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      MechWarriors, take your positions, because it’s time to step into the arena!

      This issue is all about one of our favorite perennial aspects of BattleTech: the triumphant victories and tragic defeats of gladiators in front of cameras and millions of spectators on Solaris VII, the Game World. Solaris is where legends are forged, where dreams are either made or destroyed in the crucible of the arena. One of the draws of Solaris is not only does it serve as a microcosm of the Inner Sphere, with each major nation controlling a portion of Solaris City and boasting a unique, legendary arena, but it is also a simmering hotbed of intrigue, espionage, and organized crime, making it the perfect locale for countless adventures in both fiction and tabletop games.

      As a testament to the allure of Solaris, I’ve featured a handful of stories set on the Game World in past issues, so if you’re looking for more Solaris action, check out the following stories, if you haven’t already: “Devil Take the Hindmost,” by Michael J. Ciaravella (in issue #2); “The Honor Road,” by E. Stephenson Auerbach (#7); “The Great UrbanMech Uprising,” by Eric Salzman (#8); “Ace Darwin and the Battle of the Beer Fridge,” by James Bixby (#8); “Meiyo,” by Keith R. A. DeCandido (#8); “Lucky Bastard,” by David Smith (#9); “The Wreckoning,” by Russell Zimmerman (#13); Vengeance Games, by Craig A. Reed, Jr. (#6–9); and last but not least, the entire “Tales from the Cracked Canopy” series, which appears in issues #1–6, 8, and 13. (If you’d like to see more of this series, please send us your submissions!)

      Even beyond this robust list of stories, countless pilots in other Shrapnel stories are former Solaris gladiators, to where even if we’re not on Solaris or in an arena somewhere, the glory and tragedy of arena combat acts as background radiation across the BattleTech universe, to where few planets remain untouched by it in some way.

      For fiction this issue, Tom Leveen kicks us off with “Welcome to Solaris,” the perfect primer of the dangers and delights of the Game World. “The Markslaughter Files: The Targeted Technician Matter” by Craig A. Reed, Jr. dives deep into the shadows of Solaris with a hardboiled noir story of a detective hunting down a missing stable technician. Devin Ramsey’s “If You Can’t Pay…” shows an unglamorous side of gladiator misfortune: collecting debts from MechWarriors on a losing streak. In “Mortal Stakes” by Michael J. Ciaravella, a Solaris Constabulary officer must work outside the normal channels and use his MechWarrior skills to stage a daring rescue. Chris Hussey’s “A Different Battlefield” reveals how deals and backstabs outside the arena spotlight can spill over into the arena itself. Mark Hill, whose first story appeared in issue #6, introduces us to “Oil Can Jones,” a has-been in search of a final moment of glory in an off-Solaris arena. Finally, our new serial novel, Violent Inception by Russell Zimmerman, begins with the Mountain Wolves mercenaries learning firsthand that appearances are often misleading, especially on Solaris…

      For game content, everything in this issue focuses on Solaris and arena combat—the perfect companion to the Solaris-based BattleTech: Essentials box set. “Voices of the Sphere: The Dark Horses” covers some unexpected Solaris champions throughout the years. “Why Do We Care about Solaris Gladiators Anyway?” digs deep into the psychology of just what makes Solaris resonate with so many fans in the Inner Sphere. “The Arena and You: How to Not Die” offers advice on surviving the worst hazards in arena combat. “Never Let an Opposable Thumb Go to Waste: Melee Combat and Weapons” details some fun ways to make combat up close and personal. “The Triple Ls: Lyran Lucha Libre Federations of Solaris VII” details a new type of arena sport: professional BattleMech wrestling! “In the Wolf’s Den: Life on Solaris” gives a glimpse into how Solaris changed during the Wolf Empire’s occupation. If you’ve got the travel bug, you can seek off-Solaris venues detailed in “The Unknown: Arenas of the Inner Sphere,” and compete in “The Outer Circuit Crown,” a multi-planet title series that draws the rich and famous from all over the Inner Sphere. Game features include a technical readout for the partial-wing-equipped “Wing” Wraith (featuring Kickstarter-backer character Alan Hunton); two Stable Digests highlighting Solaris gladiator stables; the RPG adventure “Echoes in the Arena”; and “Chaos Campaign Scenario: Circus ’Mechsimus,” in which you can reenact the assassination attempt of a Marian Hegemony Caesar in a glorious Roman-style coliseum!

      On a more somber note, I wanted to let you all know about the untimely passing of BattleTech author Travis Heermann in April. Travis’ work should be familiar to many of you: “Daybreak on Shining Mountain” from issue #2 remains among my all-time favorite Shrapnel stories, and his other work appeared in BattleTech: Legacy (“Swords of Light and Darkness”) and in BattleTech: Kill Zone: BattleCorps Anthology, Volume 7 (“Arms of the Destroyer”). Travis was an utter joy to work with, and his passing leaves a void in the BattleTech community. He will be greatly missed!

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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        LYRAN COMMONWEALTH
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      Landakan Scott’s entire future lay on a colossal chessboard—and he was about to lose the game.

      With his left hand, Scott pushed the throttle all the way forward to drive his UrbanMech ahead. Despite ample heat sinks, the cockpit seemed to grow warmer by the second. He ached to wipe his brow. Sweat ran from the edge of his buzzed brown haircut, down his temples, onto his shoulders. The battle was pitched, and they needed the win.

