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“You may have to fight a battle more than once to win it.”

- Margaret Thatcher


Back in the swing of things…

 

It’s somewhat known that I’ve been writing other stories besides the 2-4 Cavalry series lately. I had to find direction and purpose, and figure out where I wanted to take it. I enjoyed writing the series and, frankly, had to stop at 2-4 Cavalry Story 15: In the Pit of Vipers, which is a Kindle Vella story, and in the future, a Kindle book. I still have to work on it, but I also felt that it was time to move on from it, so it’s not as much of a priority as it should be. 

 

Anyway, here’s my “new” series, C Troop, 1-5 Kommando. If you’ve been following the story, I envision the unit as being like a Marine Expeditionary Unit/Special Operations Capable element. Not really special forces, but more like US Army Rangers in terms of structure. I do have the Kommando books to write and will probably do more. But here’s my latest offering, a zombie-esque story. I didn’t want to write a complete zombie outbreak story, but then again, in the future, you never know what might happen. 

 

So, here’s Dark Sun. I hope you enjoy it.

 

Eric Johnson

May 2024

 




Chapter 1

February 28, 2742

 

Sergeant Desi Hernandez looked through his scope and scanned the ridgeline. It had been weeks since they were on a mercenary mission, and now they were back to ridding the planet Friesland of the holdouts. To him, it was a good thing when they killed the enemy since there would be fewer trying to pierce the blockade that was once overrun when it was known as Mashara. Sighing, he saw nothing. The reports showed that there was an enemy, but no one appeared. He stopped scanning and looked at his spotter for a second, then went back to it. 

Movement. He saw a head bob up and down quickly, unsure if it had a helmet on it or not. 

“Come on, you fucker. Put your head up,” he murmured as he adjusted the aimpoint of the scope, marking the spot where the head bobbed.

“You’d think they would get the hint,” Sergeant Shandek said as she, too, covered the area where Hernandez was looking. She put down her spotting imager, just as determined to shoot the enemy as he was. 

She saw some movement in her scope, took aim and fired, sending a projectile toward the bobbing head. It missed, but it drove the target’s head up. After another crack, it exploded as the round impacted and penetrated it. There was no helmet to soften the blow, so the person died instantly, the body sliding back down into the foxhole it was hiding in.

“Well, that worked, though it was unplanned,” Hernandez said while he continued to scan for more targets. No one else appeared, and he figured that was the only inhabitant anyway. The reports said so.

“Glad to be of assistance,” Shandek said with some sarcasm as she, too, continued to scan. “You think there are more?”

“Of course. They never left,” Hernandez said in a near-whisper.

It had been some time since they left Earth. While that deployment didn’t entail much shooting on his part, Hernandez figured that it was worth some of his time. But he still wanted to leave the unit. He was enamored with mercenary life and secretly liked the mercenary-style missions that the unit performed. It seemed to offer more freedom for him. Shandek was learning the ropes quite well, so she could take over his job anytime. However, he didn’t re-enlist so he had some time before his current contract ended. 

He had been saving his money for the time when he left. It was a sad thing, given his situation, but he wanted to explore the known universe and conduct missions on his terms.

“Yeah… do you suggest we keep the team in their positions?” Shandek asked.

“Yeah, they don’t need to move around too much. There’s not much out here anyway, and we have a better shot at killing them if we just wait until they show themselves.” 

It had been a good day today. The weather was beautiful, but it was hot. He didn’t like that fact as he continued to look around the area of the dead hostile. He knew the weather wouldn’t last. A good day on Friesland was rare, and the forecast mentioned a dust storm tomorrow… but not around him. Anyway, after they made another sweep of this area, it was up to the CO to determine if his squad would need to stay out overnight.

“Okay,” Shandek said without going on the radio. 

Hernandez’s fire team knew that if he needed to change something, he would. Shandek put her eye back on the scope and began searching for more targets. She knew that Staff Sergeant Grayson would probably tell them to move up and see if they would take fire, but that was a bad call and liable to get them killed. 

While Captain Juniper was out of the Troop, her legacy lived on through Captain Bradi. Shandek thought he was still a little green for the role of commander. He was still testing his authority and, thankfully, hadn’t pushed the Troop any harder than Juniper. He had been a good commander so far, but he had his limits. Within a year or so, he’d be like Juniper, kicking ass and conducting business like her.

“Two-Three, this is Two-Three Bravo. We engaged one hostile. So far, negative contact,” Hernandez said, almost bored.

“Two-Three, Roger. Keep your eyes peeled… out.”

“Of course,” Hernandez said, more to himself than his squad leader. 

The suns were starting to set, and they would have a couple more hours of sunlight until they’d need to switch to night-vision and conduct a thermal battle at night. They would take up position in a safe area and take shifts getting some sleep. It wasn’t a rush to cleanse the area of hostiles, but it was the mission today… well, just like every other day. While he liked the CO, he didn’t like cleaning out hostiles, which remained despite the maximum efforts of the units stationed on the planet. They were eliminating the hostiles daily.

It made their jobs easier. As the area cleared, it meant less work for them down the road. Still, as he scanned for more life, he wondered if that guy they just shot was the only guy around the area. He was also glad that they didn’t have to clean up the bodies. Either let nature claim them or somebody other than him would.

“Yeah, basically,” Shandek said to have some conversation going with her team leader. 

Having just been promoted and with Hernandez leaving in a few months, Shandek would be taking over his task as sniper. A new spotter would be assigned to her, so she could work as a team. 

