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The sun pounded down relentlessly, as it had on this particular stretch of nowhere since time immemorial. Peter Ramsey glanced up at the blazing orb and tugged down the brim of his beat up New York Yankees ball cap. He juggled the camera bag and large light blue backpack hanging from his shoulder as he trudged along, his cool blue eyes scanning the neat rows of military tents set up around a small collection of ancient looking mud brick buildings. This was far from his first time being in such places. In fact, when compared to some of the camps and Forward Operating Bases he had worked from in Iraq and Afghanistan, this place was almost a palace. It had everything a guy like him could possibly need: showers, a mess tent, and, presumably, a relatively stable internet connection.

Being that this whole thing was, at least technically, being run under a United Nations humanitarian mission charter, he spotted a healthy amount of men and women in civilian clothes among the OCP clad soldiers. However, none of them seemed particularly pleased to be here, but that was pretty understandable. The Republic of Zameria had been in varying degrees of civil conflict for the better part of a decade, to the point where there really was not much in the way of a recognized government anymore. When he last had checked the UN travel advisory website before leaving the States, there were no less than three or four major ethnic and tribal groups currently engaging in a nearly decade-long pissing match over who was going to be in charge. And add to that there were probably a half dozen or so smaller tribal and militia groups waiting in the wings to be a pain in the ass of whoever ended up in charge when the dust settled.

The natural result of the nearly decade-long conflict was famine. Being that just about everyone was either too dead or too busy fighting to do much in the way of farming, local food production had taken a pretty serious blow. Then, to make a bad situation worse, a drought came and stayed for the better part of the last year. So now a few hundred United Nations aid workers were here to hand out rice and beans. However, some of the locals apparently could not play nice with others, so various UN member nations had been sending regular rotations of troops to protect the aid convoys. Of course, this really  meant that the usual contingents of American Marines or Army troops were cycling through, though there had apparently been a few rotations of French units in country, as Zameria was a former French colony. There were even some British units around the country someplace as well, but Peter did not know where exactly they might be.

Presently, Peter walked up to a gate built into the half crumbled wall that surrounded the compound. A pair of very hot, very bored looking military policemen armed with M4 carbines stood guard at the entryway. “Hi, fellas.” he said, juggling his bags as he fished his press credentials out of the pocket of his cargo pants and, seeing as they were both of equal rank, presented them to who he judged to be the senior of the two. “I’m Peter Ramsey, Global Broadcast Network. I just got here, and I’m supposed to check in with the people in charge.”

The soldier looked at his identification, then at him, then glanced at his paperwork, and seemed to shrug. “Wait over there, sir.” the young man said, indicating a spot in the dwindling bit of shade offered by a taller section of the tumble down wall which surrounded the compound. “Somebody will be out here to meet you soon.” With that, the soldier said something into his radio and turned his attention to a handful of men in civilian clothes waiting patiently for their turn in line.

Soon turned out to be closer to half an hour later. A stocky man in OCPs came out and said something to the two men guarding the gate. Peter shoved himself away from the wall when the younger of the two soldiers pointed to him and the new man came striding over. He was an older man, perhaps in his late forties or early fifties, judging by the lines that creased his face. The man sported a rather pronounced paunch and stood perhaps a few inches taller than Peter. However, this was not what immediately stood out about the man in Peter’s eyes. Nearly every other soldier he had seen was wearing a helmet and body armor and was armed in some fashion. They either had a pistol in a holster on their thigh or were carrying around a rifle. This man stood out because he was not.

“Mister Ramsey?” the man asked in a tone that indicated he already knew who he was speaking to. “I’m Staff Sergeant Wilkerson. Pleased to meet you. You’re going to be attached to my squad while you’re here.” The staff sergeant’s beady, almost ratlike eyes looked the reporter over expectantly for a moment, then he turned on his heel and motioned for Peter to follow him. “There’s some briefings you’ve got to sit through, and then we can get started.”

Peter smiled and nodded. “Of course, Sergeant.” he said, gathering his gear and taking a few hurried steps to catch up. He caught a brief, almost apologetic look from one of the military policemen watching the gate, and in less than a second he began to understand why.

