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Before we begin, I want to clarify the story format that will be presented throughout this book. Like my other books, it’s in an “anthology” format, and dated according to my timeline. Of more important note is the dating format. For example, “Operation Crescent Moon” takes place from May 2, 2740, to July 2740 so the breakdowns of the stories happen within that timeframe in the book. Breaks are indicated by “—-” for smaller sub-stories within that “story.” It should also be noted that I make some references throughout the book — Farscape, Battlestar Galactica (BSG New series), Firefly, and used some scenarios from Zero Dark Thirty and Strike Back. I also got some references and ideas off of Generation Kill. Again, all credit goes to those sources and references and no discredit or copyright abuse are intended. 

Thanks to David Slavens for helping me with the sound cancellation headsets as well as Billy Caviness for his help with a death sequence. Much appreciated. 

Thanks to Mannie Becker for help with the Israeli angle, Ale Krav! 

And thanks to Tommy Wolfs for some help with actual Dutch stuff. He made a few helpful hints and corrections. So much appreciated!

Also, help came from WarLord554 with some story elements.
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Dar al-Harb (Land of War),

Operation Crescent Moon
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May 2, 2741

“Passing waypoint two,” Lieutenant Bertrand Alix said into the comms as he piloted his SA-34 Lynx in the myriad valleys of the Persin Mountain Range, which extended over the solitary continent for thousands of kilometers from north to south. He was guiding the nimble attack-ducted fan aircraft in a monotonous gesture as his wingman, Lieutenant Angelique Berns, followed loosely behind. Following the waypoint guidance from DJINN he let his gunner focus on finding more targets. It had only been a good forty-five minutes since leaving their forward base. He had spent a few tours in Kush, and he found the Persin much ‘tamer’ than Kush, given the whole planet was a mountain. He was slightly bored with how sloping the mountains were compared to Kush, and he idly looked outside at the beautiful view, even if it was punctuated with computer-enhanced night-vision. It was more beautiful in the daytime, he thought, as his gunner took him out of his reverie. “What do you have?”

“I have thermal contacts, two o’clock at four thousand meters.” Lieutenant James Alban moved the sensor system, along with the 30mm cannon, as the sensors sought out the thermal contacts ahead of hm. DJINN automatically slewed the cannon onto the contacts per his settings. Such a setting was very useful for snap shooting in the mountains of Kush, when the computer had a better reaction time than he did. Figuring it was a fluke (Kush presented a lot of problems even for distance attacks) he nonetheless strained by putting his eyes closer to the display. It was a bit redundant, but overall, this wasn’t his first engagement either, like his pilot. Slowly the sensor system refined its two targets, two lone people crouched amongst the rocks. The thermal system was highly sensitive, a necessity for the rock known as Kush. Smoothly the sensor system defined the two targets, a possible hunter-killer team looking for a lone patrol to snipe and ambush with an anti-tank missile. Given that the Dutch usually patrolled this area it was no surprise. If the targets were hostile, they’d be saving some Dutch personnel some casualties tonight. “Two people; looks like an anti-tank team. Do we have any forces there? DJINN, send grid to pilot so he can send it up.” Letting DJINN handle that task, James aligned the crosshair and placed it on the one who looked more encumbered. If it was a lone Falcon team, then this would be easy pickings.

Looking at the mirror display in his portion, Bertrand shrugged. “Jackal Base, this is Marcotte Three-Two, we have identified two possible hostiles, requesting intel to find out if that is a friendly unit.”

“Standby.”

“Roger.” Piloting the Lynx, to him, was a dream. The aircraft bounced slightly from the small amount of turbulence in the air, but he likened it to a beautiful woman, smooth and graceful. He slowed down slightly as the Falcon team, if that’s what they were, would have launched by now. Maybe they were not looking in their direction? The Lynx was a quiet machine, a fact that made it the most-targeted aircraft in the war on Kush. The high casualty rate didn’t stop it from being used, but being on Friesland—which was more suited to anti-gravity tanks—gave the Lynx pilots additional time to fly, in a more benign environment compared to the hell that Kush was for anybody. Yet they’d also left there more experienced than their Mashara/Friesland brothers and sisters. Which continued to grate on him when they talked about ‘how rough it was’ here. To him, as he maneuvered the aircraft slightly, this was a dream come true—flat, open areas, plenty of flying room; it was all paradise for him.

“Marcotte, this is Jackal; we have no friendly units in that area,” the comms operator said, sounding almost bored; it was a slow night.

“Understood, Marcotte Three-Two out.” Pausing as he watched the sensors continue to define the characteristics of the two men, or women—he couldn’t tell from how they were dressed, and in a few minutes it wouldn’t matter. “Green.”

“Roger, switching to Sprint,” Lieutenant Alban said as he began selecting the Sprint missile system. The more-prevalent use of vehicles on this planet and the ability to be more precise in attacks made the dual-role Sprint a much-used missile. It was less useful on Kush. Selecting it, he locked onto one of the white figures and let DJINN figure out the most-optimum profile as he pressed the firing stud. Moments later the missile left the launch tube and he silently watched the display as the missile lofted up. Moments later, before impacting on the two ambushers, the missile split into two halves, the smart warhead using two sections to attack the two targets. Then, as he watched, the two figures dissolved into two explosions and he smiled cruelly—one less ambush team trying to shoot them down tonight.

