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17 February 3064, 23:39 PM

   The rain was falling in massed waves, the sudden flush of coolness a marked relief against the sullen heat that had pervaded the day. Rolling banks of light fog had risen due to the sudden mixture of warm air and cold rain, and the ensuing fog rolled through the entire city, blanketing it in a soft cloud of grey from corner to corner, the odd skyscraper from the city’s heart standing above the fog like trees in a field of snow. In the industrial sector of the city, located along the riverbank of one of the many rivers that crossed the area, gaunt towers and girders of steel poked into the mist, the clouds twisting in and over themselves in lazy spirals.

   “Beautiful night, quineg?” Antek Mercer, ex-MechWarrior of the now-disbanded Clan Smoke Jaguar, whispered to himself, his hands deep in his pockets, collar far up and a balaclava pulled down over his head. A glance at his wrist revealed the time in a glowing red: twenty minutes to midnight. Twenty minutes before their plan became a reality, twenty minutes before they would ride out to death or glory. He stood around for a few more minutes, staying close to the building’s wall to avoid the worst of the rain, before moving on, ducking into one of the larger hangars that stood on the river’s bank. The shed was simply massive, the girders and support rails that hung from its ceiling seeming like miniature constructions made from mere toothpicks in comparison to the vastness of the interior. The shed had stood empty for years, but now housed two hulking, shrouded shapes in the middle of the concrete expanse that formed its floor. Gliding over the dusty floor with hardly a sound from his booted feet, the Clan MechWarrior crossed the floor to where the shapes stood. A ray of moonlight from a high-up window painted the shrouds in shades of black and dark blues, the shape beneath the one shroud bearing a definite humanoid resemblance. For a moment the Clansman merely stood in front of the two shapes, looking up with a reverence-like gaze at the shapes, before reaching up and yanking down the cloth that covered the less-humanoid looking shape. With hardly a whisper, the cloth glided off in rippling waves, the squat shape of a Clan Kit Fox ‘Mech appearing as the shroud fell away from its grey and red form. Thirty tons of Clan steel, ferro-armour, lasers, autocannons and missiles, the ‘Mech was a superb example of Clan technology and workmanship – known as the Uller to the various Inner Sphere forces, the Kit Fox could take on ‘Mechs far above its weight range, and still emerge victorious, something that very few Inner Sphere ‘Mechs could claim. Laying his hand on the ‘Mech’s one massive toe, Antek could almost feel the vibration of nervous energy that would soon radiate from the ‘Mech’s core, the actual chill of the ‘Mech’s armour unnoticed by his gloved hand.

   “‘Ride high, and ride proud’” His lips read the words on the ‘Mech’s torso as he climbed up its side, heading for its cockpit, verses from the Smoke Jaguar Remembrance stenciled on the ‘Mech’s side seeming to glow out to him in encouragement as he headed higher up. Dropping into the ‘Mech’s cockpit through a roof hatch, he maneuvered himself into the piloting seat, hands and feet following the almost natural pattern of activating the ‘Mech’s core, powering up the various primary and secondary systems, and running those all-important weapon checks. Strapping on the combat webbing that would keep him in his chair once the action began, he reached up again and pulled down the final piece that complete the link between him and his machine – the neurohelmet. Not only did it boast the all-new Enhanced Imaging system that the Clans had developed during the past few years, but it also served as his link to the ‘Mech, the vital piece of equipment that would turn him into the ‘Mech’s brain, the very nerve center. With the click of connecting plugs and electrodes from the implants, Antek’s world went dark for a moment before coming back in crystal-clear colours, the shadows from the hangar’s interior vanishing before a barrage of infra-red, thermal and low-light television scanning. Under the helmet’s tight, skull-hugging form, his face cracked into a smile, his hands dancing over the controls as he tested the ‘Mech’s limbs, the stubby arms and bird-like legs moving in the parody of a dance as the actuators tested themselves. On the ‘Mech’s control panel, a series of lights coloured over from amber to green, until the entire panel seemed to swim in the same sea of augmented green vision that he had of his surrounds. For a moment he was still, a thought for guidance rising to the now-extinct fathers of Clan Smoke Jaguar. Then, with the click of a depressing button from the control panel, the hangar’s doors began to slide open into the dark night.

17 February 3064, 23:55 PM

   “Slow business on a night like this, eh Bill?” Major Andrew O’Connell threw the last dregs of the glass’s amber contents down his throat in one swing, dropping it back on the counter’s surface with a rattle before wiping the foam from his unkempt moustache with the back of his one hand.