      He needed it. Not only had he and his partner Teine lost their previous arena match, but one of their trainers—a MechWarrior named Peter Armstrong—had been killed in a Solaris match just weeks ago. His death clung to Scott’s heart and mind with iron claws.

      The battlefield arena resembled a coliseum racetrack, with a flat mound rising twenty meters in the center of the oval grounds. The mound stretched a hundred meters north to south, and fifty meters east to west. The flat ferrocrete top of the mound had been painted as a giant chess board. Scott maneuvered his UrbanMech across the plateau, crossing from a white square to a black one.

      And I feel exactly like a pawn in some demented giant’s chess match.

      This was a feeling he was accustomed to—and one he deeply wanted to forget. Growing up with Teine in the Black Hills, lean and hungry and not above pilfering what he needed to survive, Scott dreamed about becoming a Solaris MechWarrior champion. Such a feat would bring money, fame—or, though he’d never admit it, attention, which was not exactly the same thing. He’d be seen.

      Instead of being overlooked, bedraggled, and dismissed, he’d be known, dressed to the nines, and admired.

      Honored.

      None of which was going to happen if he got his ass handed to him on this monumental chessboard.

      Scott shifted his BattleMech to the left, avoiding laser fire from his Kuritan opponent, a modified Panther ’Mech. A streak of white energy grazed the armor on Scott’s torso from the Panther’s PPC, leaving scorch marks. The opponent pilot, or his stable, had cobbled together a jigsaw of a ’Mech, replacing many of its off-the-shelf weapons systems. The Panther even bore a fusion-powered flamer.

      “Welcome to Solaris!” Scott’s partner shouted, laughing over the comm as she released streams of fire from her Firestarter. His teammate was a maniacal woman named Taws Teine. A year older and twice as reckless, she had grown up on the same dank streets as he had, scrounging and stealing her way through the worst squalor on Solaris. When Scott had first mentioned the idea of becoming ’Mech gladiators, Teine had leaped to her feet and cheered. They were twelve and thirteen at the time. The next day, they had offered themselves as cheap hired hands at a local stable, then fought and complained and cajoled their way into being trained by the stable’s MechWarriors.

      Teine opened fire again with the flamers on her Firestarter. The weapons on her BattleMech unleashed twin jets of hell against her opponent. The opposing war machine, a Javelin, skirted the flames and returned fire with short-range missiles, knocking crucial armor off Teine’s ’Mech.

      Our sixth fight, and we’re gonna lose, Scott thought, firing his autocannon. We’ll never get into the Capellan Mafia with back-to-back losses.

      MechWarrior Philip Capet, the reigning Open Division champion, caroused Solaris with a group of warriors he’d dubbed the Capellan Mafia—Solaris gladiators with a longstanding reputation of turning opponent BattleMechs to slag. At eighteen, Scott was rather young to be piloting his own BattleMech in the Solaris arenas, but his fight to become an apprentice in Lord Brighton’s Roux Lutte stable had paid off. With enough victories—and the blood of the Federated Suns in his veins—he hoped to attract the attention of Capet and the Capellan Mafia. They were gods on Solaris, the best, and Scott—anxious to prove himself—had promised himself he’d join their ranks.

      Becoming a MechWarrior was hard enough, surviving as one even harder. Becoming the best? That’s where Scott had set his sights, and the Capellan Mafia was the fast track to it. In Capet’s stable, he knew he’d have everything he’d dreamed about.
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      Despite the autocannon tearing chunks of armor off his opponent’s right flank and Teine’s flames roasting one of the weapon systems on her target, Scott felt the tide turning against them. Their opponents were not backing down.

      Just like last week. And just like our first battle. This’ll make three losses.

      Welcome to Solaris, ha ha.

      Scott fired his UrbanMech’s massive autocannon slug-thrower again. Teine’s Firestarter raced around on the dirt track below Scott, firing away at the Javelin, trying to overheat the enemy ’Mech. With enough heat, maybe she’d frighten her opponent into a retreat while she terrorized the Javelin with a barrage of machine gun and laser fire.

      Alarms blared in Scott’s cockpit. The Panther had his UrbanMech dead to rights. Scott felt his skin shrivel in mortal terror as the Panther’s PPC centered on him. His heart raced, and the sweat on his brow turned icy cold. He could not breathe.

      This is it, this is how I die, so much for living a life of riches and honor⁠—

      Instinctively, he grasped the ejection handle between his knees, ready to pop out of his ’Mech to safety. If there was time…

      When the Panther fired, it shocked Scott to the point of freezing solid in his command chair: a burst of short-range missiles launched out of the Panther, but veered wildly off course. The tip of one missile barely chipped the paint off Scott’s short but stout BattleMech.

      “What…?” Scott coughed.

      Then he laughed, a squealing sound he hoped Teine didn’t catch over their comm.

      What Scott lacked in experience, he made up for in his studies. The other young MechWarrior apprentices in Lord Brighton’s Roux Lutte stable went into Solaris City and blew their meager stipend at every weekend pass. Scott stayed onsite and pored over tomes of BattleMech schematics and ’Mech lore. As a result of his studies, he now guessed the pilot had misjudged his heat curve thanks to the heat-intensive PPC and earlier wild jumps around the coliseum, and now was trying desperately to bring the Panther’s temp down.

      If true, that meant the ’Mech was running hot. Too hot to be safe for much longer.

      So, if they heated it up some more…

      “Switch!” Scott cried into the mic on his neurohelmet that weighed heavy on his head and shoulders. “The Panther is hot!”