—-
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May 15, 2741

It had been a full week that the Troop had been on R&R leave and now it was time to get back to work, at least for Captain Juniper. She sat in her office, in civilian clothes. She still had a week to go, along with the rest of the Troop, but being single had its problems, and one of them was she had shit to accomplish. She had to work on the changes to the Troop when they got back. Lt. Bradi had been selected for Captain himself and had to be rotated out as he wasn’t taking her spot, at least not yet. Time had flown and while she was older by only a year, she felt more tired than usual. Her request for Lt. Hannah to be XO had gone through and she was told in a couple years she could expect to get Major, which was an issue she would tackle herself when the time came. There were no transfer orders to another unit, which in a sense didn’t surprise her. Their special status kept them from rotating around, though losing Jones was a blow. She hadn’t heard anything from him, which was weird, but they had been busy. If he was still alive, they’d connect again. The Troop itself had a standing contract for four years, but she had made her decision to stay in; there would come a time that the rest would have to either extend their contracts or get out. The two Wolverine platoons were staying and that was a given as they were national army themselves. All the equipment would stay but not the troopers, depending on how they felt. Which bothered her, as she didn’t know what they thought but hoped the vast majority of those that came over would stay in the unit. It was a lot of ‘ifs’ and she didn’t know everything. She sat in her chair, staring up at the ceiling and lazily spinning around. Lt. Hoff was moved to the infantry platoon. Well, after leave he would go straight to the infantry leaders’ course, but that wasn’t the issue. The issue was who would take over the tank platoon, but she didn’t want to move Lt. Lansing or Lt. Schaffer around too much. General Van Der Kut said that officer rotation in the Kommando was different and she didn’t have a slot for either of them to attend school, but he said that they’d pull one from the armor leaders’ course once they graduated, which would be another month. It was fine, as she was confident in Platoon Sergeant Hyat anyway, and the scheduled training was only ranges and other qualifications that were necessary. Then again, the issue was that the platoon leader’s tank wouldn’t have a person, so she was working with a three-tank platoon, which Hyat could take care of.

*
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“Why the name change?” MSG Magnusson said as he looked at the official orders changing Captain Juniper’s name from ‘Karyn’ to ‘Kim.’ He shrugged. He was bored—other than having Fourth squad (which was returning) out on that retrieval mission, nothing was going on.

“Just needed to move on from everything. Besides, I always liked it as a kid, and never liked my original name.” It was a bit of vanity in her life but given she hadn’t expressed much of it other than when in civilian clothes, she felt it was time to move on again. It was all digital these days anyway, and the request had started a few months ago so she didn’t see why it was such a big deal. Sitting down, she looked at the hardcopy of her orders and noted another change, her birthday changing to May 25, which seemed like a mistake but more than likely things had been re-checked as at the time she wasn’t in her right mind and never thought to fix it. 

“Did your birthday change?”

“Not too much, It seems we were used to the ‘The Way’ as opposed to yearly differences between planets. Apparently, they did some more advanced testing, or the Universe sorted itself out.”

Shrugging, she smiled as she thought about it—the date fit her, along with her ‘new’ name. “And the rest?”

“All changed as well, I got that along with your vanity request.” MSG Magnusson winked and offered a light smile. “Don’t worry, I’m sure the world will still turn here as it always has.”

She rolled her eyes. She needed some fresh air. “Want to take a break outside? Get a cigarette?”

Rubbing his eyes, he nodded. Despite the lower pace of operations, there was always data-work that had to be done. Given that they were about to start rocking and rolling it was a good time to approach the head of the storm with a refreshed mind. “I wouldn’t mind at all.”

—-
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May 14, 2741

“Here you go, Sergeant Major, here are the reports,” Senior Sergeant Morris said as he handed the Operations Sergeant Major the debriefing of the battle they had just fought.

Sergeant Major Kielson looked over the destroyed uniform of the infantryman, seeing the bloodstains all over the dirty uniform and the sand-encrusted gear. “I suppose it wouldn’t have hurt to change your uniform?”

“I was ordered to report to you as soon as I entered the FOB.” Senior Sergeant Morris felt an inkling of ‘What the fuck is he worried about?’ when everyone knew that, despite having many opportunities to do so, Sergeant Major Kielson only left the FOB when he was ordered to go to Moshtar and had never gone on combat patrols himself. There were always chances to go out, but it was the subordinates and noncoms who were “always doing it wrong” according to ‘his’ standard. And given that Sergeant Major Kielson’s ‘standard’ was sitting in his office, chastising everybody for being sloppy only ramped up Morris’s anger and adrenaline, which made him feel the stickiness of his former fireteam leader’s blood, still moist on the inside of his uniform and on his legs, made him just want to shoot this fat lazy man who seemed more concerned with appearance than realizing that one of his soldiers was blown to bits in his APC by a Falcon missile. And by his actions alone he was able to at least drag the mutilated body out despite the intense fire. So, he had little patience as he felt the moistness of his sweat mingled with the blood. He adopted a poker face. He didn’t care what he had to do, as long as he was done with this scared moron as soon as possible.

“Well, if you had thought quicker, then you wouldn’t have to worry about such matters either,” Sergeant Major Kielson said as he took the report anyway. He’d recently transferred from an Administrative posting on New Aachen, deciding to have a combat job to round out his portfolio when he left the service, which wouldn’t come too soon. He had hated the infantry life, though, with the missions that they undertook and the way they failed to clean up as soon as they entered the FOB after combat operations and patrols. The senior company leaders weren’t doing enough to maintain the professional appearance that he tried to enforce throughout the battalion. He had heard the excuses, but when they started to act better, then he’d give them some slack.

And Senior Sergeant Morris stood there, being judged by an admin puke who was too scared to get shot at for real.

—-
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May 22, 2741

“First off, welcome back from leave, I’m sure everybody enjoyed it?” Captain Juniper asked as she held the first training meeting since they got back. Normally she would have it in the early afternoon, but the day had to be started...