   “Ay, and it’s going to go a lot worse if you break that glass of mine, O’Connell.” The man behind the counter was big and heavily-built, a thinning mop of wild red hair sprouting from the top of his head, his eyebrows and moustache equally wild. His accent was thickly Scottish, something that wasn’t heard much except on Terra itself nowadays. The major looked down at the glass in surprise, before picking it up and holding it to the light to inspect its bottom.

   “No cracks in this one, Bill.” He paused for a moment, then put the glass down again, albeit much softer this time. “But cracks… There are always cracks Bill, always” he said after another pause. He looked down at what had once been his left arm and was now a bunching of prosthetic cabling and micro-machinery, the metal digits that were his fingers bending down slowly and then unclenching again.

   “We build our defenses – they break them down. We plan ahead and work and sweat to make things safe and peaceful, and they just walk right over us, Bill – right over us.” The major pulled his arm down below the counter, as if suddenly ashamed of letting the barman see the ugliness of the arm that he had seen so many times before. From behind the counter, the barman spoke up again, the sorrow and understanding in his voice deep with sincerity.

   “O’Connell, we all lost something during those times, whether it was big or small. You lost your arm and a piece of your chest, I lost my family – those are things we can’t do anything about. Not now anyway,” he added, turning away and putting away the last glass behind him in a cabinet.

   “The arm, yes, but don’t forget that chest – oh don’t you dare forget that piece of chest…” The major’s voice trailed off into a mutter, his right hand patting at his broad chest as if for the first time, feeling the knobs and bumps and ridges that covered the artificial part of his chest. His squadron had been unlucky enough to be caught in the crossfire between two particularly vicious MechWarriors – they had learnt at first hand that being a grunt quite literally meant being a grunt in the path of anything bigger. Laser bursts and barrages of gunfire, both from autocannons and smaller ‘Mech-mounted machineguns had transformed their position into a hell-hole of blood and torn bodies. He had only one memory of that time – his one sergeant yelling a report over the roar of big-caliber fire from the ‘Mechs, an earth-shaking explosion, and the sergeant’s entire torso from the waist up having disappeared when he had opened his eyes again. The next memory had been waking up in a hospital and feeling like a puddle of cold vomit that had somehow managed to survive.

   “O’Connell, I’m locking up for the night now – are you sure you’ll be all right on your own?” The barman had taken of the traditional white apron, and was locking down the last items, a concerned glance going to the old service man.

   “Another thing about this bloody chest – I can’t even get drunk properly any more. Medical technology can sometimes seem wondrous, but if they take the bloody alcohol out of your system before it even gets you going, then they’ve really gone too far.” He paused as if contemplating the idea of trying to stop the chest from doing just that, then shook his head.

   “Anyway, I’m off Bill, see you tomorrow.” With a wave of his hand, he got down from the barstool and followed his friend to the bar’s entrance, where he watched from the pavement as the barman closed the last locks from the inside and then disappeared into the darkened interior towards his own quarters.

   “Yes, tomorrow…” Where the overhang from the bar’s awning ended, the rain was coming down almost vertically, the heat from the day replaced by a biting cold that dug into the old major’s skin with an almost ferocious appetite. Stepping out from underneath the overhang, he looked up, water streaming down over his face, the now-dead neon sign stating the bar as ‘Bill McKenzie’s Bonnie Wee Pubbe’.

   “Lousy night to be drunk anyway.” With a grunt he turned around and began walking down the street, the rain sloshing down his shoulders in silvery streaks, his form disappearing into the mist that pooled around the darkness outside the streetlamps.

18 February 3064, 00:01 AM

   “…And that ends another exciting shift as a New Hanover Scanning Tech – exactly midnight. Good God, don’t you just love this job?”

   “No, I don’t. This job is the biggest load of crap the council ever came up with – I mean, c’mon, who in his right mind would want to come anywhere near this shitty little place?” Liam Henderson, second-in-command of the city of New Hanover’s scanning station, looked over to where his older brother, Eric, was leaning with his hands on the tower’s windowsill, looking out into the streaking rain at the grey city below. His brother just shook his head before giving a snort of laughter.

