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PRELUDE

 

(Three Years Before)

 

Solaris Spaceport, International Zone 

Solaris City, Solaris VII 

Freedom Theater, Lyran Alliance 

21 September 3059

 

The line of steerage passengers shuffled out of the DropShip and slowly down the covered gantry, winding its way into the West Terminal of Solaris City Spaceport. Behind the passengers, the large Monarch Class vessel sat steaming on the tarmac as residual heat from reentry into atmosphere fought a short-lived battle against the gray drizzle falling from an overcast sky. The heat made the air rank with the scents of scorched ferrocrete and human sweat. People cursed as a sharp wind blew rain in under the lip of the gantry overhang. The gust was biting and cruel, bringing no true relief. Muttering under their breaths, the passengers pressed forward, anxious to gain the protection of the terminal, ignoring the dark glances from those in front of them while casting similar glances at those behind.

This was how Michael Searcy arrived on Solaris VII, the Game World. Young and eager. And dispossessed.

He threaded his way through the tight knot of people who blocked the gantry exit meeting up with relatives or asking the harried Monopole Line official posted there for directions available on any of the several nearby signs. At one point he stopped to let an elderly couple past, preventing an impatient mother towing three wrangling children from bustling into the pair. Then he, in turn, was pushed aside by security, who formed an instant corridor through the tangled mass of passengers to make way for a pair of agents escorting a man restrained by fetters and manacles. Michael spearheaded the rush to fill the void left by the departing security, breaking through the congestion at the arrival gate and into the terminal proper.

To be immediately confronted by a Gunslinger.

The replica of the assault ‘Mech stood three meters tall, only a fourth the size of the actual eighty-five-ton BattleMech but still towering over the crowd. Several passengers had stopped to stare in awe, while Michael examined it for how faithful it memorialized BattleMech designs from all across the Inner Sphere as well as what was known of Clan ‘Mechs.

The Gunslinger was a classic example of the war machines that ruled thirty-first-century battlefields. Built along humanoid lines, its broad-chested torso sat on thick, tree-stump legs, and its arms ended in the wide-bore barrels of gauss rifles. The ‘Mech also boasted a pair of medium-class lasers on shoulder-mounted turrets for when combat got up close and personal.

A man and wife stood nearby, gazing up at the Gunslinger’s head, where a bright red light glowed behind the cockpit viewscreen. It lent the ‘Mech a menacing air, though Michael knew that ‘Mech cockpits were mostly dark, cramped spaces lit only by the muted glow of instrument panels, a few monitor screens, and various caution and warning lights that a ‘Warrior never wanted to see. Theatrics, he decided about the red lighting. Just like the replica’s metallic blue paint and the illuminated sign dangling from the ceiling. Flashing, the sign commanded: LET THE GAMES BEGIN.

“I wonder which BattleMech this is?” The wife was peering into the barrel of the left-arm gauss rifle. She shuddered. “It certainly looks deadly enough.”

The husband looked up toward the cockpit. “Crusader, maybe? You remember, like the one from that Allard-Liao and Cox team match against a Skye Tiger team a few years back ...” He trailed off speculatively.

Michael wanted to laugh. If you shaved off twenty tons and reconfigured the offensive capability for missiles rather than direct-fire weaponry, then maybe by a wild stretch of imagination it might be a Crusader—a ‘Mech antiquated on the modern battlefields.

“It’s a Gunslinger,” he said quietly. “Designation Gun-One E-R-D. Eighty-five-ton assault class BattleMech. Twin gauss rifles in the arms and quad lasers riding over the shoulders.”

The couple looked him over with sudden interest, eyeing his dress military uniform, which gave away his heritage. The white jacket, blue trousers piped with gold and red, and the dark blue sash were all unmistakably Federated Suns—the Davion half of the fractured Davion-Steiner alliance. He’d eschewed the cape, feeling it would be out of place among steerage, but too proud to give up his uniform yet.

And why not? His official discharge wouldn’t be final for a few months yet. And while it would be on record as OTH—other than honorable—Michael would never accept what had happened. His ‘Mech had shut down from overheating on New Canton, despite his former commander’s charges of suspected pusillanimity—a fancy way of calling him a coward. He couldn’t think of it without getting a lump in his throat. The hurt was still raw.

“Leftenant Michael Searcy,” he said, thinking now was as good a time as any to start getting to know the people of his new home. He planned to make a fresh start here on Solaris VII.

The man’s wife turned away with an audible sniff. “A Davionist,” she said under her breath, just as surely giving away her own loyalties. That would make the couple citizens of the Lyran Alliance, former sister-state of the Federated Suns. The two great nations had once been joined as the mighty Federated Commonwealth, but had recently split apart, with each star empire championing its own member of the ruling Steiner-Davion line. Archon Katherine—Katrina to her people—for the Aliiance and Prince Victor with the Commonwealth nee Federated Suns. Bad blood there.

“AFFC, eh?” The husband ignored his wife’s politics. “You see any action against the Clans?” A natural question, with Prince Victor and the FedCom military currently spearheading a retaliatory strike against the Clanners. A real headliner, and the likely reason he gave Michael any grace at all.