“Staff Sergeant.” the other man corrected sharply, almost spitting the words over his shoulder. “I think you’re going to be pretty impressed. My platoon was a bunch of screw ups before I took over. Should have seen ‘em.”

Peter rapidly began to tune out the sergeant's...no, correction, staff sergeant’s, ramblings after listening to it for about two minutes. Peter turned his attention to the buildings inside the compound instead. The house or manse seemed ancient, the weathered mud brick construction of the structures making them look like they were almost naturally formed rather than man-made. Out of the three of them, it was fairly easy to guess which one was where the UN and military leadership were hiding. Men and women strode purposefully out of and into the larger of the three right in front of them like bees entering and leaving a hive. The other two, on the right and left, were something of a mystery. Peter slowed, his attention captured by the building on their right hand side. It sported a heavy wooden door guarded by another pair of men with M4s leaning against the wall to take advantage of the scanty shade offered by the slight overhang of the second story. Oddly, the thin slots that served as windows had heavy wooden planks bolted over the apetures as well. “Excuse me, but what’s in there?” Peter asked, motioning toward the building.

“Oh, that’s the armory.” Staff Sergeant Wilkerson muttered, barely breaking stride. “That’s the aid station.” He indicated the building on the left with a vague wave of his hand in that direction before continuing on with his story about how awesome he was.

On the other side of the compound, an athletically built young woman took a seat in the tent that served as the camp’s Morale and Welfare Center and logged into the computer terminal. She took off her helmet, smoothed a strand of dark hair out of her face then put an earbud into her left ear. Aye, at least we’re not miles apart time-wise for once, eh? she thought with a wry smile as she put an earbud into her left ear and punched a series of numbers into the computer’s video phone app. More often than not, trying to schedule a phone call with her brother took a half dozen emails, a pint of unicorn blood, some duck's teeth, and consulting a lunar chart because they never seemed to be in the same hemisphere, let alone the same time zone. She wondered idly exactly where he might be, but knew better than to ask. A few moments later a tone chimed in her ear, and a man’s face appeared on the screen. “Oi, Tommy.” Private Emily Woods grinned as the image sputtered and glitched. Thankfully, the connection held...for now, anyway. “How’ve ye been?”

“Good, you?” Tommy answered, returning the smile, his reaction slightly delayed by the shitty internet connection. He was big and broad shouldered with a neck like a bull that stretched the collar of his multicam combat shirt. Woods had hero worshiped her big brother since she was small, and that had only increased since Tommy first passed selection to become a Royal Marine Commando and then eventually rose to the rank of sergeant. “Stayin’ safe, then?”

Woods nodded. “Now then, smashing weather, eh? Got ahold of an egg yesterday, like. Dug it in’t sand an’ had it for mi tea break.” Well, tea had consisted of a canteen cup full of hot water and that little paper envelope of freeze dried stuff they claimed was tea from an MRE. Still, it was better than nothing and not much below the coffee in the dining facility. And the field expedient soft-boiled egg had been a welcome change as well.

Tom arched an eyebrow, his smile growing slightly envious. “A real egg? How the hell you manage that, eh?”

Just then a tall, well built blonde woman in OCPs and combat gear walked in one hip at a time. Eyes followed her with all the subtlety of a pack of starving dogs watching someone walk by with a plate of steaks as she crossed the center. She did a double take and leaned over, putting a hand on Woods’ shoulder, her deep blue eyes fixated on the image on the screen. “Who’s that, Beans?” she asked, indicating the man on the computer screen with a slight inclination of her head. Her full lips curled into a wolfish smile. “You been holding out on me?”

Woods half turned in her chair, spearing the other woman with an expression that would curdle fresh milk. “That’s Sergeant Thomas Woods.” she answered sharply, not bothering to try and swallow her Northern English accent. “Me brother, see?” She caught the rarest of sights out of the corner of her eye: her big, tough brother turned red to the ears and put one of his canned ham sized hands over his mouth to stifle a burst of laughter.

“Oh... well...” Private First Class Molly Porter smiled disappointingly, giving her eyebrows a suggestive waggle over Woods’ shoulder at the man on the screen. “He’s cute, though.” She clapped Woods companionably on the shoulder and made her way over to an empty terminal. “Don’t be too much longer. Remember, we gotta be in the motor pool in half an hour.”

