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It seems almost coincidental that I chose to try and expand David Drake’s universe. I first read “The Tank Lords” when I was in Kuwait during an Intrinsic Action rotation, and only two years before the so-called “Second Gulf War.” Unlike David Drake, I came by way of the Field Artillery, as a Forward Observer assigned to a tank Company. Naturally, the spectacle of massive tanks blowing things up with absolute precision, and the ferocity that David Drake put into his work, inspired me to try and do the same. I forgot about that book, and moved on in life. Then, eventually, it came back to haunt me. I found more of his novels and the desire to read his stories intensified, like it does with everybody else who’s an avid follower of his series. I read and reread all of his stories, and no matter how many times I did so, I never got tired of him. I realized that I don’t have a book of his on hand. I found one a few days ago, while writing this foreword. I just couldn’t get it out of my mind.

I guess I just got lucky, as I had the inspiration, the ideas... but not the “official” permission for trying to do something in the universe. But these days, you have to cover your ass. So, I was glad that he at least allowed me to use his universe, and embellish and put my own spin on the universe he created. And while it seems easy for some, to me it was a challenge, because you can’t do David Drake’s universe half-assed. Otherwise, it looks cheap, and it would insult the original author, and you never want to do that!

It wasn’t about the tech, nor the ferocity, but the writing style. I, of course, have not been in Vietnam. The closest I’ve been was Afghanistan. But even in Kuwait in 2001, having never seen combat yet in Iraq, David Drake transfers the feeling that when the chips are down, shit happens. To me, his books weren’t about making war flashy or cool. They made you feel like you were there, and you experienced all the emotions. Suffice it to say, Hammer’s Slammers rock.

And that is the problem I face, trying to keep up with the standard of writing David Drake has introduced in his books. The main focus during the Vietnam War was the conventional mindset versus an enemy that didn’t fight conventionally. As we all know from 9/11, that way of fighting has changed. No more massive tank divisions streaming across the Fulda Gap. Now, it’s a lone insurgent with an AK-47 or RPG. That is the new threat to the world’s armed forces. This is not a dissertation on symmetrical versus asymmetrical combat. There are too many books, blogs, etc. on that already. I only hope that I’m not messing up too bad. He has set a high standard, but so far, I have had no complaints from him yet.

Of course, the big question is, how can an artilleryman do just as good a job of storytelling? Well, a Forward Observer works with various elements in the modern army, or the US Army as it is now. To give an idea of my experience, I have worked with Armor, Cavalry, and Light Infantry. I have also worked on the training side of Fort Sill, OK. Been to Germany, and Fort Hood, Texas, and recently, back with the Maryland National Guard. Yes, I’ve seen quite a bit, and done quite a bit. I’ve been to Iraq once, from 2004-2005, and in Afghanistan from 2008-2009, so I hope I bring my experience to the table like David Drake did, and hopefully, when you read this, you will enjoy it.

But of course, this document wouldn’t be possible without these people: 

Captain West, D 2/8 commander at the time in Kuwait. I thank you, sir, for letting me borrow your copy of The Tank Lords. Without that, none of this would have happened. 

David Drake, of course, for the stories. I think I’ve read all of them, at least I hope I have. Thank you for the permission to expand on your universe. 

Aston West, for his help and tips and tricks on writing. 

Brent Millis for helping me find an outlet to publish my works. 

John Treadaway for his excellent site on Hammer’s Slammers. His books helped me understand the universe of Hammer’s Slammers, so I can start getting my angle functioning better. 

Kevin Dallimore, primarily for his work on the miniatures and his always excellent work on the painting. It helped me to visualize some of the aspects of the vehicles. I had hoped to include the Zaporoskiye Brigade, but unfortunately, events had turned out otherwise, mainly in the storyline, so I had to nix that idea before it took off. Then again, who knows what may transpire? 

Gwen has my thanks for proofreading my stories, every author needs more than his or her eyes to make a story work. 

Chester Moore for being a spiritual healer during Dayton Hamvention ’10. I had never really talked to a Vietnam Vet, but his stories seemed similar to mine. 

Also to Karen Schweitzer for her professional medical opinion. Her advice came in handy for “Tour Guides.” 

And, to the general science fiction community as a whole. I’ll never get tired of good SF, regardless of the author I read.

I want to always thank C Company, 1/26, just because you were the best unit I’ve been with, ever. 

And lastly... the Forward Observers that were under me. And of course my FSO, damn fine work, sir. I didn’t make you successful... you were successful, and that’s what I wanted always. For you to make it happen when I couldn’t always be out there working the guns and the air. I am eternally grateful for your hard work and the dedication that made our Company successful during OEF IX. “Anytime, Anywhere.”

And above all, the ones who have paid the ultimate sacrifice for what they believed was right. Thank you.

~ Eric Johnson, 2010-11

It also should be noted that none of the characters originally from the Hammer’s Slammers series are present. David Drake has made it clear that while I can use his universe, his characters are of course his intellectual property. I’m sorry if you’re expecting some of the old characters to show up, they won’t. References will be made to them, but they are not in the story.
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Low Altitude Vehicle (LAV)
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The concept of the Low Altitude Vehicle, in itself, wasn’t a new idea. Just one never put into practice. The ability of computer directed powerguns to swat down an aerial threat made air attack an unlikely event in the years after The Way. Ground vehicles, like those before the serious advent of air power, still reigned on the battlefield, just as lethal on that side of whatever Terra Firma they happened to be on. Since then aircars and aircraft still held their place in the civilized galaxy, they just were not effective in combat. The LAV, or the M81 as it was called, was developed by Icarus Industries as a counterweight to the Angel HALO tank being fielded by Terran forces. While not as advanced the hovertanks or other vehicles, it did what it had to do, was as advanced, but with none of the problems that early anti-grav tanks are facing right now. While the Frisian Defense Forces never had to deal with monetary issues, the mercenary forces it sent out to whoever was paying provided the Nieuw Friesland government with the capital to buy and try new ideas.

