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      General Kaiden McFaris watched as the guards moved on. It had been a long night, but he had expected it. Defiance Industries’ guards held a tight perimeter, though not a perfect one. Perfect was impossible. And that was where the Silent Reapers came in.

      Where most mercenary commands focused on ’Mechs and winning battles, the Silent Reapers did not. Their focus was battle armor and infiltration. Stealing the un-stealable, breaking into the impenetrable or extracting someone—with or without their consent. What the Silent Reapers didn’t do were assassinations. Which didn’t mean they were above killing someone shooting at them, but they preferred to avoid it. Not just because of the loss of life, but because killing someone meant leaving a trace.

      There shouldn’t be a trace.

      Kaiden reminded himself of this as he stepped forward, moving slowly to avoid making any sound in his heavily modified Gray Death Scout suit. He continued for sixteen more steps, then hid behind a pillar, easing around it as the next guard shift passed.

      He took another twenty steps and ducked into an office. There, he waited as another set of guards passed by. These were talking a lot, making it easy to keep track of them. The Reapers had watched Defiance Industries’ video feeds for two weeks, and hacked into their communications to be aware of any last-minute changes to the guards’ schedule. Had anyone fallen sick, they would have cancelled today’s infiltration and reevaluated their plan.

      It took Kaiden another hour before he reached his target. The facility’s central mainframe stored all the research data on their newest ’Mech designs, but he wasn’t interested in those. He wanted Defiance Industries’ financial data, also stored on the mainframe. That was worth so much more—at least to his employer.

      If you knew who ordered what from Defiance Industries, and where it was going and when, you had a good grasp on when they were planning a military move. And with most of the company’s output going to the Lyran Commonwealth, you could predict the Commonwealth’s plans to a reasonable certainty.

      When the Reapers first arrived, Kaiden had feared he would have to infiltrate the actual factory to get to the data, but they soon discovered that would not be necessary. If humanity was one thing, it was lazy. While Defiance Industries would never move their factory outside the mountain, much of their support staff and facilities operated in a sprawling surface complex around the undermountain’s heavily defended main gates. From an investment standpoint, it made total sense. Personnel files, the IT department and many other things weren’t necessary to keep the main facility running, and evacuating them during an attack wouldn’t slow down production. As long as the factory systems couldn’t be accessed through any of the systems on the outside, no one had seen a problem with it. To the contrary—with the civilian staff not having to enter the long, winding tunnel system, they could work more efficiently. Which meant Defiance Industries needed fewer of them, and probably led to some shareholders lining their pockets with the money saved on wages.

      It also makes stealing data a lot easier, so who am I to complain? Kaiden smiled while he went through the steps Malina had told him to follow to get what they needed.

      With the data dump finished, he ran the second program Malina had given him that would leave an encrypted message to a relative here. Once that was done, Kaiden prepared to leave. The lights flickered as he reached out to open the door.

      

      
        
        SILENT REAPERS BASE

        MYOO MOUNTAINS

        HESPERUS II

        DONEGAL PROVINCE

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

      

      

      Malina Brantling sat at her computer station and watched the Defiance Industries guards make their rounds, every one following their usual pattern like clockwork. Those down the hall from the mainframe room were nearing the end of the corridor now, about to turn the corner and be gone. Then one of the guards halted, turned around, and hurried back.

      For a moment, Malina panicked. Then she realized what was going on. There, on the floor right outside the mainframe room door, lay a key ring. The guard must have dropped it.

      Malina did the only thing she could; she cut the power to the facility. Only for a second, just long enough to make the lights flicker as the emergency power turned on. The downside was that she lost her connection to the video feeds as they switched to internal. It would take personnel at Defiance Industries about five minutes to reestablish the outside connection.

      I still don’t understand why it’s there at all, she mused. It’s a huge security risk, and for what? The convenience of some guys who like to keep watch from home instead of coming in? I’ll never understand why people are this stupid.

      “But it makes my job a lot easier, so there is that.”

      Toben looked at her quizzically, his green eyes almost shining and his short brown hair messy. He was hunting for his shirt, and she paused her work for a moment to admire his muscles, which he had built up over the last year from lifting heavy equipment. His shift in the “’Mech bay” was about to start, and he hated being late.

      She moved a few strands of jade-green hair away from her right eye and smiled at him. The hair on the left side of her head was cut short. “Your shirt is under the bed.”

      “Seriously? How did it end up there?”

      Malina laughed. “Do you really want me to explain? Okay. When we came in last night, you started kissing me and…”

      She went on with a detailed description, and Toben let her. He knew her well enough to let her talk, and she loved him for it. Toben was sixteen, she was seventeen. They had started going out after a mission on Marik earlier this year.

