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January 20, 2743

“Realize this isn’t a mercenary contract,” Colonel Smit said to the assembled people. She saw Colonel Sievert shift slightly, as it was his duty to do the majority of mercenary missions for the Dutch government. She noticed that he wanted to be somewhere else other than Earth, but as it was an Aegis-backed mission, they had to get the subtleties of what they were talking about. With the revelation of an outside force beyond the main known human sphere, everybody was more curious about that rather than what was going on Earth. “This is a purely governmental mission. Colonel Sievert will brief you all on that now.” Colonel Smit stepped away from the dais in the main theatre to allow Colonel Sievert to speak.

After nodding to Colonel Smit, Colonel Sievert turned to the audience, which housed most of the commanding officers of the 2nd Squadron along with Captain Bradi.

“Thank you, Colonel.” He took a sip of water and looked at the crowd. “For the past seventy-two hours, the forces of Serbia have been trying to encroach on Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina. Local forces have stopped the attacks but remain poised to launch strikes into Serbia, including artillery fire on Serbian positions.

“Due to this fighting, Aegis has requested that the ESU send in peacekeeping forces to stop Serbian aggression and also prevent Croatia from invading. Right now, the Croatian military hasn’t made any significant gains, and neither have the Serbs.

“Our job is to prevent the conflict from escalating, and that means deploying to Earth to stop the war. Aegis doesn’t have the manpower to do it, so they hired us to play peacekeeper. The United Planets has suggested sending troops to help, but so far the ESU has taken the lead and will deploy two French battalions to cover the southeast sector of Bosnia.

“For us, we’ll be on the Serbia-Croatia border, with orders to forcibly stop anybody from combat. That means lethal force for your elements and all that entails. The United Planets is trying to send a battalion, but as I said, the ESU is trying to keep them out of European affairs.” He pressed a few buttons on the remote and the holotable came to life, showing the borders and countries, as well as unit identifiers for the respective units. “As you can see, we’ll be on the northwestern border along the Serbia-Croatia border. The special forces element coming along, C Troop, will be headquartered at an Aegis base in Tuzla. From there they will conduct any missions necessary for the peacekeepers, whether or not you will be taking on high-value targets or any other kinetic mission. Again, the mission is to keep both sides from fighting. So, we’ll either run afoul of the Croats or the Serbs. So far, Aegis has instituted sanctions, but it’ll take some time for them to take effect. They have a few forces, mainly in Bosnia-Herzegovina, so we’ll land at Sarajevo spaceport and then deploy to the border. It is rumored that the United Planets is already moving units there, and Aegis may or may not allow it. I will let you know if they do. Any questions?” Colonel Sievert waited, saw no questions, and nodded to everybody.

* * *
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Colonel Smit returned to the dais and looked at everybody. “I know this mission is not for a mercenary unit, but again, Aegis paid for you to sit around and make peace with everybody in the region. For this, you are dismissed to your commanders, and all Kommando elements come see me over here.”

She motioned to where she was going to stand for her soldiers. Once they came to her, she smiled—mainly at Captain Bradi, since she liked how he looked. So young and handsome...

“Some more information that we need to tell you,” she said as she saw Captain Juniper look at her, and she wondered if Juniper found her attractive. The fact that she didn’t get hit on was a sign. “From what intel is saying, Executive Outcomes, a unit that normally does business with the African Protectorate, will be shoring up near the Second Squadron’s border. They’re mainly motorized infantry, and they do have drone support.”

“That’s the American unit then, ma’am?”

“No, Aegis apparently found the Americans too rowdy for the mission, and this is a mercenary mission, just that Aegis is hiring you all out.” She looked at the looks on their faces. “They estimate a six-month contract with room for extension. Like before Axos went to shit, you’re paid up for six months, and I feel Aegis is more reliable from previous experience than a tin-pot dictator on a planet.”

“Ma’am, where are we going?” Captain Juniper asked.

“You’ll be in Sarajevo with the intel section providing support for Karl, who will be stationed in Tuzla. His mission is simply quick reaction at the most and maybe some special forces action if needed. Colonel Sievert’s attempt to have a special forces component for his unit failed due to politics and needs of the military. I’m sure Veerkamp was mad about it, but she’s, from what I heard, dealing with it. Second Squadron’s HQ will also be in Sarajevo, and you, Kim, will be the liaison as well with them for the Kommando units.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Captain Juniper replied.