“No, sir, I’m sorry to say. Just the action on New Canton, trying to hold off the Liao-Marik offensive in ‘57. I was”—he tried to keep his voice strong—”discharged before the main assault against Clan Smoke Jaguar began.” What he didn’t say was that he’d been court-martialed and stripped of his ‘Mech—dispossessed—a fate worse than death for a Mech Warrior.

But the man apparently did not want to hear about ‘57 and was even less interested in any Mech Warrior’s humble attitude. Not here on Solaris VII. He grunted something noncommittal and let his wife pull him away from the Gunslinger to rejoin the crowd.

Michael turned back toward the ‘Mech, his face hot with embarrassment. Lesson number one, he decided. People here wanted flash and glamour. They wanted theatrics. He ran his fingers back through his short-cropped hair. Come to think of it, the same thing was also true in the regular military where you were expected to be part of a team. If you knew how to think for yourself, you’d better show a strong performance to justify your actions. While Michael hadn’t. Abandoned by his commander in the path of Confederation forces, he’d been caught alone in a ‘Mech that had shut down from overheating. He’d had no choice but to punch out, but his commanding officer gave a different version of the facts. The court found Michael guilty as charged, refusing to give him a second chance. That was what had brought him to Solaris VII, the hope of proving himself worthy. He glanced up again at the flashing sign.

LET THE GAMES BEGIN.

And they did, just the other side of the Gunslinger replica. A row of bank machines was interspersed with betting terminals in a long lihe stretching away from each terminal. Betting stubs littered the tiled floor, dashed hopes cast away as people readied a new series of wagers. The custodians merely swept the stubs aside like so much dust, forming small drifts along the walls that young children took delight in kicking through.

Michael watched as the couple he’d talked with joined a line at one computer to place their first bets. No care for the odds or even a glance at the latest betting sheets. They were here to gamble and live the dark adventure that was the promise and the lure of the Game World. On Solaris the wars of the Inner Sphere were recreated for the pleasure of the viewing audience as BattleMechs were pitted against each other in the arenas. Michael shook his head, still unable to fully grasp the idea of a place where MechWarriors fought—and sometimes died—for sport. Nowhere else in the Inner Sphere could this system work.

But then Solaris City was a microcosm of the rest of the Inner Sphere, each of its sectors corresponding to one of the ruling Great Houses. The spaceport was in the International Zone, a small sector in the southwestern corner of the city. It handled DropShip travel and the higher-level government functions. Most other duties changed hands at the sector borders. The city was divided by the Solaris River, which ran almost exactly across the center. South of the river were the International Zone, followed by the Black Hills, Cathay, and then Silesia, which bled a few neighborhoods to the northeast bank of the river. On the north bank of the river were the sectors of Montenegro and Kobe.

It was ironic that the leaders of the Inner Sphere had finally managed to resurrect the Star League in the face of the Clan invasion, but here on Solaris VII the old rivalries and many new ones ran too deep to be so easily put aside. Rivalries that were flaunted and exploited every night as the various House-affiliated stables battled each other in the arenas, each one clawing for dominion over the rest.

Several monitors suspended over the bank of automated tellers and betting terminals showed clips from the latest bouts and promoted the evening’s upcoming matches. Commentators talked over one another while the distant sounds of combat added to the din. Michael moved closer to one showing the latest box scores, fishing deep into a uniform pocket for his own betting receipts. The DropShip that brought him here had been fitted with impressive theaters for viewing the fights, and no one had been immune to the draw. Michael had hoped his four years in the AFFC might give him a betting edge. Instead he ended up crumpling one ticket after another, missing the spreads by a few seconds in one fight, by a ton of armor in another. Finding a straight-up bet on the games wasn’t easy; the simple win-lose wagers were reserved for long-odds upsets. That was how the entertainment commission kept a handle on the gambling, balancing out everything until only the savviest aficionados could hope to find the best wagers.

Michael knew this, but it hadn’t kept him from trying. Nothing would ever keep him from trying. He found one winning bet among his tickets. It was the one where he’d taken the odds that Theodore Gross, the number one-ranked warrior on Solaris VII and this year’s Champion, would successfully defend his title, but that the match would run better than ten minutes. An eternity in one of Gross’s matches, but the bet had paid off and Michael recovered half of his initial stake.

On the next monitor over, one of the screens with louder accompanying sound was showing holovid footage of just that fight, with a Game World vidcaster sagely offering his commentary.

“Theodore Gross has never been put on the defensive so quickly, but that lucky shot found a flaw in his armor and managed to crack the shielding surrounding his fusion engine. The Katana was bleeding waste heat. In the Jungle, that can be a death sentence for a ‘Mech.”

An outline of the huge, pyramidal Cathay arena was displayed on the screen. Michael knew that the interior was filled with a lush tropical forest and maintained at temperatures that often pushed a BattleMech to the edge of overheating. An engine hit would be bad in there. He also recognized the vidcaster as Julian Nero, one of the more popular commentators on Solaris VII. Nero usually reported the fights at the Steiner Coliseum and was developing a reputation for accurate predictions. His “sure bets” often set off immediate and rapid fluctuations among the odds-makers.