Hence, A Troop, 2/4 Cavalry, which in essence was an Air Cav style unit, back in the old days of Earth’s history. The basic concept was that it almost had the armor of a ground tank, almost the firepower of a tank, but the mobility of an aircar to rapidly position troops on the battlefield. However, the air threat posed by calliopes was tremendous, so A 2/4 Cav wasn’t an operational unit, but just a unit to test out old ideas in a new universe, which the project leader, Thomass Grossman was willing to hedge his bets on, with the military head being Colonel Brown. Icarus Industries produced the finest war vehicles, as the historians of Hammer’s Slammers could tell anybody, so he was banking on the idea of trying something radical. A Troop was created for that purpose, to see if it would work, how it could work, and if they could make it work.

To accomplish this, infantrymen, military policemen, as well as combat car crews were brought in to refine concepts, using their various experiences to come together with a workable idea. Unlike a combat car company, the Troop had only four vehicles to a platoon, along with a dismounted infantry squad in each vehicle, which thus far could be used for military police duties, or in an offensive manner, essentially a “battle taxi” for the squad to assault buildings. It was theorized that it could support “conventional” operations, by providing (the) necessary organic assets to a deployed field force regiment, since the majority of national forces normally didn’t have the necessary funds to buy a force of calliopes for defending their facilities or units. However, the threat was out there, so while things had to be developed, as well as countertactics, the idea has been viable to the brass of the Frisian Defense Forces, for the time being, unless something better came along. 

The armament of this LAV amounted to a 10cm powergun, an independent tri-barrel used for close-in defense, as well as normal anti-missile and anti-artillery shell duties, which serves as its offensive power. In addition to that, the LAV carried a flex mounted, four cell hypervelocity missile launcher designed for anti-vehicle use. Rounding out on the left side of the turret was a bank of multi-function smart missiles, able to adjust its warhead to destroy the threat. It was essentially a missile launched version of the smart shells that the FDF used in its hogs for years.
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New Hope (B776925-A)
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New Hope was settled by a Brazilian consortium in the late 2500s. In March 2512, Hector Salvadore landed on the planet as part of a mining survey team for the Banvinos Mining Corporation. Since large amounts of raw ore were found, the planet developed from a mining colony into a more industrialized planet. For two centuries the planet 's population lived in relative peace, without the petty bickering that had troubled other planets. The primary reason for this was the homogenization of the planet. The corporate heads on the planet knew that if they allowed other foreign cultures in, the planet would fall under the same problems that plagued the other planets in the region. The planetary government maintained a small force, a Regiment in size, for defensive purposes only. Few enemies attacked, since the ore produced from the planet supplied the materials for industrial and other needs. Plus, the Brazilian government keeping the planet’s location a virtual secret helped stave off any potential invasion or attacks.
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Beginnings
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The night air was cool and calm around the target building as Baines maneuvered the M81 into position. On the south side, a similar vehicle was doing the same, lowering itself as doors on both sides opened up and they both noisily disgorged two squads, under the watch of the tribarrels. Once both squads had left, the two vehicles lifted off, closing the doors as they moved into overwatch positions.

“First Squad down.” Second Lieutenant Bryce Jones huskily said as he maneuvered the rest of his squad to the side of a wall, just shy of a door leading into the compound. As they hustled each trooper's weapon was scanning around in case of hostile activity. The squad reached the south side of the walled compound, crouching as they leaned against the wall.

“Anvil Two-Six set south door, emplacing breaching charges.” He began to pull out the charges to place on the door.

“Second Squad down.” Sergeant Julie Walkerman said as she ensured her team was set as well. She checked around the area as her squad leaned against the wall, covering all the sectors, eyes glued to their sights. Quickly pulling out a couple breaching charges from a pouch on her armor, she gingerly placed them on the door, making sure that they were ready. Satisfied, she double checked everything one last time. Sighing she felt it was time to radio in. 

“Anvil Two-Two set and ready to breach.”

"Anvil Two-Six set and ready to breach."

“Anvil Six roger.” 

“Anvil Two-Six and Anvil Two-Two, this is Six, negative movement at this time.” 1st Lieutenant Karen Juniper said over the command push while she monitored her turret sensors as she watched the movement of her two squads. The building was only one story high, typical of housing found throughout the known galaxy, and a good place to get her squads trained up. Negative readings from the thermals and other sensors that were packed into the vehicle. The only movement was from the two squads ready to enter the building.

The two vehicles orbited the walled compound slowly as they waited for anything to try and make their move against the squads on the ground. Since the 10cm main guns were unable to depress low enough, both vehicle commanders used the tribarrels as their primary weapon. For all intents and purposes those were more than sufficient for the threat they were supposed to face for this mission.

“Charges set, Anvil Two-Two.”

“Charges set, Anvil Two-Six.”

“All elements Execute.” Lt. Juniper said over the command net. Sighing to herself she hoped that this would work right as a lot was riding on just one training mission.

The LAV’s sensors noted the blasts of the breaching charges and the movements of her two squads as they entered the compound.

“Contact” One soldier fired at a target that popped up out of the side of the house, shooting it down. Lt. Juniper also was listening to Platoon to monitor their progress.

“Move! Move!” Came over the net.

Last thing they wanted to be was in an open courtyard with bullseyes and nowhere to run or hide... A few soldiers on the south side fired at another target while they moved closer to the door. The northern soldiers moved to their door, and mimicked what they did, pressing themselves against the outer wall and scanning every possible sector with their weapons. 

“Anvil Two-Two, negative contact, set.”

Lt. Jones had his squad along the wall too, his soldier occasionally shooting at the targets that presented themselves. They were range targets that normally would need replacing after a powergun bolt hit it, but the EM carbines merely knocked them down. In real life it still would have killed the target.

“Two-Six, set!” He exhaled as his body caught up to him stopping all of a sudden, letting himself catch his breath. Despite the air, he was a little hot as he waited for the next order that would send him into the building.

“Sir, I believe I go first.” Sergeant Rachael Tennenbaum said/snorted as she moved in front of him, shoving him back, to the derision of the trooper behind him. 