      “Copy that!” Teine cheered happily. She broke off her combat with the Javelin and turned toward the plateau. The enemy Javelin sent a barrage of SRMs after her, tearing armor off the Firestarter’s relatively delicate rear torso.

      Scott activated his jump jets at the same time Teine activated hers. Teine passed so closely to him, Scott thought they could have touched arms. She blasted straight up onto the smooth plateau, landing just behind the Panther as it attempted to skirt away from Scott’s thundering class-10 autocannon.

      “How about a little fire, Panther?” Teine shouted joyfully as she bathed the enemy ’Mech in searing white plasma.

      On the racetrack below, the Javelin tracked Scott’s arc as he descended. It fired a salvo from its short-range missiles before Scott’s UrbanMech touched the ground. The SRM swarm whistled through the damp air of Solaris VII like angry hornets. All of them missed the UrbanMech, but the sight of their smoky trails acted like a vise on Scott’s chest, squeezing hard.

      Don’t wanna die, don’t wanna die…

      Scott nervously fired his autocannon at the Javelin, which was already accelerating to try and circle around the slower UrbanMech. His ammo was low; only three more bursts left. After that, he’d be reliant on his small laser.

      The Javelin continued circling, and Scott tracked it as best he could, waiting for the golden crosshairs on his heads-up display to light up on the target. The targeting reticle would brighten for a moment, then dim as the faster ’Mech evaded Scott’s attempts to lock on.

      “Come on, come on!” he shouted, sending comparatively tiny bursts of laser at the fleeing foe.

      Then he realized the Javelin wasn’t shooting back.

      You’re rolling lucky today, Scott told himself, guessing the Javelin’s SRM launchers were empty. The four BattleMechs had been in combat for nearly five minutes; a long time for a Solaris arena battle, and about twice as long as the engagements      an UrbanMech was designed for. And the Javelin had no backup weapons.

      Scott countered the Javelin’s circuitous route by backing up, making it harder for the enemy to circle behind him. Just because the Javelin was out of ammo didn’t mean it wasn’t a threat. BattleMechs had notoriously weak rear armor, and the Javelin could still literally punch through the UrbanMech’s rear defenses with its articulated fists.

      Take your time, he warned himself. Take your time…now!

      When his reticle glowed, Scott fired his autocannon. The rounds spit from the ’Mech’s right arm and tore jagged holes in the Javelin’s left flank.

      As the enemy ’Mech faltered, Scott let loose his ninth burst of autocannon fire. The slugs punched deep into the Javelin, bringing it to a stop.

      A small explosion of shrapnel bloomed from the BattleMech. Scott wasn’t sure why at first; then realized his enemy must not have been out of ammo after all, and had been holding back, waiting for a perfect shot. A heartbeat later, its pilot jettisoned into the air on his command chair, landing safely some distance away.

      Scott cheered as the Javelin exploded. Its upper body canted to one side at the hip, then fell entirely, comically leaving the ’Mech’s legs still standing like a mannequin without a top. Fifty meters out, the defeated MechWarrior ripped off his neurohelmet and threw it angrily to the ground.

      Scott’s celebration ended abruptly as Teine shouted into the comm, “I’m hit big! Poppin’ canopy!”

      Stunned, Scott maneuvered the UrbanMech away from the ruin of the Javelin in search of Teine’s Firestarter. What he saw was his best friend shooting into the sky and sailing safely to earth far away, just as the Javelin pilot had done. Black smoke billowed from the left torso of her left-behind Firestarter. Flames licked the ragged edges of a hole in the armor.

      Mouth drying, Scott retreated. The Panther either got really lucky…or the pilot had baited them into only thinking he had overheated.

      Simple math ran through the young MechWarrior’s brain: We’ve already lost once. If we lose twice in a row, we’ll get benched by the Roux Lutte stable. If that happens, we’ll never join Capet’s Capellan Mafia team.

      So then win…or die trying.

      Scott stomped pedals to fire his jump jets, rocketing to the top of the plateau to meet the Panther. The enemy ’Mech dashed to Scott’s left, firing its PPC.

      One AC shot left, Scott noted. Do it right and you’ll smear him.

      Yeah, or do it wrong and pack your bags. Or worse.

      UrbanMechs were not designed for agility. Scott swerved out of the line of fire. His neurohelmet translated his instincts into the BattleMech’s action until he and his machine were almost one and the same.

      Without realizing his education was coming into play, Scott caught on that the Panther had ceased fire again. This time, there was no doubt in his mind that the other ’Mech was overheating. An alpha strike—firing absolutely every weapon a ’Mech had all at once—could devastate an opposing ’Mech, but only if the shots succeeded. It was a risky move, frequently resulting in a shutdown in most ’Mechs. The Panther didn’t normally have that problem, but with all the mods made to this particular machine, it may well have been short on heat sinks, or else some had been damaged during the brawl. Teine’s flamer attacks had certainly helped.

      Scott slowed his UrbanMech, licked his lips, and fired the last burst from his autocannon.

      The powerful high-explosive armor-piercing rounds blasted into the Panther’s head, where the cockpit sat. Armor blew off the ’Mech, exposing internal components.

      The Panther pilot had had enough. The MechWarrior jettisoned from their BattleMech.

      “That concludes this afternoon’s fight card!” the arena announcer said. The broadcast, going out to anyone who cared to watch this small-league battle, was automatically piped into every ’Mech in the arena.

      “Landakan Scott and Taws Teine from Lord Brighton’s Roux Lutte stable defeat their opponents, bringing their team win-loss to four and two! Good job, youngsters. We look forward to seeing you in the Big Five arenas someday.” The announcer terminated the broadcast.