“Fortunately for the defending Champion, Stephen Neils got too eager. Once the young warrior came within range of the Katana’s jump jets, allowing Gross to slip in behind him, it was all over.” Nero winked at the camera. “Sorry, Stephen. I warned you.”

Then back to business. “And now the Champion is set to defend his title for the fourth time at the Steiner arena in two months. What can he expect from veteran Ervine Rebelke? We have this statement.”

Nero’s chiseled features were replaced with the rough visage of a battle-scarred veteran. Michael wondered what battle had caused the ugly gash running from Rebelke’s upper brow to his left ear. A real-life battle or an arena match? And was there really much difference between the two?

Rebelke apparently didn’t think so as he sneered for the camera. “Theodore’s good, but he’s already past his prime. I’ll bring the Drac down. In the Coliseum I’ll own him.”

So much smoke, Michael thought. Nero seemed to agree, shaking his head once as the camera cut back to him. “I certainly wish Mr. Rebelke luck. It promises to be a fast and brutal fight. That’s for sure. The kind Theodore Gross enjoys, with his training in the Ishiyama Arena. A good evening’s entertainment, for those of you with tickets for the live show.

“This from Julian Nero. Your man in the know.”

The names and places were a buzz in the back of Michael’s mind. Gross and Rebelke. Ishiyama and the Coliseum. Would he fight these men? In those arenas? That was why he was here, to restore his pride and to prove his worth to anyone with eyes to see. He knew he had it in him. All he needed was a chance.

Which meant first getting a dueling license, a sponsor, and a BattleMech. Even then he would have to fight his way up through the secondary arenas, before gaining equal footing with the likes of Gross and Rebelke in the Class Six Open Arenas of Solaris City. That could take years, while careers in the ‘Mech games were too often measured in months. Months! Unless he could find a way to make himself a hot ticket.

Coming to the Game World was no idle whim; Michael had researched it as thoroughly as possible. The ones who lasted in the games, in the ratings, were those who made themselves memorable—loved or loathed, that didn’t matter. So long as people remembered.

Theatrics, yes. But on Solaris VII appearances were important, and Michael had better get used to it.

Quickly.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

DBC Studios, Silesia 

Solaris City, Solaris VII 

Freedom Theater, Lyran Alliance 

10 August 3062

 

On the holovid wall screen in Donegal Broadcasting’s studio number five, two ‘Mechs stalked a nightmare battlefield. Walls rose and fell at random intervals, creating an ever-changing maze. Gouts of flame burst from the floor, bathing the contestants in flickering, hellish daylight before the twilight dimness reclaimed the arena.

The BattleMechs looked less like machines and more like avatars of war as they closed, pummeling each other with an incredible array of weaponry. Lasers stabbed out from both ‘Mechs, the backwash of gem-colored light playing over the armored machines in a garish display. The Orion staggered, two new scars slashed into its broad chest. The edges of those scars glowed bright orange at first, though faded quickly back to an ember-red. Recovering its balance, the seventy-five-ton BattleMech pressed the attack. Three of its four launched missiles corkscrewed out on gray contrails to hammer at the advancing Penetrator, sending a shower of armor fragments to the ground. Then a tongue of flame licked out from a side-mounted barrel, accompanied by the metallic scream of the Orion’s eighty-millimeter autocannon. Tracers staggered into the ammunition feed flared in a brief stream of greenish sparks, marking the hail of depleted-uranium slugs that tore across the Penetrator’s right arm,

A new color effect, Michael Searcy noted, his expert eyes missing nothing. He was seated to the left of Todd Richards, host of the “MechTalk” show. He knew that his was the secondary seat, but here in the Lyran sector of Solaris City, wasn’t he the enemy? Sitting to Richards’ right was the afternoon’s principal guest, Jarman “The Ripper” Bauer.

Bauer leaned forward from the edge of his chair, riveted to the wall screen and twitching with every exchange of weapons fire as if reliving his exciting battle against the Orion. He wore the green leather jacket with gold piping of Overlord Stables, while Michael was garbed in black and copper Blackstar livery. Physically, the two Mech Warriors were as different as the colors under which they fought, Bauer’s thicker build, dark hair, and beard contrasted Michael’s trim form and clean-cut, blond good looks. The bruiser versus the artist. The bear versus the fox.

Steiner versus Davion.

Not that such differences would matter tomorrow, Day One of the Grand Tournament. In tomorrow’s contest, the best warrior would prevail, no matter how he looked or sounded. Michael had no worries on that score; he had no doubt who was the better man. But until then appearances mattered very much. The betrayal on New Canton and his subsequent court-martial had taught Michael a lesson only reinforced by his three years on the Game World. “Appearance is so easily accepted as reality” was one of Drew Hasek-Davion’s favorite sayings. Nowhere was that more true than on Solaris VII.

Todd Richards had half-turned from the live studio audience, showing off his strong profile to the cameras as he watched the battle unfold on the wall screen. He winced and nodded and made appreciative noises in all the right places, catering to Bauer. He, too, leaned in as if anticipating the crushing blow that would come at any time. The live audience also sat enthralled, though most—if not all—of them had certainly caught the highlights the night before. Michael wondered how many in the audience had lost money on Bauer’s upset.