Lt. Jones grimaced, it was briefed she goes in, and the Groenigan Military Academy stressed that the officers don’t always lead the missions, or go ahead of the troops who did the real work. He felt slightly ashamed and inside the mask his face reddened at the embarrassment. Above him, Lt. Juniper noted that, as well as the Observer/Controllers back in a command car not a kilometer from the raid site. So you would lead your troops from the front Lieutenant? Son, there is nothing wrong from leading from the front, but sometimes your tactical skills and knowledge is also a benefit, and if you try to be a hero out there son, you’ll be the first to go, and the troopers will be joking about another ‘dumb El-Tee’ who didn’t know his place while leading. He remembered oh so vividly from his tactical training. And he was supposed to get a slot in a combat car platoon, not a dismounted abortion of an infantry squad!

“Roger,” was all he said. He sighed, hopefully the order would come down. His cheeks still burned even though the cool air kept them slightly chilled.

“Anvil Two-Six, this is Anvil Six, what’s the hold up?” The sound of the LAVs permeated the air as he nervously waited, thought of what to expect next.

“Waiting for the order for the go ahead.”

“Go ahead, Two-Six!” Lt. Juniper herself was the same, but when you’re in command...

“Go go go!” Lt. Jones yelled over the communicator as the appropriate synapse fired.

Sergeant Tennenbaum kicked the door hard and it opened rather quickly, with her weapon up and scanning as she raced inside, with the bewildered Lt. Jones entering and fanning out with the rest of the team. There, he felt better as he scanned the area. A target popped up and the trooper behind him fired at it, knocking it down.

“Clear! Two-Six, one enemy down!”

“Roger, Six, out.”

“Clear! Two-Two, room clear, proceeding to the next room, negative contact.” Lt. Jones inwardly shrunk. 

Sergeant Tennenbaum, noting from previous hesitation, shrugged as she scanned the room for any more targets. Realizing what was next, she had the thought in her mind then her mouth. “Stack on me!” she yelled while she moved to the next door. If the Loot wasn’t going to say it, she was. Thinking for a millisecond that if they had to go somewhere tomorrow, then they’d be screwed for sure. But that wasn’t her call right now.

The troopers dutifully did that, while Lt. Jones fell in behind, covering the rear. He was embarrassed at his lack of command ability. What could he expect? He just been to the unit for a week and this was his first field exercise! Sergeant Tennenbaum kicked the next door, and everybody shuffled in, with one fire team hanging back, acting as support for the team inside the other room, he heard a clear and nodded, following the team. The building wasn’t large, but still...

“Two-Six, Two-Two, my sides are clear, negative contact.” 

Still nothing? Wow he was impressed. Inside the helmet, he pulled up the schematics. Two-Two’s icons were in the next room over from Tennenbaum’s icons on the display, while his was in the room adjacent to hers. In the age of microelectronics and powerful transmitters, a platoon leader had better situational awareness of his platoon than anybody could imagine. 

“Anvil Six, Two-Six, building clear, engaged four hostiles, no casualties.”

“Roger building cleared. Endex, come on out for pickup.”

There would be no searching as the building was designed for troop movement, rather than investigation. In any case, had this been a real firefight he mused, they wouldn’t have much to investigate anyways...

“Unit, move to your assigned pickup zones and embark on your vehicles.” Came the Observer/Controllers monitoring the exercise. 

He heard something but couldn’t tell what it was, so he let it go as both squads moved back to the pickup zones. He heard the whine of the LAVs as they landed, the dust being kicked up by the thrusters. Lost in a slight funk, he followed them in, did a quick headcount, and shut the door.

“Two-Six all in, accounted for.” 

No reply came, but everybody else started to undo their face masks of their armor. Built much like the West Riding Yeomanry body armor, the AAPS, or Advanced Armored Protection Suit was designed on that model, but more along the lines of what the Frisian Defense Force needed, and was considering at the moment. He flipped open the faceplate, taking in the air of the vehicle as it flew back to the Assembly Area. He didn’t look around at his troopers, embarrassment in his eyes boring holes in the ceiling as he tried not to make eye contact. He sighed... if only... 

Upon landing, all the team leaders and troopers did a quick review of the battle. Key notes were of course, the newbie El-Tee hanging up. He feigned inexperience, which it was, and not knowing what was going on, which wasn’t happening. He looked at himself as with all this knowledge, but admitted that he really didn’t know what was going on, the experience of the troopers foreshadowing his leadership ability.

As soon as the debrief was finished, Lt. Juniper walked up to Lt. Jones. She laid a hand on his shoulder in consolation.

“It’s not that bad Tennant, I was just as jacked up when I led troops.”

“So how many times then?” Some of the weight of the world of his shoulders.

“This was my first time with a larger element.” She winked. “It’s different when you’ve been led, and able to enforce your will on the troopers. That’s all it takes, just tell them what they need to do, supervise and lead.” She shrugged. “I guess it seems such a simplistic attitude to a complex thing, but you’re going to be fine.” She smiled. “Besides, you can’t spell ‘lost’ without an LT anyways.”

Lt. Jones had a light laugh, stood up, and shook his head. Maybe she was right. It was only fair that he looks stupid on his first mission. He just thought that hopefully when it came down to the real thing that he wouldn’t be so lost.
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El Cator Planetary Campaign
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“Anvil Six, this is Anvil Five. Target two o’clock, upper story, dismounts with machine guns, over.” 

Prowler watched the stereoscopic image displayed on Booster’s screen. The display showed a group of enemy insurgents preparing to ambush his squad as they advanced.

“Five, Six. Engage.”

“Roger, engaging,” was the crisp reply he’d been waiting on for the past hour while they shot up the buildings. Prowler sighted the main gun on the window, pulling the trigger and sending the 2cm bolts from the tribarrel into the structure, shattering the wall and seeing some body parts fly out. No further activity presented itself as he continued overwatching the squad.

They’d been deployed to New Hope, a Brazilian colony that had seen its own rough times, but this was something new. A local gang, El Cator, was bucking against the authority of the planetary Government, threatening to take it over through an insurgency campaign. Naturally, as for any juntas, such resistance was not well received. So they’d sent in the weakly trained militia, which was constantly repulsed by the well-armed and equipped gang. Numerous sieges later they’d had to call in the mercs to fix the situation for them. 2/4 had been hired, along with a combat-car battalion. Their current mission was to clear the town of any resistance. The initial assault had gone well, with the well-equipped mercs easily blowing away the hasty defenses that were thrown up against them. 