      Teine ambled over to Scott’s ’Mech. “Scotty!” she shouted, hands cupped around her mouth. “How about a little celebration?”

      “Sounds good,” Scott said over the ’Mech’s loudspeaker.

      But he didn’t move for several moments, taking shuddering breaths.

      The adrenaline of combat was slowly replaced by the adrenaline of victory, and he was grateful for it.

      But he never wanted to come that close to losing again.

      
      
        
        BLACK HILLS DISTRICT

        SOLARIS CITY

        SEVERAL HOURS LATER

      

      

      “We have to try the Pelican one of these days,” Teine grumbled as they walked past the popular Black Hills MechWarrior hangout.

      Scott adjusted the broad collar of his leather jacket before stuffing his hands deep into the pockets. The pervasive climate of Solaris City was damp and chilly, and he longed to make his fortune in the Games quickly, so he could just stay the hell indoors and warm. He’d had enough of the cold and damp as a kid. “We passed our tests two months ago. Maybe let’s let some more time go by, huh?”

      Teine seized his arm as they walked. “There you go again, Scotty! How did someone so timid ever find his way into the cockpit of a ’Mech?”

      Scott didn’t bother answering. Becoming a MechWarrior—volunteering to become an apprentice at Lord Brighton’s stable—had been a matter of life or death. Had he not, chances were good he’d be dead by now in the slums of Black Hills. They both might. There weren’t many options for kids from their part of town. Sure, you could get killed in a Solaris arena match, but you could also get killed crossing the wrong street in their old neighborhood.

      A light rain fell as they turned a corner and headed for a smaller bar and restaurant more welcoming of newer MechWarriors. Scott wrinkled his nose as they approached. He could split Black Hills into its various districts less by road signs and more by their odors. The wealthier areas always seemed to smell of fresh baked bread and rich perfumes. The less well-off areas, like the lowlands where he’d grown up with Teine, smelled of chicken dung and burning rubber.

      Approaching the October Bar & Grill, the smells improved: fried foods and barbecue.

      Teine opened the door for them. Scott blinked in the abrupt darkness of the bar. The scent of cooking meat teased him, making his mouth water instantly. He hadn’t felt like eating right after the match at the Chequered Flag Arena. Now he was famished.

      “Where do you wanna—?” Teine asked, but Scott cut her off.

      “Look.”

      He nodded at the primary viewscreen in the bar, mounted on the far wall opposite the main entrance. On it, a Rifleman BattleMech squared off with a Centurion. The Centurion was a medium ’Mech, heavier than Scott and Teine’s light ’Mechs. The Rifleman weighed twice his UrbanMech.

      Scott realized the entire bar was focused on the battle. On screen, he recognized the greenery of the Jungle Arena, a massive complex simulating a distant world known for its warmth and humidity. The arena was one of the “Big 5” open arenas in Solaris City—one arena for each of the five Great Houses of the Inner Sphere.

      One of the thousands of cameras built into the arena zoomed in on the fighting BattleMechs, and Scott noticed an emblem painted on the Rifleman. “That’s Billy Wolfson.”

      “Oh, sure!” Teine said. “This is the match against the new guy who killed Pete last month. Good! Billy will make him pay.”

      Scott almost said, “It wasn’t just Pete Armstrong,” but bit the comment back.

      The new arena fighter in the Centurion had killed several of the Capellan Mafia’s MechWarriors. He’d defeated Billy Wolfson once before, in February. Wolfson had ejected to save his own life, and no doubt had blood on his mind today. The honor of the Capellan Mafia was at stake.

      Honor—and maybe more? As a young MechWarrior not yet invited to hang out with the veterans, Scott didn’t catch all the crosstalk at the stable. But he’d overheard that Philip Capet was furious at this new pilot for more reasons than his winning streak.

      Teine’s expression brightened as Wolfson’s Rifleman fired its large laser at the weaker Centurion. Based on the announcer’s excited chatter, the Centurion had already discarded its autocannon ammunition because the weapon had jammed. Now the Centurion carried only a small laser and some sort of claw attachment on its articulated hand.

      “Wolfson’s got him!” Teine cheered.

      Scott barely heard. Something was wrong. His brain automatically flipped through endless pages of BattleMech schematics before settling on the Rifleman, and comparing it to what they were witnessing.

      “Wolfson’s overheating,” he blurted. “He might shut down.”

      Teine sent him a horrified look.

      Like Wolfson and Philip Capet, the bar patrons were aligned in some fashion with House Davion. Thus, all the patrons gasped in tandem as they, too, seemed to realize Wolfson’s error.

      “No!” Scott whispered as the enemy Centurion ran laps around the stationary Rifleman. Wolfson sent blast after blast of its lasers at his opponent, but the other ’Mech was far too agile. Nothing scored a hit.

      Wolfson—in a move few BattleMechs were designed to execute—flipped the arms of his machine so they faced rearward. Stunningly, the Centurion raced directly into the line of fire. Wolfson fired multiple laser bursts at his opponent.

      Those claws on the Centurion, Scott realized. He’s going to⁠—

      The enemy Centurion took heavy damage from Wolfson’s lasers, but not enough to stop its charge. Scott watched, aghast, as the Centurion pointed its arm straight out and rammed into the Rifleman’s weak rear armor.

      The crowd in the bar erupted in shouts as coolant sprayed from the garish wound inflicted by the Centurion’s claw.

