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      The Third Succession War, which ended in the year 3025, has been one of the staple settings of the BattleTech universe, not only because it was the original stage for the game, but it embodies so many fundamentals of this war-torn milieu. Five Successor States locked in a perennial struggle of brinksmanship. Small raids, usually no larger than company size. Countless mercenary units of varying sizes, all filling in gaps in the Successor States’ militaries. And BattleMechs as the kings of the battlefield: rare weapons of war that are repaired over and over again because technological decline and the loss of important manufacturing methods has made repair more feasible than brand-new construction.

      When Jason Schmetzer and I first commissioned this anthology, we wanted to capture as many of these important facets of the Third Succession War as possible, to remind long-time fans where the BattleTech universe began and to give new fans the opportunity to experience the ethos behind the beating mechanical heart of BattleTech fiction for the first time. What resulted was an anthology showcasing how mercenaries and nobility often determined the future of the late Third Succession War. In the pages of Gray Markets, you’ll find six stories of down-on-their-luck mercenaries, scheming Great House nobles, and Successor State soldiers weary from countless decades of continuous border raids. And woven among them all is the reminder that war is always personal, regardless of the scale.

      In the following pages are stories such as “Gustrell Switchback” by Chris Hussey, about desperate mercenaries tired of being pushed around; “In Service of the Dragon” by David G. Martin, in which House troops learn of a new way to serve their liege; and “Murphy’s Method” by Craig A. Reed, Jr., where a liaison officer has to deal with an unruly and unprofessional mercenary command while confronting a major threat.

      The six stories in Gray Markets were originally published on BattleCorps, the BattleTech short-fiction website. Sadly, due to unforeseen circumstances, BattleCorps’s reactor went offline in late 2016, which meant the stories in this volume represent the final six BattleCorps tales ever published. Keeping this in mind lends a particular poignancy to the last story in this volume, “Permanent Losses” by Aaron Cahall, an already poignant tale about the potential destruction of historical artifacts and the importance of history.

      History may already be written, but the future of the fictional BattleTech universe remains bright: though BattleCorps is no longer with us, its spirit will live on in Shrapnel, the official BattleTech magazine. Be on the lookout for the first issue in 2020!
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        MIKKEN’S OUTPOST

        NEW ROLAND

        CAPELLAN CONFEDERATION

        4 APRIL 3017

      

      

      A fierce cough wracked Kyril Anvar’s lungs, doubling him over. He straightened up and spat out a wad of phlegm, wiping his arm across his mouth, rasping against the stubble on his face. Whatever this cold was, it refused to leave him alone.

      “You all right, boss?” asked his companion, a short, burly, one-eyed warrior named Hikaru Xu.

      “Ain’t dead yet. Let’s keep going.”

      The pair moved through the streets of Mikken’s Outpost, a small mining town in the mountains of New Roland. Nickel and silver were the primary ores mined, which was the main reason his lance was here. New Roland was right on the Free Worlds League–Capellan Confederation border with the Periphery and therefore subject to random raids, so defenses were necessary.

      Dust, garbage, and unconscious miners clogged the streets. After two years on this dead end, Kyril had gotten used to ignoring it all. It was normal for this town, had been for centuries, and was unlikely to change anytime soon. The Capellans were decent employers, he supposed, but he much preferred being deployed on the Davion border. There was too much bad blood with the Leaguers, and the Capellans knew it.

      “Any idea what we’re in for?”

      Kyril peered sideways at Xu. “Not a clue. Contract fine print says we can be used on raids too, so that’d be my guess. Anxious for some kind of action?”

      A sheepish grin broke out on Xu’s face. “You know it, boss. There’s nothing here but rocks and trees, and trees and rocks, and water. Weighs a man down, if you know what I mean.”

      “I hear you. Two years on this rock, and I’m ready to storm the castle too.”

      They continued on in silence until they arrived at a restaurant named the Orange Dancing Bear, commonly used for meetings considered too sensitive for the barracks. Apparently the Capellan Confederation Armed Forces trusted tong security more than mercenary security. Kyril tried not to take it personally. It just went to show how backward the Capellans could be.