“Wasn’t long enough, ma’am,” MSG Magnusson said as he eyed everybody, and they all nodded and agreed. Some still yawned, given time differences and space travel back from their homes or any other place they went to. Since he mainly stayed here and fraternized with a few women in Moshtar, he didn’t need to go home. He really didn’t have one anyway, not anymore.

“You got that right,” Platoon Sergeant Hyat said. He grimaced as he took a drink of water from the one-liter bottle he liked to ‘spruce up’ with various flavor packets.

“No other comments?” Captain Juniper said, eyeing everybody as she too chuckled at the remark. Noticing their headshakes, she shrugged more to herself than anybody else. “Any issues I need to know about before we begin?”

“One trooper is late, ma’am; her flight was delayed,” Platoon Sergeant Abramson said calmly. “We’re in contact with her and she should arrive tomorrow in Moshtar.”

“All right, I guess.” Looking at her notes, she had very few instructions from General Van Der Kut and Colonel Sievert. “All right, now that we’re almost all back, we’ve been tasked with more holdout cleanup. Tomorrow, since the General gave us today off, is the start. Rumor amongst some of the Kommando units, mainly at Moshtar, is... the Home Guard stepping on our missions.” Figuring that would start the ‘show,’ as it was in her mind, she collected her thoughts even though she’d rather be back in bed right now.

“Stepping on our missions?” Lt. Schaffer asked.

“Well... yeah, they apparently receive warnings about Kommando missions in their area, and they perform them.” And of course, when they’re not told we’re yelled at for operating in their area without telling them...

“So, what’s wrong with that?” Platoon Sergeant Tennenbaum said incredulously.

Ignoring the remark, Captain Juniper continued. “The problem is that we have our own mission objectives. The Home Guard thinks they have to do anything necessary to complete a mission, and in some ways they’re right, but when we go on a mission, we’d like to make it happen, and get out of there and do whatever else we have to. The problem is that the Home Guard goes in and, well... ruins the objective. I really don’t know how else to look at it but watch out for missions being cancelled.” She had looked at some of the reports already, and various Kommando units were starting to get upset. Most of the shooters didn’t mind, all the time, but the upper echelon was getting tired of their men and women sitting on their asses when they could be doing their jobs.

“Before we go?” Lt. Lansing asked.

“The source, which I will admit is Major Curr, told me this. The general is pulling his hair out trying to make it right, but he said it could be while we’re heading to the objective.” It didn’t make any sense why the XII Korps commander, General Bloemer, was doing this sort of madness. Far as she was concerned, he was to stay out of Kommando affairs and that was that. General Van Der Kut did mention that General Brianna was going to return to clean up the command affairs, but no real word on that. Given that, theoretically, General Van Der Kut was ‘subordinate’—being in a support capacity—she knew that Brianna liked him more.

“Fucking great,” Lt. Lansing said.

“Exactly. Until told otherwise, we don’t announce missions. The Kommando does it out of niceness to deconflict missions but so far it looks like the Home Guard has been doing it at our expense.”

“Assholes, they’re making themselves look good,” Senior Sergeant Abramson said, shaking his head. Granted it would put less strain on his platoon, as well as the Troop, but overall, the fact that they weren’t minding their own business complicated matters.

“Right you are,” Captain Juniper said. “But missions will come down. And speaking of that, Major Curr wants me to maintain a ‘ready squad’ each day of the week in order for assets in the field to be supported.”

“For what, ma’am?”

“Kommando operations world-wide, or to a reasonable degree anyway. It will start with Lt. Hoff’s platoon and go through Lt. Lansing and Lt. Schaffer’s. Fires is the only element exempt from going out, and Maintenance of course, and TOC personnel. But... Fires, you’re to maintain your vehicles in firing positions to support any operations only for Kommando and if authorized by Kommando Fires, not any other element. The Home Guard has its own organic units so anything that we can range, we support. Rotation will be by squad, per platoon. So right now, 2nd you’re in the chute starting midnight tonight and for the next four days, then the next, understand?” She thought she was making sense, but Lt. Lansing had a questioning look on his face. “So for starters, Lt. Hoff’s platoon will have a squad as ‘ready squad’ for twenty-four hours available... starting midnight local.”

“And so on with each squad, and then it’ll go to whom next?” Lt. Lansing said as he took the notes down.

“Right, Lt. Schaffer is next after that, and then your squad, Lt. Lansing. Clear?”

“Clear as mud, ma’am,” Lt. Lansing said with a smile.

Captain Juniper smiled back. “Good thing, then.”

“Dispersion for my launchers?” Lt. Boots asked as she took down notes. Then she took a moment to spit from the chew in her mouth into her cup.

“One on each side of the base here, east and west were considered optimum by the head shed in Moshtar.” She looked at Platoon Sergeant Ross. “Also, we have our sentry guns set up?”

“Of course, ma’am, set up this morning.”

Realizing she’d forgotten as she caught up with everything she’d missed from her ‘visit’ a week ago, she nodded. “And the TOC?”

“Up and ready and working now, ma’am.”

“Good shit, nice job.”

“Thanks, I’ll let them know,” Platoon Sergeant Ross said as he took a sip from the water bottle.

You do that, she thought to herself as she merely nodded. Having efficient NCOs and officers was what she enjoyed about commanding this Troop.

“Understood, ma’am. Resupply—?” Lt. Boots said, steering the conversation back to where it should have been. Given what the fire-support community here on Friesland was talking about, expenditures would be high.

“Resupply will be once a week, as necessary,” Lt. Hannah interjected.