      Teine clutched Scott’s jacket sleeve. “He broke the engine shielding, Billy’s gotta bail out.”

      Other MechWarriors in the bar had the same idea, shouting “Bail! Bail!” or “Eject, eject!” at the screen, as pointlessly as sports fans yelling directions to athletes.

      “Come on, Billy,” Scott said in a panicked whisper. “Come on, man, you have to⁠—”

      Billy Wolfson’s Rifleman exploded.

      A heart-rending silence cloaked the bar as the Centurion tore part of the gyroscope from the Rifleman like a spinal cord. A moment later, the Rifleman, with Billy Wolfson inside, crashed to the ground, then blew upward in a ball of golden fire before falling at the Centurion’s feet.

      The battle was over. Remnants of Billy’s ’Mech lay on the jungle floor while the impassive face of the Centurion looked on.

      “He’s gone,” Teine said, her voice flat.

      Noise slowly resumed in the bar, like a volume knob being turned: the clink of glasses, a cough or two, someone mumbling.

      “Another, uh…another devastating loss for Philip Capet’s Capellan Mafia team,” the announcer said. “Newcomer Justin Xiang is setting them up and knocking them down. We have a real grudge building here, folks. This marks Xiang’s fifth win against the Capellan Mafia.”

      Scott ran a hand under his nose to avoid sniffling, then quickly brushed his fingers against his eyes, hoping no one could see him in the darkness.

      Teine guided Scott to a table. They sat down heavily across from one another in spindly metal chairs. Thankfully, someone switched the giant screen to something more mundane.

      “First Pete,” Scott said, staring at the scratched aluminum tabletop. “Now Billy. They taught us everything they knew.”

      Teine picked at a burr on the tabletop, her expression dark. “That was the new guy again, in the Centurion. Justin Xiang.”

      Scott scrubbed his face with his hands to dry his tears and conceal that they’d ever been there. MechWarriors did not cry. But thinking about Pete Armstrong and Billy Wolfson, two of the men who’d helped train him and Teine at the Roux Lutte, made it hard to stop.

      Scott spoke from between his fingers. “They were great trainers.”

      “Yeah. And Pete had a wife and kid, too.”

      Scott groaned. He remembered meeting Marylyn Armstrong and the little girl once at an informal dinner with the other MechWarrior apprentices.

      “They should have ejected. Pete, and Billy just now, why the hell didn’t they bail out?”

      “You know why,” Teine mumbled.

      Scott shrugged helplessly, knowing she was right, and thinking of how he’d wanted to eject earlier today.

      He shook himself to dispel the thoughts. “Sorry, never mind. Doesn’t matter. If the Capellan Mafia was out to beat Xiang before, they’ll want his blood now.”

      “Don’t you?” Teine growled.

      The question dried Scott’s tears instantly. He dropped his hands and met his friend’s eyes.

      “Damn right I do.” Then he shook his head. “But come on. We’ve barely started, we don’t stand a chance of climbing the ranks that fast.”

      “Xiang did!”

      “Xiang’s a known vet. We’re small league. It’d take months, maybe years. And that’s if we don’t get killed first.”

      The games on Solaris were not designed to kill MechWarriors—necessarily. But everyone who jocked up and got in a cockpit knew it was a risk. BattleMechs were designed for one thing: war. The destruction of property and the deaths of other warriors, nothing more. Here on Solaris, that role had been reduced, turning the war machines into entertainment to dazzle the masses.

      But there was no such thing as murder in an arena fight. Warriors died, just like Billy. Just like Pete. It happened daily. That was the risk. That was the price of potentially rising to the top and growing disgustingly rich and famous. Philip Capet was doing it right now. A hundred people before him had done the same. It’s what brought MechWarriors to Solaris: to compete for fame and fortune.

      Except that’s not the only reason, Scott thought as he considered Billy Wolfson’s training from not so long ago. A lot of us just needed a ticket out.

      Teine leaned over the table. “Hey, Scotty, we’re not apprentices anymore. We’re at the big-kid table tonight!”

      “We almost lost out there today. We could have died, too.”

      “I get it, you’re upset about Billy, but⁠—”

      “I almost lost,” Scott interrupted.

      “All our stable wants is the win, and we delivered.”

      “We didn’t last time.”

      Teine gripped him by the jaw like an angry mother. “That was last time. This is now. You gotta get outta your head, Scotty. That’s the thing that’ll get you killed.” She released him.

      “Justin Xiang just killed another friend,” Teine went on. “Probably someone from the Capellan Mafia will get him before we do, maybe even Capet himself. But I say we do whatever it takes to meet that dog in the arena and avenge Pete and Billy.”

      “We have to get into the Capellan Mafia first,” Scott said. “We’d have to get Philip Capet’s attention, and I don’t see how that’s possible unless we⁠—”

      A rumbling voice interjected above them: “Maybe you already have it.”

      Scott and Teine jerked back, looking up at a tall man dressed in what amounted to a fine black suit for this part of Black Hills. He didn’t smell rich, but he wasn’t poor.

      “My name’s Fielding,” he said. His broad shoulders filled out the coat to create perfect right angles. His eyes seemed half-closed. “Pardon the interruption, I couldn’t help overhearing. I’m an associate of Philip Capet’s, and a friend of Lord Brighton. You’ll have to excuse me for not knowing you by name. So many apprentices come and go each year. You are?”

      Scott was suspicious, but Teine immediately introduced the two of them, and said, “Billy Wolfson was one of our instructors.”