   “Oh yes, we’re the guardians of this fragile city, the very sentinels that will protect it from the claws of all evil,” he sneered, imitating the nasal tone of their employer, who also happened to be the city mayor, Frederick Pusham-Hanover. The mayor’s vanity, coupled with his bloated ego, had led to him first renaming most of the important landmarks in and around the city to names and characters from his family’s history, and then to draining the land of all possible resources to create an absurdly large militia, which he claimed he would use ‘to protect our planet from any invader who would think to set foot on our beloved soil’. In reality, the militia was the enforcer of the mayor’s near-tyrannical rule, their forces ruthlessly crushing any opposition to the mayor’s power. The resulting cover-up was always the same – ‘off-world invaders’ who had ‘threatened the delicate freedom of our planet’. The Henderson brothers knew better – they knew what the ‘real deal’ was, as the other jockeys used to call it. But on St Augustus, deep into Outreach territory as it was, you couldn’t complain – you just kept your head down and tried to keep everybody happy, even if it meant working for the very mayor they so despised.

   “The only ‘claws of evil’ around here at his grubby paws – and they don’t count as ‘invaders’, do they?”

   “Well, they also say, ‘Don’t bite the hand that feeds you’, so I guess we shouldn’t moan. After all, at least we have jobs, right? This place does have some perks, y’know. Free coffee, access to all the city’s holo-transmissions, priority usage of the HPG station…”

   “Yea, and that saucy blonde from Floor seven. I’m telling you man, she’s goo…” Liam dodged down behind the one panel of holographic displays, the sound of his laughter followed by the crash of the thrown datapad hitting the wall behind him, and a roar from his elder brother.

   “Dude! I told you man – I don’t wanna know these things, okay? Sheesh!”

   “You have to admit man, she is hot…” the younger brother tried again, barely managing to hold back his laughter.

   “No! Shut up – I don’t want to know who you like perving on, man, it freaks me out!” This reply only unlocked another fit of laughter from the younger brother. With a grunt of annoyance, Eric jumped down on his brother and began pummeling him with his fists, their mock battle punctuated by laughs and half-finished sentences and insults.

   “Okay, okay, I submit,” Liam eventually gasped, his chest aching from both the constant laughter and his brother’s fists. His brother stepped back and they stood smiling at each other, their worries and the monotony of their job temporarily forgotten. Eric opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupt by his brother, who dashed to one of the wall-mounted scanner panels.

   “Tell me this is suppose to be here man, tell me!” On the screen, a rough outlined scan of the city flickered, as seen by the myriad scanning towers that lay scattered throughout the sprawl of buildings. A few small moving yellow dots showed the odd hovercar still moving in the city, and the familiar green of the militia troops encamped at the city’s borders were as still and unmoving as usual. What drew their attention was the red dot that had appeared in the western reaches of the city, deep within the industrial zone. A few inches away from it one the screen, a larger red circle followed it, immediately identifying it to the two brothers – an unknown, sensor-equipped BattleMech, one that was definitely not using the standard IFF transponders that the militia forces used.

   “Liam, get it on a tight-beam – find out if it’s one of the militia ‘Mechs. I’ll contact that zone’s garrison and see if I could get them to send out a patrol to investigate.” Eric jumped away from the display and headed to the communicator bank, his brother following and taking up station alongside him. Keying in the codes for the industrial zone’s garrison commander, he straightened his uniform before speaking into the camera.

   “Zone commander, this is Scanning Central. We’ve picked up signs of an unidentified ‘Mech in your zone - we advise sending a patrol to investigate.” The system was quiet for a moment, and he glanced over to his brother.

   “Anything on the tight-beam?”

   “Just static – he’s either using some unknown comm frequency, or he’s jamming all signals to his ‘Mech.” Even as he spoke, the zone commander’s disembodied voice came from the communication bank, grainy from sleep and irritation.

   “Scanning Central, could you please repeat that – you have picked up a ‘Mech in our zone?” Eric gave his brother a questioning look before answering.

   “Yes, commander, we picked up an unidentified ‘Mech in your zone – it’s heading due south-east, along the main route out of your zone. We advise…” He was interrupted by a gruff bark from the commander.

   “Nonsense! Our systems are detecting nothing in the area – are you sure your equipment is functioning correctly, Central?” Once again, the local militia was expressing their amazing hard-headedness.

