason they were there. But instead of killing him or anything else so base, they were going to hurt his bottom line and remind him and anyone like him what happened when the Sea Foxes came to collect their debts.

      The other half—and the reason Tiburon Khanate agents were leading this mission—was the information her device was collecting and transmitting upstairs. They were looking for clues to fix the HPG network. And Irian Tactical Communications Corporation was still in control of a working HPG station, a rarity in the Dark Age. How had they avoided the disaster that befell the others on Gray Monday?

      It didn’t much matter that they had a working HPG station, though. That was like having a working JumpShip, but no DropShip to get to it. There weren’t many operational HPGs left, and only the station on Devil’s Rock was close enough to send a signal to the Irian station anyway. Though it was possible for HPGs to send radio bursts in the open, a number of HPG stations that had survived Gray Monday had subsequently burned out their transmitters after doing so. It was now generally accepted that the safest way for surviving HPGs to operate was to send directly to another HPG’s shielded receiver chamber.

      But it was enough of an oddity that they had to investigate.

      It was a top priority for Tiburon Khanate, and Kenja’s Alpha Aimag in particular. But with the data being collected upstairs, it was time to execute the next part of their mission.

      Ashwin Hughes was dressed much like Seth was, in a high collared shirt and a cape of orange and black that matched the colors of the Irian Technologies logo. He wore the cape like he wore his arrogance—boldly—but everyone around him pretended not to notice either of them. They just made nice because he was a powerful player in the corporate sphere of Irian, which made him a powerful player in the corporate sphere of the Free Worlds League. And that made him a major player in the Inner Sphere.

      As they approached, Kenja wondered how many of the sycophants at the party knew what dire straits he’d thrown his portion of the company into.

      A passing server stopped in front of the couple, offering thin flutes of Irian sparkling wine brought down from orbital hydroponic facilities. They each took one and stopped for a moment to sip. It wouldn’t do to appear like they were locked onto Hughes like an LRM.

      “Just a minute and we’ll go see him,” Seth said, covering his mouth with the glass before sipping. His voice echoed in her ears, transmitting both to her earpiece and close enough to hear him anyway.

      “That’s Ginevra Zorin he’s talking to, isn’t it? From MaxiTech?” Kenja lifted her own glass to her lips and took a sip of the sparkling wine. It was tart and bubbly, with a floral hint of citrus, but it paled in comparison to real champagne, something she’d only been able to taste once. Terran spirits were not terribly widespread across the Inner Sphere.

      Seth nodded. “And her lovely wife.”

      Zorin was dressed in a satin red ball gown trimmed with large black chevrons, matching the corporate power shirts the men tended to wear. Her wife was dressed in black pants and a white, high-collared shirt decorated with red chevrons to match the more masculine fashion. They were quite the stunning couple. “I wonder what they’re doing here.”

      Seth shrugged, waving off the irregularity of it. “At this point, it’s immaterial. This is a business party. They’re probably talking business.”

      “I didn’t mean at the party, I meant on Irian. That seems like something that should have been in the briefing.”

      Zorin controlled a small company that ran a ’Mech comm system production facility. The bulk of their business came in the form of data encryption and security technology. If there were advanced systems in place to safeguard the information Kenja was taking, it was going to complicate their mission sooner or later.

      “We go in with the information we have. You know that.” Seth emptied his glass, put it on a tray carried by a passing server, then extended a hand in their intended direction. “Shall we?”

      Kenja took Seth’s arm again, and they meandered in the direction of Hughes and the Zorins. On the way, they engaged in meaningless small talk as a cover, not loud enough to distract them both from listening in on the conversation between the two corporate magnates as best they could. If they could glean anything about whatever partnership their adversary had forged, if any, it would be valuable information for the Watch.

      But the conversation between Hughes and Zorin was nothing but polite small talk about the golfing on nearby Alphard and the price of private DropShips to get there for a game.

      Completely banal.

      It made Kenja sick to think about the rank excess, but this was why she did what she did. Clan Sea Fox would clean up the excessive profiteering, filter it into their own coffers, and act in the benefit of their Clan and all of humanity.