Then again, with the need to satisfy the requirements for the unit in the works, she figured that they would get a replacement from a line unit anyway. Moving out of the unit was not possible. They were stuck in the unit until requirements changed, when they died, or when their contract ended 

She re-enlisted because she had nothing else going for her, and the outside world scared her. Truth is, she didn’t know what to do outside of the unit. She had four more years. Hopefully, she could figure out what to do within that time. The fact that she was from another dimension complicated matters. She had steadfastly clung to what she knew from the start of this bizarre adventure, until now.

“Seems like there isn’t much out here though. I think they’ll call it a day… hopefully,” Hernandez said as he skimmed the ridgeline with his scope set to black hot. 

Most of the terrain gave up its details, letting him pick out different heat signatures with ease. This setting became his favorite for the scope. There wasn't much else to see, just the cooling body of the guy he'd shot. It seemed quiet around them, which was a relief.

“Rock Two-Three Bravo, pack it in. We’re calling it a day. Bring your troopers in.”

“Wilco Two-Three.” He told his team to do the same after he was finished. He stood up slowly, careful not to get a dizzy spell. That would cost valuable seconds if they were attacked. Although not even the local wildlife was stirring right now. 

“See? I told you, Shandek.” Hernandez chuckled as he folded the bipod, cradling the sniper rifle that he was issued.

“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered as she carried her carbine to link back up with the Leopard. 

As she followed Hernandez to the icon of their ride, they both realized that this day, even with the guy they killed earlier, was pretty much a bust. Still, this was a war zone and she kept looking around the area in case the hostiles decided to leap out of their hidden foxholes. They were known to do that too.

Smiling, Hernandez walked with his team to the waiting Leopard light combat tank. Once everybody was in and accounted for, he let Staff Sergeant Grayson know, and they left the desert to head back to Moshtar. He wished that they were stationed in the boonies like before, but they were stationed in Moshtar, running long patrols to cleanse the area of holdouts. He predicted a year or so ago that they would need to continue this activity if things didn’t improve. There was a lot of ground to cover, and he knew not all of them would be eradicated so easily. But a vast majority were dead, left to rot on this planet by the Muslim Coalition.

 

* * *

 

“Where are we going now?” Captain Karl Bradi asked Captain Kim Juniper.

“Durham. Apparently, there’s a plague going on, and they’re hiring mainly special operations personnel and some intelligence types,” Captain Juniper said as she handed the data chip to Captain Bradi. “This has all the details you’ll need such as pay, forces needed, and so on.”

Taking the data chip, Captain Bradi shrugged. “I don’t suppose you can tell me more?”

“Well, you won’t be taking the Leopards. They have their own vehicles, which they can provide for you. Helicopters, transport aircraft, gravcars, you name it. They need bodies to fill them because the plague wiped them out.”

Inserting the data chip into the reader, Bradi brought up the mission specifics. “Hmm, only six months? I figured they needed them longer.”

“I would think so too, but they negotiated for six months. They figure that it’s a good amount of time to restart their program with fresh recruits while our people do the proverbial heavy lifting until then.”

“I see.” Looking at the mission details, Bradi sighed. It would be his first mission as the new commander of the unit, and he wasn’t sure that he was truly ready for it yet. Maybe after a few more months, but not this soon. But he knew that Colonel Smit had confidence in him, so he had to do it, he supposed. “When do I call you, ma’am?”

“Less than a year from now if things go as they should,” Juniper replied. Since he was a good XO under her, she felt that it would be a good starting mission for him to get out of his XO funk and into being a commander of the Troop. “The general says so, so I believe it more or less.” She had her doubts of course, but there didn’t seem to be much advancement either, just working her staff role now and doing combat duty later.

“I understand. I have some years to go before that happens,” Bradi said as he reviewed the requirements. They had to get immunized on-planet so they wouldn’t be affected by the plague. This was a good thing for him and the troopers. He wasn’t too thrilled with needles, but if the vaccine worked, he didn’t care. He only hoped they wouldn’t fuss too much about it.

“Yeah, I hear you,” Juniper said. “I’m not looking forward to it, though, doing staff work.” 

She adjusted herself on the couch, realizing that Master Sergeant Magnusson wasn’t there. He should have been, but he was probably in his office. She resisted the urge to chide Bradi, but he had a good sense about him, and they seemed to get along despite her concern about him leaving for civilian life or moving to a different unit. From what she understood, however, members of the Troop weren’t allowed to mingle in other units due to the special nature of their role. General Van Der Kut made sure of that, and she thought it was slightly annoying. Besides, she had a cushy staff job instead of running around playing vehicle- or infantryman. Her knees ached, reminding her that she wouldn’t be pounding sand as much as when she commanded the unit.

“I thought you liked less demand on your body,” Bradi said.

“I do in a way, but I’d rather be here than there jockeying a staff desk. The office politics are something else, and the occasional operator sneers at you because ‘you’re not like us’, and so on. It’s annoying.” 

Sighing, she wished that they understood that her unit brought firepower to the table and additional bodies for them to use in missions. She also had to deal with the occasional operator giving her dirty looks or condescending remarks. It was a fight nearly every day. She didn’t know what to think of it, but she knew it had to stop sometime, at least. 

“Anyway, you’ll be paid the normal rate, so no bonuses or the like.”