“Six, this is Two-Six. Moving up, cover our advance, over.” 

“Roger. Begin your move, over.” 

“Roger. Moving.” 

Lt. Juniper herself was overwatching Lt. Jones’s advance into the first apartment complex. Movement, highlighted by Booster, showed a buzzbomb team lining up on his squad as they bounded, by teams, up to the door. The vehicle was steady in the air as she aimed the turret onto the designated target. She lined up her pipper, sending another 10cm bolt into the apartment complex, vaporizing the building, shattering the windows, and reducing the street to rubble. The buzzbomb team was gone, dismembered by the transfer of energy that was liberated by their bodies. She smiled thinly as Lt. Jones placed a breaching charge on the door, and then moved away as the charge went off, allowing them instant access. His first fire team entered the building, weapons buzzing as they fired on targets.

“Contact!” Lt. Jones’s voice came over the comms.

His transmission was punctuated by the thrum of the Electro Motive carbines they carried. For this operation, the high capacity and high rate of fire outweighed the more useful powerguns. Besides, with room-clearing a lighter weapon was preferable to a heavier and slower-firing 2cm powergun. They kept the squad autos handy just in case of anything larger. The vehicles were there for local support against heavy weapons and vehicles.

“Six, Two-Six. Two hostiles down, moving east along the hallway, negative contact,” came Lt. Jones’s terse situation report.

“Six, roger.”

Lt. Jones scanned the dark hallway with his weapon as his fireteam followed behind him. Sergeant Westerman’s team was on his right, covering that side. Small fires, as well as the sounds of general destruction, filtered through the hallway. A lot of trash was on the floor, but they made every effort to be as quiet as possible. They advanced parallel to each other, ensuring that all angles were covered. Lt. Jones raised a clenched fist and pointed to the first room off to his right. Its door was open. He nodded to Private Brockman, who nodded back and pulled out a grenade — a simple flashbang that, even in these times, was very effective in disabling individuals for room-clearing. 

Brockman cooked it off for a couple of seconds and tossed it into the room. As soon as it went off, Sergeant Westerman’s fireteam entered, carbines thrumming as they cut down the few hostiles who were in there.

“Clear!” Sergeant Westerman said over the tactical frequency. “Coming out!”

“Come out!” Lt. Jones’s team covered the hallway, just in case anybody came out of another room. 

Sergeant Westerman’s team came out and stacked on the far side of the now-clear room’s door. 

Private Roycewicz dropped a piece of colored tape. It was simple — mark the room you’d just cleared so you didn’t get confused or waste any follow-on forces’ time. 

“Move forward, Alpha,” Lt. Jones said as he looked down his weapon at the next door. Unfortunately, it opened outward. 

Easy fix. 

“Stack on the far side. Westerman, once we’re set, shoot the hinges and we’ll breach.”

“Roger. On your go.”

Lt. Jones’s team stacked with the precision of people who’d done this for years. They hadn’t, but his squad was turning out to be very adept indeed. Of course, he was part of the ‘think fast, move fast, execute fast’ clique that most infantry officers tried to emulate, but he seemed to be a natural at it. 

“Set!”

Sergeant Westerman aimed and fired a long burst at both hinges, the EM penetrators easily destroying the cheap metal. The door fell down and Roycewicz, ever ready, tossed a flashbang through the doorway. It went off and Lt. Jones rushed in, aiming down his sights at a skinny woman with a powergun, mowing her down as he moved forward. He heard more chatter from the other weapons as the rest of his team cut down the other defenders. Two males lay dead in front of his other team members. 

“Clear!”

“Clear!”

“Clear!”

“Room clear!”

Lt. Jones looked around the room. It was small, and already filling with the smell of dead bodies, as well as the acrid smoke of the flashbang. The filters on his helmet snapped down to cut the smell out, but it lingered now that it was trapped in his nose. He wiggled his nose to get the scent out, but no luck. One of the males must have voided his bowels when shot. 

The apartment room wasn’t much — a closet with its door open, and a bathroom. He shook his finger toward the door to get the team moving out.

“Coming out!” he said as they left the room. Let the nationals clean up...

On to the next room...

Lt. Juniper had a tactical display, with both top-down and three-dimensional views, showing the progress of the Troop and its squads and vehicles. Their suits showed their current statuses as they cleared the buildings one by one. 2ndSquad was advancing — slowly, but moving forward as the LAVs opened fire. They were all exposed, but their firepower couldn’t be matched. There was slight machinegun fire, but her vehicles quickly overmatched whatever was thrown at them. Computer-directed powerguns and missiles made quick work of what had taken the yokels weeks to even budge. 3rd Squad was advancing quite fast, perhaps encountering less resistance or just working quickly through any resistance they did meet. 4th Squad had begun their assault and was experiencing heavy resistance. She noticed another enemy team setting up some kind of heavy weapon, and she maneuvered the pipper onto the highlighted target and pulled the trigger, vaporizing them and destroying part of the building.

It was slightly boring, given the pace of the fight. The enemy consisted of dismounts. They had vehicles combined with their infantry. They were offering very little resistance. The local yokels really were that bad. 

Maneuvering an additional camera, she pointed it at the Home Guard vehicles that were supposed to follow their advance. Since her Troop wasn’t moving, they weren’t either. They looked on at the destruction that they couldn’t cause. She wasn’t better than them, but she had assets, firepower, and the locals’ money. 

Booster highlighted a target for Prowler that was quickly vaporized. Hell, he was the better shot. He’d proven that to her on Thessolinka during the Turkish uprising. That was more of a hell than this ever was. Hell, here all she had to do was put a pipper on the image and fire. Being in a combat car was harder and left her more exposed than she was now. 

Booster highlighted another target on 1st Squad’s building, however the proximity to Lt. Jones precluded her firing.

“Booster, notify Lt. Jones of target.”

Booster gave its electronic acknowledgement and he was instantly notified. 