      “And Pete Armstrong,” Scott couldn’t help but add.

      “Ah. Of course. This loss tonight—terrible. This Xiang character is proving to be quite the thorn for the Roux Lutte and Capellan Mafia.”

      “That’s putting it lightly,” Scott mumbled.

      Fielding glared. “Yes, it is.” He straightened his tie. “What is your record?”

      “Four and two,” Teine said, lifting her chin.

      “In how long?”

      “Five months,” Scott answered.

      “Not bad. What class?”

      “Light ’Mechs,” Scott said. “Class Two. Pardon me, Mr. Fielding…what is it you do, exactly?”

      A grin cut across Fielding’s mouth like a scar. “I’m something of a recruiter. To be frank, I’m paid to find Davion up-and-comers before the crime bosses and media corporations do. Believe me, if they haven’t yet, they will.”

      Scott and Teine traded glances.

      “You mean, you scout for MechWarriors to join Capet’s team?” Scott asked.

      “To see what alliances might be made, yes. I personally introduced both Pete and Billy to Philip Capet, and several others now on the roster.” Fielding’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Those Xiang hasn’t killed, at any rate.”

      “What do we have to do to get in?” Scott said, clenching his hands into fists atop the table.

      Fielding removed a hand-held communicator and began tapping on it, as if dismissing the two friends. “Number one, don’t sound so desperate.”

      Scott’s shoulders dropped.

      “Number two is easier,” Fielding went on. “Win.”

      Teine said, “We do!”

      “In Class Two, in the small leagues, with a thirty-three percent loss rate.”

      “Nothin’ wrong with Class Two!” Teine snarled.

      Without looking up from his comm, Fielding said, “Agreed. But Capet runs with the big dogs. If you don’t fight in one of the five House arenas, you may as well not exist.”

      “That’s not true!” Teine shouted, while Scott wished she wouldn’t. Technically, every match mattered on Solaris, for purposes of reputation if nothing else. Everyone started somewhere. Climbing out of the small leagues, though, was no easy goal.

      Having the backing of someone like Phil Capet would change everything.

      Scott laid a hand on Teine’s forearm, praying she’d get the message. Something important was happening here. Teine, in her hot-headedness, was missing it. And if she kept at it, she might blow an incredible opportunity. For both of them.

      Teine snapped a glare at Scott, but relented.

      “We are winning, sir,” he said. “You could just as easily say we have a sixty-six percent victory rate.”

      “You also eject in your losses.” Fielding showed them the screen of his communicator.

      The vids he’d brought up showed Teine jettisoning out of her Firestarter mere hours ago, and both of them ejecting during their very first match.

      Scott frowned. “We’re not much good to our stable dead.”

      Fielding inhaled through his nose and slipped the communicator back into his coat pocket. “That’s not how the Capellan Mafia works, son. You can’t be quitting in your tiny arenas when things go south. Real MechWarriors live and die in their BattleMechs. You two pop canopy at the first sign of trouble. That’s no way to get Philip Capet’s attention.”

      Scott’s mind whirled. Fielding wasn’t making a direct offer to get into the storied Capellan Mafia, but he was certainly talking around it.

      “Sir, if there’s anything we can do to bring down Justin Xiang,” he said with slow deliberation, “then we’ll do it.”

      The words acted like proper currency, opening Fielding’s half-closed eyes and bringing a smile to his face.

      “Wonderful,” Fielding said. “Win your next two bouts, then ask Lord Brighton to contact me. We’ll chat some more. If you lose either of your next two matches, don’t bother. And if you eject at any time, even if you do win the match…then, again, don’t bother.”

      Scott opened his mouth to ask several questions, but Fielding shut him down with curt, “Good luck.” The recruiter walked regally out of the bar.

      Scott blew out a breath after he’d gone. “He could be lying. Maybe he’s a gangster, setting us up for something.” The Solaris Games were ripe with fixed matches and dirty gambling.

      “Naw, Scotty. I think this is for real. Everyone who claims House Davion must have it out for Xiang now. They’re probably building a freakin’ army to send against him.”

      Scott nodded cautiously as he weighed the encounter. Teine was right. For all the underhanded and illegal goings-on in Solaris City, the various competing crime syndicates knew one another well. If Fielding was some sort of operative from another House, he’d never have made it through the doors of a place like the October Bar & Grill, which was the exclusive domain of Davion-affiliated MechWarriors.

      Which meant Fielding appeared to be offering a direct line to Capet and the Capellan Mafia.

      Easy, Scott told himself. You gotta keep winning first.

      Teine, again seeming to know his thoughts almost before he knew them himself, grinned at Scott. She set her elbow on the table, spreading her fingers wide. “Two wins? Easy day.”

      Encouraged by her confidence, Scott forced his fears down and clasped her hand with his as if to arm-wrestle. “Easy day.”
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      What had been easy to say two weeks ago now seemed like a joke.

      Scott’s hands shook as he manually disabled his cockpit ejection system. The moment the switch clicked into place, he fought a wave of nausea.

      “Attention,” a feminine, automated mechanical voice said the UrbanMech’s cockpit. “Ejection seat disabled. Do you wish to proceed?”

      So this is it. This is as real as it gets.

      “Do you wish to proceed?”

      Not at all, Scott thought, before squeezing his eyes shut and muttering, “Yes, proceed.”

      “Warning. Ejection seat disabled.”

      This is such a bad idea.

      “Did you do it?” Teine barked in his ear.

      “Yeah. It’s done.”