      The establishment they entered were visually assaulted them with 25th-century Han-revival architecture and the screeching twang of 27th-century Korean-Tex fusion music. The staff wore relatively modern attire, only fifteen years out of date on Capella, the cultural capital of the Confederation.

      A prim, well-coifed man greeted them at the door. “Good evening…sirs.” He sniffed disdainfully. “Do you perchance have a reservation?”

      Kyril smiled at the man’s discomfort. “Nope. We’re here to meet with Ashna Jordan. I’m sure someone can show us to her.”

      The greeter paled visibly. Interesting. “Of course, sir. Please follow me.” He escorted them to the private rooms in back, to one decorated in classic Oriente style. Waiting for them was their employer. Ashna Jordan served as go-between for state-hired mercenaries and the central government of New Roland. She was short, plump, and had eyes so lifeless they never failed to rattle Kyril.

      “Ms. Jordan. A pleasure as always.”

      She inclined her head in acknowledgment. “Captain Anvar. Please, if you would have Mr. Xu wait outside.”

      Kyril shrugged and jerked his head at the door. Xu looked ready to protest, but swallowed it and exited the room.

      Grabbing a chair and slouching into it, Kyril eyeballed his employer. “Alone at last. Now what?”

      She dabbed delicately at her mouth with a napkin before speaking. “Business. The contract you signed was primarily for garrison duty while you recovered from your past difficulties, but it contains a clause that stipulates your use as raiders. Correct?”

      “Limited use as raiders. We lost half our number last year in one of your ‘raids.’ No repeat performances allowed.”

      She sipped from a steaming cup, probably some kind of tea. “Of course not. This is an intelligence raid. Tell me, what do you know of a planet called Ildlandet?”

      Brow furrowed in thought, Kyril shook his head. “Never heard of it.”

      “There’s no reason you should have,” she replied, sipping her tea again. “It was abandoned many years ago, after the fall of the Star League. Our records say it suffered an asteroid impact that rendered it inhospitable for human life.”

      Easily connecting the dots from there, Kyril jumped in. “And now it’s an off-the-books research post, away from prying eyes.”

      “Yes, for the Free Worlds League Military.”

      “Huh.” He’d never heard even a hint of this during his time in the factionalized FWLM. “So we do a smash-and-grab, and are back in time for tea.”

      She smiled, the expression never quite reaching her eyes. “More or less. We’ve arranged for passage on several JumpShips through the Magistracy of Canopus, but even so, transit will take several months.”

      Now that was surprising. “Combat pay the entire way?”

      She sniffed as if offended. “That is what your contract calls for. Don’t worry, Captain. I will be accompanying you on your sojourn. That way I can address any and all concerns that may arise during the course of the mission.”

      “Swell.”
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      After an hour of tense discussion with Ashna, Kyril gathered Xu and called a meeting for all members of the Strange Warriors, his mercenary lance. Xu stood off to the side, having already seen to his Griffin. Sarise Kwan leaned against a spare foot actuator, face barely visible beneath the tangled mess of her hair. Joyce Michaels, commander of their DropShip, the Stellara Warrior, and her redheaded copilot Cole Declan stood together not far from Xu. Lastly there was Theodore Djeerdsma. He had started going off the deep end recently, referring to himself in the third person as “Dread Ted.” He’d shaved his head, grown in his beard, and stopped bathing on a regular basis. He wore his cooling vest, purple-and-tan desert-camo pants, and combat boots. He glanced up and flashed Kyril a grin full of broken teeth. He must have been in another fight.

      Each and every member of the Strange Warriors had formerly served in the FWLM, back before Anton’s Revolt, before things had gone to hell. In the aftermath, after the Wolf’s Dragoons finished off Anton Marik, Kyril had managed to extract the remains of his company and flee to the nominal safety of their Capellan allies. They’d re-formed as mercenaries, snagged a contract for the defense of New Roland, and laid low to lick their wounds.