      Kaiden, who had pretty much taken on the role of father to her after her own father disappeared and Kaiden’s had been killed, had sat down with her when he noticed. Which was about five minutes after the relationship started, possibly before. To her surprise, he hadn’t expressed worry about her or explained how protection worked. Instead, he talked to her about Toben. Made sure she was serious about him, and not just using him to fill a hole in her heart. “Toben is far more fragile than you,” he had said to her.

      While she was still in her talking stream, Toben kissed her on the mouth. She reciprocated as best she could. After he left, closing the door behind him, Malina kept talking. And smiling.

      When she was done, she opened one of her last bottles of Tonga Green, a sparkly juice she loved. She had taken a whole crate of it with her when they left Marik. She loved the sweet, fizzy drink so much she’d tried to hack into the servers of the company that produced it, but with no success. The servers had been completely offline, no external access for her to exploit.

      In the comic books she read, she would have analyzed the drink herself and figured out what it was made of. I’d be more than a genius hacker. I’d also be a microbiologist, neuroscientist, astrophysicist, theoretical physicist, experimental physicist, and engineer. Since she didn’t live in a comic book, her reserves were gone. Possibly forever.

      As she enjoyed the drink, she thought about the advertising slogan: “We make it, you drink it!”

      Too true.

      As Malina finished that thought, the feeds came back online.
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      It had taken Kaiden half an hour to reach the outer walls, which was still a lot faster than the time it had taken to get in. Looking at his suit’s chronometer, he waited for the seconds to tick down, then when the time came, engaged his jump jets and jumped over the wall. He touched down on the opposite side and waited.

      Five minutes later, he ran, using the short window where all the external cameras were pointing in another direction. He jumped down into a deep ravine, letting his jump jets feather the landing. The escape route through the mountains was the main reason he’d undertaken the mission in the armor, instead of sending an unarmored infiltrator on foot. They had enough people who could have sneaked in a lot more easily than him, but getting out would have been tricky. And they would have risked the fake papers being discovered. Which would be bad on any mission, but Vedet Brewer had promised a nice bonus should the infiltration of his former facility remain unnoticed.

      It took Kaiden thirty-three minutes to leave the communication blackout zone Malina had determined, where Defiance Industries could potentially pick up on any transmission and raise an alarm. From a concealed spot in the old rail tunnel, abandoned since the destruction of the maglev line in 3065, he opened a comm channel. “Parrot-billed Sparrow to Nest, I have the eggs.”

      As he said it, he smirked at the bird name. He had no idea how or why, but the Silent Reapers had used this system for almost a century. Who was he to break with tradition?

      He heard the response coming in, but ignored it. Something else had caught his attention, something that shouldn’t have. Voices!

      He triple-clicked, the signal to be quiet. Then he turned up the gain of his external microphones and listened.

      “Why are we doing this?” A male voice, young and aggrieved.

      A woman responded, “Because someone pissed off the captain yesterday by making fun of his son.”

      The first voice again. “How was I supposed to know he’d hear, and punish us with a surprise training drill?”

      Another man answered, loudly: “Because he was standing two meters away, you idiot!”

      Kaiden suppressed a chuckle. Given your shouting, I’d ask myself who the idiot is…

      The tunnel system made it difficult to get a fix on their position, but Kaiden was relatively certain the group was coming from the direction he’d planned to go. Judging from the sound of their movement, and the fact that they were talking out in the open, none of them was wearing battle armor or a light power armor suit. Meaning they had to slog their equipment through the moist heat while the tunnel darkness played tricks on their eyes.

      In theory, he could easily evade them, but if his guess was right, they were blocking the only way out where he didn’t have to walk a few kilometers over a treacherous mountainside to get back to base. His escape plan had always hinged on that.

      Kaiden checked his weapons. The machine gun in his right arm was operational and armed, as was the flamer in his left. Right now, he missed the active probe of the original Gray Death Scout armor, but the improved stealth armor and heavy weaponry had proven their worth often enough. The less powerful sensor suite of the modified suit would have to do today.

      He moved slowly, avoiding making unnecessary noise, while looking around for a hiding place. He probably could have run, given how loud the Defiance Industries guards were talking. By now they had moved on from assigning blame to planning what to do when they were done with their punishment drill. Kaiden felt disgusted, but also relieved. The Silent Reapers rarely followed established military protocol, but no one in their ranks would treat a training exercise the way these guards did. It made things a lot easier for him, though.

      A large crack in the wall caught his eye. Not perfect, but it would do. He had to get down on his knees and bend himself in an awkward position to fit, but once wedged in, he was more or less out of sight. He made sure he could move his left arm, just in case they spotted him, and waited. In the close confines of the tunnels, even a brief burst from his flamer would make short work of conventional infantry.