“No additional money?” Captain Bradi asked as he pondered that aspect. Money would go into the Dutch Army coffers, not to their own bank, into which they’d be paid normally. He didn’t like that arrangement, but at least he was getting paid regardless.

“Nope, the Dutch Army needs to make its money, and we don’t get anything extra. I think it’s fucked up since we work hard. Realistically, it’s for such things as the deficit. Regardless, it’s beyond our pay grade.”

“Yeah… any information on the threat?” Bradi asked, again studying the mission details. “I see plague victims, and that’s about it. There are also some militia-sized units but no heavy armor, so I understand why no Leopards are needed.”

“Yeah, intel says it’s just people with no armor. The Durham government has all the necessary vehicles. But if you want to take anti-armor missiles, I won’t stop you. The contract doesn’t limit you on weaponry, just no armored vehicles.”

“I’m sure we can bring a few Tigers along for the ride. The troopers may complain about it, but given the intel I see on Dozier’s Battalion, they would have some sort of armored vehicles.”

“Jury rigged technicals. The usual stuff,” Juniper said, wishing she was back on Deimos with her girlfriend. 

She had a day to rest up and then acclimate back to space travel. Hell, she didn’t even have to wear body armor or carry a carbine to come here. In fact, she thought it a waste of taxpayer money when they could have sent the data packet straight to Bradi. Juniper guessed it was just the past keeping up with the future in needing couriers to deliver messages. Then again, something could have been disrupted and the signal intercepted. She didn’t care. It got her out of the office at least.

“Yeah,” she said. “I need to look over the intel though. This Dozier’s Battalion seems a handful.”

“It’s a rogue faction that has enough power to cause the government some problems in trying to stop them. But more is in there including full profiles of what S-2 managed to dig up by hacking their systems a week ago.”

“Did we get any Thor satellites?”

“No Thor satellites. None of the fun stuff. You won’t have an Arrow-class ship in orbit either. You will have regular shipments, but that’s up to Schaffer at least.”

“Yeah….” Bradi looked at some of the intel from the holoprojector and sighed. He skipped ahead to the deployment date. In five days, transport would be there to pick them up. There was not much time, but since they were not taking the vehicles, it made it easier. He’d have to make the vehicle crews voluntary though. They didn’t need to come with them, but if they wanted… “Five days. Schaffer has been doing good so far, so she’ll handle it.”

“That’s good. Is she adjusting well after being a platoon leader?”

“She’s complained, but she’s in the fight. It just took her some time to settle down.” Bradi skimmed the rest of the file, mostly document numbers and the contact for the Mercenary Board on-planet. “This doesn’t have any information on the other mercenary units.”

“I could have sworn there was some. I think you skimmed past it in the Intel Brief section of the document.”

“Oh, here we go.” Accessing the portion from the data chip, he saw a small list of the other mercenary units. “Pheonix Group?” That stood out to him as an intel/tactical unit that he didn’t think was needed.

“I worked with Gail,” Juniper said. “She’s a good person, knowledgeable and efficient. I don’t know if she’ll be there though. It was some years ago when I worked with them. The Phoenix Group does some tactical stuff, like reconnaissance and intel gathering. They should be a good asset if you can use them.”

Captain Bradi thought about that and wondered if Kim had sex with Gail. More than likely, she did, knowing her reputation. But her sex life wasn’t the priority when his at home was just okay at best—too much damn work and not enough free time. But the marriage was good, and Sheila would understand a quick turnaround for this contract. He hoped she’d last six months. Thankfully she didn’t sleep around, managing to keep herself from the drama that military life entailed. 

“I see,” he said. “I’ll keep that in mind and look out for her.”

“She was liaison, so somebody else may work with you. I thought you should know.”

“Thanks. Where do you go after this?”

“Back to Deimos. I’m playing messenger girl, basically. Nothing more. I don’t even have body armor or a weapon to my name. I’ll be here tomorrow, and then I head back. You have more than enough information, and HQ, as you know, is right around the corner. If you have any more questions, ask them when I’m not around. I doubt Colonel Smit will come to see you off, though.”

Laughing, Captain Bradi smiled. “Yeah, she’s real busy. Wasn’t she an operator?”

“From what I know, she was… low-key, I guess. She did some time with the French during the majority of Eagle Claw, so she’s not unknown among the operators in the Fifth Kommando.”

“Ahh. Well, I appreciate you coming by and dropping off the data chip.”

“Yeah, it was the least I could do. Also, I hear Master Sergeant Magnusson is injured. That’s the rumor. I don’t always get casualty reports from the hospital.”

“He stepped on a mine. He’ll be down for a few months until the limb regrows.”

“Seriously? In the future, I need better information regarding who’s injured.” It wasn’t an order, but in less than a year it would be since she was fit to be promoted to major. She couldn’t wait for that to happen. Then she could order her girlfriend around if needed, though the new rank shouldn’t change their dynamic too much. “Well, I hope he gets better soon. He’s a good NCO to have around.”

“I know. Tennenbaum has been covering for him, and frankly she’s doing a good job of it too.”

“That’s good to hear. She’s always been a star player when it comes down to it.”

“Yeah, and there isn’t anything else I’m hiding from you, honest.”

Captain Juniper stood and smiled. “No worries. Just tell him I said to get well. I would tell him myself, but I’ll be busy most of the time I am here. Good luck, and if you need me again, I’ll be around.” 