      Drawing a deep breath, he addressed his command. “So, everyone ready for the excitement of an off-world excursion?” A few chuckles greeted that. “Of course you are. The op is an intel raid. Our former bosses,” company code for the FWLM, “have a research outpost reverse-engineering some Star League–era freezers and advanced PPCs. The Maskirovka got wind of this, and good ol’ Max Liao decided he wanted them. So we get a paid trip to Ildlandet, a ruin of a world, where we steal some stuff and then bug out.”

      As always, it was Joyce who asked the most pertinent question. “Why us? I’m not complaining, but this seems tailor made for the Mask, not mercs like us.”

      “I agree. Two simple words: plausible deniability. On the off chance we’re captured or identified, they can point out that we’re mercs and throw us under the hoverbus. That being said, we’re not expecting to engage in combat, but we’ll have plenty of time en route to finish rigging our ’Mechs for action. So let’s get to work.”

      

      
        
        DROPSHIP STELLARA WARRIOR

        ZENITH RECHARGE POINT, BORGAN’S RIFT

        MAGISTRACY OF CANOPUS

        21 MAY 3017

      

      

      Zero-G was an acquired taste that Kyril had never acquired. That, coupled with perpetual night, left him seriously out of sorts. Maybe that was why he didn’t notice Ms. Jordan until he’d already collided with her. That was noteworthy in itself for two reasons: she was far more graceful in zero-G than he was, and she was locked in an intense discussion with Cole.

      “Sorry to disturb you, folks. I was just on my way to the bridge to check on things.”

      Ms. Jordan actually looked flustered. “No need to apologize, Captain, I should have been paying more attention. If you’ll excuse me.”

      He watched her float away down the corridor, then raised a questioning brow at Cole. “What was that all about?”

      “Nothin’, sir,” Cole replied, looking shiftier than usual. “She was just getting some fresh air.” He smirked as if he’d made a joke.

      “Uh-huh. Well, I’m just gonna…” Kyril gestured at the bridge and continued on his way, shaking his head at how weird space travel made everyone.

      He stopped at the hatch and lifted the bar, slipping into the darkened bridge. A rainbow of colored lights provided the only illumination, aside from the odd glare of sunlight from the system’s primary as it reflected off the JumpShip.

      “Sitting in the dark again, Joyce?”

      “I find it soothing.” Her voice came from off to his right. “Besides, I trust my instruments and abilities more than a jumper who takes us through unpopulated systems.”

      “You do realize our destination is an unpopulated rock, right?”

      “I do. I know it doesn’t make sense.” She sighed and spun to face him. “What do you need, sir?”

      The darkness hid his smile. “Just making the rounds, alleviating boredom. Not really much for a MechWarrior to do on this trip.”

      “Fair enough. And just so you know, I’ve run the diagnostics again. This bucket is as ready for action as it can be.”

      “Good. We don’t want to be caught flatfooted.” He looked about, but there was no reason to stay in the bridge any longer, so he left and headed down to the ’Mech bay. He felt more at home surrounded by the giant war machines than stuck in his own quarters. Plus, the bay possessed the closest thing to open space they’d be experiencing for months.

      Entering the bay, he drank in the sight of his lance, the four ’Mechs left to his command after years of bad luck.

      The Cicada was their newest and most functional ’Mech, acquired from their Liao employers at high cost after the loss of Ted’s Trebuchet. Shortly after that was when he’d started calling himself “Dread Ted.” Racked next to it was Xu’s Griffin. The patchwork armor was ugly to look at, but its coverage was complete, which was what mattered. It had actuator issues up and down the left side, but given that all its weapons were on the right, it was another one of those things they just let go. Across the bay was Kwan’s Hunchback. The boxy ’Mech was a favorite in these days of scavenging, simple as it was. Anything that went wrong on “Murphy,” which was a lot, was usually fixed with a good, swift kick from Sarise Kwan’s dainty foot. Lastly, there was Kyril’s own Orion, a venerable machine that had been built just after the fall of the Star League, and passed down in his family ever since. If he was lucky, he would be able to send it to one of his nieces or nephews one day. More than likely, though, the trusty machine would end its days on the same battlefield as him.