Woods shot a look at Porter as the other woman sauntered away, shifted her M4 on its sling, and slid into a seat at a computer station a few places down. “Nice girl.” Tommy said conversationally, trying to follow Porter’s movements as far as the camera would allow. “Friend of yours, Em?” He grinned at his sister. “Reckon you could introduce us?”

“Shut it, Tommy.” Woods snapped, her lips curling into a tight smile. “Looks like I’m needed elsewhere, so I’m off. I’ll give you a bell later. Tell Mum and Dad I said hello.” She reached under the table and brought out her baby, their squad’s M249 Squad Automatic Weapon, resting the butt of the light machine gun on the ground as she folded the bipod into the weapon’s forend. As usual, it took them a good two or three minutes to actually get off the line. She unhooked her earbuds from the computer, coiled the wire, and dropped them into a pouch on her gear as she stood up. Woods slid the SAW’s sling over her head and shifted the weapon into a less uncomfortable position. 

She was five foot three and weighed in at a whopping one hundred and thirty five pounds, so of course it was her job to tote around the twenty two pound machine gun. On top of that, she had to carry a basic combat load of three two hundred round belts of ammunition, so she was more or less walking around with roughly a third of her body weight strapped to her torso even before figuring in the weight of her body armor, helmet, and water. Why she, of all people, had been chosen for the job, she had no idea; however, she was rapidly starting to get the idea that it was not good for one’s continued mental well being to ask yourself why exactly the Army did the things it did.

The heat and blazing sun struck her like a physical blow when she stepped out of the air conditioned interior of the Morale and Welfare Center. She grimaced, turning her head to grope with her lips for the bite valve of her CamelBak like a horse trying to grab an apple with its lips. Not for the first time since the men and women of the 1/21Military Police Company came here about three months ago, Woods felt very small and very far from home.

“Hey, Beans.” a voice called, making her turn around as a lanky, dark featured man hurried to catch up with her. He was nearly as burdened down as she was, but that was because the man carried a thirty five pound backpack full of medical equipment on top of his M4, ammunition, and the standard issue kit. The pair of them had become fast friends thanks to their shared misery.

“Hey, Doc.” Woods offered him a hint of a smile. He was not bad looking, but he had a sort of way about him that reminded her of an extra from that mafia show set in New Jersey that came out when she was a kid. One of her classmates in high school had insisted she watch it to get caught up on American culture when she first emigrated to the United States about five years ago now. Or maybe he looked like a young Robert De Niro, perhaps? Either way, her parents would almost certainly not approve of him. “What’s on the menu today?”

They had been ‘riding shotgun,’ one of those distinctly American euphemisms that still brought a smile to her face, on aid convoys every few days since they arrived in country. It seemed that the aid convoys that went out without at least a Humvee full of Americans or two had a nasty habit of running into the local militias. Rumor had it that the first group of militia that fired on an American protected convoy got fucking deleted by a Hellfire missile fired from a drone about two minutes into the attempted ambush. After that the rest of them seemed to have gotten the message, so, thankfully, things had been pretty quiet so far.

“I dunno. Looks like the usual.” Specialist Vinnie Costello said with a slight shrug. There was an almost endless procession of stakebed trucks being loaded at the supply depot a short jog from the motor pool. Sometimes two or three convoys a day went out. “Somethin’s goin’ on, though. Wilkerson was more of an asshole than usual this morning.” he added in a tone of grim foreboding. The entire incident had his finely tuned shit radar pinging like crazy. There was definitely shit incoming. “Havin’ us line up for inspection, makin’ sure we shaved and had haircuts and shit. I don’t like it.”

Woods made a face at the mere mention of the man’s name. It was odd, the way the staff sergeant had made them all fall into formation so he could inspect their uniforms, personal hygiene, and kit. He had even leaned in close to smell their breath to see if they had brushed their teeth, which was not creepy at all. Then again, she had simply written it off as the man’s seemingly pathological need to be an absolute toad at every given opportunity at the time. Wilkerson seemed to stay up at night thinking of new and creative ways to make anyone lower ranking than him as miserable as humanly possible. “I dunno. Maybe he was just being a tit?” Woods asked, with a slight shrug of her shoulders.