      Kenja and Seth kept their backs to Hughes as another round of drinks came by. At least for Seth. Kenja hadn’t finished her first. She didn’t like to consume more than one for show at parties like this, because the last thing she wanted was to dull her senses and reflexes. There was no telling when she’d need to beat a hasty exit.

      Sensing a lull in the conversation behind her to match their own, Kenja and Seth both turned automatically toward Hughes, and Seth lit up like a Tiburon’s command console when it was first fired up.

      “Ashwin Hughes?” He edged his way between Hughes and Zorin, cutting the MaxiTech CEO out of the conversation and hemming Hughes in.

      “Do I know you?” Hughes asked, his brow furrowed.

      “We’ve met before, but I doubt you’d remember me. Marcus. Seth Marcus. I represent a small concern of buying power from the anti-spinward side of the Free Worlds League.”

      “Oh, of course,” Hughes lied, his expression brightening.

      Kenja had seen it a hundred times. People of power like Hughes will pretend to remember you rather than feel like they might be wrong or have forgotten something. But as Seth kept talking up nothing in particular with Hughes, that’s when Kenja made her move, like a bishop taking a pawn and stepped up to Seth’s side.

      “This is my wife, Esme,” Seth said, introducing Kenja.

      Hughes drank her in, then took her hand and kissed it softly, maintaining intense eye contact. “I’m delighted to meet you.”

      “Charmed, I’m sure. But I’ll leave you two to talk about your business. I’d like to get a stronger drink.”

      “Of course,” Hughes said, letting go of her hand.

      She smiled at both of them, then winked at Hughes as she strolled beyond him, brushing against him to cover her lifting his keycard from his pocket and palming it. That was the last piece they needed for the final part of the operation.

      And it went off without a hitch.

      All she had left to do was pass it back to Seth and they could be on their way. At the bar, listening to them talk through her earpiece about the possibilities of a future partnership and interest in expanding alternate communication technologies across the Free Worlds League, she dropped the sparkling wine and got a drink more suited to her tastes. Whiskey, neat. An 18-year McCracken with a smoky peat taste and smooth texture. Just the way she liked it.

      It made the sparkling wine taste like orange Fusion Juice.

      She returned to Seth’s side and clasped her arm around his, depositing the keycard discreetly into his pocket.

      Money in the bank.

      “We’ll have to meet up sometime more formally,” Seth told Hughes.

      “Arrange it with my secretary, I’d love to show you what we can offer. You said you’re a small buyer, but it sounds like it could turn into a large contract.”

      “Well, just because we’re on the fringe doesn’t mean we don’t have needs.”

      “Truer words were never spoken,” Hughes said with a sly smile.

      Kenja smiled back at Hughes, doing her best to seem uninterested in their conversation. It helped she was actually completely uninterested in the conversation and her adrenaline was pumping at full capacity. The feeling of dangling on the verge of being caught was acute, but she embraced it nonetheless. “It was lovely meeting you, Mr. Hughes.”

      “The pleasure was all mine,” he shot back, reaching out his hand to grab hers. She let him take it and he kissed it.

      He looked right at Kenja like she was an object, and instead of letting the creeped-out shiver run down her back, Kenja had to pour on her acting skills. She allowed herself a smirk that told him his advances were welcome, and returned his look of thirst, hoping the chandelier light would sparkle in her eyes from just the right angle and whisper silently that there were possibilities for the two of them.

      She hated doing it, but that was the job sometimes.

      And they really just needed to get away for the next phase of the operation.

      “I hope to see you again,” Hughes said.

      Kenja didn’t break eye contact with him. “Me, too.”

      Seth smiled again, that gracious, arrogant smile of money. “I’m sure we’ll make it happen. But until then, thank you for the invite to the party, Ashwin.”

      “Any time, Marcus. Any time.”

      Together, they turned and disappeared into the party, the penultimate phase complete.

      On to the hard part.
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      The basement of the ITCC building housed the computer servers and secrets of the Irian Tactical Communications Corporation. And that was where Kenja and Seth, still dressed for the party, found themselves next.