More than likely every last one of them had bet. The people couldn’t help themselves. In the six centuries that ‘Mechs had dominated the battlefields of the Inner Sphere, humanity had never lost its fascination with the lethal machines. Or with the warriors who piloted them. And for more than three hundred years, the games on Solaris VII had mirrored the reality of continuous warfare, only in a safe environment that soon gave rise to the most successful sporting event ever.

Solaris City was even modeled after the rest of the Inner Sphere, its five main sectors corresponding to each of the Great Houses. Michael had known all that when he arrived three years before, but he hadn’t truly appreciated the depths of the bitterness that divided one sector from another. He had made the Black Hills his home, the sector affiliated so strongly with House Davion and the Federated Suns that it had never officially acknowledged the thirty-year alliance with House Steiner.

Then there was Kobe, reflecting the samurai culture of the Draconis Combine, and chaotic Montenegro, representing the fractious Free Worlds League. Shattered Cathay also seemed to mirror House Liao’s troubled Confederation. There were even a few Clanners fighting in the arenas! But if Michael understood right, these ‘Warriors were ostracized by their own kind for stooping to make a game of combat. Maybe they were like him and had come to the Game World seeking to redeem their honor.

Today Michael was in Silesia, land of the enemy. Where the Lyrans and the people of the Federated Suns had once united to create the great alliance of the Federated Commonwealth, its people were now united only in their bitterness in speaking out for or against Katrina Steiner-Davion usurping her brother’s throne. The unofficial feud divided people on every world, and Solaris VII was no exception, except that the lines were more clearly drawn. Here FedSun loyalists had always clung to the Black Hills. Now, with tensions running so high in the outside world, entertainment again imitated reality as fighters rededicated themselves to the old loyalties. Fights between Federated Sun warriors and Lyrans were high-profile tickets and among the most savage battles fought.

Like the one Michael sat watching now. It was a duel between an Orion and a Penetrator, two Lyran warriors scrambling for one of the last slots in the Grand Tournament that would decide this year’s Champion.

Michael leaned back in his chair, arms folded over his chest as he pretended for the viewing audience that the fight left him unimpressed. It wasn’t too difficult. There were reasons this battle looked exceptionally fierce, and Michael could identify almost every one. The low-angle shots that made the ‘Mechs look even bigger than their actual three-story height. The dim setting, for better display of a laser-light fight. And the pyrotechnics, of course, which were great crowd-pleasers but distracted only the greenest MechWarrior. You didn’t come up through the Solaris games without learning something about production.

Or tactics, and from the start Michael had known that the Orion was in trouble. Right away it had gotten pinned into a corner of the arena. Lacking jump jets, it couldn’t hope to escape Bauer’s advancing Penetrator. Bauer had worked in to point-blank range, and now the Penetrator’s six medium pulse lasers spat out a flurry of ruby darts. The staggered bursts of energy flashed away the last of the Orion’s armor and cut deeply into its midline. It was this armor-shredding power that made the Penetrator such a devastating in-fighter and a favorite among the fans. The Orion shuddered violently as the rabid energies slagged its gyroscopic stabilizer into ruin. Seventy-five tons of upright metal suddenly lost their fight with gravity and toppled clumsily. The ground shook with the impact, and then the lights came up to show the Penetrator standing over the fallen Orion.

The image froze there—the Penetrator raising its arms in victory. The sounds of combat faded out to the canned ovation cut into the footage, now matched by cued applause from the audience.

“Well, a very intense finish to that bout,” Todd Richards said, segueing back into the live interview. “And I’m certain the fans in Steiner Stadium appreciated it as much as . . .” Richards trailed off as the sound of belated, slow clapping interrupted him.

Michael continued to applaud as both Richards and the show’s star guest turned to stare. In an instant, Todd Richards rolled with the interruption, almost as if it had been planned. Which, in a way it had. Everyone in the studio knew how the interview was supposed to end.

“You don’t agree, Mr. Searcy?”

Michael shrugged, but stopped clapping. He slipped his hands into his jacket pockets as he slouched back. Matched up against Bauer on the first day of the Grand Tournament, he knew his role on the show was to provide a foil for Bauer and to ramp up the tension and the betting. Well, they asked for it.

“Oh, it was amusing, but hardly a real battle,” Michael said, while Jarman Bauer glowered. Turning toward the camera, Michael caught the eye of his bodyguard waiting off to one side, behind camera number three. The big man tensed, then nodded while Michael said, “Nice light show. Poor tactics.”

Raising one hand to forestall an outburst from Bauer, Richards took the bait. “Poor tactics by William Paulson, you mean. After all, Mr. Bauer won the fight and will meet you next in the Grand Tournament.” Richards, too, had turned toward the camera now, trying to regain control of the conversation. “Day One tomorrow, sports fans. One hundred and twenty-eight of Solaris VII’s finest beginning the week that will test their endurance and skill in the various Open Class arenas.”

Michael stared icily at Richards, who had, fortunately, left him an opening. “Skill is exactly my point. Paulson is a better fighter than Bauer any day of the week, even after his daily bottle of Glengarry Reserve.” There, let that bit of information trickle out into the tabloids.