Doc laughed, a short, somewhat bitter sound. “Well, that is a possibility.” he admitted laconically. They spotted a water buffalo ahead and ambled over toward it. Hopefully the giant water tank trailer had not been sitting out in the sun too long, or it would be hot enough to make coffee with. The young man first put the palm of his hand against the side of the water tank. Okay, so far so good... he thought, then, pressing his lips into a thin, grim line, Doc pressed down one of the valve handles near the hitch at the front of the trailer. It sprayed the palm of his other hand with water. It was already almost bathwater warm, but not hot enough to scald. Yet. Better than nothing. Doc thought ruefully, nodding to Beans and holding out his hand to take the SAW from her while she topped off her water supplies. Then the young woman did the same for him, holding his heavy medical bag while Doc topped off his CamelBak and canteens.

They ambled toward the part of the camp set aside as the motor pool. There were rows of the old school up-armored Humvees parked there, which at least offered better protection than the stakebed trucks the civilian contractors rolled around in. Two men were waiting in the scanty shade of a nearby conex they used as a tool shed when they arrived. One of them, an enormous ginger haired monster of a man in OCPs and combat gear, stubbed out his cigarette and slipped the half finished smoke back into the pack. He stretched and shifted his M4 on its sling, seeming to regret that he was going to have to leave the thin sliver of shade and step out into the sunlight.

“Alright, where’s Porter?” the shorter of the two said, his expression souring as he stepped out of the shade and looked back in the direction Doc and Beans had come from. “Oh. Never mind.” he added when he spotted a familiar figure walking quickly toward them a few hundred meters away. Sergeant Cole raised his fist over his head and made an exaggerated gesture as if he were tapping his wristwatch while fixing the young woman with a disapproving scowl.

“Alright, now that everyone’s here.” Sergeant Cole’s dark eyes narrowed at Porter as the young woman closed the distance. “Let’s get ready to roll out.” The lower enlisted exchanged subtle looks, knowing that they were still currently two people short. “C’mon! Let’s get after it, folks.” He made a small sort of herding motion as he walked toward their vehicles, spearing the man who had been waiting with him with a look that said, Not a fucking word, Forrester.

There was a brief flurry of activity as they stashed their weapons in the trucks and then walked around the vehicles, kicking wooden chock blocks from under tires and grabbing drip pans from underneath the engines. Once that was chucked in the back of the trucks, Sergeant Cole and Woods piled into one of the Humvees while Forrester, Doc, and Porter clambered into the other. After a quick stop at the fuel point to top off the gas tanks, the next on the list was a trip to the armory at the main compound. About fifteen or twenty minutes later, they got the M240s signed out of the arms room with one belt of two hundred rounds apiece and got the General Purpose Machine Guns mounted in the cupola on top of the Humvees. Not for the first time, Sergeant Cole wished they had the heavier .50 caliber Browning M2 heavy machine guns instead of the lighter M240s chambered in 7.62 NATO. However, they were here to hand out rice and beans, not fight, and someone, somewhere, probably decided it did not look good if the Americans were rolling around with the big guns. Hell, they should be rolling around in MRAPs; however, they seemed to be stuck with early Global War on Terror surplus on this deployment. Shit, these buckets of bolts did not even have Blue Force Trackers, the advanced electronic navigation and communications upgrades in newer vehicles. However, nobody seemed to mind Beans toting around all the hardware, though, so if push came to shove, they at least had that going for them.

Staff Sergeant Wilkerson and Second Lieutenant Rippert stood waiting by the three civilian stakebed trucks they were going to be escorting this afternoon along with a third man none of them recognized. This new person was taller than the lieutenant, maybe a few years younger than Wilkerson. The stranger was dressed like if someone had ordered Ernest Hemingway off of Wish.com and was wearing a plate carrier that cost more than most of them made in two months. To make matters worse, there was a large and expensive looking camera hanging from a strap around the man’s neck. Beans and Sergeant Cole exchanged a brief, puzzled glance as she cut the engine and everyone gathered their weapons and then climbed out of the vehicle.