Captain Juniper waited for more and nodded, ignoring Lt. Boots spitting in her spit cup and sure her revulsion wasn’t showing too much even as she thought chewing tobacco was disgusting. “Any supply issues bring up to Lieutenant Hannah and we’ll see what we can do, but since you’re supporting Kommando, you’re liable to not run into any problems.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lt. Boots said, her mind already working out the details as she waited to leave.

Looking over her notes she realized... “Platoon Sergeant Hyat.”

“Ma’am?”

“No new platoon leader for you, still running with a three-tank platoon.”

“And his driver, ma’am?”

“Master Sergeant?”

“We’ll keep him in HQ platoon for a bit until your new PL shows up,” MSG Magnusson said as he winked. “We’ll discuss specifics after this meeting.”

“Thanks, Master Sergeant,” Platoon Sergeant Hyat said with a little somber note. It wasn’t like he needed a platoon leader, but... closing off that thought, he redirected his attention back to the meeting.

“Also... we’re getting rid of our black combat vests. Tomorrow, Staff Sergeant Dels will begin to issue out the new vests, with new pouches, to Lt. Hoff’s platoon since you’re in the chute already. After his platoon it will be Lt. Schaffer’s, Lt. Lansing after that, then HQ personnel to include Fires and Maintenance.”

“So, we won’t be so much of a target I gather?” Platoon Sergeant Kesel said sarcastically. She had hated the black vests especially during Al-Shay where some of her troopers were called the ‘Black Vests,’ and she didn’t like that she stood out, even in the mostly urban areas they patrolled in. Still, it was better than wearing a grey uniform...

“Exactly, all the black stuff is to be turned in and we get a one-for-one swap.” Ignoring Platoon Sergeant Kesel’s remark, Captain Juniper returned to her notes.

Everybody nodded—about time new issue caught up with them. Although everybody realized that it couldn’t be helped either, with their schedule.

“One more thing on that note, ma’am—painting weapons?” Platoon Sergeant Kesel said as she reviewed her notes.

“As long as it blends in with the camo, and no high-visibility camo. The first trooper who fucks that up, we’ll move back to black weapons. That is applicable to all platoons.”

Smiling, Platoon Sergeant Kesel scratched the last topic off her list. To some it would be considered more of a vanity request, but it did make tactical sense in the long run.

“Warrant Officer Cherney.”

“Ma’am.”

“Within a few days we’re getting two new maintenance troopers. Plus...” Looking at her notes, she saw she’d written down something about a vehicle... there it was. “And another vehicle, an armored recovery version of the Osiris, so we can pull engines much more efficiently. Specs are in my message; I’ll forward it to you after this meeting.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Warrant Officer Cherney said, taking notes himself.

“Master Sergeant, check on rooms, but I think we still have some available.”

“On it, ma’am.” Master Sergeant Magnusson felt a slight annoyance at her telling him his job, but...

“One question, ma’am.” Platoon Sergeant Ross raised his stylus.

“What’s up?” Captain Juniper said.

“What if HQ TOC personnel want to go on a mission?” He had to throw the bone out there as he had heard enough grumbling during Al-Shay that they ‘didn’t do the cool stuff’ and so on. He’d had enough from his multiple tours on Kush, but even he wanted to go out.

Sighing, she thought about it and looked at MSG Magnusson, who nodded at her.

“All right, but realize we’re still required to man the TOC as much as possible, but we’ll see how that goes. Master Sergeant Magnusson will handle that internally.”

“Yes, ma’am, thanks.”

“No problem, Master Sergeant?”

“Massive note is that the ‘Platoon Sergeant’ rank has been renamed ‘Senior Sergeant.’ Apparently, the higher-ups have decided to change the name and valued position from the long war that... was endured for so long.” He was about to say ‘we’ but remembered they hadn’t started in this fight at all. “No other admin changes, just the name, and the initials are ‘ess-arr-ess-gee.’” He scrolled past some information that mattered only to him. “And... promotions... all of them came through, platoon sergeants should have your lists in your message inboxes.” They were long overdue, he thought to himself, but well-earned as well. Given the KCT promotion system, it never considered anything below Sergeant, so they had to work out the details and finally got them, after a year. “And their pay will be backdated to account for the administrative issues.” He knew that being deployed had its issues, but this was the twenty-eighth century! “And time in-grade will be backdated for promotion, though if you have some superstars, I would recommend... handling your business.” And he left it at that as he had confidence in his platoon sergeants, and they needed to know that.

“Tomorrow morning we’ll do the ceremony, any objections?” Captain Juniper looked at their eyes and all shook their heads. “I know it’s been a long time and it’s about time you are finally promoted.” How it took so long for the KCT she would never know, maybe God did but she didn’t. Another thing she knew was out of key. It wasn’t too bad of a leave at all. She was forgetting Maintenance. “Maintenance... yeah, I forgot, so sue me.” She smiled despite the chuckles and felt her cheeks burn in embarrassment, but it had to be brought up.

“No worries, ma’am. So far all of the vehicles need an inspection of the fusion drives and if they need repairs, they need to be sent to Moshtar for replacement. Weapons, particularly the railguns, will be also checked for barrel wear. We’ve been firing a lot out of them, so we need to run a borescope on each barrel. And with that new vehicle coming it will make it easier, provided it works as advertised.”

“Shit... Lt. Schaffer, your platoon starts the rotation—since we have six barrels, we should be done in four days for Lt. Hoff’s vehicles, mine, and the XOs’?”

“We’ll start tomorrow morning early.”