      The guards drew closer. Kaiden had to lower the pick-ups of his external microphones almost to zero to protect his eardrums from their loud conversation. He identified three men and two women by their voices, and was surprised when it turned out there were six guards instead of five. The third woman, walking quietly in the rear, had never said a word. The first guard passed him without issue, the second too. The third one moved his light around and shone it directly at Kaiden.

      He tensed for a split second, ready to let loose with a blast of his flamer, but the light passed over him and the guard moved on. The quiet woman bringing up the rear shone her light in the other direction, almost as if she was trying not to see him.

      After they passed by, Kaiden moved out of the crack. His back hurt from the uncomfortable position he’d assumed and the armor plating pressing into him. The suit wasn’t meant to be twisted that way. He stayed still for another few seconds, listening for anything else unexpected, then resumed his journey back to base.

      

      
        
        SILENT REAPERS BASE
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      Knowing Kaiden would arrive any minute, Malina waited at their base’s entry. Or what was supposed to be the entry. They’d set up shop in an old, abandoned mining shaft, so the entrance was nothing more than what their strategists had called a choke point—roughly hewn stone walls that were tighter than the rest of the shaft. Still large enough to get their ’Mechs in, but Machu’s Nova Cat had been a tight fit.

      From where she stood, she could see the former Spirit Cat warrior supervising the repainting of the ’Mech. Some color had dripped into his short black hair, but he seemed to ignore it. He had tried to wipe away some paint from his face, but all that had accomplished was a smeared black line over his surprisingly few wrinkles, given his forty-six years. Kaiden had recently taken off the second string of his bondcord, and while Machu was not yet a full warrior, the general had put him back into his cockpit. Machu had been their enemy only two missions ago, had fought hard to capture them after the Silent Reapers broke into the Spirit Cats’ genetic repository. An infiltration only discovered because Machu had introduced security measures he hadn’t shared with anyone else or noted on any plans. That alone was impressive, but the former Star Captain had also managed to stay on their heels, despite their every effort to get away. He had spoiled their first escape attempt, and only lost the last battle against the Silent Reapers when they had tricked him left and right. It had taken almost every trick in the book.

      Most impressive was that he had managed to keep all of that a secret from the Spirit Cats as a whole. Which meant he would make a fine Reaper, but it also meant the Spirit Cats would see it as a failure and declare him dezgra. Realizing this, Kaiden had taken him as a bondsman.

      A decision that is not sitting well with everyone.

      Malina saw the looks Machu was getting, despite the fact that he had proven himself loyal. During their last mission, he provided valuable insight into their enemy, even though he hadn’t yet taken any active part in things. He had simply read the reports and extrapolated from there. Of course, he called it a vision, but it was just his subconscious mind putting the information together.

      The worst of the attitude problem was coming from members of Squad Three, who had a real hate-on for Machu. Two of them were near him now, one walking past him and bumping into him on purpose. A few seconds later, the second one did the same. Machu didn’t react, though Malina guessed it was hard for him, given his Clan training had to demand an aggressive response. She could understand how the members of Squad Three felt. Their leader was Ramona Hanson, whose brother had died at Machu’s hands on Marik.

      Losing family members hurt.

      At least they know what happened to him…

      Heavy footsteps caught her attention. Kaiden was approaching. The sight of him pulled her out of her funk. “Did you get everything?” she asked as he walked in.

      She saw the smirk on his face and his tendency to almost constantly smile made his almost two meter in height and strong muscles seem way less threatening than they did on other people He was only thirty-six, but his short, white hair made him look older.

      “Okay. Can you give it to me? I want to get started. This shaft is really freaking me out. It’s so cold and damp, I had to install extra air conditioning with better humidifiers in my ‘room’ to make sure the wet air won’t damage my electronics. So, if you’ll just hand it over…”

      “Thank you, Malina. You can stop now.” Spoken in in a fatherly tone, the words stopped her in her tracks. He handed her the data stick. “Here. Go. Have fun.”

      With a grin, Malina took it and hurried off. Not quite running, just barely managing to keep her decorum and not look like fool to the rest of the unit.

      Ten minutes later, she’d skimmed through everything. She made a copy and brought the data back to Kaiden, who would ensure it ended up in Vedet Brewer’s hands. Their own copy would remain with the Silent Reapers as a backup, should anything go wrong during transfer to the client, and for their own personal use.

      Selling the data to anyone else was out of the question. While the Silent Reapers’ main work was black ops, and they usually worked outside common mercenary channels like Galatea or the Sea Foxes, who had recently started offering services as contract brokers and enforcers, they still had a reputation to maintain. Trustworthiness was the most important part of that, right up there with “getting the job done.”