She was relieved to avoid the worry that Bradi was probably experiencing now, wondering how to manage the cleansing operation. Since the order prevented them from proceeding that day, all patrols would be coming in for rest and refit so they could focus on the upcoming mission. Nodding, she left and went back to her gravcar outside. She needed to change out of her uniform and hit the bar later. On the way, Juniper considered going to the hospital after all. But after being cleared to visit him, she found him asleep. Not wanting to disturb him, she left for her lodging room, hoping he would be all right.

 

* * *

 

“Here’s the rundown for the next mission… in five days,” Captain Bradi said as he put the information on the display for all to see. “In five days, we’ll lift off for Durham. By my estimation, it will take us two weeks to get there.”

“Will this be suborbital, or is the distance farther based on the faster-than-light travel system?” Senior Sergeant Ross asked, his mind drawing a blank since the information presented didn’t mention distance to the planet.

“No, it will be a faster-than-light route in the northwest Independent Planets area near the United Planets, I believe.”

“Okay, sir,” Ross said.

“We’ll be landing in the Turris spaceport and getting immunized for the stay for six months,” Bradi said. He’d sent the information to them as soon as he received it from Captain Juniper so they would be aware of what to expect downrange. “I know it’s a bit of a crunch to get everybody ready, but the mission is of importance to the Royal Dutch Army brass. They see it as a sign of a possible plague that could affect other planets.”

“Aren’t we sending some assets down there besides our troopers?” Lieutenant Lansing asked. He’d heard rumors that a biological warfare team or teams were heading there as well.

“From what I heard, as far as what we’re doing, some small teams are not in play,” Bradi said and steered the conversation back to the original topic. “We’ll be their special forces unit for six months until they can bring theirs to full strength. From what intel says, their units should be ready by the time our unit ends its contract.”

“I see, sir, so no support from them, then?”

“Probably not. They’re going through selection as we speak, but they are not ready for combat yet. There has been an upheaval in the past couple of years, and the government seems to be weathering the storm well despite lost time and lost assets. And as for us, we’re not taking our vehicles. It’s strictly infantry this time.”

“I see,” Ross said. “I understand, sir, that their involvement is on a strictly voluntary basis?”

“Yes, I spoke with Colonel Smit after I received the data, and she said if they want to participate, they can, but they are not required to. First Platoon and the HQ Platoon are the only elements that are required to come along. The rest of the vehicles will be provided by the Durham government.”

“What will we be doing? Will we just support the Kommando here?” Lieutenant Boots asked as she looked at Captain Bradi.

“Yes, you’ll be supporting the Kommando assets on this planet. And no fires for the deployment since they have that stuff readily available,” Bradi said, remembering the intel brief on fire bases that supported the retaking of the main city.

“Understood, sir,” Boots said with no further questions on her mind.

“It’s going to suck if we deal with another Parmova,” Senior Sergeant Tennenbaum quipped, causing suppressed laughter among the people present. Though she was serious, she had to laugh a little, too, at her own expense, she reasoned. Parmova was the only bad spot in their contract history, but they couldn’t do anything about it anyway.

“Duly noted. The government has paid for six months. That’s already in the bank with the Dutch Government, so there’s no issue regarding the money running out and being forced to leave the planet under duress. If that happens, we will do our best to leave the planet without too much bloodshed depending on how spread out or concentrated we are on-planet.”

“Well, hopefully they play nicely, and we can focus on fighting the battles rather than on them trying to double-cross us,” Tennenbaum said as she twirled her stylus in her hand.

“How many people can volunteer?” Senior Sergeant Hyat said. “I know the two platoons that are going, but I’d like to see if my platoon will go too. Maybe we can provide drivers, gunners, and the like.”

“I need to know by 1000 hours tomorrow which platoons want to participate other than HQ and First Platoons. That way, we can have time to prepare for the mission since it is relatively short notice. We didn’t expect this mission at all, least of all me, so we must find out as soon as possible, Sergeant.”

“Thanks, sir, you’ll have my volunteers by tomorrow morning,” Hyat said.

“Good, but there is no bonus pay for this mission. If you’re expecting additional pay, it isn’t coming. I guess most of the money will go to the government.”

“Maybe we can ask for a bonus due to the nature of the contract, sir?” Lieutenant Schaffer said as she collected her notes. “It might incentivize the mercenary process if we get extra money besides our base pay.” She believed it was worth a shot since they were sticking their necks out more than the regular forces who get bonuses for special missions. “I mean, other forces do it. Maybe bring it up with the colonel?”

“I can and will ask later today. I’m sure it will be popular with the other soldiers who do mercenary missions, and it wouldn’t hurt to ask. I’ll let everybody know what she says.”

“Thank you, sir,” Schaffer said after finally organizing what she had planned to say. 

“And speaking of the devil, what is the current logistics plan for the mission?” Bradi asked her.

“I ordered enough ammunition for a month’s continuous use. Follow-up deliveries will commence after that, so we have enough small arms ammunition to keep us going until the next shipment arrives in the next month or so. I talked to the Transport Ministry, and they have scheduled ships for us. All we need to figure out on-planet is assets to move the ammunition to our staging base.”

With the past rumors of the transport minister going rogue and trying to profit from old hardware, Bradi wondered if they would get reliable service. He’d have to see since they were his lifeline downrange. “Hopefully they’ll deliver without a problem,” he said as he nodded for Schaffer to continue.