      Kenja wished she could have stayed in her tactical gear, but the ruse at the party had been necessary to gain access. She and Seth split the explosives he carried between them to set. It would be enough to destroy the room, but not the building. Even that would cost the ITCC dearly and set them back significantly, if the other teams’ simultaneous strikes on ITCC’s offsite backups and lead researchers were on schedule. And, if things were going according to plan, they were still transmitting all the data they could get from the interfacing transmitter she’d planted upstairs, putting the Sea Foxes well ahead.

      But if they were caught in the meantime, death was the most likely outcome for both. And Kenja knew neither she nor Seth had any plans to die tonight.

      The room was laid out with the server racks, most well over two meters high, tall enough to hide behind, were in long rows on the ground floor. There were no doors in the server pit; a mezzanine level along one side, with stairs at intervals leading down, was the only means of access.

      “We’ve got six minutes left,” Seth told her. They’d begun on opposite ends of the room to plant the explosives, so his voice came through her earpiece.

      “I’m going as fast as I can.” She started at the opposite end of the room, on the far side of the one door. Each of the small bombs were synchronized to go off in that window. They had six minutes to get out. It would require careful timing, but it was also when the VTOL would be heading back to extract them. And if all went well, it wouldn’t get shot out of the sky by the Irian Guillotines on their way out.

      She affixed another explosive device magnetically to the server casing. The entire room, frigid from the air conditioning required to keep the computers cold enough to operate at peak efficiency, made her shiver as she pressed the button, activating one more bomb. “Two left.”

      But for some reason, Seth had nothing to say in response.

      “Seth?”

      But still nothing.

      She looked down at her chronometer, and then back up to the ticking countdown on the explosive device. Five minutes left. She crossed between racks of servers and looked up at the entrance door to find it wide open. She knew they had sealed it when they came in. She’d watched Seth input the lock sequence herself. Was he gone already? Lost his nerve?

      No.

      Her former mentor would never desert her.

      As she scanned across the rest of the mezzanine level, a dozen Irian security personnel in their orange and black uniforms streamed through the door, each one hefting a deadly accurate laser rifle and pointing it at the server room in search of their enemies. Before they spotted her, she pulled back into cover at the end of a server rack, hoping they hadn’t seen her.

      “They’re inside,” she said quietly to Seth, hoping their earpieces hadn’t been jammed by the Irian security techs.

      They hadn’t intended for the cavalry to block their escape route.

      “Come out now!” a voice shouted. A hint of the Irian accent, but not as thick or as gruff as Seth made it sound when he affected it. “Come out now and he won’t be harmed.”

      Kenja planted the next explosive device and activated the timer. She’d long ago accepted that her life was always going to be at risk.

      That didn’t mean she wasn’t going to try to find a way to escape. She absolutely was. But the transmission was what was most important. The Sea Foxes had to be first in the communications race, not a company so corrupt as IrTech, the suspected ringleader of a cabal of major Spheroid corporations that constituted the primary competition for Sea Fox merchants. Communications had to be handled by a neutral party who put the needs of the entire Inner Sphere above their own, and that was exactly what the Clans were supposed to do. It was their sacred charge to safeguard the Inner Sphere and protect it from threats. They were warriors, but they were ushering in peace. That was the mission.

      And if she died making that a reality, so be it.

      “Seth?” she shouted tentatively, stepping back between the rows of servers to steal another glance at the situation.

      And there Seth was at the base of the stairs below the mezzanine, face bloodied and kneeling before Ashwin Hughes, who held a laser pistol held to his head.

      Ducking back behind the cover of the server and remaining hidden, Kenja didn’t have time to get angry. Her thoughts pulled back into the logical and most important. First, was there a way to escape? Secondly, if there was, was there a way to escape with Seth in tow? She needed to rescue him if she could. There was no telling what information he could leave behind in the hands of an enemy or competitor.

      “Don’t take their bait!” he shouted. That was his voice. No silly accent. His real voice. He meant it.

      Kenja took in a deep breath and raised her needler. Looking left and right, she could almost sense it before it happened, but the security stooges stepped forward into the aisle between server racks she’d been hiding in, one on each side of her, getting in a shot. She crouched as they fired. Laser beams flew past right over her head and the guards hit each other, and she fired her pistol at the one on her right, then spun and shot the second one for good measure. Both took a compact spray of flechette rounds to the neck, gurgling and collapsing in puddles of their own blood.