      “Anything missing?” Kaiden asked when she stepped into his office. Malina knew he was just double-checking, because that was his job as general, so she bit back the automatic snide remark that rose to mind, took a deep breath instead and nodded. “Yes, everything’s there. But…”

      “But?”

      “We got some additional data I didn’t expect. One of their financial officers must be really lazy or else has a bad memory. He stored multiple bank account passwords in his profile. They’re two weeks old, but it looks like he has a four-week password rotation schedule…”

      Kaiden gave her a quizzical look. “Did you try them out?”

      “Of course not.” Though she had to admit the question was justified. She’d broken into bank computers before, just for fun. She never took anything, just trained her skills.

      “Delete them.”

      She nodded. She’d expected that answer, but she still had to report the discovery. Just to be clear, she said: “The passwords aren’t part of the data I copied for the client.”

      Kaiden nodded, a proud expression on his face. “Never expected anything else from you.”

      Smiling, Malina left his office.
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        * * *

      

      Once Malina had gone, Kaiden inserted the data stick into his noteputer and started going through it. He knew Malina hadn’t done so yet. She always checked for anomalies first and handed him the data without fully looking into what they got. He liked that about her. Despite her age, she knew her priorities.

      Knowing where their next job would take them, he looked into specific delivery locations first. To his relief, nothing out of the ordinary seemed to be shipping to their planned destination. Looking at everything else took him about three hours. Everything was in order.

      Finished with that task, he reopened the files pertaining to their next job.

      It was one of the odd ones out. Ever since the Blackout, it had been harder to line up jobs. When his father was still alive, he’d complained about it. Not because it was impossible, but because it meant paying off more people to find assignments and get them to Kaiden. Still, they had a system.

      And then there were the “odd jobs,” as his father had called them. Jobs that just showed up on their networks. Kaiden had no idea where they came from, but his father had told him to always—always—take them. They fell under the same category as anything pertaining to Kafka. If they ever came upon a job against the assassin, they were to reject it, then report it to Kafka. Kafka would do the same if there was a job against the Silent Reapers. How that system came to be, Kaiden didn’t know. He only knew his great-grandfather had put it in place, and that Kafka had been instrumental in helping avenge and rebuild the Silent Reapers after Alarion.

      This new job was interesting. The Lyran Intelligence Corps needed someone to find out what was happening to their assets in the Isle of Skye. They had lost contact with multiple Norn agents from different cells, which should be impossible—unless one of their own people was compromised. Not knowing who, and with their resources stretched thin, the LIC were clearly getting desperate. Kaiden felt certain the job offer was also on its way via the Silent Reapers’ usual channels, but it had shown up as an “odd job” faster than he could have thought possible.

      He’d feared the Lyrans would make things complicated by starting a military campaign alongside the Reapers’ mission, but it didn’t look like they were. Either their military had no idea what was going on or, for once, the Lyrans weren’t turning things into a total mess all by themselves.

      The mission was also well defined: Find the missing agents or verify their deaths. Get them out if possible, terminate if extraction is not possible. Kaiden had seen many such contracts. If an asset fell into enemy hands and could not be recovered, a kill order was standard operating procedure, but he preferred not to.

      Find the leak and shut it down, by any means necessary. The last part gave him a lot of leeway, and he was surprised by the Norns seeming willingness for collateral damage, which was more Loki’s style.

      Kaiden leaned back in his chair. Let’s just hope the Lyrans really didn’t notice us. I’m sure the LIC won’t be happy if they find out what we just stole.
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      Ardita Tavares glanced at the data disc General McFaris had handed her, then slid it into one of the many hidden pockets on her outfit that hid her features and made her look taller than the one and a half meters she actually was. She had also put on some tanning crème to counteract her usual very pale skin tone. Taking the disc out was a risk, but she felt like she was being watched. Question was, by whom?

      She had waited six weeks before leaving the planet to make sure no one from Defiance Industries would be looking for her on an outbound DropShip—she was certain Defiance Industries personnel would be aboard, because they were everywhere on Hesperus II.

      Letting her travel alone was a gamble, but she had argued the general would need every hand on deck for their next assignment, and she could handle herself. Also, they had a lot of time for delivery of the data. They’d had some luck on the way to Hesperus II, arriving almost three months earlier than expected due to a coincidental line-up of available JumpShips at different locations. She had cut her buffer by half, which still left her plenty.

      Also, the unfriendly nature of Hesperus II had its own allure. People here were always grumpy, some outright hateful. Existing on a planet that kept trying to kill you, forcing you to live multiple kilometers above sea level so you wouldn’t die by roasting in the pressure-cooker temperatures and dense air, or be attacked by the lethal native life, tended to have that effect.