“Alright! Bring it in, people!” Staff Sergeant Wilkerson bellowed, planting his hands on his hips. A collective, internalized groan went up from the other soldiers as they moved smartly toward their platoon sergeant. Beans and Porter exchanged a look as they both instinctively moved a little slower than the others, ensuring they were toward the back of the group that fell into a rough semicircle around the man. There was an awkward silence for a few moments as the soldiers all looked at the stranger, then at their leadership.

Lieutenant Rippert stepped forward. “Okay, let’s get the obvious out of the way.” he said, motioning toward the stranger standing next to him. “This is Peter Ramsey, a reporter from GBN. He’s here to cover the good work we’re doing here.” It was hard to miss the warning glare Staff Sergeant Wilkerson raked the rest of the squad with over the lieutenant’s shoulder. There was another uncomfortable silence, so the lieutenant cleared his throat. “Alright, folks. Next order of business.”

The lieutenant turned to the nearest truck and unfolded a topographical map of the area. He pulled a knife from its sheath on his plate carrier and stabbed it into one of the wood crossbeams on the bed of the truck, sticking the map in place. It was only through sheer force of will that Beans did not roll her eyes at the showiness of the gesture. Fuckin' Rupert. Beans thought as she and Doc exchanged a subtle look. The man slipped a piece of paper from the shoulder pocket of his uniform and glanced at it. “We’re going to be escorting a UN aid convoy to the village of Koro-Jah, about fifty clicks north of here.” He pointed to a spot on the map along a thin black line, indicating one of the local goat paths that passed for roads. Some of the roads were actually still in reasonably good shape from back in the nineteen fifties when Zameria used to be a French colony. For instance, the route marked as the Main Supply Route that ran all the way from a port on the coast to the capital and then to their camp was almost completely paved in places. Cole had heard from a buddy in an Engineer unit that they were actually trying to fix that, but the locals kept stealing everything from the fuel out of the gas tanks of their vehicles to concrete mix. “After that, we’re going to Yano, which is about fifteen clicks north of Koro-Jah. It’s going to be a standard meet and greet. You guys know the drill by now. When we reach Koro, one truck stays with the first stakebed, the other posts a guard on the other.”

“The roads are in pretty bad shape, so we’re going to try and keep it under forty miles an hour.” Lieutenant Rippert continued, his eyes flicking toward the paper in his hand. “The weather report says it’s going to be a balmy one hundred and six degrees by noon with a heat index in the low one twenties, so everyone make sure to drink water. When we finish the drop at Koro, we’ll switch drivers and gunners for the trip back. A reminder: drought conditions are still in effect, so there's no rain in the forecast. Also, no smoking during the op. The last thing we want is for someone to start a bushfire because somebody didn’t butt out their smoke.

“As always, there’s a chance of enemy contact, so everyone keep your heads on a swivel. Weapons are to be in condition three: mags inserted, chambers empty, safeties on, and bolts forward.” The lieutenant took a moment to look at each of the soldiers individually. “There’s still some militia activity in the area, armed with AKs, light machine guns, and some RPGs. ROE hasn’t changed since last time. We don’t shoot at anyone who doesn’t shoot at us first.” He noted the dour, frustrated looks he got, and he actually did not disagree. Waiting to actually be shot at might get one of them killed out there, but rules were rules, even if the rules were kind of pretty fucking stupid. “We’ve got eyes in the sky this time around, and the radio freqs are set.” He sniffed and scratched the side of his nose. “Also, I want to see helmets, gloves, ears, and eyes, alright? And goggles if you’re up on the 240.”

The rest of the squad waited patiently while the lieutenant took a sip of water from his CamelBak. “I will be riding in the lead vehicle as convoy commander, designated number one.” He gestured toward the Humvee that Sergeant Cole and Beans had driven over to the rally point. “Beans, you’re up top on the 240. Sergeant Cole, you’re driving. Mister Ramsey, you’ll ride with us.” Porter noticed the brief look of disappointment on Wilkerson’s face. Then she realized what the lieutenant was about to say next, and a sense of dread washed over her. “Staff Sergeant Wilkerson, you’re designated as the vehicle commander of number two.” The man pointed toward the second Humvee. “Porter, you’re driving, and Forrester, you’re on the 240. Doc, you’re the A Driver.”