“If we’re taking the Tiger missiles as planned, we’ll have enough for a couple of weeks. I can tie in the deliveries, but there will be a problem resupplying the Tigers if we use them continuously. Of course, that depends on threats and similar hazards, but we should be fine if we keep their use to a minimum. We only have about twenty-four on hand right now that were taken from the vehicles, as well as spare ammunition from storage.”

“Well, we can see if they’ll let us use their home-developed systems or whatever they have for the troopers if needed. I’m sure the Durham government will help us with that. But I don’t want to be dependent on their missiles. They may not be of good quality, but I’m sure that the missiles they use will serve our needs.”

“Well sir, we have what we can carry and enough space to take more, but that’s up to you. As for food, we have enough supplies to last us a couple of weeks. I’ll probably have to request meals from the Durham government, and, hopefully, there’s enough left to feed us. I’ll add that to the request for monthly supplies.”

“Good, I don’t want to have to depend on them too much, really.”

“Well, I agree with you, sir. We shouldn’t depend on them at all, but we don’t have a choice considering the footprint we have for this mission.”

“I can ask if we can take some of our transport vehicles, but it would be a hard sell given the mission parameters,” Bradi said. Since no vehicles were allowed, he’d have to request the cargo vehicles and hope for the best. That would mean ordering parts for maintenance as well. Unfortunately, the maintenance platoon wasn’t coming, so he couldn’t use them. He inwardly cursed the restrictions and wondered who was going to fight this mission. “We’ll have to scrap it anyway. We can’t take the maintenance platoon, and we’re SOL without them.”

“We can try using their maintenance soldiers or whatever they call them,” Tennenbaum said as she reviewed the parameters. 

It was a long shot, but they could easily work on vehicles. It was a universal thing that they could fix anything, and, with a little guidance and training, they could maintain their own vehicles. But the crux, she realized, was the Durham government might be unwilling to work on machinery that wasn’t theirs. Then again, they could bring more food and requisition the appropriate number of vehicles. This was something Schaffer should handle. 

“Or we could just requisition vehicles,” Tennenbaum added.

“Yeah… We’ll have to do that, sir,” Schaffer said, the realization hitting her.

“Fine, only if we can get some assets to move our forces around without a problem,” Bradi said. “Thanks XO. Now… most of the briefing is on the message, so not much remains to be said. The next five days might be long. We’ll see how it goes, and how we get ready for this mission. Dismissed.” He nodded to everybody and then walked to his office. He felt that his briefing was short, but then again, he didn’t have much to say. They could figure out what to do for the next five days. He felt that for a dismounted mission with national support, they should be in good shape.

 

* * *

 

For the next five days, the unit got ready for their mission. In the early morning of the fifth day, they were ready to depart. After embarking on the cargo ship, they flew to LaGrange Point and used the faster-than-light travel system to go to Durham. Two weeks later, they arrived in-system to eventually land on the planet Durham. Upon landing, they realized that the city of Turris looked broken down. The spaceport was disheveled, and most of the spaceships looked unused. People were milling about the area with civilians and military mixing without the semblance of order. It seemed like a nuisance, but the people appeared not to care. Most of the time, the military were conducting their business while some of the mercenaries kept to themselves in their cantonments. 

Captain Bradi looked at the ship’s captain, shrugged, and then decided to find the Durham government representative in the mass of people walking around. Some areas were marked, while others were not. He walked around for a half hour until he found the sign saying, Durham Government Station. He walked into the tent and nodded to everybody, who looked at him like he was crazy. 

He smiled thinly and looked at one of the possible representatives. “I’m Captain Bradi, Charlie Troop. One-Five Kommando, a merc.”

“Ahh, Mister Bradi, we’re expecting you. Have a seat and Jent will come out and see you,” the woman said as she carried some files in her arms. She smiled at him with some warmness and went outside to perform an errand. Before leaving, she looked at the other man in the tent, who appeared to get the message by leaving to find Jent, presumably. 

Bradi remembered that the name of his contact was Jent Goldstein and wondered where he could be. He looked at the tent and saw that it was large enough to fit a few cubicles. Other workers were busily working on things, and he hoped that this Jent wouldn’t take so long. He had the feeling that the transport ship’s captain wanted to unload and leave as soon as possible. He knew he wanted to get started as soon as possible as well. He didn’t like sitting around and wasting time.

“Thank you,” Bradi said to the departing woman and man. Taking a seat, he waited for fifteen minutes before a clean-cut man approached him. 

“I’m Jent Goldstein. I’m the government representative for you. Sorry about the condition of the base.”

Standing up, Bradi smiled. “It’s okay. I’ve seen worse.” He didn’t think the base was too bad. “Can we go somewhere to talk, perhaps?”




Chapter 2

“Sure thing!” Jent said as he motioned for Captain Bradi to follow. “We have the facility ready for your unit, and we’ll get you unloaded and ready for business.” Jent sat down in one of the unused cubicles and smiled at Bradi. “Though I’m sure you all would need some rest after the long travel.” He could see that the forces would help a lot with their current struggle. “Any questions so far?”

“Where are we staging?”

“You’ll stay here for the time being and fly out on missions as we see fit. The current crop of recruits just started and will be undergoing selection as you work through the contract.”

“I take it there are no veterans to show us around and orientate us?”

“Most of them are involved with the selection process. We have a few non-commissioned officers ready to assist you, though, giving you time to acclimate to the area.”

“I see, and I understand we’ll be working on the main continent, correct?”