3rd Squad finished its sweep and was moving the locals in to secure the building behind them. It looked like the Troop Commander was being slow and the PL too. Score one for 3rd. She watched the squads with mild detachment as they continued their progress. Lt. Jones quickly dispatched the threat, and she saw him and his squad move up, emboldened by the lack of resistance.

“So far, no resistance. Some survivors, but nothing worth shooting, over.”

“Roger. Keep pushing up and say when you are set on the last floor, over.”

“Roger.” 

“Baines, raise it up a bit, so we can cover... There, that’s good.” The pipper slid onto the last floor easily. Anything... and nothing. 

“Last floor clear, over.”

“Roger, over. Fourth and Second, status?” She wanted to be done with this lopsided battle, as it was a simple shooting match with far superior firepower on one side.

“Second building clear,” came the husky voice of Sergeant Walkerman. She sounded slightly winded, but okay. 

“Fourth building clear.” Sergeant Pryce’s voice came over the radio, but his wasn’t even strained. Given that they’d had limited resistance, it was no surprise to her that he was almost through with his area of responsibility.

All buildings clear. It was amazing that the locals hadn’t been able to do anything about this. This was a bit too easy for her Troop, little more than an expensive room-clearing exercise. However, she really didn’t care, not after this bloodbath, anyway. She wasn’t even paying the bill. Oh, the butcher’s bill would be paid, but this was nothing compared to what they could have been doing.

“Baines, bring it down and land it after I signal the local militia to come and clean up after us.”

That was in the contract, they’d made sure of that. Not that the mercenaries were responsible for writing the contract, but it wasn’t their planet and they didn’t want to risk offending any sensibilities concerning special rituals they might have for burials. Latin American descendants were very conscious of such things. Besides, sometimes you really don’t care about the results of crashing a party and you don’t want to have to clean it up. The locals were doing all the dirty work of sifting out information, anyway. 

Baines brought the LAV down expertly. Lt. Juniper sent a message to Lt. Jones, telling him to send a fireteam down to provide extra muscle for her, as well as security. She trusted that her teams had gotten the job done, she just didn’t trust the locals, that was for sure. Particularly Major Alvarez, the commander of this operation. He was very, very staunch in his traditional ways. He couldn’t accept, first off, that a woman commanded men and women, and could do a better job than him, anyway. Right now she imagined he’d be furious that she’d accomplished the mission in an hour. Especially since the locals had been trying unsuccessfully for many long months. 

After setting down, she double-checked her own weapon before opening the hatch. The vehicle settled on the ground while she waited for the fireteam to come to her position. Once they were near enough, she opened the hatch and stepped out into a warzone. The acrid smells of powergun ammunition, along with smoke and dust, assaulted her senses as she clambered out. Setting the tanker’s helmet on the seat, she let her shoulder-length hair unravel, wincing slightly. She closed the hatch, then started down the built-in steps. The local yokels pulled their APCs up to the building and disgorged their requisite infantry squads. Naturally, they’d get the credit, but she didn’t care; she had their money, and that was what really mattered. 

Unlike the infantry, she wore a modified light body-armor system along with her tanker’s helmet. She didn’t need the clumsy ORC armor while sitting on her ass in a vehicle!

She watched the fireteam walk to the vehicle carefully, checking the area even though it was considered ‘safe.’ None of them believed that — trusting the local yokels with anything was sometimes tantamount to disaster.

“Two-Six, this is Six. Pull it back to the vehicle, the locals are taking over.”

“Two-Six, roger,” came the terse reply from Lt. Jones.

She surveyed the carnage, the smoke from the buildings obscuring one of the planetary suns as the sounds of soldiers’ voices issuing orders echoed to each other in the cleanup.

“Once your soldiers are back, you can leave,” said Lt. Colonel Javier Agruba. He was panting from his short jog from the APC only twenty meters away. His armor bulged where his stomach pressed out against it.

He really didn’t like the mercenaries, but he had to admit they had saved his hide, at least politically, with the takedown of the apartment block. As a Government officer he was too proud to show his appreciation, of course. The way he’d spoken didn’t hide his distaste one bit, but he didn’t care. Mercenaries didn’t deserve the respect they claimed they did. Without waiting for a response, and with a dismissive wave, he walked to the building they had just cleared. Soldiers grunted as Lt. Jones and Sergeant Tennenbaum walked out the shattered front door. 

“What a fucking asshole that guy is,” Private Roycewicz said as he opened the facemask on his armor, shaking his head in disgust. He strode over to the LAV and opened the infantry door, looking for his seat. Gingerly stepping into the vehicle, he took off the helmet and let the cooler air wash over his face, grateful for it, and sat there catching his breath, leaning his head back. He set his weapon down and hunted for a water bottle. Finding one, he unscrewed the cap, took a long drink, and sat there, relaxing his body after the stress of the fight.

The rest of the team stood there and shook their heads as Lt. Jones walked over to Sergeant Tennenbaum’s team. Her team followed Roycewicz’s lead and entered the LAV. The newer troopers in Sergeant Westerman’s team shook their heads and followed. They didn’t understand yet that, realistically, their job was over, and it was time to head back to the base. Roycewicz did instinctively, and therefore didn’t waste any time before getting some rest and nourishment after what seemed like an eternity. He looked outward as he sipped from the bottle. He was looking around, but still not focusing on anything. Room clearing did take it out of them, as the others realized when they sat down and started emulating Roycewicz. 

Lt. Juniper shrugged at Lt. Jones. 

“We’ll take care of the debrief when we get back. El Colonel told us to leave, so get a count of your people and we’ll get out of here.” 

“Roger that.” Lt. Jones began his pre-flight checks.
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War of the Flea
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“I bet you that he’s gone,” Private Westling said.

Dressed in civilian clothes to blend in for this operation, the Alpha Fireteam members walked casually up the stairs. They all carried 1cm-caliber pistols sheathed in concealed holsters so they wouldn’t be noticed by the local populace. The mission was simple: kill or capture the local Sandinista cell leader and, if alive, bring him in for questioning by the local security services. If there was too much resistance, get any information and then kill him, as he might have information that could help the cops. 