      She hoped their bodies would warn the others not to try it, but now they knew where she was.

      “There’s no way out, madam,” Hughes said. “Now tell me who you work for and why you’re here, and I might let you live.”

      “Blow them all to hell, Kenja!” Seth said.

      Kenja heard Hughes grunt, and peeked around the server just in time to see him pull the trigger on his laser pistol. Crimson light flashed, and Seth collapsed to the ground.

      Ducking behind the server once more, Kenja clutched her needler and took a deep breath. She promised herself that would be the only breath of grief she’d allow herself before making her next move. Anything more and she’d fall to pieces.

      Steeling her resolve and tightening her grip on the gun, Kenja snuck glances at the situation from both sides of the server rack, counting enemies and their weapons. She thought of herself as the most powerful computer in the room, going through the odds and escape routes, tagging likely methods of destruction. How much of the escape plan was compromised? Would she still make the pickup? Would the Guillotine sentries be on high alert? Could she make it before the server exploded into an inferno?

      In a split second, a plan formed. Or at least a stratagem. Perhaps it wasn’t fleshed out fully enough to be a plan, but Seth had always told her sometimes the best chess gambits started with nothing more than a distraction.

      So that’s where she’d start.

      Cataloging the assets at her disposal, she felt the weight of the last explosive she had meant to plant in her hand.

      “You can’t escape!” Hughes shouted. “And your companion is dead. There is no use hiding any longer if you want to survive.”

      She began by kicking the heels off her shoes. They were cleverly disguised ammunition for the needler, and she fed one into the gun. The other she tucked into the top of her dress in case she needed it. Then she kicked off the ruined shoes and stepped over the body of one of the dead Irian security guards. Exposed, she chose the right aisle because it had fewer guards and fewer oblique angles for her to be shot from by the other column of guards, especially if she stayed close to the server rack itself.

      She fired at the guard standing directly in front of her on the mezzanine. The needles hit the woman in the middle and she doubled over the railing, falling to the floor below, losing her rifle in the process. At the sound, other guards began firing, Kenja tossed the explosive, reset to detonate on impact, into the fray, pitching it above the head of Ashwin Hughes. He fired at her, too, but every shot missed. As the explosive arced in the air, she fired at it, hoping at least one volley would hit it.

      The KRACK! of the explosion and the ensuing smoke and heat, enough to force her to flinch and hold her eyes shut through the worst of it, told her at least one of her shots hit the mark. The smoke caused confusion and sowed just enough chaos that some of the guards must have lost sight of her. She started moving forward as lasers carving into the servers behind her.

      “Stop shooting at her!” Hughes shouted through a hacking cough. “You’ll destroy the servers!”

      He was smart enough to realize what was at stake and where the little value his company had left resided. But he didn’t have the advantage of knowing about the explosives that were going to destroy it anyway, so that was a mark in Kenja’s favor.

      Charging through the smoke and debris, right past the ITCC sentries in the server corridor, Kenja shot two more on her way. One she caught in the face, turning it into a sea of deep red wounds, the other she caught in a glancing blow across their rifle arm, enough to disrupt their aim and prevent them from firing.

      Keeping her momentum up, Kenja jerked left and right, running in a zig-zag pattern through the smoke at irregular intervals to confuse the shooters. She fired once more, and tagged another guard before leaping onto the staircase.

      “Get her!” Hughes shouted.

      Of course he’d want to capture her. He likely had no idea why they were there and definitely had no idea who they were. He’d already disposed of his prisoner. A lump caught in her throat as she thought about it, but she dismissed his name.

      Mourning came later.

      Now was the time to survive.

      Leaping up the stairs four at a time, her bare feet were hardly up to the task. Another drawback of undercover work at ridiculous soirees.

      Kenja stayed crouched as she barreled up the staircase, doing her best to make herself a difficult target. When she reached the last steps, she rolled onto the mezzanine, laying down suppressing fire from a kneeling position as soon as she came to a stop.