      “No worries,” Teine said. “We’re gonna smash these junkyard dogs in the snout.”

      “Copy that.”

      Scott wiped his hands on his legs one last time before pulling on his fighter gloves. The UrbanMech moved slowly, but the faintest slip on the controls could spell doom. Scott wanted as much grip on his sticks and buttons as possible.

      “Welcome to Solaris,” Teine said over the headset, and laughed. But her usual bray was tainted, turning the sound cynical and dark.

      So she was actually nervous, too. Scott didn’t respond.

      A small green light in his cockpit flared. Taking a deep breath, he piloted the newly repaired UrbanMech out onto the field of battle.

      The Kurashikku Arena, like most small leagues, was outdoors and far from the city center. It sat on House Kurita-controlled land, far to the northwest of the Black Hills. Kurashikku was larger than many of the arenas inside Solaris City, though; roughly rectangular, with enough land to allow for a ninety-square-meter pool of water in the center of the arena. Two rocky hills jutted up from the ground in the northeast and southeast. West, there lay nothing but barren dry land and a few stands of trees.

      Thick enough to hide a ’Mech, Scott reminded himself. Watch it.

      The four combatants entered the wide field from gates set in the cardinal directions. Scott entered from the east and could just make out Teine entering across from him at the west gate.

      That put their two foes, a Wasp and a Jenner, at the north and south. Which one was which, he could not tell. From his current vantage, the rocky hills blocked Scott’s view of their gates.

      It also blocks you from them. Take the high ground, see what’s what.

      All four MechWarriors knew what model of ’Mechs were being brought into the fight, but not who was piloting them. For all Scott knew, they were facing MechWarriors with real-life combat experience in one of the Inner Sphere’s endless wars. Or they could just as easily be youngsters like themselves. Maybe even their first arena battle ever.

      Assume the worst, Scott told himself as he pushed his UrbanMech toward the northeast hill. Pretend it’s Justin Xiang, and don’t take unnecessary risks.

      He could only hope Teine would have the same attitude.

      Oh, and remember: you can’t bail out, so, you sort of have to win.

      A cold chill rocked Scott’s bones despite the already hot environment of the cockpit. Win, or die.

      Scott climbed to the top of the hill and sighted on the Jenner. The 35-ton ’Mech carried itself on spindly legs, with a head and cockpit jutting out from the middle of a top-heavy torso. This model carried an SRM-4 missile launcher and four medium lasers.

      Not bad, Scott thought, and tried to moisten his mouth. I’ve got better range with the AC. If I can stay away from those missiles and home in with the autocannon⁠—

      “Enemy sighted!” Teine reported. “Just now peeking out his gate. That’s our Wasp.”

      The Wasp was only 20 tons, with a humanoid frame like the Firestarter. It carried a twin-tube short-range missile launcher and a medium laser.

      “Copy,” Scott said to Teine. “Let’s gang up on the Jenner, try to take it out quick.”

      “I copy that!”

      Scott cruised carefully along the ridge of the rocky hill. He kept an eye on Teine, closing in from the west. Behind him, well out of range, the Wasp ran from cover to cover, trying to get near Teine’s Firestarter without presenting a clear target.

      Good. The Wasp’s being cautious, but it’s costing them speed and range.

      The Jenner fired its jump jets. Scott tensed as he saw the enemy land easily on the far end of the hill and immediately open fire with two of its medium lasers. Scott winced as beams lit up his cockpit windows.

      Too far. They just gambled on a shot because lasers don’t have ammo. Keep an eye on your bins. Here we go…

      The Jenner leaped again before Scott could lock on with his autocannon. The enemy pilot put their back facing the northeast corner of the arena, so that he couldn’t circle behind them. Forced to compensate, Scott jumped to the left. He cursed upon landing, realizing his weak back armor now faced the distant Wasp.

      Scott fired his autocannon. At the same time, the Jenner released four SRMs at him. One collided explosively with the UrbanMech’s left arm, tearing away armor. But the autocannon replied in kind, tearing off a plate of protection from the Jenner’s right leg.

      “Push the Jenner north!” Teine cried. “I’ll catch it in crossfire!”

      Scott fired his autocannon, aiming wildly for the Jenner’s left side to urge the ’Mech to retreat toward Teine. Hoping for a crucial, stopping blow, he instead scored a skimming hit on the opposing ’Mech, hitting the bulky housing for two of its lasers where most ’Mechs normally had arms.

      The damage was minimal.

      And the pilot was no idiot. The Jenner jumped to the right, away from Teine’s position. The Jenner landed on flat ground, ten meters from the base of the hill.

      Cursing, Scott spun the UrbanMech around. He took no shots as the Jenner stumbled toward the pond at the center of the arena.

      “Ah, they don’t want me in the water,” Teine grumbled, turning her Firestarter toward the Jenner. “They’re afraid it’ll keep me too cool.”

      “They’d be right. Wait—where’s the Wasp?”

      Teine kept racing ahead, heedless of Scott’s question. “I’ll find ’em!”

      “Teine! Hold up, wait!”

      She didn’t respond, instead firing her medium lasers at the Jenner as it leaped away and returned fire at Teine.

      “Where is it, where is it?” Scott shouted, climbing down from the hill toward the engagement. “Talk to me!”

      “No eyes on,” Teine reported. “I’m gonna kick this Jenner’s⁠—”

      “Contact, right ahead!” Scott shrieked as the Wasp stuck its right arm out from a copse of trees behind and to the left of his teammate.