“Correct. We don’t have the manpower to cover the whole planet. I’m sure you’re used to that on your planet.”

“We have plenty of forces on Friesland, so we’re doing fine. We’re a bit thin in some areas, though, but we manage,” Bradi said, feeling that Jent knew a bit about soldiering or was just a good liaison for them. Either way, he was sure he would be able to take care of them sufficiently during the contract. He felt confident that things would go relatively smoothly during their stay.

“I see. I suppose your ship’s captain is eager to disembark. I can walk with you to your ship, and we can talk along the way.” Jent wasn’t in the mood to sit there and chit-chat. He wanted to meet the troopers. He was told they were called that for historical purposes, and that they would be on the ship. He stood and ushered Bradi out of the tent and followed him to their spaceship. “How was the trip here?”

“It was uneventful. We all made it in one piece,” Bradi said noncommittally as he looked around the base. Civilian members were mingling with the military members, the ones that were still alive anyway. Some looked at them as they walked, and others didn’t seem to care as they went about their errands. Some soldiers nodded to him as he continued to walk to the spaceship.

“That’s good. I’m glad nothing happened to you on the way. The plague shut down traffic off-planet and on-planet. Only two weeks ago, we were able to open the spaceport for traffic. It has helped with supplies and food, and we’re working on building our own medical production facility so we’re not dependent on Arhant Corporation for our medical stocks.”

“Do you have enough vaccines for my unit?”

“We should. We have a year’s supply of the current version. It covers a few strains, so when you’re in the field and get bitten, you won’t convert to one of them,” Jent said with disdain as he glanced at the cityscape, which was almost barren due to the reduced population. It wasn’t much before the Plague, but at least they still had the infrastructure to handle the current amount of people. “I don’t see it as a major issue right now since the main concern is to wean ourselves off the corporation that created the plague virus in the first place.”

Surprised at that, Bradi said nothing more as they continued to walk. “What about the civilians? The refugees?”

“Yes, they constitute what we have left. We have other bases that house civilian members who earn their keep by leading anti-Plaguer runs to take back the city. For the past year, we’ve had some success with cleansing Turris of the plague victims, but sometimes they get the better of us.”

“And will we be doing that too?” They continued to walk toward the huge landing pads for the other spaceships that brought in the supplies. From the intel brief he received before coming, he noted that not many ships had left, either. For all he knew, his starship captain would leave as soon as possible.

“There’s a lot of government facilities under Plaguer occupation, so we might need you to rescue equipment. Dozier’s Battalion is a concern, but for now we’re all just trying to survive.”

“Has his battalion been quiet, more or less?”

“More or less, he’s been trying to solidify his base, and he’s trying to be a thorn in our ass. But he’s not getting the better part of the government, at least not on my watch,” Jent said with a little anger. He received information from the Defense Secretary, and it seemed they were simply consolidating their own territory and working against the Plaguers.

Bradi didn’t know what to think about that outburst. He wondered if his role as a mercenary should stop him from caring about their interests, at least when it came to interceding with national affairs. He wondered what Captain Juniper’s take would be on this. She was more of a mercenary than he was. He pondered this as they walked to their hulking ship, which was easily visible but quite a distance on foot. He didn’t see the ESU soldiers that were sent ahead of them to assist yet, which also made him wonder. Maybe he would get better care than the Durham government medical personnel. In either case, he had to see what would happen as time went on. 

“I see,” Brady said. “We’ll do our best to help you.”

“I’m sorry about that outburst, Captain. As you can see, I have strong opinions about what’s going on.”

“Nothing to be ashamed of, Jent,” Bradi said as they walked up the spaceship ramp and into the hold. He opened his arms to encompass his troopers milling about. “This is my unit.”

“Quite a lot of people if I may say so,” Jent said. 

Recovering, he looked at the various faces staring back at them. He wondered how many would die serving out their contract to the Durham government. Some of his staff had an aversion to mercenaries. He was more progressive in that opinion, realizing that they must depend on hired hands to survive. He wished they didn’t have to come, but that decision wasn’t his to make.

“This is my unit, and once they start working, we can settle on a timetable. First, we need vehicles to move the stuff here. Do you think you can help us?” Captain Bradi said as he looked at Jent.

“Sure!” He opened the messaging app on his implant and sent a message to the military quartermaster to send some cargo vehicles. “I told the quartermaster to send vehicles to my location, so they can help you with your gear. I trust you have some ammunition already?” He looked at the various weapons they had. They were different from their standard issue weapons, but from their configuration, he assumed they were railguns. “You have standard assault rifles, I gather?”

“Yes, we brought some along for our infantry platoon. Why? Do we need to use them instead?”

“Yeah, some soldiers swear that the suppressed weapons, especially the ones used by our special forces, don’t attract the Plaguers as much. I would suggest using them instead, if possible.”

“All right then. That’s a good piece of information. Not all my forces can deploy unless there’s a low probability of the Plaguers being around. We have some extra personnel that volunteered for this mission.”

“I see. We’re going to assign you soldiers to mentor you and guide you around the planet. You can ask them about the particulars since I don’t do much fieldwork. I mainly work on the tent farm that we came from. I’m not a grunt, per se.” He held up his hands in defense.

“That’s fine.” Putting his hands on his hips, Bradi looked at his troopers, who’d resumed working on their tasks. It was good to see people working. He assumed the trucks or other vehicles were already on the way, and they needed to get their equipment out of the spaceship’s hold so the captain could depart. “Does the captain need to be vaccinated?