Keeping an eye out for civilians, targets, and the cops as well, they strode swiftly and calmly down the hallway toward their target. Well-kept and furnished, the hallway was polluted only by the Neo-Latin music blaring, the owner not really caring whether anybody liked it or not. 

It was cool to compensate for the humid air outside, which was a relief to the team members.

“I bet they’re here, then we can kill them all and go home,” Brockman said sarcastically.

“Probably, but we’ll have to make sure now, won’t we? Worry about the mission and cut the joking, Brockman,” Sergeant Westerman tersely reminded his subordinate, rolling his eyes slightly as he jerked his head toward the target door. “Room two eleven, coming up on the left.”

Slightly chastened, Privates Westling and Brockman nodded, scanning the hallway for any movement except their own. 

Sure looks like a nice place to live, Private Westling thought idly as they walked toward the target room. If she hadn’t been doing what she was doing now, she might even consider living here, but then again Friesland was all she knew — besides this place. Idly scanning, she realized that this was the first planet she’d been to besides her own.

They all stopped and took up their positions, drawing their pistols and covering the hallway as Sergeant Westerman nodded to Private Brockman. “Do it.”

Nodding, Private Brockman placed the breaching charge, a simple device that could attach to most surfaces in the galaxy, on the door. He extended probes from the top and bottom of the device. Once attached, he hit the ten-second timer, drew his weapon, and turned his head away from the blast. Everybody else did likewise and after ten seconds the explosive charge went off. Designed to spread its power along the wires, and also toward the door, it was horribly efficient at doing so. The flash and bang permeated the hallways as the team rushed in, scanning their sectors as they cleared the first room. A dazed male with a powergun in his hands stood up shakily as a 1cm bolt tore into his head, the power of the bolt literally exploding it — he never knew it was coming. His corpse collapsed while they searched for more targets. Nothing else presented itself. The room was empty. A slight smell of ozone and burned flesh began to permeate the room.

After a five-minute search, they came up empty. They managed to find some documents, which were easily hidden in their clothes and accessories. One thing good thing about Latin planets was that accessories were the fashion style. 

Sergeant Westerman cursed. “Let’s go before the cops show up.”
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Remote-Control Death
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“What do you have, Maxwell?” Lt. Horman asked.

“Sir, I have what looks to be an El Cator ambush position,” Maxwell said, watching the drone’s feed. El Cator had been steadily trying to fight the Government, especially since the mercenary takedown of the apartment complex last week.

He zoomed in, letting the AI figure out the rest. From the looks of it, there were electro-magnetic rifles and machine guns set up. A buzzbomb popped out in the display as well. Booster highlighted each person with a numeral “1,” designating them as threats. Sergeant Maxwell disabled the 3D schematic. A buzzbomb was a buzzbomb, and the numeral 1 told him everything he needed to know, anyway. More trouble for the Government convoy that was scheduled to roll through there in one hour. As usual, the opposition knew the timetable, or was simply waiting for anything Governmental to roll by so they could attack. Booster positively categorized the soon-to-be targets as El Cator revolutionaries. 

“Stand by, Maxwell. Let it orbit while I call the boss on this one.”

“Yes, sir,” he said as he captured the coordinates and displayed them. After a week of doing this, it was almost second nature to get clearance for a fire mission.

“Colonel Olsson, Fire Central, Lieutenant Hess here. Yes, sir, we have the coordinates... Yes, Sergeant Maxwell confirms, as does Booster... Sir? Yes, a firecracker would do too much damage, a simple HE round would do it fine... Stand by.” Lt. Hess held the receiver aside so he could speak to Maxwell. “Can we range it?”

Maxwell fed it to the hog that was sitting on the firebase. Thirty seconds later an affirmative came back.

“Yes, sir, we can range... Okay, thank you, sir... Yes, we have your initials.” 

Lt. Horman hung up the communicator and nodded to Maxwell. “Tell them to engage, and don’t forget the initials.”

“Yes, sir.” Sergeant Maxwell smiled thinly. Yet another ambush broken up by the mercs. Diligence ensures safety amongst your forces. He could care less about the Government forces, but dead Frisians weren’t going to happen on his watch, at least not if he could help it. The Government, after this week, was becoming more appreciative of their efforts. The mercs were worth the money they were spending. And Sergeant Maxwell himself felt that he’d earned every credit they paid him. Job satisfaction in the New Frisian Defense Force was high. Getting paid to kill and play with the high-tech goodies was always a plus. 

He specified HE in the fire mission request. Ten seconds later a loud noise shook the drone operator’s tent. Thirty seconds later, the screen showed only one explosion, and all Sergeant Maxwell typed was:

“End of Mission.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


A Stroll in the Mountains
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It was a fairly routine mission: Walk the Pollo Mountains, snatch up any El Cator personnel and break up ambushes, or conduct raids against the suspected training camps that seemed to litter the area. With the craggy valleys, slopes, and hills, the area was a cast-iron bitch to effectively patrol, as the mercenary S3 was finding out. Now one month into the campaign, everybody who’d fought an insurgency knew that it wasn’t going to be over soon, as the junta claimed daily on the news. Presidente Sergio countered that the guerilla campaign was sure to suffer from both the national and mercenary forces. Sure, the mercs, not the Government, were making progress in that area, but there was still a lot to be accomplished. New Hope was a temperate planet year-round, which made things easier. No slogging through blizzards, which meant no fighting the cold more than fighting the enemy, who was just as tenacious. 

Roycewicz shrugged to himself and adjusted his rucksack as he walked along the side of the mountain trail, the night-vision systems making everything look like day. Not much was going on, except for the rustling of his squadmates as they conducted another night sweep. Thankfully, the CO used her brains for something other than a sexy hat rack. Boy, he’d like to pound her rather than pound this mountain to dust right now. The fact that she allowed vehicle insertions on the fringes of “safe” ground and allowed them to infiltrate from there made their lives easier. He could walk but didn’t get particularly enthused about it — why walk when you could ride?

If they had inserted inside the range, it would have been a nightmare. Dismounting from a vehicle in a tight area, and a vulnerable one, at that? No way, Jose, he mused. They’d made the area more secure, but with the sheer scale of the mountain range, it was nearly impossible to secure everything. They steadily gained ground, but only in small, scant pieces. 