      Teine said something over the comm, but in the heat of the moment, Scott missed it entirely. He raced as best he could toward the pond as the Jenner and Wasp released repeated salvos of SRM and laser fire at the Firestarter.

      Teine returned fire with her lasers, adding her machine guns as she drew nearer. But Scott saw armor melting off her Mech’s frame in two, now three, now four different places.

      “Teine, back up, get out of there!”

      “I’ll take ’em with me!” she screamed back.

      “You have no eject! Back up!”

      Scott’s warning finally penetrated. Howling, Teine retreated her ’Mech backward, still laying down weak suppression fire to cover her escape.

      Scott knew the machine-gun slugs were likely falling far short of either target. Nevertheless, they sounded good in his ears as he closed in on the two enemy ’Mechs.

      Please let this work, Scott begged silently, and launched his UrbanMech as high as it would go, pointing it toward the pond.

      The Jenner and Wasp switched their focus to him as he rose into the air. Scott splashed the UrbanMech in front of the Jenner, sending enormous waves over the edge of the pond and momentarily obscuring his target.

      Scott unleashed the full fury of his autocannon. The armor-piercing rounds tore through the Jenner’s left shoulder. Sharp scraps flew from the BattleMech like startled birds.

      Not to be outdone or outgunned, the Jenner rocked backward and fired its entire complement at the UrbanMech. Behind it, the Wasp followed suit, launching volleys of missiles and firing its laser.

      “No!” Scott bellowed as alarms blared in the cockpit. Armor tore away from his ’Mech. Wireframe diagrams of the UrbanMech blinked yellow on the cockpit dashboard, then red as more and more armor got blasted away.

      With mounting terror, Scott released another burst from his autocannon at the Jenner just as the enemy ’Mech dodged to its right. The slugs shot harmlessly past the ’Mech.

      Panicked, Scott reached for the ejection handle and pulled.

      Nothing.

      Because I disabled it.

      With his stomach twisted into knotted cords, Scott slammed on his jump jets and rocketed out of the pond. Only from the added height did he realize the autocannon blast hadn’t been an entire waste: he’d cut down several of the trees providing cover for the Wasp.

      Scott’s mind whirled. Trees. Try to get to the trees…

      He maneuvered the ’Mech backward and controlled his descent into another stand of tall foliage away from the Jenner and Wasp. Both ’Mechs sent short-range missiles after him. He felt his machine rumble as the warheads exploded on the ground mere meters behind him.

      In relative safety for the moment, using the trees as cover, Scott took stock of his ’Mech. His heart thudded madly as he scanned the cockpit readouts.

      Both legs were in critical condition. He could walk, but even a glancing blow from one of those damn missiles would knock either leg out from under him. His torso was intact, for the moment; beat up, but functional. His jump jets, mounted in the rear of the ’Mech’s torso, reported all-good. So did his autocannon and small laser.

      Okay. Not dead. Still in it. Still⁠—

      Where’s Teine?

      “Teine, come in! Where are you? You’re not on my⁠—”

      In front of him, sixty meters out, the Jenner splashed backward through the pond, keeping its weapons systems pointed in roughly Scott’s direction…then it spun to its left as the stand of trees Scott had blasted—where the Wasp hid—erupted into primal flame.

      “Come clean this up, Scotty,” Teine said through the comm.

      Her beacon at last flashed on Scott’s HUD as she piloted the Firestarter north, using her flamers to utterly ensconce the trees and Wasp in bright flame. The Wasp leaped out of the conflagration, sending several volleys of missiles at the retreating Firestarter. Two slammed into Teine’s ’Mech, tearing one arm off at the shoulder. Two more slammed into her thin cockpit armor.

      Scott sucked in a worried breath, but the Firestarter recovered from the hit and kept moving.

      The Wasp, doubtless dealing with extraordinary heat levels, wisely piloted into the pond. The water would act like an immediate sink, dissipating the damaging heat.

      Scott sucked in a breath of disbelief. Are they that stupid?

      The Wasp’s back was to him as it fired more SRMs at Teine, apparently distracted and perhaps unconcerned about Scott’s slower UrbanMech.

      The Jenner lurked nearby, moving around the pond like a bully pacing in front of a victim’s house. It fired lasers ineffectively into the trees where Scott stood, taunting the UrbanMech to show itself.

      In a hundredth of a second, Scott made his decision.

      He rammed the UrbanMech through the copse, straight for the Wasp. He fired his small laser to the left, hoping to at least keep the Jenner at bay as he pushed hard for the poorly positioned Wasp.

      The Jenner fired immediately. Its medium lasers caught the UrbanMech on the left side, boring holes into the torso. Scott’s piddling small laser struck glancing blows against the Jenner’s cockpit, perhaps shearing off a few centimeters of armor.

      He didn’t care. All he could see was the exposed rear torso of the Wasp.

      He was able to get almost right up next to the other ’Mech before it began to turn. Screaming, Scott jammed his right-side weapon against the Wasp and fired the autocannon.

      At point-blank range, the powerful slugs decimated the other ’Mech. The sound became a tangible thing in Scott’s cockpit, sending horrific vibrations through the chair and into his skeleton. Flame, metal, and electricity all poured from the Wasp like something spilling from a witch’s cauldron.

      The Wasp fell face-first into the pool and lay still.

      “Hell yeah!” Teine cried through the comm. “Way to go!”

      Scott had zero moments to celebrate. Something hard hit the head of his BattleMech, and he tilted on its wounded legs. His vision fuzzed as explosions rocked his war machine.
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