He stabbed a finger toward the screen, where the victorious Penetrator was still displayed. “That wasn’t a battle. It was a slugging match. Bauer’s idea of tactical surprise is to hold back his medium lasers—which any Solaran third-grader knows he’s got—until he can make a showy finish to his opponent. The fact that Paulson walked into it makes me wonder if the Steiner-affiliated stables didn’t get together and flip coins for the victory.” He leaned in conspiratorially. “Tell me, Jarman, was the fix in?”

“Damn Davionist!” Bauer jumped to his feet, nearly upsetting his chair. “Who the hell do you think you are, Searcy?” He looked ready to grab Michael by the throat. Only a wide, low table strategically placed between the two MechWarriors kept them apart. Even the minor prop was no accident, but had been carefully placed to buy time for more invective.

Never one to let a challenge slip by—not Stormin’ Michael Searcy—Michael also leapt to his feet. He pulled his right hand, already balled into a tight fist, out of his pocket. With his left he grabbed the lip of the table and flipped it out of the way. The prop clattered across the studio floor.

Bauer blinked his surprise; he was supposed to have kicked the table to the side—later. Michael sailed into the other man’s confusion. “I’m someone who didn’t fail Jaime Wolf’s class in strategy and tactics on Outreach,” he shot back, definitely a low blow. Bauer’s pained expression—and on camera no less!—suddenly made the cash outlay for that information a bargain. “But what can you expect from a Lyran?”

Bauer took a step forward, as if ready to swing, then faltered and looked to his host for some sign. Richards, getting more than he’d hoped for on the show, was staying out of the way until the two MechWarriors got to the point that was his cue.

“It’ll take more than Lyran money to make you Champion,” Michael taunted. What was it going to take to get Jarman to come at him?

Bauer had apparently decided to stick to the loose script arranged beforehand, hovering back as if the table still blocked the two of them from coming to blows. “You wait till I get you into Ishiyama,” he said. “I’m going to bury you under Stone Mountain!”

Enough of this, Michael decided. Any more and it would begin to look comical. He stepped forward, pushing against Bauer’s chest and shoving the larger man back a good few meters. “C’mon, Jarman. Right now! Let’s go, farmer!”

On cue, or close enough, Todd Richards leapt forward to position himself between the two. From off-stage a pair of big men also raced out to restrain them— Michael’s and Bauer’s bodyguards. Still shouting curses and challenges, Michael and Bauer managed to work back close enough to place themselves in the same close-up shot with Todd Richards. Richards would segue into a break, and the show would cut to commercial. That was how the game was played.

Then Michael slipped his bodyguard’s grip.

Right arm cocked back and ready, he lurched forward and pistoned his fist into Jarman Bauer’s jaw. That one punch rocked the other Mech Warrior back, knocking him unconscious to the floor.

A few seconds of stunned silence fell over the studio. That wasn’t part of the script. Todd Richards stared dumbly at Bauer, for several long seconds forgetting to call for commercial. Then came the cut, and Michael’s bodyguard was hurrying him off the floor and into the studio wings. From there, they went down a short hall cluttered with props and a few stagehands, and out a side door where an Avanti luxury hover sedan waited in the light afternoon rain.

The Avanti’s driver was holding the rear passenger-side door open. Michael paused to wave to some Mech-bunnies being restrained by security. They were mostly teens and not adverse to staking out the studio doors in hopes of catching a glimpse of a favorite arena warrior. Maybe score an autograph or, in Michael’s case, offer some lively curses for his future. One of the Lyran teens threw a half-full bottle of soda in his direction, shattering it against the sedan’s forward fender.

Michael piled in, still wired from adrenaline, his bodyguard close behind. He settled back into the plush leather seat as the Avanti rose up on a cushion of air and glided away from the curb, moving away from the small mob and into the streets of Silesia. His bodyguard took the rear-facing seat cross-corner to Michael and directly facing the portly man who’d been waiting for them in the hovercar.

The man was Drew Hasek-Davion, Michael’s boss. Fortyish and overweight, he looked more like an old-time robber baron than the master of Blackstar Stables. He also affected a thin oily mustache that gave his face a ratlike appearance. Michael grinned at the man, expecting praise for his performance.

“What was that bit about ‘farmer’?” he asked Michael, his tone sharp.

“Bauer is the German word for farmer,” Michael said. “It will become a derogatory nickname for him within a day. What’s more, it’s also Solaran slang. A farmer is a warrior who drives a tractor.”

Drew caught on quickly. “A BattleMech unworthy of the arenas. Or, the converse, a warrior who is unworthy of his BattleMech.” He nodded. Yellow teeth showed as he made a brief stab at a smile of his own, a smile that died almost before it was born. “And the information about Paulson’s drinking habit and Bauer’s training failures?”

“All true, and paid for from my own pocket.”

Drew frowned but nodded again. “Well played, then.” He didn’t sound so certain. He tapped the gold-plated lion’s head of his walking stick against one thigh. “Still, you should leave the planning to me, Michael.”