      Kyril approached and ran his hand along the pitted armor of the Orion’s foot, a habit that ran all the way back to the first day he’d piloted the BattleMech. He climbed up and sat on the foot, his back pressed against the leg. No matter where he was, this was his favorite place to think. And he needed to think.

      Despite his exile from backing the wrong horse in the Marik Civil War, the Free Worlds League was home. Did he really want to act so blatantly against them? Did he even have a choice anymore? They could break contract, but the Capellans were the only Successor State that would hire them these days. Going bandit was the only option for contract breakers, and he couldn’t do that. He wouldn’t do that. He would hold on to what honor he had left.

      

      
        
        DROPSHIP STELLARA WARRIOR

        ORBITAL SPACE, ILDLANDET

        UNCLAIMED SPACE

        11 AUGUST 3017

      

      

      From orbit, it was easy to understand why Ildlandet had been evacuated. Massive craters marred the planet’s entire eastern hemisphere. Volcanoes continued to rage along that face, spewing poisonous ash and lava everywhere. Half the world burned. The other half was an ash-choked wasteland.

      “No sign of activity. Looks as dead as it’s supposed to be.” Joyce leaned back in her chair and turned to Kyril. “Ready to get some land back under your feet?”

      “Better believe it. Stick to the plan…”

      “Land at the old capital’s secondary strip, then wait for you there. I know, Dad. We’ve only talked about this for months. Get down to your ’Mech and let me do my job.”

      He threw her a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Racing through the ship, Kyril made it to his cockpit in the nick of time. He was just clicking his last restraint into place when Joyce began her landing maneuver. They’d be on the ground soon.

      

      
        
        RUINS OF MROZ CITY

        ILDLANDET

        UNCLAIMED SPACE

        11 AUGUST 3017

      

      

      Proceeding through the city was surreal. Many buildings were half-collapsed ruins, with shattered glass and girders strewn across the streets, and everything was covered in varying levels of ash. Already the lance’s ’Mechs were coated in a fine layer, granting them moderate camouflage for the environment. Magnetic anomaly sensors were useless, overwhelmed by the ruined city. Visual scanning was almost as bad. It was enough to make everyone jumpy.

      “Anyone else weirded out by the fact that no one has shot at us yet?” Xu whispered.

      “Yeah,” Sarise responded. “This place is a ghost town. We should be seeing evidence of patrols or vehicle movement somewhere. I don’t like it.”

      “Wind’s pretty intense,” Kyril said, “probably erased their tracks. Stay sharp, everyone.”

      Moving cautiously, the lance advanced deeper into the dead city. The winds picked up and funneled through the artificial canyons, further obscuring their view and distracting them with its fierce howl.

      Kyril adjusted his neurohelmet. The shoulder padding had worn away years ago, leaving him chafed and raw after lengthy operations. And he had an itch niggling at the back of his head, a feeling he sometimes got in combat. “Ted, scout ahead. Let’s see if we can flush them out.”

      “Dread Ted hears and obeys.” The Cicada raced ahead, quickly vanishing into the dust storm.

      “Xu, drop back a bit and cover the rear. Sarise, up front.”

      Their ’Mechs shifted positions until the lance was in a strung-out line through the streets. Not the most ideal of formations, but better than being all clustered together.

      Flaring light was the only warning Kyril had.

      “Incoming!” Landing in their midst was a trio of ’Mechs: two Phoenix Hawks and a Shadow Hawk. They ripped into his lance before their jump jets had cooled. The Phoenix Hawk in front of him blasted open the back of Sarise’s Hunchback, where the armor was weakest. She cried out over the comm as her ’Mech toppled, smoke spewing from melted furrows. Thankfully her ammo didn’t cook off. The Phoenix Hawk peppered her downed Hunchback with machine-gun fire before attempting to spin around to face him.

      Kyril refused to give it the chance. He lit into it with his close-range weaponry. The ’Hawk staggered under the fire, so he hit it again with his medium lasers while his autocannon and missiles reloaded.