      It also made a nice environment for her side hobby. While official crime statistics deemed Hesperus II one of the most secure planets in the Inner Sphere, Ardita had seen enough to know that wasn’t true. During her time on-world, she had witnessed at least two murders and multiple fights. And that wasn’t even counting her own crimes. She despised murderers, and had taken care of things in her own way. Those two wouldn’t kill anyone, ever again.

      Now, she had to find out who was watching her. Anyone from Defiance Industries should have been lured out when she flashed the disc. If no one grabbed her in the next five seconds, that meant the spy wasn’t here because the Silent Reapers stole some data. Until just now, she’d been certain the theft had gone unnoticed.

      When thirty seconds passed and no one made a move, she decided her conclusion still held true.

      Then why is someone following me?

      Not because of her side hobby. She felt sure of that. Her uncle had drilled her in how to avoid getting caught ever since he’d picked up on it when she was a kid. In decades, no one had ever found out about any of it, except for Kaiden McFaris—and he only knew because she told him.

      She took her sweet time wandering to her DropShip, making some turns here and there to “window shop.” Her reflection revealed no evidence of surveillance. Ten minutes before she had to embark or be left behind, the feeling of being watched suddenly vanished.

      Strange…

      With a scowl, Ardita finally headed to the DropShip and boarded.

      

      
        
        PRINCESS-CLASS DROPSHIP RIDING QUEEN

        EN ROUTE TO JUMP POINT

        HESPERUS SYSTEM

        DONEGAL PROVINCE

        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH

      

      

      Seated in her room, Ardita watched on the screens as the DropShip ascended into the sky. The ground below was still a strange sight, even though she had seen it on the way in. Everything looked artificial. The sides of Mount Defiance were clearly not shaped by natural means, with the patchwork of factories, storehouses, and defense nets laid out in chessboard patterns covering hundreds of hectares around the mountain. The Morningstar Spaceport, directly below the ship, was on a lopped-off mountaintop near Maria’s Elegy, bathed in the evening sun.

      The vast network of underground tunnels beneath Defiance’s surface complex wasn’t visible, of course, but she could see the high-speed maglev railroad. The ancient magnetic rail had been damaged and rebuilt quite a few times over the centuries, and the different colors of the various materials used for repair jobs stood out. Not directly beneath it, but always close by, she spotted the highway the Word of Blake had built during the Jihad to provide a safer and faster way to transport materials and war machines than the old service road.

      She turned toward the door and watched it intently. Not because there was anything there, but because she needed to think. For that, she had to be sure no one would jump her, which meant having all the access points in sight. Right now, there was only one.

      Someone had been watching her. Who, and why?

      So far, whenever she’d had a sense of being watched or followed, Ardita had always been right. She had no doubt she was right now, too. Was the watcher on board with her? Whoever it was might have figured out which DropShip she was planning to take. Or she’d attracted their notice because of which DropShip she was taking. Her itinerary wasn’t a secret. “Janet Carter,” her cover identity, had dutifully listed her travel plans with the proper authorities.

      Had she traveled with the rest of the Silent Reapers, she would be sitting at her noteputer now, studying spaceport surveillance tapes for whoever had been on her tail. Without Malina at her disposal, that wasn’t an option. Instead, she went through her memories, hoping to spot someone. It took her half an hour, but yielded no results.

      Her thoughts turned in another direction. If there was any chance of someone being on her tail, she needed to hide the data disc somewhere safe. Her own room was out of the question. Where, then?

      She grabbed the code breaker, a standard part of her equipment, and went out. The corridor was empty. She knocked at the door of the room right across from hers. No one answered or opened up.

      Good.

      With well practiced movements, she connected the code breaker to the key panel. Within half a second, the door swooshed open, revealing a room that looked like a mirror image of her own. She stepped in and hurried over to the air vent, opened it and taped the data disc on the inside, where it wouldn’t be spotted, and closed it. Then she went back out. Still no one around.

      She decided to grab something to eat. If she didn’t keep her hyperactive metabolism fed, she got cranky. And a cranky Ardita was a deadly Ardita, as her uncle had never tired of lecturing her.
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        * * *

      

      When she reached the “food court,” she looked around a bit. She didn’t really care where or what she ate, as long as it wasn’t poisonous. But normal people cared, so Janet Carter did, and Ardita behaved accordingly. Civilian DropShips were quite a bit different from military ones. Where military DropShips were functional, using space as efficiently as possible, luxury class civilian DropShips were the polar opposite. They catered to the rich and powerful, with all kinds of ways to divide those people from their money. Hence, “fancy” restaurants and stores to keep passengers occupied and spending, restocked whenever the DropShip landed on a planet.