“That’ll work, then. Also, zero nine hundred formation for accountability, with the exception of our lost soul...” She didn’t want to stick a fork in the issue but there it was. It annoyed her, but shit happened, she realized. Bored and tired was her mindset at the moment and she didn’t want to do anything other than this meeting, either. “That will be from Monday through Friday. We have formation then. Since there isn’t much going on, I want to see senior leaders at fifteen hundred. If there isn’t anything, then let your platoons go; they can switch to civvies and, well... do something here.” She realized that there was little in the way of ‘off time,’ but she had to work out the details of activities and the like with MSG Magnusson. “Weekends are always off, with the exception of any missions that need to be performed as well as ready-squad duty.” She looked for any commentary. “Master Sergeant Magnusson, get Dels hot on finding some entertainment—holoplayers, porn holos, something.” She smiled slightly and looked at the rest having a short laugh. It was funny even to her, as she loved being sarcastic.

He laughed as he jotted that down word for word. “No problem, ma’am.”

“About those missions, what if they extend to late night as we expect them to?” Senior Sergeant Kesel said as she took notes and reviewed questions she wanted to ask.

“I expect accountability and that’s to your discretion. As commander I’ll have a fair idea so we shouldn’t have any issues as the main concern is accountability. It’s not difficult since, really, we can’t leave, so where are we going to go?”

“Point taken, ma’am, just wanted to clarify that issue.” Scratching that note off the list, she looked at her last one. “And about physical training? Company or platoon?”

“Platoon, and I’ll talk to Master Sergeant Magnusson about a time we all do our physical training.”

“And for running outside of the base?”

She sighed. She really didn’t want to be a bother but... “Weapons have to be taken with you until this planet is fully cleared. I don’t want to take any chances. Road marches I’ll approve more easily than runs of any kind, but I’m not ruling running out either. Minimum is two people and a comms device, doesn’t have to be a combat helmet, but a means to reliably contact the TOC. If you have an implant, make sure that you’re in range, no one-hundred-kilometer death races.”

Nodding, as that was a good start, Senior Sergeant Kesel scratched it off the list. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“No problem.” She looked around the room, waiting for anybody else to speak up. Seeing none: “If there isn’t anything else, then that’s it from me,” Captain Juniper said as she watched everybody stand up, and she saluted back and let them go away while she waited for everybody to clear out with the exception of MSG Magnusson, who waited and, when the door closed, moved to the couch and lit a cigarette. 

“So, what do you think?” Leaning back, she exhaled the smoke at the ceiling, using that to help relax her a bit.

“Honestly? We’ve got a good team so far.”

“That’s good, always good,” Captain Juniper said as she lit her own cigarette and leaned back. “One more thing.”

“Ma’am?”

“Politics; stamp it out where you see it. I don’t see the Kommando fucking over their men and women, and we will follow that as much as possible. I don’t want to become the Home Guard.”

“Understood, ma’am... understood.” MSG Magnusson leaned back. She knew she was a good leader. Not the best in the universe, but she was doing fine.

—-
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May 23, 2741

“I thought we were done with this fucking planet?” Roycewicz said as he opened the door to the millionth house (in his mind) on this shithole. Carter stood there at the ready, and when the door opened, he rushed inside along with the rest of the fireteam. Despite reports to the contrary, there were a few holdouts from the mass exodus of people from Mashara, or Friesland as it was now known. After watching the rest go in, he stood with them, weapon ready, scanning the room, nothing.

“Clear,” Carter said as he looked around and let his weapon hang on its sling. Today was an easy day he supposed as he strode to another door. “I got it this time, ready?”

The rest of the team nodded and prepared themselves for the next (hopefully) empty room. He opened it and again, nothing was around. Nothing but the wind blowing outside as well as the heat wafting in slightly as they did another search and came up dry. However, as Westling strode in, she almost tripped on something underneath the rug.

“Great,” Staff Sergeant Westerman said as he looked at the now-displaced rug. Everybody looked down, expecting an insurgent team to come out. Three days ago, down south, a Kommando team was ambushed by an insurgent cell that had thought the ‘war’ was still going on, until their deaths. Yen immediately pointed his weapon at the rug while it was pulled away to reveal a wooden cover.

“Great,” Roycewicz echoed as he pulled a hand grenade from his vest.

“All together now,” Carter whispered as he moved to open the cover.

“Ready?” Roycewicz asked as he was about to pull the pin.

“Ready.” And Carter slowly opened the plank to allow enough room for the grenade to be tossed in.

With a fluid motion Roycewicz pulled the pin and tossed it in.

Carter immediately let the plank fall and crouched to shield himself from the blast while everybody else did the same.

Five seconds later the grenade went off with a loud thump and the floor panel rose slightly, along with smoke.

“Well, at least we didn’t hit an arms cache,” Roycewicz said with great relief as he held his weapon, pointing it at the panel.

“True,” Yen said as he covered the panel while Carter pried it open.

After a tense second Roycewicz turned on his weapon light and peered over his sight as he scanned the area. Dense smoke wafted but nothing seemed to lurch out at them as it drifted out of the opening.

“You first,” Yen said as he covered Roy.

Roycewicz rolled his eyes but nervously approached the opening, seeing a small ladder leading down. “Got a ladder.” And without waiting for a response he climbed down, holding his weapon with his firing hand as he descended. Once he was at the bottom, he scooped his weapon up and scanned the small area with his light. Apparently, nobody was in there and that was the last small hiding spot. There was nothing impressive, just a dugout area with spots on empty racks for weapons and apparently explosives.

“Anything?” Staff Sergeant Westerman said.

“Dry hole, Sergeant, nothing but me and the rocks,” Roycewicz said as he kicked a small rock to the wall. “Nothing but fucking rocks.”

Everybody else stayed silent, as he was voicing the thought that was on everybody’s minds.