      “Don’t let her get away!” Hughes said, pointing up at her from the hazy floor of the server room, Seth’s body lying at his feet. “Seal the door!”

      Kenja glanced back and forth to either side, tracking the movements of the guards still on the mezzanine level, but then her gaze fixed upon the double-wide door that led out. A guard on the other side saw her and looked almost surprised. Instead of firing at her, he made for the door controls.

      It was the last mistake he’d ever make.

      Kenja pushed herself forward from her crouch, leaping like a Grasshopper through the doorway as it began to slide closed.

      Extending her arm out just after crossing the threshold, she stiff-armed the neck of the guard in front of her and, using the momentum from her leap, dragged him to the floor, pounding his neck and back into it.

      He groaned, which meant he was still alive, lucky for him. But instead of taking the time to finish the job, Kenja just kept moving.

      She didn’t have time to tangle with every underling the ITCC folks kept sending after her. Especially when in—she glanced at her wrist—in two minutes, the entire server room would blow sky-high.

      She’d live to see it if only she could escape.
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      Kenja burst out from an emergency exit into the cold, fresh air of the Irian night. Her skin rippled with gooseflesh with the shift in temperature, and her breath appeared in front of her in foggy bursts.

      The cold wasn’t the problem.

      The problem was the Guillotine looming large in the path of her exit, its broad searchlight methodically scanning the area at its massive feet, no doubt looking for her.

      She was lucky, but doubted she was lucky enough to survive a hit from anything that ’Mech could shoot her with. Pressing herself up against the building, she narrowly avoided the harsh edge of the spotlight’s bright reach and then started advancing against the wall toward the extraction zone.

      Over the shrieking alarms, Kenja heard the telltale sounds of an approaching VTOL, that distant thump of motors whirring with all possible speed. She only hoped it was her extraction, and not more reinforcements from IrTech.

      Behind her, she felt the faint concussive force of the explosions going off in the server room. No doubt the transmitter up above had sent everything of use, and had now begun its self-destruct sequence as well. Mission: accomplished. Now to get away.

      The Guillotine stomped forward, and Kenja made a break for the clearing on the dark side while the spotlight scoured the ground on the ’Mech’s far side. It wasn’t a matter of if the MechWarrior spotted her and started shooting, but when.

      Barefoot, Kenja sprinted across the ferrocrete expanse to the next spot of cover. There was a watchtower and pallets of supplies and ammunition near its support legs. She ran hard, hoping she could duck behind it before the Guillotine swept its penetrating gaze back around and before the guards in the watchtower spotted her.

      Every second that ticked by was another second closer to discovery and death.

      Reaching the watchtower, she crouched close against the pallets and barrels, Kenja looked down at her needler and checked the ammunition. After everything it had taken to make it out of the server room, through the maze of corridors, and to this point, she had just enough for one more shot. The needler would be useless against the Guillotine and definitely not against the guards at the top of the watchtower. Needle pistols had a short range, but since they were powered with compressed gas, they were as quiet a firearm as someone could ask for when embarking on delicate missions like this one was supposed to be.

      If she wanted to make her last shot count, she would have to get in close.

      She doubted she could find her way into the Guillotine’s cockpit, but the watchtower, high, and with a meter and a half of open air between the rail and the roof, was a possibility. Especially since they wouldn’t suspect it.

      The spotlight illuminated her hiding place, but cast her position in shadows. She’d chosen the lee of the pallet, facing away from the BattleMech, but they must have gotten wise. The spotlight ceased moving in a pattern, or the Guillotine pilot had wised up and turned on their infrared and spotted her, a little red dot in a field of black.

      The noise grew from the building as more doors opened. More guards were shouting.

      But the sound of salvation grew closer as the helicopter neared. Kenja still couldn’t see it, but she counted on it being the one they’d chartered for extraction and not one summoned by the ITCC.

      She didn’t have much of a choice. She had to move as though it was the right helicopter. If it wasn’t, she was dead anyway.

      At least this way, she might have a chance.

      Kenja traced a path to the watchtower’s ladder with her eyes, ensuring she could keep to the shadows the rest of the way there.

      “That way!” she heard a voice say.

      “No, over here!” another said.