“Of?”

“The ship’s captain won’t be here long enough, I suppose. Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t the Plague airborne?” Naturally, Bradi was concerned about spreading the virus if it was airborne, but he didn’t see anything in the intel brief regarding it.

“No, the virus isn’t airborne. It’s mainly transmitted when someone gets bitten, and through an exchange of bodily fluids, such as saliva. It’s okay if he doesn’t get vaccinated. Since you’ll be on-planet for six months, however, you and your troopers, as you call them, must be vaccinated before we conduct operations. I know some may not want it. We have problems with people around here too. But it is a requirement of our employment, and we must follow that rule.”

“It has been brought up, and there weren’t any dissenters that I know about,” Bradi said. Hopefully, his troopers wouldn’t give too much grief about it. They knew that they had to be vaccinated, and he didn’t want to tarnish their relationship with people they didn’t know. Besides, it was his first mercenary deployment, and he wanted to look as compliant as possible.

“That’s good, there are certain elements that oppose the vaccine mandate and have claimed various things to get out of taking it. Most of them are survivalists and other educated people. The military had a mandatory vaccine program but had to release some people due to them refusing to get the shot. Despite the conspiracy theories about the vaccine, I simply got it and nothing serious happened to me.” Jent sighed and threw his hands up. “It’s all politics, really. And with the current crisis, there’s going to be various viewpoints on the matter.”

Crossing his arms, Bradi regarded Jent. “Did they show armed opposition to the mandate?”

“There were some crazies. The police handle most of it within the spaceport here and other bases. The populace doesn’t have weapons to threaten anybody though. They’re just crazy, I suppose.”

“What about in the city?” Bradi was curious given the politics of the situation. He was told by Kim not to get politically involved, but he couldn’t help himself. He was interested in gaining some knowledge beforehand.

“There are settlements out there that are allowed to continue because we must let the human race survive. There’s a large settlement called Bergman’s Hope that is pro-government, and your troopers can use it as a waystation during missions. Overall, it’s kept itself politically neutral.”

“That’s good. After we get settled in, I’m sure you’ll give a tour of the city.”

“Not me. The liaisons will, however, but I understand.”

Ten minutes later, the hover trucks arrived. They offloaded their supplies, and some troopers also carried a few boxes. After a two-hour sprint, the troopers got their living areas situated and then ate supper before beginning their mission. They sat through a few hours of briefings and got the vaccine, then they bedded down for the night with a new path ahead for their stay in Durham. As they were driving away, Bradi noticed that the spaceship captain fired up his engines. By the time they reached a safe distance, the spaceship took off. He felt left behind since their contract began as soon as they got on the trucks.

 

* * *

 

“Where do we go first?” Captain Bradi asked Gail as they sat in the Tactical Operations Center or TOC.

“We don’t know. Jent tells us where he wants us to go, we develop the intel of the area, and then we send out whatever forces — most likely yours —to handle the mission. While we do have armed assets, they’re geared more for reconnaissance than combat. But we do have aerial assets as well as satellites in orbit to help.” She didn’t mention that she wanted Karyn to be here instead of him. She had grown a liking for her after their night in bed and frankly wanted more of what she had. 

Putting that aside, she shrugged. “I figure we just need a few hours’ turnaround time, and we can get you the intel. We’ve also requested that most missions start in the morning, or at least the objective, so we can go on daylight missions while you fight the battles that we can’t.”

“I see. Kim told me that you’d know what you were doing.”

“Kim? Who’s that?” Gail showed some confusion. She didn’t remember a Kim.

“Ehh, Juniper?”

“Oh, she must have changed her name. I knew her as Karyn.” Crossing her arms, she felt slightly awkward as they tried to make conversation when there wasn’t time to have it.

“Regardless, she gave you high marks.”

“That’s good. She was easy to work with.”

I’m sure. Among other things, Bradi thought as he stood there. It felt awkward, and he looked at the monitors, some were inactive, and others showed nothing. “I see. That’s good. I should be able to work with you just as well. Though, I admit, this is my first deployment off-planet.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re here. Our forces are what they are, and they need the support of forces like yours.” 

Gail felt the need to vomit for some reason. She got the impression that he liked her. That was common among most men she worked with, especially in the combat arms. She would have thought he was cute in a past life too. But after Kim, she changed sides and stuck with women mostly. She found them easier to work with than most males, who had type A personalities that made her roll her eyes.

“Well, thanks, and I will see you around.” 

Feeling better that the conversation was over, Bradi smiled thinly, not surprised that Kim liked her. She was attractive but not tall or blessed in the chest department. Regardless, where Kim and her reputation were concerned, if a woman walked and breathed, Kim was trying to get with her. Not that she was considered a slut, but she was close to being one despite having a girlfriend reportedly. Chasing those thoughts away, he walked around the command tent and looked at the various operators and soldiers putting up displays. Holoprojectors and similar apparatus were erected to make it a fully functioning Tactical Operations Center designed for warfare. It was the Special Forces TOC, and they were busily making it usable for them. He brought along his personnel, and Senior Sergent Ross guided them around.