—-
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May 23, 2741

“Bogaard?” Senior Sergeant Tennenbaum asked as she entered the Kommando TOC.

Darting her eyes around she finally saw the young Private intently staring at the holoprojector, which showed him the ‘new’ home he was about to live in.

Upon hearing his name, he stood at attention. “I’m here, ma’am!”

“That’s Sergeant to you, asshole, and relax, we’re stopping by to pick you up.” They had a sweep to finish and, while Moshtar was out of the way, it was their responsibility to pick up new troopers as they came in. Well, at least one for her platoon, anyway.

Chastened, Private Bogaard hurriedly put on his newly issued gear prior to departing for Friesland. The trip had been quite interesting as he left New Holland. He ignored the snickers and some looks of awe as the Senior Instructor rattled off the new soldier’s assignments. Though he’d heard the gossip and minimal horror stories of the unit, he was excited to be a part of the Korps Commando Troepen, even though he wasn’t Special Forces qualified... It was a strange assignment, but in his heart, he had felt good about it.  Although he wondered how long he’d live. Once he put on his field gear, he stood at Parade Rest and waited for further instruction.

Senior Sergeant Tennenbaum smiled thinly and adjusted the side straps. “Need to keep it looser, you’ll trap what little cool air this planet has here from your body, and it’s more comfortable.” Other than that, he also didn’t have an assigned weapon, which was good because they had one for him, the late Jenkins’s PK12 in the vehicle. She wished they could stay longer but they had shit to do and this wouldn’t require much. Hefting one of his duffle bags, she motioned for him to follow. She waved to Captain Robertson, who waved back before turning to his display. “Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be, Sergeant.”

“Good for you,” she said as she adjusted the bag on her back and walked out with him in tow.

*
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“Okay, you load the magazine like this,” Lance Corporal Ayers said as she showed Private Bogaard how to work the PK12. “Once you do that, pull this pack, and then quickly push it forward.” Showing him how with the battery unloaded, she went through the motions by pure memory and reflex. “And that’s it, once you do that the weapon battery charges the weapon and you’re good to go.”

“How long does the battery last?”

“It has a small chip inside the weapon that senses it not being used. So if you keep the magazine in the well, it’ll go to ‘sleep mode’ and conserve the battery, which can last, if not used, up to a day.”

“How many rounds?”

“Oh, at least two thousand or so.” The manufacturer said more but... they didn’t test them in combat conditions.

“Not bad,” Private Bogaard said as he looked at the weapon and admired it.

“Pretty shitty, if you ask me, but we don’t have time to go over everything considering we’re about to take off.” And with that she took her weapon and stowed it. “And I’ll show you how to operate the C16.”

“Sure!” Following Ayers, he looked at the blocky weapon. “That’s it?”

“Yep, it’s got the rails for optics, so use what we have on it now, but down the road if you find something better just replace it and move on. Okay, sit.”

He sat on the fairly comfortable seat, grabbed the spades of the weapon and started to move it around to get a feel for it. The weapon moved smoothly, and he could feel the weight of it, though he’d expected it to be heavier.

“Easy there, tiger, let me show you how it works.” She hoped he’d relax slightly; he was a little too eager to learn. “Okay, first look to your right and you’ll see that stuff there.”

Looking to the right he saw the attached ammo pouch for the gunner. “These the magazines?” he asked, looking at the dark-green plastic boxes.

“Yep, those are the one-hundred-round magazines. Take one out and hand it to me.” Ayers said as she stood on the lip of the troop compartment, to his left. Once she was handed the magazine, she aligned it with the arrows pointing to each other and angled it up so it would lock in place. “Okay, you see those arrows? Those are idiot proof, unless you angle the box upside down; it’s fairly easy to do. Now once you empty the magazine, it’ll probably either drop on the floor or will fly out onto the ground. Either way don’t worry about it, as once that happens you need to reload anyway.”

“Is there an ammo counter of some kind?”

“Press here to turn on the sight.” She pointed her finger at the exact spot and intentionally ignored his question, at least for now, as she was concerned with more practical matters.

“Okay.” Pressing the button, Bogaard saw the sight power up and then show a crosshair as well as the current ammo count, which was one hundred. “Okay, then I just aim and fire?”

“Yes. The vehicle powers the weapon, so you don’t have to worry about that. However, charge the weapon after the vehicle starts, never before, or you’ll cause a surge and damage the weapon permanently. And you do that here, much like the C20 you trained on back during Basic.” Pausing, she sighed as the heat slowly overcame her. “Not now though, of course,” Ayers said as she watched her fireteam walk up, taking a moment to hit the PX before heading back out.

*
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“Fire from the left!” Private Bogaard screamed as he fumbled for the safety.

“For fuck’s sake, fire back!” Senior Sergeant Tennenbaum said as she aimed her carbine and sprayed the area, since the Fucking New Guy didn’t know what the fuck to do!

“What the...?” His mind and fingers didn’t, couldn’t find the switch.

“Right in front of the trigger!” Ayers yelled as she scanned her side. The fire wasn’t on her but she clearly saw the projectiles as they sped at Mach 2 past the vehicle. Thankfully the enemy gunner was off, but she heard the ‘sawing’ of the left doorgun, which thankfully started up. The vehicle slowed down and she heard the small whine of the turret moving. The cracking behind her let her know they were firing their carbines at the ambush site. A larger crack emanated and that was the main gun firing.

“Artillery inbound, ten seconds,” Sounded in her headset as she scanned intently for signs of any flanking fire or maneuver. So far, the dunes were quiet.

“Falcon!”