Lieutenant Rippert glanced at his watch. “Alright. Questions?” The man paused, looking from one soldier to the other, waiting to see if anyone had anything to add. “Okay. We’ve got fifteen minutes before movement. Vehicle commanders, make sure everyone’s got water and the spare water cans on your ride are topped off.”

Peter stood off to the side, sneaking a picture or two as Sergeant Cole went over the soldiers gear before letting them get ready to leave. That done, he moved to the side of their Humvee so that he would be out of the soldiers’ way as they hurried through their last minute checks. On a whim, he snapped a photo of the short, dark haired female everyone kept calling Beans as the woman got the weapon that looked like a larger cousin of her own machine gun ready in the turret. “So I have to ask...” Pete said, his brow slightly furrowed as he watched the civilian contractors butt out their smokes and swing up into the cabs of the big diesel powered trucks behind them. They were due to move out in just a couple of minutes. “Why does everyone call you Beans?”

The woman leaned forward, resting her forearms on the armor protecting the cupola as she peered down at him, giving the reporter a mildly weary smile. “Some guy on YouTube keeps calling the United Kingdom ‘Beans on Toast’ in his videos,” she explained, rolling her eyes as if the joke were the drollest thing she had ever heard. “I emigrated from England with my family about four years ago, so...” The young woman smiled wryly and shrugged, making a sort of indifferent gesture with her hand before turning back to her task.

Pete chuckled at the joke, then took his black ‘skateboard’ style helmet out of his bag and put it on. He looked expectantly at the other soldiers as they started situating themselves in the truck. “Where do you want me?” he asked as Sergeant Cole pulled open the driver’s side door. The lieutenant was already climbing into the front passenger’s seat.

“I dunno.” Sergeant Cole shrugged. “Whichever seat doesn’t have the SAW on it.”

Peter smiled and nodded. “Fair enough.”

A tremor of excitement ran down his spine as their Humvee pulled out to get in front of the three stakebed trucks. He looked out the window, watching the camp go by as Sergeant Cole steered them toward the main gate. The motor pool and large corrugated steel Quonset huts turned into the neat, orderly rows of the barracks tents. Pete raised the camera and snapped a photo of some soldiers standing around smoking cigarettes outside one of the large rectangular olive drab tents. A few moments later, the convoy was passing through the main gate. A couple of the soldiers on gate guard waved, so Pete smiled and waved back. He did a brief double take and glanced toward Beans’ legs next to him. It was probably way more likely that they had seen the cute chick behind the machine gun rather than just being friendly.

Sergeant Cole sped up once they were a few hundred meters outside the perimeter. He winced slightly when he glanced in the side view mirror. Hopefully, the rest of the convoy would be as considerate and not risk kicking up a big cloud of dust right in front of the guys watching the door. He glanced at the lieutenant out of the corner of his eye, then went back to watching the dirt road in front of them. Cole glanced at the reporter sitting behind the lieutenant, waiting to see how long it would take before the man tried to start a conversation. I sure as shit ain’t gonna start talking to you. Cole thought, turning his attention back to the road in front of him. Still, it had been pretty fucking funny to see the look on Wilkerson’s face when he found out he was not going to be riding in the same vehicle as the reporter. There may very well be hope for the young officer yet.

Maybe halfway to their destination, a hazy speck appeared on the road in front of them. Cole thought it might be just a mirage or something at first. However, as they got nearer, the specks resolved into a half dozen or so black men standing around a pair of battered Toyota pickups parked on either side of the road. Shit. Cole thought, glancing at the lieutenant. “Fuckin’ locals, man.” he grumbled under his breath. As they got nearer to the vehicles, it was plain that the men were all armed, packing a mixture of Kalashnikovs and battered FALs. One of their rusted pickup trucks had an old PKM in a pintle mount welded to the roll bar behind the cab, the old Russian General Purpose Machine Gun covering the roadway. Aw, shit. Here we fuckin’ go. Cole thought, his sphincter instinctively clenching when the men noticed the convoy and one of them scrambled up to man the PKM. At this range, the Humvee’s armor and thick bullet resistant glass might be able to stand up to the PKM’s slightly more powerful 7.62x54R caliber ammunition, but he was in no mood to find out. “Beans, make ready!” he shouted over his shoulder, raising his voice to be heard over the engine noise.
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