      All this seemed especially true of the Princess-class DropShips, which were designed during the Star League era—not just for the rich, but the obscenely rich. That plan hadn’t worked out as intended. Most of the original Princess-class vessels still in service had lost a lot of their fancy amenities, and modern production lines didn’t even include half of them. The Riding Queen seemed closer to the original specs than most, with an added pool deck.

      Ardita hadn’t booked a flight on this ship for its luxuries, however. It wouldn’t take her all the way to Melissia—booking a flight from Hesperus II straight into the capital of the Vester Marches would raise more than a few eyebrows—but the first leg of her ride would get her to Chukchi III. It was a bit out of the way, but not too far off the direct route. From there, she could book another flight or—with luck—find a different DropShip to make a direct transfer via the JumpShip they’d arrive with.

      General McFaris had assured her she’d receive a reason for a hasty rescheduling of her travel route the moment she arrived in-system. The Reapers owned stock in a shoe manufacturer on Chukchi III, so getting the company to message her about an unexpected change of plans was easy enough.

      She kept up her slow amble through the food court, acting like a bored businesswoman with more money than brains. Looking at restaurant menus that were displayed out front, checking them for whatever her cover identity found tasty, and then continuing to the next place. A dual-purpose action, bolstering her cover story while letting her case the ship. After “studying” every menu, she settled for a restaurant that promised a mix of Combine and Marik cuisine. Not that she really cared for either one, but food was a basic requirement to survive.

      After being seated by a maître d’, the feeling of being watched crept back. She studied the menu for a few more seconds, than pretended to look for someone to take her order, using the opportunity to glance around. She didn’t spot anything unusual. Later, she would compare her memories of the people around her in the restaurant with the people who’d been around her in the spaceport. Doing it now would require too much of her attention, and make it harder to spot potential threats.

      Her meal—mixed fried rice with tender meat that had been soaked in soy sauce and then deep fried and some half raw, purple vegetables she could not identify—was flavorful, but not worth the price the restaurant was charging for it. After she had eaten, she got up and went back out. The feeling of being watched ceased the moment the restaurant door—a wood-sheathed door, not the usual blank metal found on most other DropShips—closed behind her.
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      Kaiden stepped off the ramp of the Anja and looked around. The spaceport was massive, but most of it was reserved for Shipil Company, who owned it. He saw seven clearly unfinished DropShips, and ten more that looked finished from the outside, but probably still required some interior work before they could take off and make room for new ones.

      There were also some small craft in various production stages, and multiple hangars where aerospace fighters were built. Some of those were stationed outside, including four Angel conventional fighters. Those were only here for show—they wouldn’t survive a second against any real attack. The Seydlitz and Lucifer III ASFs stationed alongside them were far better at defending the installation—assuming Shipil had any real pilots that could actually fly them in a fight.

      What space was left for civilian traffic could only accommodate four or five DropShips at most. With the Anja, a giant Mammoth-class DropShip, occupying it, that number was down to two or three.

      When the Reapers had decided to land at Shipil Company’s spaceport, some of his people had suggested stealing one or two of the company’s DropShips. Seeing the security on their way down, Kaiden had to admit those plans might have had a good chance of succeeding. Of course, no one had really wanted to steal a ship right now. But you never knew which turn a mission might take, and so he had let them continue. Better to have it and not need it, than to need it and not have it.

      With the news he’d received on the way to Skye, he preferred to have a lot of backup plans ready.

      Skye had declared itself independent in December, and seceded from the Wolf Empire. Word about that had reached him in January, when another JumpShip forwarded the news to the JumpShip they were traveling on. He hadn’t been sure at first if the LIC had held back that information when they’d hired him, but after some thought, he’d concluded they probably hadn’t known it was going to happen. With their operatives in and around Skye gone, and the time it took for news to travel via “pony express” JumpShip data transfer, the Lyrans might still be in the dark. If so, he was ahead of them in the intelligence game.

      That thought put a slight smile on his face as he passed a customs officer heading toward the Anja. The officer shot him a strange look, as if not used to being smiled at. Kaiden could understand. No one really liked customs officers. He didn’t have to deal with them, since officially, Kaiden was just a passenger.

      The DropShip itself belonged to Büttner Trades, a company founded ninety years ago by slaves the Reapers had freed when one of their own was stuck on the ship during a mission on Capra . The freed people had taken over the Anja and built a thriving business in the decades since. Now, the company owned a small flotilla of DropShips and a few JumpShips. The Anja remained their flagship, one of five they had modified to transport the Silent Reapers and all their equipment clandestinely. The Anja would stay on-planet for two weeks and then take off, getting replaced on a set schedule by the other four ships that would roll in and out of the system with fake IDs and shipping manifests.