Having found the safety, Private Bogaard didn’t expect the ‘Falcon’ call. The combat veterans always mentioned it, and some even had nightmares and avoided the word entirely. Some were violently opposed to that word, as he’d almost found out the hard way on saying that to a vet who had left this planet a year ago. Cringing, he fired some more at the tracers and hoped he was getting on target. He realized he was horribly exposed, so the best way to survive was for him to hold down the trigger. The weapon stopped and he looked at it as the barrel cooled. A glance at the heat display showed it was too high, so the circuits merely shut it off.

“What the fuck did you do?” Senior Sergeant Tennenbaum said as she noticed the barrel was smoking. “Did you fry the weapon?”

“N-No Sergeant, I just... pulled too hard on the trigger...”

“Fuck’s sake.” She fired another burst to try and keep the assault up. Though she knew a carbine wasn’t the way to do it, neither was sitting on her ass. “Wait until the sensors give you the okay and don’t ever fucking do that again or I’ll kick you from this vehicle from up here.” And on that note, she saw the artillery impact the ground, sending up large plumes of sand and other debris, and she could have sworn she saw a body fly upward as well. The vehicle slightly reverberated from the explosions. Some winking in the area showed that they’d hit the railgun that they were shooting but otherwise the ground was churned up from the high explosives. “Anvil Base, Anvil Two-Seven, target destroyed, no need for a sweep.” She spat out some dust as she squinted at the target area. “End of mission.” Relaxing slightly, she engaged the safety on her weapon and sighed. It had been a long day and she relaxed even more. “You did all right, kid, just learn from your mistakes and don’t do that shit again.”

“Yes, Sergeant.” Looking outward, he watched the plumes of smoke drift upward and the dust they’d generated. “Impressive.”

“Not for those assholes,” Senior Sergeant Tennenbaum said as she heard the back chatter.

“All right One-Four, let’s move on to our original sweep location.”

“Wasn’t that...?”

“You wish, that’s just an added bonus.” Pausing for slight effect but mainly to spit out some more dust that wafted in from the explosions, she added, “By the way, welcome to the Cav.”

—-
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May 24, 2741

“I don’t suppose you know when the next convoy is going out?” Sergeant Mertens asked the Lieutenant behind the desk. He was a little tired from space travel and trying to sleep in a poorly ventilated ‘Transient’ barracks with his driver last night didn’t help either.

When he entered the office, he was hit with a blast of pleasantly cool air.

The wet-behind-the-ears Lieutenant smirked at the noncom in front of him and looked at him. “Where are you going, Sergeant?”

“To FOB Blessing, vehicle and personnel assignment.” For the past twelve hours after getting their vehicle out of the ship, it had been runaround after runaround as they tried to figure out what to do next. Their orders were to report to FOB Blessing, but it seemed no patrols or convoys were going that way, despite him meticulously checking the boards.

“Let’s see...” The Lieutenant typed some commands in the virtual keyboard and grimaced.

“Problem, sir?”

“That’s Kommando, you have to go upstairs and handle that up there.” He reinforced that point by pointing at the ceiling. “Two floors up, can’t miss it.”

“Thank you, sir.” He walked out of the Movement Control Office and found the nearest elevators. Finding an empty one, he punched the button for the third floor and waited quietly while it reached the level. Exiting the elevator, he turned to his right and saw more elevators and a hallway. Looking left he saw what he was searching for: The double glass doors and the Kommando Troepen seal on the side. He approached it cautiously and saw it had a smid reader. On a whim he inserted his smid into the reader and after a few seconds the door unlocked and opened inward. Feeling good about his luck, he entered and saw the TOC. A white-haired general looked at him and then looked at his subordinate, who was briefing the general. Cautiously he approached until a Captain with ‘Robertson’ on his uniform asked, “Can I help you, Sergeant?”

“Uh... yes, sir, I was supposed to report here.”

“I see. Your smid?” Captain Robertson opened his hand to receive the smid.

Handing it to the Captain, Sergeant Mertens looked around at the large holotank in front of him, showing the planet and the forces that were on-planet. Various colored icons floated or stayed stationary on the display. From the low activity he assumed that it was ‘quiet’ for the day in the TOC. And the general attitude expressed amongst the soldiers in the room and surrounding offices reflected that.

Minutes later, Captain Robertson handed Sergeant Mertens the smid. “You’re a bit late reporting in, find a club to sleep in?”

“Ah, no, sir... I was getting the runaround from the Home Guard soldiers, sir.”

“Understood, I was just joking. Where is your vehicle now?”

“Outside with my driver, sir. We were told to park just north of the runway in the Visitors lot.”

Laughing at the thought of him staying in his vehicle for no reason for twelve hours, Captain Robertson motioned to the parking spot. “You’ve been there, for twelve hours?”

“No, sir, in the transient billeting, me and my driver had already packed our gear on the vehicle and prepared to move with a convoy to FOB Blessing, sir.”

“Well at least you’re smart. Go back to your vehicle, as the Cav is sending a couple escort vehicles to take you to Blessing. The Home Guard doesn’t have any business with us and neither do we with them, so just wait outside and they should be here in a couple hours.”

He understood the orders. He saluted the Captain and waited for him to salute back.

Returning the salute, Captain Robertson forgot about the Sergeant almost immediately, as he was Juniper’s problem, not his.

*
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“Sergeant Mertens?” An old-looking warrant officer looked at him. His gray-streaked hair belied his age but nevertheless, he moved deftly around the vehicle as he sized up the new trooper.

“Yes, sir, I am.” Sitting up after lying in the shade, he hopped up quickly from his vehicle commander’s compartment. The rumble of the jets from the drones permeated the area briefly as another pair took off for its patrol somewhere.