The TOC personnel had a veritable day off as they waited until they had the TOC ready. Bradi estimated that operations would start within a few hours or more. The infantry platoon was still reorganizing and getting settled in, meeting their representatives from the Durham special forces unit. Meanwhile, he wanted to see how the Phoenix Group worked and what they were up to. He spoke to Jent earlier in the day and was only informed that some special forces soldiers from Durham were going to be working with the infantry platoon. This would allow them to start executing missions as soon as possible. He wanted to help with the rebuilding, if only for the practical reason to live up to the contract. He wasn’t sure how Kim would handle it, but he guessed she would have to go through the same growing pains. He watched Ross work for a few minutes, then decided to get some lunch. He left the TOC, looking for rations. Bradi decided his troopers had figured out where to get their food as well.

 

* * *

 

“It seems the Durham government has mercenaries.” James Arhant said as he viewed images of spaceships on the spaceport tarmac from his company satellites. 

He heard rumors that the Durham government had a surplus of money to rebuild since they didn’t have a populace to spend it on. He didn’t expect them to hire mercenaries, however, given the cost of mercenaries these days. Bringing in an effective force would probably drain him as well.

“Yes, sir,” his assistant said. “Current information says it’s a group from the European Space Union, Dutch mercenaries. Reports say they’re here to allow the depleted special forces to reconstitute, giving them combat assets in the meantime.” His assistant looked at the profile of his employer.

“Hmm, I don’t think they’ll be too much of a problem. Any word on Project Eden?”

“Construction has begun and will be on schedule, as per the last update,” the assistant said noncommittally. He inwardly hoped that the project would bear fruit sooner, but that would be sometime in the future, according to projections.

“Thanks, Arwin, that will be all,” James said as he adjusted his chair and looked through the windows at his corporate facility. 

Project Eden would help with the burden the Durham government brought upon them. No more laws, no more taxes, no more oversight. If he could create his own laws, then he wouldn’t have to suffer under a government. He heard Arwin leave, and he sighed. He wondered what the field reports said on the Plague and the Plaguers. He didn’t think it would mutate that much given that it had been more than two years so far. The virus didn’t seem to die out and the supposed herd immunity didn’t seem to get rid of it. Once they were bitten, they stayed that way, husks of past humanity walking the cursed grounds. There was less of a population on Continent Two, so he didn’t have to deal with them as much as he did on this continent. Sighing, he ordered some lunch. Then he sat back and relaxed, wondering if the mercenaries would get in his way. Either way, he’d have to deal with them sometime. If he could get Dozier to work on them, then he wouldn’t have to lift a finger and expend resources that were needed on Continent Two instead of here.

 

* * *

 

“We’re set up, sir,” Senior Sergeant Ross said to Captain Bradi as they looked at the TOC. 

They made room to accommodate the Phoenix Group and their displays, forming a good way to communicate with each other. Bradi thought of asking out Gail for dinner even though it wouldn’t be much of a date. He figured that if Juniper got to her, then there wouldn’t be any way for her to say yes. He needed to distract himself from that thought as he nodded to Ross. 

“Good, we’ll start commencing operations as soon as they’re ready to give us missions.” 

He saw a few of the Durham special forces soldiers enter, and one looked at him. They all looked at the TOC, and he could see that some were impressed with the setup. Then they milled about and looked around as one approached him.

“Captain Bradi, I presume?” the soldier asked.

“Yes, who are you?”

“I’m Staff Sergeant Timothy Kalck. I’m your advisor while you’re here.”

Bradi extended his hand, shook Staff Sergeant Kalck’s hand, and smiled. “Pleased to meet you. I understand you’re my advisor. Will there be any officers?” He wasn’t sure about any commissioned officer being present. Jent didn’t advise him on who was showing up, only that they’d have advisors.

“Sorry, sir, most of them were taken by the virus. The remainder are at our facility, training new officers. It’s been a rough time reconstituting our forces after the virus shook things up.”

“I see. Well good to know that you’ll be with us on missions, correct?”

“Yes, we’ll advise and so on, just so you get acquainted with the area as well as my soldiers here.” Kalck opened his arm to encompass his soldiers. “They can get with the various squads you have and get them sorted out.”

“Good. They’re in the quarters you set up for them, getting ready for missions right now, I believe.”

“That’s good, sir. We’ll go and see them now then.” Kalck merely nodded and walked with the soldiers out of the TOC.

Well, that was interesting, Bradi thought as he considered what to do now and how to break up the TOC structure. 

Coming up with a plan, he wondered if it would work. He waved over Ross and explained his plan. He wasn’t sure about the tempo of the combat operations. Maybe he’d have to see how it panned out when they got rolling and adjust accordingly. He figured twelve-hour shifts would be good for the duration with two squads at night and two squads during the daytime. He had a lot of boots on the ground and thought that was the best way to conduct operations. He decided that was something he needed to discuss with Kalck to determine if that was a good idea. He chafed at his lack of officer knowledge, but he relied on his non-commissioned officers too. He reasoned that was good enough. And he and his own HQ element could work to get through the days. He would have to get with Gail and see what she was doing for her operations, wondering if she was doing daytime operations only. 

On that note, he walked over to her. “Excuse me, what is your plan for staffing?”

“As far as?” Gail stopped to look at the screen showing the drone feed from Turris. 

She could pick out the Plaguers walking around and a large group milling about in the city. She wondered if any enemy forces were in the city to possibly shoot down their drones. They only had so much, and a benign environment like this was good for the Phoenix Group, where the enemy was mainly insurgents with no credible anti-air threat.

“For the current contract, are you doing twenty-four-hour ops or just the daytime?” Bradi asked.