   “Negative that, commander. We have tried contacting the ‘Mech, but it appears that it is jamming our signals – it might explain why only the city grid has picked it up so far. We have several towers in the area, and they are probably only picking the ‘Mech up because of the overlapping fields of…”

   “Yes, Central, I am familiar with the layout of the city’s defenses, thank you.” The voice was quiet for a moment, and Eric pulled a face at his younger brother.

   “Stubborn old fool doesn’t believe us,” he whispered, the zone commander’s voice cutting in a moment later.

   “Alright Central, I’ll send out a patrol to investigate. Give me those coordinates, but I warn you: if you’re wasting my time, I’ll have your hides, understand?” The two brothers just rolled their eyes, Eric transmitting the coordinates and heading of the red dot as it crept across the screen of the scanner. Stepping back and pulling up chairs in front of the control banks, the Henderson brothers sat down, monitoring the progress of what would soon be a major encounter from afar.

18 February 3064, 00:13 AM

   Feet pounding on the road’s concrete surface, Antek’s Kit Fox hurled down the road, buildings, hangars and chemical tanks blurring by on either sides of the ‘Mech. Fingers dancing over the control panel, he checked the scanners and various systems that were running in the background – everything was still according to plan. He had detected the query from the city’s scanning central a few minutes earlier, and it had confirmed the first part of their plan – the Kit Fox did not exist to any of the local sensor towers, and would have to be tracked from afar by the central station, causing significant delays in coordinating any pursuit. It also prompted part two of the plan – the resulting patrol that would come sniffing around. He knew what the quality of the militia forces were, and estimated that he still had a few minutes to get into position to intercept the patrol, judging from their average response time. Keying in a private comm frequency, he spoke tersely into his neuro-helmet’s mike.

   “Gold Team, approaching the encounter position – look sharp, the patrol should be here soon.” A single ‘Aff’ came back, and he immediately keyed in the frequency for Silver Team, repeating the entire procedure, getting another ‘Aff’ as answer.

   The road he was following consisted of a single lane going either way, the ‘Mech straddling the width of the road as it moved, the arms narrowly missing some of the buildings that lined the roadside. The rain was still falling, and he could just make out the outline of the factory complex directly in front of him when he felt the road start to lower into the ground, leading to the underground park that lay beneath the perimeter of the complex. Pulling the throttle of the ‘Mech back, he slowed to an easy pace, timing the ‘Mech’s footsteps and preparing the rangefinder for activation. When he judged the distance to be right, he reached up with a gloved hand and flipped a switch on the cockpit roof, the rangefinder’s readout suddenly popping up in the left bottom corner of the ‘Mech’s cockpit display. His count was out by less than four meters, and when the rangefinder’s counter reached the twenty-meter mark, the ‘Mech stopped dead, lights all over the control panel fading out as almost all the systems on the ‘Mech powered down. There were a few final hums from the panel, and then the neuro-helmet too shut down, leaving Antek alone in the darkened cockpit of the ‘Mech. In the entire ‘Mech, the only systems still functioning were the core, and the most elementary piloting control circuits, even the arms of the Kit Fox having been devoid of power.

   “Beautiful night, quineg?” he asked himself again, the same smile playing over his face again. Putting his hands on the throttle and the ‘Mech’s steerage controller, he gingerly moved the ‘Mech to the side and away from the gaping mouth of the underground park, sidestepping onto the pavement and moving towards the line of fencing that ran around the complex. The top of the underground entrance was level with the pavement, and a concrete blockhouse, pipes sprouting from it in parallel lines to the fencing, sat atop it behind the fence. Carefully maneuvering to the fence, Antek perched the Kit Fox on tiptoe before hopping over the fence, the back toe of the right foot glancing the topmost wire of the fence and snapping it off with a twang, the sound suddenly loud against the patter of rain on the ‘Mech’s hull and cockpit window. Turning his ‘Mech so that it now faced away from the blockhouse, he sent the ‘Mech shuffling along the fence until he came to the point were the pipes from the blockhouse sunk into the ground and he managed to come behind the tangle, now positioned between the blockhouse and the complex, the road on the other side of the blockhouse and in front of him. Triggering the throttle down to zero, he pulled the Kit Fox into a crouch, it’s legs folding down on and lowering the ‘Mech until it was hid behind the blockhouse, his cockpit window less than a meter from the pitted surface of the blockhouse wall. For a moment, everything inside the ‘Mech was quiet, the only sound coming from the rain that was still falling. Then, reaching to the side of the cockpit, he unhooked a simple handheld two-way radio, pulling it to his chest and feeling the thud of his racing heart even through the padding of the cooling vest he wore. He was a MechWarrior of considerable experience, but had never gone against such odds as they were facing that night, and especially not with such as small ‘Mech as the Kit Fox he currently occupied. Finally raising the small device to his mouth, he whispered softly into the pickup.