He walked along with his squad, scanning his sector. Each of them wore headpieces that combined night vision, day vision and, of course, comms. Add in their carbines, plenty of ammo, and they were off. The only major difference was that Private Brockman carried a Morary sniper rifle and Yen carried a lighter PK12 Squad Automatic Weapon. Private Brockman had grown up on a farm, or in the gutter; wherever he came from, he’d been plinking with his father’s rifle since he was young. Nobody had really known about this skill of his until they broke out their sniper rifle, looking for a Marksman in their squad. Really, it had been Sergeant Westerman’s idea, as he knew that a good sniper was a valuable thing to have in the mountains. He had grown up in the mountains on New Friesland, hunting four-legged animals rather than the two-legged variety they were after tonight. Unfortunately, they couldn’t make him the sniper, but he could definitely be the spotter. He simply had to lead the troops. 

Sergeant Westerman had fired the weapon a few times for his own familiarization. With it they could engage targets from farther away, allowing them to take a breather sometimes.

They wore light body armor and weren’t planning on getting shot at, either. Each also wore a small field ruck that held food, water, and ammunition. Their allotted patrolling time was six hours, so they had to make sure they carried as much equipment as possible. Food was less important than water. They all carried at least a few liters, which would be enough to last them during that time frame, provided they practiced water-conservation techniques. With all of the streams and rivers available, they also carried packets that cleansed water and made it drinkable. Since they came in bags of fifty, and were easy to pack, almost everybody carried about two hundred of them. You never knew when you might have to stay out there longer than you really needed or wanted to.

They unofficially called themselves HK1, or Hunter Killer 1, and so far, they were the best at hunting down the growing insurgency. The problem was that the insurgency had nearly the same technology they did. The mercs weren’t exactly outgunned, because when you had a hog to support you, along with your vehicles, you could usually get out of ambushes really quickly. Other than that, however, the technology gap between hunter and hunted was very small. At least the mercs had the latest generation of equipment, which gave them even more of an advantage. One thing you could always count on when working for the New Frieslanders was that you’d have the best gear. You paid for it, and then some, but none of them would think of going anywhere else. When you worked for the best, you stayed with the best — it was that simple.

“Anvil Base, this is Hotel Kilo One, lay Hot Steel on target AC1240, over.”

“Hotel Kilo 1, this is Hunter Base, lay one gun on target AC1240, over.”

“This is Hotel Kilo 1, thanks. Out.”

When they’d deployed to this godforsaken planet, they’d brought along a Battery of six hogs in order to provide indirect fire support. Naturally, the artillery grunts wanted a piece of the action, and quite frankly, Lt. Jones thought as he walked along, it had saved their asses a few times in a pinch. So, while reviewing procedures, he’d started designating targets out of natural features that he and his squad could recognize in a heartbeat, which of course was essential when they were getting shot at. After a few engagements in only a week of deployment in the Pollo Mountains, the combat-car Battalion they supported had adopted his procedure. Since, thus far, the insurgents didn’t have any calliopes that could swat the shells from the sky, they had the upper hand when it came to hitting back, and they hit back hard. It hadn’t taken long for the insurgents to learn they needed to move faster and slip away. Slowly, the combat-car crews were learning that too. As soon as the first shot rang out, the Platoon Leader would execute a fire mission and get Hot Steel working for them. 

He just wished they could prep the area — the Government’s restrictions on what they could and could not do were starting to grind at him. But then again, he was being paid to follow orders, and that was that. 

They continued along unchallenged for a couple of kilometers, then Lt. Jones decided to rest his troopers near Checkpoint 1. Checkpoint 1 was a cave the team had first found when travelling this way, and it had become a marker for how far from camp they’d gone. It was due west of the village of Sangrel, whose loyalty was thus far unknown. Getting there required a good half-hour’s walk, which wasn’t too bad. The troopers exercised at the camp gym as much as they could in between patrols and other required duties. Each trooper had a fallback plan of how to reach the nearest checkpoint in case things really went south while they were on patrol. Sometimes they stopped inside the cave, sometimes outside. So far, they’d only seen a few patrols on this run.

He saw the familiar turnoff for the cave.

“Tennenbaum, Westerman, get your troopers moving and set up a perimeter. We’ll hang tight, rest, and see if anything comes along.” Five and a half more hours to go...

He idly watched his team leaders set up as efficiently as possible, given the terrain. The overhanging cliff behind him, to the west, only complicated matters, since anybody could walk up from there and pick them off. He faced east and started scanning with his weapon. Usually binoculars would be useful, but the imaging scopes had better zoom capabilities than binos. True, you lost a lot of observation area, but it was better to have your weapon focused on a target and not have to waste precious seconds switching from binos to weapon scope. So far, their objective was clear. They were supposed to patrol up to Checkpoint 4, but it would only take them another hour’s walk to reach it. They could easily hole up where they were, wait a bit, and then move on. Since the local Government hadn’t formally set up a base here, it was a matter of comms and indirect assets until the Government realized they were responsible for their own planetary jurisdiction, rather than relying solely on the mercs — who, with their current strength, were stretched a bit thin. 

In addition to the Hunter Killer mission, their assignment was to observe the north-south road for any emplaced explosives. Guerrillas used every way and means necessary to prevent opposing Governments from encroaching on “their” territory. Simple security was what it amounted to, and hopefully the sniper mission would put a stop to the attacks. Well, they had sniping as an asset for sure — he just wished they could use it more often. So far, the forays into ‘The Pollo Zone’ hadn’t gotten much of anything. 3rd Squad had reported nothing last night on their patrol. Maybe 1st would get lucky...

He glanced around and verified that his perimeter was set. He trusted everybody, but you had to check anyway. So, you’d just take your Team Leaders’ word for it? Granted, son, the team leaders we’ve got, I’d go to Hell to eat dinner with in a heartbeat, but that doesn’t mean they all know what they’re doing. Make sure. He smiled at that thought, drilled into them in the Academy. They’d sure driven that point home. 

He felt they were good to go.