Michael shrugged, annoyed by Drew’s condescension. “I’ll bet you my percentage of the Day One purse that Bauer will lose the three percentage points his upset over Paulson netted him.”

He watched as Drew’s self-importance and the desire to rake in a good pot warred with the possibility of being raked himself. Meanwhile, the sedan gained Narvik Street to head west as the Silesia sector gave way to fragmented Cathay. In the end, Hasek-Davion shrugged off the challenge. “I only take wagers where I have a hand in the outcome.”

“You like a stacked deck, you mean.”

“Which is why I own you, dear boy.” Drew settled back into the plush seat. “Try not to forget that.” He paused to lend the veiled threat some additional weight. “Fortunately, you paid off again, dropping Mr. Bauer with a single blow. Now you merely have to end the feud tomorrow. And quickly, as you did today.”

Michael decided not to take issue with Drew’s belief that he owned the Federated Suns favorite. He had personally groomed and trained Michael in his fighter’s persona, holding up the young man—and by proxy himself—as the great hope of Davion supporters on Solaris VII. Episodes such as tonight’s interview helped cement that image. He also held Michael’s contract, and that was close enough to ownership on Solaris VII if a ‘Warrior wished to keep fighting. Which was what Michael wished more than anything. It was why he was here on the Game World.

Far more insulting, though, was the insinuation that Michael might lose to a pretender like Bauer, or to any Lyran for that matter. He wouldn’t—couldn’t—let that happen. It would threaten everything he’d worked toward these last three years. No, his first serious competition wouldn’t come until Day Three, when he would likely fight Bromley Stables’ Evelyn Czerny. She was the best Marik-affiliated fighter and ranked number two overall, five above Searcy himself. Now, she could be a problem. As for Bauer . . .

“Did your man find one of the new light gauss rifles?” Michael asked, and Drew nodded. “So we switch out the regular gauss rifle on my Dragon Fire for the lighter version and rip out the ECM package, then upgrade my autocannon to the twelve-centimeter bore of a Defiance Disintegrator. Bauer will close quickly. It’s all he knows how to do, and I’ll allow it. Then I’ll rip that Penetrator to scrap.” His smile was devoid of humor. Bauer had already lost, and tomorrow would merely be confirmation.

Did Drew smile in answer? “It seems I am not the only one in this car who appreciates a stacked deck.”

Michael cocked his head to one side, as if considering. Then he tossed the roll of coins he’d been holding in his fist while sitting across from Bauer on the set. He’d kept them hidden in his hand until just before the argument came to blows. Nothing like a little extra advantage-insurance that one punch would drop his enemy. The bodyguard looked away, careful not to see anything.

Drew Hasek-Davion quirked one eyebrow, his only sign of surprise, then nodded. Once. High praise from the owner of Blackstar Stables, a man always quicker with criticism than compliments. Respect, now that felt good.

Massaging the bruised knuckle on his right hand, Michael turned to the window and smiled out at the rain-soaked city.

There were times he really enjoyed this world.
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The Caesar’s nickel-ferrous gauss slug smashed into the Striker’s left shoulder, crushing ferroceramic armor. Broken plates fell away amid a rain of shards and splinters, showering the BattleMech’s protection over the sandy floor of the Coliseum. A fair percentage of the crowd roared with delight at the blow, probably because they’d bet against the ‘Warrior piloting the Striker in this Day Two Grand Tournament match.

Hearing the cheer even from inside his insulated cockpit, Victor Vandergriff ground his teeth in fury as he rode out the brutal shove imparted by the gauss slug. His restraining harness held him securely to his seat, while the massive gyroscopic stabilizer set into the Striker’s lower torso fought gravity to keep the eighty-ton ‘Mech upright. Neuroreceptors built into his bulky helmet fed his own sense of balance down into the stabilizer in a feedback loop that let the pilot worry less about walking around in a bipedal war machine and more about his opponent.

Right now Victor Vandergriff was very worried about his opponent, Davion dog though he was.

The arena’s main partition was already rising again, about to conceal the contenders from each other. Victor wrenched hard on his control sticks, dragging the red targeting cross hairs across his cockpit viewscreen and settling them over Stephen Neils’s Caesar. The reticle flashed between red and gold and then burned a steady golden hue as the computer acquired a hard lock. Mashing down on both thumb buttons as well as his right-hand trigger, Victor lashed out with the Striker’s three main weapons. The sapphire beam of his large laser cut into the Caesar’s left arm, sloughing away a half-ton of armor. The blue lightning of his particle projection cannon scored next, carving into the other ‘Mech’s left side, but his autocannon missed low, spending its depleted-uranium slugs against the rising barricade.

The temperature in the Striker’s cockpit shot up as the ‘Mech’s fusion reactor spiked to meet the power demand. Nothing to be too concerned about, not in this kind of fight. The heat levels would drop quickly enough. Meanwhile the coolant flushing through the small tubes of his bulky cooling vest helped keep down his core body temperature. Victor would have preferred one of the new full-body coolant suits, maybe even one with built-in neuroreceptors that did away with the antiquated neurohelmet, but that technology was still too expensive for Lynch Stables. Besides, the brief rise in temperature was only enough to raise a light sweat.