      When he reached the main building, Kaiden looked around. He saw Captain Alissa Büttner standing on the tarmac, talking to the customs officer. She was one of the few people in the Inner Sphere who actually liked customs officers. They were easy to toy with and manipulate, she said. Also—and he had no idea why she shared this with him—some of them were so desperate for friendly human contact, she could get them to do anything to and with her in bed.

      Shaking his head at the thought, Kaiden went over to the customs booth to see what useless requirements he had to fulfill today to set foot outside the spaceport.

      When he was done with the paperwork, he turned his head for a last look at the Anja. The customs officer was still talking to Alissa, but on the ramp behind her, he could see one of their massive crates being hauled out of the ship. By the size, it must be the one containing Machu’s Nova Cat. Which was now casually—and illegally—moving right past the customs officer. From there, it would go out to what would become the main base of their operations in the Isle of Skye: an old farm they had acquired on their way from the jump point to the planet.

      After the purchase, Malina had quickly modified the shipping manifests to show heavy farming equipment in the crates. Which worked out well, since Büttner Trades had picked up a Harvester Ant AgroMech shortly before their mission on Hesperus II, but hadn’t found an opportunity to sell it yet. Hesperus II wasn’t a good place to sell a farming ’Mech, and they hadn’t landed anywhere more hospitable on their way to Skye. So, for now, the Harvester Ant would go with the Silent Reapers. Kaiden had already issued funds to reimburse the trading company for their loss.

      A core element of their deal with Büttner Trades was that the company wasn’t part of the Silent Reapers. They were merely “good friends.” In theory, they could refuse any request, but so far they had always done whatever Kaiden, his father, or his grandmother before him had asked. They also made sure their DropShips were never on-planet under their real name and registration, in case the Reapers needed them for an escape.

      Stepping outside the spaceport, Kaiden flinched at the bright sunlight shining directly in his eyes. Squinting, he raised one hand to shield them as he looked around for transport options. He spotted a taxi stand with wheeled and hover taxis lined up to take passengers wherever they wanted to go, a private parking lot filled with civilian cars, and train tracks running along the ground to his right. He knew from his briefings that the train was a subway connecting the spaceport to the cities around it, with only the stations above ground. Originally, the tracks had been above ground as well, but after they were destroyed multiple times in planetary assaults, including during the Word of Blake’s final invasion attempt in 3074, local authorities had finally decided a subway made more sense, and Republic money had allowed them to build the large underground network. The train was extremely fast, traveling at speeds of up to 700 kph. Impossible to transport ’Mechs or other heavy equipment on it, but the Silent Reapers rarely required their ’Mech assets anyway.

      Kaiden went to the train station, paid his fare, and settled in to wait. Over the next several minutes, more Reapers joined him. Some stood casually, talking among themselves, others were reading or just looking around—all playing whatever role they’d been assigned so as not to stand out from the crowd.

      After a while, he started wondering where Malina was. Her being late was fine, but she was cutting it awfully close.

      Only a minute before the train pulled in, Malina finally joined him, trotting across the platform and shooting him a glare. “You were supposed to wait for me!”

      “And you were supposed to leave the DropShip right after we touched down. No dilly-dallying.”

      “So what? I’m here, right?”

      “What if you’d been late? You know I need to be on this train.”

      “Your appointment is more important to you than I am!” She put real force into that one. “Ever since Mom left…”

      They went on with the well-rehearsed scene until they sat down on the train. Malina positioned herself far enough away from him so he would have to shout or walk over to her to keep it going, and turned her back on him as well. They could have been more subtle, but Malina’s hair usually attracted people’s notice anyway, so they’d decided to go all in. Nothing more than a father and a daughter fighting…nothing anyone hadn’t seen a hundred times, or wanted to get involved in. Better to just quickly forget about them.
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        * * *

      

      Waiting for the same train, Machu watched his commanding officer and their hacker stage a family fight. It was strange sight, but one he had seen before, on Marik. Also one he would never understand. Had he talked like this to any of the instructors in his sibko, he would have been struck down like a fly. But for freeborn families, this was normal.

      Why do people put up with it?

      He glanced at his wrist. Only one string of his bondcord remained. Or what General McFaris had decided would stand in for a bondcord. Completely ignoring century-old protocol, Kaiden had replaced the bondcord with three wristbands from what he had assured Machu were actual music festivals: Metal Bambuza, LilBam and Dezgra Festival, all of which he had supposedly visited over the course of the past decade. The Dezgra Festival wristband was the last one. The Silent Reapers had provided Machu with in-depth information about the festivals, the bands playing at them, and metal music in general. He had listened attentively to it so he could talk about the genre like he actually loved it, should it ever come up in conversation with anyone while he was outside of the Reapers’ base.