      The Phoenix Hawk sagged, then unexpectedly exploded, the torso erupting like rotten fruit. Sarise’s Hunchback stepped out of the storm, smoke wisping from its autocannon barrel. She kicked the downed ’Hawk for good measure.

      Kyril spun around just in time to see Xu’s Griffin crumple under the combined fire of the second Phoenix Hawk and the heavier Shadow Hawk. The Griffin’s long-range-missile ammo detonated, blowing off the top third of the ’Mech.

      There was no need to speak. Kyril and Sarise targeted the enemies with a vengeance. His longer range let him tackle the Shadow Hawk, and trading LRM volleys worked well. Kyril packed the bigger launcher, doing greater damage to his opponent. The same held true as they fired autocannon bursts, his higher-caliber cannon chewing off more armor while the Shadow Hawk’s weaker weapon merely abraded his own armor.

      Ignoring the damage, he stalked forward and fired his medium lasers and short-range missiles. The shots missed, but served their purpose. Running forward, he lowered his right shoulder and body-checked the Shadow Hawk. Kyril knocked the wobbling enemy ’Mech down with a swipe of his right arm. Once it crashed to the ground, Kyril stomped its cockpit with an armored foot. Not enough to crush the pilot inside, but enough to keep it out of the fray.

      “We better move,” Sarise suggested.

      Looking over, Kyril saw the second Phoenix Hawk was also destroyed as well, though Sarise’s Hunchback had taken a beating.

      “Yeah.”
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      Proceeding more cautiously, they rendezvoused with Ted and advanced on the target. Hidden machine guns popped up and sprayed them with fire, but the trio of ’Mechs made short work of the emplacements. Ted used his small laser to slice open the front of the building, hoping to discover some infantry, but was disappointed.

      The plan had called for Kyril and Xu to go in together. Now it was just Kyril.

      “All right, I’m heading out.” Damping his reactor, Kyril heaved off his neurohelmet and grabbed his kit. Struggling into the jumpsuit and helmet in the tight confines of the cockpit was a challenge but preferable to braving the elements without. He checked the charge on his laser pistol, tucked his combat knife back into his boot, and pulled on a respirator. Once done, he popped the cockpit seal. Ash began drifting in with the wind, so he hastily exited and sealed the hatch again.

      It was colder than he’d expected outside, a dry crispness in the air. He quickly kicked his chain ladder off the side and scrambled down. Once on the ground, he ran forward and dodged through the still-cooling entry Ted had made.

      The interior was dimly lit, but he didn’t want to use a flashlight unless he had to. Moving cautiously but quickly, he proceeded deeper into the building. The lack of resistance was starting to get to him—then he rounded a corner and suddenly found himself face to face with a pair of guards. Luckily he recovered faster, gunning them both down with his laser pistol.

      Sensing the objective was near, he raced ahead. Light from beneath a set of double doors looked like a good bet. He bulled through, weapon raised. There were only three people inside. He gunned down one to make a point, then faced the surviving pair. Both looked too young to be scientists, so assistants maybe. Perfect.

      Keeping the gun trained on them, Kyril dug out a data crystal. “I need copies of all your research put on this. Do so, and you don’t have to end up like that guy over there.” He gestured offhandedly at the corpse.

      The pair reacted very differently. While the man whimpered, crouching with his arms over his head, the woman glared daggers at him. “Fine.” Her tone was clipped and confrontational. She snatched the crystal out of his hand, moved over to a large terminal, and slid it into a slot. He made sure she actually initiated the transfer before clubbing her on the back of the head. She crumpled to the floor, unconscious.

      The other scientist cried out and tried to run.

      “Stop!” Kyril cried. The man paid him no heed, so Kyril shot him in the leg. The man collapsed, screaming.

      Kyril walked over and leveled the pistol at him. The man paled, sweat gleaming on his forehead. “Quiet now.” When the man actually quieted, Kyril lowered the gun. “Good boy.”

      Moving back to the terminal, Kyril watched a steady stream of images and file names drop into the progress bar. He was no engineer, but he was a MechWarrior, so he knew weapon and heat sink schematics when he saw them. The bar reached 100 percent, and the crystal ejected. He pocketed it then surveyed the room. There were a collection of other data crystals and cards nearby, so he stuffed them into his pockets as well before racing back to the way out.