      At least she had confusion on her side.

      Sprinting to the ladder, she began climbing, hoping she wouldn’t be spotted. Her bare feet hurt with every step, but she pushed herself up despite the pain.

      Such was the life of a Watch agent. Pushing through despite the pain. No matter where it came from.

      She was halfway up before the spotlight tagged her. The Guillotine must have refrained from firing, because even its smallest weapons would have taken the entire watchtower down with her. She’d take the advantage, small as it might be, wherever she could get them.

      But the forces on the ground scrambled to get into a position where they could shoot at her. Fortunately, they were firing from extreme long range and were all out of breath from running into position. Their aim was terrible, and their lasers carved chunks from the tower, but—so far—not her.

      The guards in the watchtower hadn’t shown their faces yet, and Kenja’s mind shuffled through possibilities. She would just have to get to the top and figure out why they weren’t leaning over the edge and firing right at her—hopefully before they started doing that.

      “Thresher, this is Echo One, do you copy?” came a voice in Kenja’s ear. The VTOL was the extraction team.

      “Echo One, this is Kitefin. I read you.”

      “Where is Thresher?”

      “He didn’t make it.”

      “What is your location? We are heading for extraction zone three, as planned.”

      “No good. We have to improvise.” Kenja flinched as a laser cut through the ladder right above her. The shots were getting closer.

      “Improvise?”

      “You read a Guillotine in zone four?”

      “Aff.”

      “And the watchtower?”

      “Aff.”

      She heard the helicopter coming in faster, looking for the right place to land. But they weren’t going to get the chance, which was probably safer for all of them.

      If she could make it work.

      Ten rungs from the top of the watchtower, the tower guards decided to show their faces.

      She raised her arm and fired her needler with careful aim.

      One guard ducked back into the tower, the other took the flechettes to the face and slumped forward, falling from their high perch.

      Kenja dropped the empty needler and held onto one side of the ladder with both hands and spun out of the way of the falling body.

      Then she scrambled up the last few rungs and got a look at the situation. The remaining tower guard had pulled back to the corner of the room and aimed their laser rifle right at her. They fired, searing a deep burn into Kenja’s arm. Behind him, the “face” of the Guillotine, the ’Mech with a medieval-looking helmet for a head and massive shoulder pauldrons, loomed as a not-so-gentle giant.

      The ’Mech’s overbearing appearance did nothing to assure Kenja of her survival.

      But the guard’s non-lethal shot allowed her to ignore the pain and charge her enemy. The guard fired once more as she closed the distance—but missed!—and Kenja grabbed the rifle when she reached them. They fought over it, but she used it as a leverage point. By shifting direction, speed, and angle, she turned the momentum against the guard and dropped them to the ground.

      Wrenching the rifle from them, she aimed it at their chest and fired. The crimson laser took a millisecond to cut through the armor, pierce their flesh, and boil their insides.

      “Extract One, this is Kitefin, do you copy?”

      Looking around the watchtower, she saw the Anhur VTOL edging in close. “I have infiltrated the watchtower. I am going to have to jump.”

      “Into the VTOL, quiaff?” the pilot said, incredulous.

      “Aff.”

      “And what about that Guillotine?”

      “You are just going to have to be faster than it.”

      “I do not like this.”

      “Neither do I, but we don’t have a choice, quineg?”

      “Neg, Kitefin. We will come around on the far side. Be ready.”

      Kenja watched the altitude and trajectory of the VTOL. It circled around so it was heading toward the watchtower and facing the Guillotine head on. She started counting the time, watching it dodge and weave through laser fire and around missiles. It deployed inferno payloads towards the soldiers on the ground, drawing the heat-seeking missiles down toward the ITCC reinforcements.

      She backed up, all the way to the back wall of the watchtower, counted to three, and bolted forward. Jumping to the top of the watchtower’s safety rail in a crouch so she didn’t hit her head on the roof, Kenja planted a foot atop the bar and kicked off, sailing through the air.

      The VTOL was right where it had to be.

      They had their doors open, ready for her. She landed hard, sliding into the open door like a runner coming home. The Sea Fox crewman inside gripped her arm and held her steady
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