“Karl, there is a base set up by Aegis for you to occupy. It’s just been finished, and Aegis has soldiers guarding it to make sure that nobody, not even the Bosnians, takes it over. It’s been built with your troopers in mind as well as the vehicles and other necessities. It has full accommodations, but bring your cots as it’s nothing special. Still, it will keep them from the winter elements once you get deployed to the area.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Schaffer is, of course, handling logistics right now, and she reported that supplies of a kinetic nature are en route. Keep what you’ve got loaded in the vehicles handy, and don’t shoot too much if you can help it. We’re expecting the talks to go through and a lasting peace to take hold again.”

She didn’t mention the historical ramifications of a ceasefire, but she knew tensions had been simmering for centuries, and Aegis had to step in. The fact that they had hired mercenaries was something new—and maybe for the better, given the wealth Aegis possessed.

“And no funny business. Especially you, Kim. I’ve got my eye on all of you. No problems. I want a clean deployment, and if it goes longer, we’ll ensure that you get paid, of course.”

Both Captain Juniper and Captain Bradi knew it didn’t matter. They got paid by the government for their pay grade, not any bonus from deployments.

“Yes, ma’am,” Captain Juniper said, wondering why she had such a reputation.

“Yes, ma’am,” Captain Bradi echoed, wondering what trouble Juniper had gotten into this time.

“That is all, you two. Good luck, and expect your deployment times from Major Veerkamp.” Without waiting for a response, Colonel Smit left them standing there, wondering what to do next.

* * *
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“What did you do this time?” Captain Bradi asked.

“I didn’t fuck up this time, so maybe she was just warning me,” Captain Juniper said with a shrug. She knew she wasn’t fraternizing with anybody. “Maybe Executive Outcomes have women. I know Major Veerkamp has some predatory instinct, though.”

“Okay, maybe you’ll calm down and not fuck everybody,” Bradi replied with a smirk.

“I don’t sleep around much anyway,” Juniper said, rolling her eyes. “Anyway, we should talk to Major Veerkamp and see what she has to say.”

She didn’t really want to talk to her, but it was necessary. Juniper figured Major Veerkamp had a thing for her and wished she wouldn’t be so predatory. It made her uneasy. Still, she was less of a threat in that way, Juniper reflected, as she walked up to Major Veerkamp and waited for her to recognize she was there.

Seeing Captain Juniper, Major Veerkamp smiled. “Ahh, Juniper, what can I do for you this time?” She looked over Juniper, who looked the same, if a little more worn from their last encounter years ago.

“Ma’am, we were told to get deployment orders from you,” Captain Juniper said.

“We’ll distribute them within a day or so.” Major Veerkamp really wanted to kiss Juniper, but she knew she had to mind her business — maybe some other time. She also realized that she had changed since she saw her last. The desire was still there, but maybe in a different way, she supposed as she looked and smiled. “That is all, thank you.” She turned to address Colonel Sievert, making sure her aide was nearby.

Captain Juniper nodded to Captain Bradi and the two left the atrium and headed for the room to wait for the trip to the shuttle to take them back to Deimos later in the day.

The next day Captain Bradi received the deployment orders and shook his head. They had to be ready to depart in two days as the transport freighter would arrive to take their vehicles and equipment to Earth. He didn’t miss Earth that much and felt that maybe the home of civilization should be left to rot and die, personally. He called in Schaffer and showed her the document.

“What the fuck?” Lieutenant Schaffer said.

“Yeah, we gotta get ready, now,” Captain Bradi said.

“Yeah, I’ll get the news out right now, sir.”

“Good, let’s get ready.” Captain Bradi wished he had a few more days, but they were supposed to be quick reaction anyway.

* * *
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Two weeks later the unit arrived in Sarajevo and rapidly disembarked from the space freighter, then made their way to Tuzla.

Captain Bradi looked at the terrain and shrugged. It was a bit hilly, and snow blanketed the areas around the village. He watched as the troop’s vehicles landed at the facility.

They had to unpack the transport vehicles for the Nadavs and the like, but overall he felt it was a defensible location. They weren’t far from the city, and they were thankfully doing most of the work during the daytime.

He had to plan how they would run the schedule. Like Durham, he considered twelve-hour shifts, but he wasn’t sure it was necessary. A quick message to Major Veerkamp confirmed it wasn’t. She said not to do twelve-hour shifts as she needed the force available most of the time.
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