Although hurt by the Striker’s weapons, Neils wasn’t about to surrender his advantage so easily. With the barricade almost up, his Caesar extended its right arm to angle one last shot at Victor. The hand-held PPC flared another cascade of manmade lightning across the field, burning into the Striker’s midline and carving a new molten-edged scar into the BattleMech’s chest. One more hit and Neils would be through the armor there. Victor swore silently, though the stadium crowd went crazy with the hard-hitting exchange. Protected now by the barricade, he allowed himself a glance in their direction.

The Steiner arena was Silesia’s pride. Built to resemble a giant Roman-era coliseum, its center was an open expanse where the BattleMechs ‘fought. Surrounding the combat area were row upon row of seats from which the fans could watch the action live rather than by closed-circuit video. The sandy floor could be left wide open or confused with pop-up barricades like the kind chosen for tonight’s tournament bout. Three stories above the ground and just over the heads of most ‘Mechs, two levels of private boxes ringed the arena for those wealthy enough to afford such luxury. Above them the general seating was packed with forty thousand riotous fans, all of them infected with the tension of tonight’s battle, the Grand Tournament’s second Steiner-Davion match-up. Some pressed forward against the ferroglass shields, hammering on it with their fists as they shouted support or derision for one or both gladiatorial Mech-Warriors.

Victor Vandergriff despised them all.

The rich and the poor. Stable owners, nobles, merchants, laborers. The gamblers wagering money they did not have and the few “peekers” out there pretending to have large sums riding on the outcome of the battle. Even other MechWarriors were included in his wrath. Victor hated them because he was dependent upon them, and because he could remember a time when that wasn’t so. A time when he’d fought for himself, one of the best ‘Warriors on Solaris VII and destined for great things.

And then something went wrong, right about the time he’d lost the big fight against Allard-Liao and that Davion puppet Galen Cox. He’d lost before, but never with so devastating an effect on his career. The fans deserted him, many turning on him overnight and others drifting away slowly over the years as more defeats plagued him. A “zombie,” that was what they called Victor now. One of the walking dead. Never mind that Theodore Gross, current Champion of Solaris defending his title for the fifth year, was three years older. Now Gross was on top of the world while Victor had fallen from favor.

Vandergriff had never climbed higher in the rankings than twelfth before starting his backward slide. The Skye Tigers stable had traded him as a bad investment despite his ranking, and Trevor Lynch had picked up the contract because he desperately needed a high-ranking fighter. Now Victor held on by his fingernails and a certain amount of desperation in his fighting style to the last spot in the vaunted Top Twenty. He might never make the Championship finals, but he could still claim to fight among the best the Game World had to offer. He had that, yes, but it didn’t keep the knowledge that he’d fallen so far from eating away at him.

He’d stayed at the party too long. And now the party was all he had left.

The X-shaped partition that divided the arena into unequal quarters dropped again. Never so far that the competitors could cross it in the scant few seconds before it rose again. To try and reach point-blank range, Victor would have to run around the ends, while Neils would simply counter by walking the Caesar away. It was at the request of White Hand stables that Coliseum officials had reluctantly agreed to use the barricade to make up for the ten tons Victor’s Striker had on Neils’ BattleMech. No doubt they would have preferred to give Victor, the Lyran fighter, the edge, but in the Grand Tournament any match where an obvious inequality existed had to be handicapped.

With the barricade still falling toward the waist-high level it would maintain for a few desperate seconds, Victor and Neils were already positioning their ‘Mechs for the best angles they could get. The Caesar’s right arm came up, mirrored by the Striker’s left. Neils was a touch faster on his PPC, which flayed away more armor from the Striker’s right arm. Melted ferroceramic composite runneled to the ground, splashing into the sand. In return, Vandergriffs forty-millimeter autocannon chewed into the side of the Caesar’s wedge-shaped head. Not enough to penetrate the armor but exacting some small measure of revenge as it rattled the warrior inside.

The barricade stopped while still at a height of five meters. His left-side armor hammered into memory, Victor throttled his Striker into a walk to the left while twisting his torso back to the right to fire. The move partially protected what was left of the savaged armor over his autocannon ammunition bin. He stopped just short of the end of the barricade. Just as he’d guessed, Neils countered by moving his Caesar to its left. There followed another exchange of weapons fire, Victor’s laser and PPC answering Neils’s gauss rifle, which tore away the Striker’s right arm at the shoulder joint. The loss threw the Striker severely off balance, past the gyro’s ability to automatically compensate, and Victor had to fight his controls to keep the ‘Mech on its feet.

The partition rose before he could recover, and a parting shot from Neils’ energy cannon slashed another scar along his right side. The commline crackled to life immediately after, fighting off the interference from the PPC as Neils’s voice whispered into his ear over the open channel they shared for trading insults.

“Haven’t you got anything better to give, zombie?” Neils sneered.

The fans were on their feet screaming. A major fight had broken out in the stands between FedRat supporters and their Lyran rivals and was quickly spreading to other sections. Victor could well imagine the despair of the pro-Steiner fans, watching tonight’s defender of Lyran honor being beaten down just as the despised Michael Searcy had smashed Jarman “The Farmer” Bauer the day before.