“Good, you ready to roll?” Warrant Officer Cherney didn’t spend too much time looking over his new vehicle—the sooner he was out of here, the better.

“Uh... let me get my driver woken up and we’ll be ready.” Walking to the driver’s compartment, he shook Nolde awake. “Hey, Nolde, we’re leaving soon.” 

Nolde awoke and groggily nodded as she put on her helmet slowly.

“Follow my vehicle,” Warrant Officer Cherney said as he pointed to his own maintenance vehicle. It had armor and weaponry and he told the CO that he could handle it despite her reservations. Besides, he wanted to get away from the base for a bit and this was as good an excuse as any. “We’re on freq... Wait a minute, let me see your comms.” Motioning for Sergeant Mertens to exit the vehicle, he climbed in the hatch and quickly set the comms to their frequency, and to the Troop frequency, and did checks on both to make sure. Once that was complete, he opened up the Navigation menu on the vehicle display and set the beacon for FOB Blessing. Satisfied, he climbed out and hopped to the ground. “I set up your DJINN box to have a pointer to FOB Blessing in case anything happens. If something does, we’ll speed to Blessing, just bypass anything as you don’t have any real weapons.”

“We have our rifles and magazines and our gear.”

Warrant Officer Cherney ignored that last part as it truly wouldn’t make any difference, at least not against an anti-tank missile. “It’s been clear so far but if you lose your vehicle, we’ll extract you.”

“That bad, sir?”

“It’s better than when we first returned, but floor it anyway. We’ll cover and do the same.” Looking at his vehicle, he wished he had the firepower of the regular Leopards, but a fifty millimeter was better than nothing. “Get your vehicle ready and let me get in my vehicle. Your callsign is Wrench Bravo, mine is Anvil Wrench.”

“Yes, sir.” Sergeant Mertens climbed up the molded steps, sat in his compartment, and put the helmet back on. Adjusting his seat, he stood up for a minute and waited until he heard the comms come to life.

“Wrench Bravo this is Anvil Wrench. Ready?”

“Roger, Anvil Wrench.”

“Good, follow my lead.”

For the next two hours he watched the desert roll by as they flew on to Blessing. Looking down he saw the altitude they flew at and was glad that Nolde understood how to follow, at least. Granted, she was as green as he was. He wondered what would happen if they got shot out of the sky.

*
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After parking, Sergeant Mertens looked around at the combat vehicles and followed Warrant Officer Cherney into the cavernous vehicle-repair building that was to be his new place of work. One of them had its turret removed, and he guessed they were doing some kind of maintenance on it.

“Um, sir, where do we clear our weapons?”

“What the fuck? Clear that shit!” Sergeant Albers yelled, then realized he was talking to a fellow NCO. “Hey, sorry, man. Sergeant Albers, Alpha Wrench.”

“No problem.” Sergeant Mertens cleared his weapon and then put the magazine back in his ammo pouch. Then he watched Nolde do the same and was satisfied. “Sorry about that.”

“No worries. We’ll get you situated, just follow me,” Sergeant Albers said as he watched Necker work on the feed system of the main gun. Corporal Rinke was supervising and at that point there was nothing he could do. “I got him, Chief. Follow me,” he said. The first stop would be the arms room, to get the weapons turned in.

Warrant Officer Cherney nodded, cleared his weapon, and handed it to Sergeant Albers. He sighed as he returned to his office—his coffee was getting cold, but it was a slow day, so...

Sergeant Mertens walked beside Albers. “So, what’s it like here?” He saw most of the vehicles were being worked on. Some of the soldiers were playing football, while others, both men and women, were sunning themselves. Even the soldiers that were working on the vehicles were in civilian clothes. It was Saturday but here it didn’t seem like it.

“Have a look, as this is the ‘weekend’ that we get. Since the bars are all in Moshtar, we can take trips, and some do to relax for a while, get away from here.” He spat some of his chew out of his mouth as he walked, and guided Sergeant Mertens to the arms room. He pointed to his building. “We live in this building. Your driver will be separate, since we’ve got rooms for the NCOs to billet in. You’ll get your own room as long as we keep the numbers low.” He then pointed to the building where they were headed. “This is where you’ll find some of the troopers— we’re not soldiers, not in this unit anyway.” Personally, he didn’t like the term, but orders were orders. “And also the arms room, where you’ll turn in those.” He pointed to the two rifles. “Keep the ammo inside your pouch, the weapons you’ll turn in here. Only on missions where you leave the wire will you carry. Unless you’re put on ready squad—which you won’t.”

“Will we?”

“Fuck, no, unless something breaks down and we have to roll out. We’re only working today because the feed drive on one of the Leopards, the vehicle you saw in the bay, needed fixing after jamming last night on a mission.” Opening the door after climbing the steps he showed him the door. “Right here, downstairs.” Holding the door open, he followed the two down and guided them from behind to the arms room. Sergeant Stevens was standing there in his civilian attire waiting for them. “Here you go, the new ones.”

“About time.” Sergeant Stevens unlocked the door and typed in the security code and entered. “Come on in.” Turning on the light, he opened the arms-room door with a retinal scan. The door unlocked and he opened it, found the Maintenance rack, and took the weapons. “I already have the serial numbers from Moshtar. I need them on hand, and I’ll be set.” Taking the two weapons, he smiled. “Thank you and have a good day.” He noticed Albers had a weapon. “And I’ll take that too.”

“Come on,” Sergeant Albers said and led them back to the maintenance building after handing the weapon to Sergeant Stevens. “Well, what do you think?”

“Good, I guess.” He looked at Nolde, who seem entranced by the ‘troopers’ who were sunning themselves and at least looked like they were having a good time. “Don’t worry about them, Nolde.”
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