      As he approached entrance, he heard the sounds of ’Mech combat and cursed. The roar of autocannon nearly deafened him, and Kyril emerged into his worst nightmare.

      His Orion lay on its side, smoke curling from damaged torso armor. Ted’s Cicada was struggling back to its feet, so badly mangled Kyril was surprised it could still move. Cursing, he flagged down the Cicada. It wobbled over and crouched down.

      Scrambling up, Kyril didn’t receive nearly as many burns as he expected. He keyed in the hatch code and poked his head in. “Report!”

      “We’re in trouble! A pair of heavies just arrived. The Marauder’s buried under a building, but that Thunderbolt is making problems. You got the goods?”

      “Yep.”

      “Outstanding! Dread Ted’s guns are fried, so let’s go!”

      Kyril couldn’t abandon Sarise or his ’Mech. “Damn it!” He dumped the collection of data into Ted’s lap. “Get that back to the DropShip. I’ll get Sarise!”

      Eyes bulging in disbelief, Ted nodded.

      Kyril climbed down the leg and ran for cover. The Cicada bolted off at high speed, disappearing in a puff of ash.

      Satisfied the data was safe, Kyril dashed to his ’Mech. It was tricky to get into the sideways cockpit, but he managed, even though he was unable to seal the hatch behind him. He climbed into the command couch and strapped himself in. He flung off his combat helmet and dragged on his neurohelmet, managing to slide it in place. He quickly powered back up and got the Orion onto its feet. “Help is on the way, Sarise.”

      “About—bloody—time,” she gasped, clearly short of breath.

      With his sensors back up, Kyril could see just how badly damaged the Hunchback was. “Start falling back. I’ll cover you.”

      She didn’t bother to reply, just started backing her wounded machine away.

      Swinging his crosshairs onto the Thunderbolt, Kyril launched his SRMs. The missiles did little damage, but they did grab the other MechWarrior’s attention. It torso-twisted and lashed out with its medium lasers and SRM launcher. The damage was minor, so he rode it out and stitched autocannon fire across the Thunderbolt’s torso. Armor shards rained down, but that was it.

      Knowing he needed to break contact, he focused fire on the Thunderbolt’s leg, fusing the knee solid. Now he had a chance to get away. He backed up and around a corner. With a building between them, Kyril quickly spun around and ran for the DropShip. Things might just work out.

      Or not.

      Sarise’s Hunchback lay smoking next to the Stellara Warrior. There was no sign of enemy ’Mechs. He advanced only to hear a targeting lock. The wing mounted PPC lined up on him.

      Kyril’s heart sank.

      His comm crackled to life. “Captain Anvar, so nice you made it back. I was hoping to see you one last time.”

      Frowning, Kyril opened his own comm. “Ms. Jordan. Where is Joyce?”

      “She’s rather distracted right now by being quite dead.”

      A pit opened under Kyril’s stomach. He glanced at the Hunchback. “I assume you also took care of Sarise. What about Ted?”

      “I’m afraid I had to dispatch him as well. A pity, he could have been useful. He did deliver the information you retrieved, so thank you for that.”

      Kyril tried to think. There was no way he could break onto the DropShip. He was well and truly up the creek. “I didn’t know we’d so greatly offended House Liao with our service.”

      She laughed, the darkness of it sending chills down his spine. “You haven’t. I merely accepted a superior offer, and used you to further my ends.” She paused and laughed again. “I’d love to continue this, but you’re about to have company. The Peace of Blake be with you.”

      As the channel went dead, the DropShip’s engines flared to life. It quickly taxied around and launched. Kyril watched the drive flare disappear into the sky.

      He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath before looking down at his sensors. Two ’Mechs approaching, likely the Thunderbolt and Marauder Ted had mentioned.

      He flexed his hands and gripped his joysticks, then marched forward to face what was sure to be his last battle.

      At least he wouldn’t die of that damned cough.
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