Sweat beaded on Victor’s face, and he knew it was more from fear for his life than for the Striker’s heat levels. Furious at this sudden weakness, he almost targeted the upper stands. In the back of his mind he knew it would do no good. The arena’s detonator grid protected the spectators, bleeding off energy weapons and deflecting any stray missiles or autocannon fire that might endanger the crowd. The grid, a rare piece of los-tech, was the only thing that made direct-view seating possible.

Victor held his fire. He knew it wasn’t the fans that had raised his ire. Not even the Davionists among them. It was Neils.

Stephen Neils, who was trying to kill him!

The request for a low barricade and the pattern of the Caesar’s attacks now seemed to fit into a devious scheme meant to shame and possibly kill Victor Vandergriff. While the barricade dropped or rose, he stood at a disadvantage, able to use his arm-mounted light autocannon against the superior power of Neils’s PPC. When it was down, Neils abandoned his energy cannon to make carefully aimed attacks with the Caesar’s torso-mounted gauss rifle. One of the heavy gauss slugs would eventually punch through the head of the Striker, smashing the BattleMech’s sensors, controls . . . and cockpit. No ‘Mech design in existence could protect its pilot from that kind of destructive power.

Rage flooded over Victor as he wrenched the Striker around to the left and maneuvered it toward the end of the barricade’s first arm. Rage, and contempt for the treachery of his Davionist opponent. He heard the dull roar of the fans—either cheering him on, warning their own champion, or shouting amid the brawl—but no longer cared. He raced forward, gambling for as much ground as possible as the partition began to drop again. He wouldn’t make it. The second arm was too far, just out of reach. And when Neils saw him closing, he would slip around to the other side of the arena and again hammer at Victor with that deadly gauss rifle.

If Victor gave him the shot.

It was a strategy born of desperation, the kind that had become a Vandergriff trademark these last few years. Still at a full run, Victor rocked forward quickly to throw a tremor into his gyro as the neurofeedback loop read his sudden shift of balance. Then he reached forward, overbalancing the Striker, which toppled headfirst toward the ground. The ‘Mech hit hard, its armor crushed in the impact of eighty tons meeting unyielding floor, its momentum driving it forward in a parody of a baseball slide.

The move almost completed Stephen Neils’s earlier work, mercilessly shaking Victor in the grip of his harness. The Striker’s head scraped against the arena floor, digging through the sand and treating its pilot to an even rougher ride. Victor’s neurohelmet smacked hard into the back of his seat, and his mind swam at the edge of consciousness. The Striker piled up against the lowered barrier, its chest nearly stripped of armor.

Victor had five precious seconds to shake off the effects of the fall and another five to work the Striker back to its feet. Seconds were eternities in a ‘Mech battle, especially in the Game World arenas. Winning and losing—sometimes even living and dying—often hinged on a crucial instant or two. He worked the Striker’s single arm under its own heavy body and used it to rock back to one knee and then to his feet just as the barricade completed its return to full upright.

Now Victor needed to know what Neils had done when his Striker had dived out of sight. MagRes imaging wouldn’t have helped, not in the shadow of a barricade. Thermal might have showed enough waste heat bleeding into the air to tell Neils where Victor had ended up, but had Neils thought of that and made the switch in time? Victor could see fans in the main seating pushed up to the glass and gesturing, but some were pointing at him while others pointed the way they thought Neils should move. He didn’t think Neils would find much help there.

It had become a guessing game. Neils must have thought Victor would move to the right, trying to shadow his Caesar. He’d countered by moving to the left. Neils had guessed wrong.

When Victor came around the side of the barricade, there was Neils in his Caesar standing just opposite him. Neils was quick to act, twisting his ‘Mech around on its turret-style waist to bring the right-arm PPC to bear, but still too late. The energy whip drilled into the right side of the Striker, but found no critical components that could turn Victor’s newly claimed advantage.

Victor fired back with his laser, the sapphire beam slicing into the Caesar’s back, biting deep through armor and the titanium substructure to carve away the bulky engine shielding of its 280XL engine. His PPC scored a long gash along the back of the Caesar’s left leg, but the autocannon made the hit that counted. Its depleted-uranium slugs hammered in behind the laser wound to smash the energy-storing capacitors of the gauss rifle. With a brilliant blue flare, the capacitors dumped their pent-up energy straight into the Caesar’s heart, gutting the right side. Engine shielding collapsed, threatening release of the raw power of a fusion reaction.

Neils was able to drop the dampening fields into place, shutting down the power plant and saving his life and his ‘Mech. The fight, however, was lost. Thrown off-balance by the massive strike and now without the power needed for the gyro to stabilize the machine, the Caesar toppled forward like a titan’s discarded toy to smash face-down into the arena floor.

“You asked for it,” Victor said to himself, not bothering to key open the transmitter.

The barricade dropped away, leaving Victor Vandergriff and his Striker commanding the Coliseum floor in plain view of every stadium patron. The arena officials piped in roars of Lyran approval even as the Davion-Steiner brawl continued to spread among the stands. And for all his earlier cynicism about the fickleness of fame, Victor Vandergriff soaked up the adulation.
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