   “Wraith One, this is Jaguar – do you read, over.” The reply came almost immediately, equally soft, the sound of the falling rain hissing from the radio.

  “Jaguar, this is Wraith One – I read you loud and clear, over.”

   “Wraith One, how does the situation look from over there? Anything visible, over?”

   “Neg, your machine is unseen from my position, over.”

   “Acknowledged, Wraith One, over and out.” Twisting a small knob on the side of the radio, he changed the frequency first to that of Wraith Two, and then to Wraith Three – they couldn’t see anything of his ‘Mech from their positions either.  (As an overview, the situation currently looks like this – Antek’s ‘Mech is hidden behind the blockhouse that stands atop the entrance to the parking lot, facing down the road that he had moved in from. About a hundred meters down the road, away from the blockhouse and to Antek’s right, a side street branches into the one he was moving on – Wraith Two is stationed in the building on the far corner of the intersection, facing the blockhouse. On the opposite side of the intersection, Wraith Three is in position on the roof of a building, watching the approach from both the intersection and from the road that leads into the underground park. Finally, Wraith One is stationed about a hundred and fifty meters further down the road Antek moved in from, also on the roof of a building.)

   Now, just to lure them in, he thought to himself, switching the ‘Mech’s sensors on and off by pressing and quickly depressing the power button of the sensors for a moment, knowing that the resulting ping at the scanning station would be too brief for an accurate trace, but brief enough for them to know he was still out there. Then, hooking the radio back into its niche, he and the three spotters settled down to wait.

 18 February 3064, 00:29 AM

   “Well, where the bloody hell is that damn ‘Mech they talked about? Sergeant, get on that communicator and find out what the hell’s going on – I’m not going to spend the entire night chasing after some bloody ghost!” Captain John Harolds – tired, angry, and soaking wet from standing at the ready behind the Condor’s hatch machinegun in the poring rain – barked down at the sergeant seated inside the hovertank, looked back into the rain, and tried to see for five seconds without having to wipe the rain out of his eyes. The patrol was relatively small – an armoured car, his Condor, another armoured car and a Swiftwind – and was strung out over the narrow road, the industrial buildings, storage tanks and pieces of gargantuan equipment that lined the road glistening wetly from the rain. The Swiftwind, which would usually have been at the nose of the convoy, was relegated to vanguard duty – in the tangled maze that formed the industrial zone, its sensors were practically useless, a fact further worsened by the news that Scanning Central had lost contact with the unknown ‘Mech some minutes ago, and didn’t have a specific location for it any more. Now they had to keep a manual lookout – which meant donning a oilskin and hanging out of the vehicle like a drunken fool and see if you could spot some phantom trace that he was of opinion Central had sucked out of their asses. Then again, that was his opinion – and he’d probably end up giving it to the zone commander if they didn’t find that goddamn ‘Mech any time soon. He was about to shout down into the hatch again when he heard the sergeant’s communicator burst to life, their garrison-liaison’s voice breaking through the noise of the rain.

   “Captain Harolds, we have just received word from Central – the unidentified ‘Mech was detected at the Zhukov machine plant, about two kilometers directly along the road you are currently following. The signal was quite weak, and Central is of opinion that the ‘Mech might be in the plant’s underground parking area - zone command advises caution.” For a brief moment he contemplated the possibility of taking the mike and telling them exactly what he thought of Central and their esteemed ‘opinions’, then decided that obeying orders was a better idea than doing something stupid. Straightening out, he yelled into the mike that connected him to the other vehicles in the patrol.

   “All right everyone, look sharp – contact’s approximately two kilometers ahead. Step on the gas, lead!” In front of him, the lead car’s lookout left the roof-mounted gun and dropped down into the vehicle, a roar of diesel mechanics following as the armoured car shot off down the road. As his own Condor too began to move, the captain followed the other crewman’s example and dropped back into the vehicle, tightening the hatch above him and changing his visual outlook to an electronic one.

   “Alright, so let’s go find this ‘Mech then!” Roaring through the night, their steel hulls gleaming, the first victims of the St Augustus Rebellion rolled onwards to meet their fate.