      The music had also grown on him, and he was listening to it now on his earbuds. To his chagrin, Dezgra Metal had made the strongest impression on him, despite its frequent anti-Clan undertone.

      By the time the train arrived, Machu could spot at least sixty members of the Silent Reapers among the crowd. The Anja had taken on passengers from other DropShips on the ride to Skye, allowing those ships to travel onward without having to land as soon as the JumpShip was done recharging. Some of the passengers had been unhappy about the transfer, but this kind of deal was not unusual, so they had all complied—not that they had a choice. As Kaiden had explained, DropShip captains were always looking for ways to avoid landing on a planet and still get paid. These deals allowed them to achieve that.

      It amazed Machu how much information the Reapers were willing to share with him. While quite a few of them still regarded him as a stranger, or even an intruder, that did not keep the people in charge from talking to him and answering his questions. When asked, General McFaris had said the only way Machu could become a real Reaper and work as part of the unit was to know the unit and how it operated. Otherwise, his gift of connecting the dots with his visions would be squandered.

      Machu was absolutely certain the general did not believe in his visions, but he had never said so. Instead, he had given Machu everything he had asked for, and a way to perform a rudimentary Rite of Vision, as he had done on Marik to fight the Silent Reapers. There, it had brought him close to them, and allowed him to catch up to them, though the Silent Reapers had prevailed over him through trickery.

      Other people would have been angry about that, but not Machu. He gave credit where credit was due—and the Silent Reapers had outsmarted him. He should have known something was wrong, but he had not. In the end, General McFaris had beaten him in a duel, won the right for the Silent Reapers to depart Marik unhindered, and taken him as a bondsman.

      Since then, he had learned a lot about the unit and their strategies, drilled into him by other members or by the general in his free time. The most important lessons had come from Ardita Tavares, who had taken special care to improve his covert operation skills—abilities no Clan put much worth in, even today.

      It was those skills that allowed him to react like a normal person when a boy bumped into him at the first subway stop. His hand slipped into Machu’s pocket to stealthily remove the wallet there. Machu’s own hand snapped down on his wrist.

      The boy stared at him in horror, clearly afraid of what might happen next. He looked about fourteen or so. Machu smiled at him and slipped an arm around his shoulders, in a friendly yet firm embrace the boy could not escape from.

      “Jürgen, so good to see you. What are you doing here? I thought you would meet me at the station!” Then he whispered in the boy’s ear: “Play along and do not try to escape.”

      He looked over toward Kaiden. The general had heard him, and was now looking around as if trying to figure out which station they had just passed. With his right hand, Machu gave an all-clear signal. To everyone else around him, it looked like he was just stretching his fingers. The Silent Reapers had taught him much.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two stops later, Machu, the general, Malina, and several other Reapers exited the train. The boy walked alongside Machu, clearly looking for a way to bolt.

      Two other boys exited the train next to them, as well as a man in his thirties who was trying hard to look uninterested. He was clearly not as good at it as he thought. By the time Machu noticed his existence, two of the Silent Reapers’ covert operatives were already on his tail.

      They spotted him on the train.

      Machu and his captive walked very slowly, giving time for everyone not involved to exit the station. The next train would arrive in an hour. Before long, no one was left but the lone man following the trio of boys…and Silent Reapers personnel.

      Malina was doing something on her noteputer. When she turned around and nodded, Machu stopped and turned to the boy. “By now, you must have realized you tried to rob the wrong person. I can see in your eyes that you think I am with the police.”

      The boy nodded. Fear showed in his face, but the way his eyes shot from side to side, as if searching for something, told Machu it was not fear of him.

      “Do not worry about the guy behind you. He is already taken care of.” Machu smiled at the man, who, upon seeing the Spirit Cat’s frank stare at him, started drawing a weapon out of a hidden holster. The man stopped dead cold as someone else’s gun pressed against the back of his head. The second Reaper shadowing him efficiently frisked the man, finding a laser pistol and two knives.

      The general had exited the station several minutes earlier, so as not to risk anyone connecting him to the scene. Machu was alone with the thirty-ish man, the three boys, Malina and the other two Reapers.

      He addressed the two other youths, who looked like they were about to pee themselves at any moment. “Come over here. The four of us should have a nice talk. I will take you out to get something to eat, and even hand you my wallet.”

      Utter confusion warred with the fear in their faces. Machu tried not to laugh. This was going to be fun.
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