“We’ll stay here for a half hour, then move out to Checkpoints Two and Three and hang out there,” he said, trying to find a comfortable position on a rock.

“Roger.”

“Roger.”

He idly checked his comms status. Unlike the ancient days, where soldiers spent time verifying that they had comms, Booster automatically checked signal strength and connectivity. It saved a Platoon Leader — such as himself, leaning against the most uncomfortable rock in the universe — time in figuring out whether he could talk to his higher-ups. In this case, the CO at the hastily set up FOB. More importantly it connected him to the gun bunnies, whom he needed more than a pair of hot lips telling him the obvious. Seeing that his signal was still green, he had Booster send up a very simple sitrep and attached his location to the transmission. So far, nothing but them, the wind, and a perpetually uncomfortable rock that was sure to leave a mark when he got up.

“Movement from the north, Ell-Tee,” Sergeant Westerman said over Platoon. 

Ahh, something, perhaps...

“What is it?”

“Vehicle, ground type, heading south along the road.”

Great. More than likely just a civilian heading back home into the rural area. No matter where you went, there was always somebody doing something at night. 

The two moons of New Hope didn’t really produce much ambient light at this time of year — at least that’s what the information disks had told him. Right now he believed it. 

The moving lights became brighter. His squad was more than a thousand meters away, so there was no chance of being spotted, especially along a mountain trail that offered plenty of protection from observation. The village to their northeast was set into a curve, and for all intents and purposes was dark and quiet, except for the normal street lights. Pedestrians and guerrillas walked at night. It was only 2230 local, and the planet had a twenty-seven-hour cycle, so it was still “early” out. 

He shifted a bit and decided it was okay to pull out the binoculars.

The road was easily navigable by combat car, but the Company Commander wanted a good thorough recon before he started sending patrols “up North” to start extending the Government’s influence. The RA4-80s the Government used could fit comfortably on the road, but would choke up traffic. So the mercs got this sector for now, and the Government promised troops. Fat chance — they knew who would do the real work out here. Tomorrow the combat-car CO said he was sending out patrols, which was fine. So far, this stretch of land didn’t contain any threats, but more than likely that would change once they started expanding. Right now? Nothing.

“Car stopped.”

“I don’t have eyes on.” He was looking at the town, not along the road northwest of it, because the road curved in that direction. 

“It’s just north of the town. Follow the road until you see it.”

“Yup.” He moved the binoculars in the indicated direction... stopping at the car. He magnified the zoom slightly and observed that two males were getting out. About two kilometers away from the town, Lt. Jones guesstimated as he watched them.

“Brockman, you have eyes on?”

“Negative, sir, I was looking southeast at the time.”

“Switch so you can get eyes on, now.”

“Sir.” 

He heard some rustling as the shift was made to accommodate his sniper. Perhaps he shouldn’t take a squad auto? Tough decision, but then he had a tougher one coming up. Well, okay, not that tough. 

He watched as the two males opened the trunk, and that was all he could see, really. Apparently the one to his left had dropped something.

“Brockman, what’s your status?” He was getting a little impatient. Time was of the essence if they were doing anything hostile.

“Almost set up, one second... Okay, from the town, where do I go?”

“To the north, along the road.”

“Roger.” 

He heard some more shuffling as Brockman adjusted his position and loaded his weapon onto the vehicle. 

“I have the car, sir.”

“What do you see?” 

“So far, the trunk is open... and that’s about it, sir.”

Cursing inwardly at the simple things that stop life, Lt. Jones knew he simply had to wait until the two men did something. The headlights weren’t helping much, but the imaging processors could easily remove that small issue from the sniper’s field of vision. 

The men unceremoniously closed the trunk, and one of them hefted a sandbag on top of it. 

Field orders were given in a broad context, as they had to make sure they made the right decisions. He sent the CO a quick sitrep to make sure he was good to go. Even mercs had to answer to a higher power — even if it wasn’t Via, or whatever you believed in. It was the Bonding Authority and, if you bucked them, they’d send you home more quickly and efficiently than the planetary Government that hired you.

“From what I can tell, sir, he’s setting up a simple satchel charge, maybe fifteen pounds or so. And the guy just past him is digging a hole to put it in.”

The comms unit showed an incoming message. It gave him clearance to engage. He saved that message in a folder for safe keeping. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Karen, it was just that if the shit hit the fan, he’d use that nugget to slide out of the storm.

“Brockman, we’ve been given the green light, engage.”

“Roger that, engaging.” One puff, then another one seconds after that.

When Private Brockman sighted in on the target, he had already preset the round for high-explosive penetration. By enabling both options, he ensured both terminal effects. The penetration option compensated for any possible body armor. Fired from nearly two kilometers away, the round had more than enough velocity to penetrate even the heaviest armor. If the target itself had no armor, then the kinetic energy of the bullet plus the explosive charge allowed for spectacular results. It also prevented one of the other problems with high-kinetic weapons, overpenetration. Granted, this was on a case-by-case basis, rather than the rule, allowing use of the popular hostage-rescue teams in both Government and mercenary circles.

In the case of the man with the satchel charge, as he set the timer the explosion literally lifted him backward off the ground. The round struck him square in the chest, with as much angular deviation as the shot would allow. Because the mercs didn’t want to be seen or noticed even by the locals, there was very little noise. The man was nearly dead before he hit the ground. 

His partner’s head literally exploded when the round hit. 

The rest of the people in the vehicle sat there, motionless. The satchel charge wasn’t armed yet. It was to be armed when it was set in the hole that was supposed to be dug. 

Lt. Jones now had a conundrum — he knew Intel would like any morsel of information. Plus, this incident showed how easily the El Cator insurgents had penetrated the Government’s security. By law the mercs had to submit plans to the Government when conducting operations. Usually the mercs did things on the sly, but the contract for this one gave them no room to maneuver legally, and the legal beagles on both sides weren’t going to budge. He sighed. He was quite sure what was to come next, but he had to do it.

“Anvil Six, Anvil Two-Six, over.”

“Anvil Two-Six, this is Anvil Base, go ahead.”

“Roger. Inform Anvil Six that we have engaged two enemy personnel, requesting we go and do a site survey, over.”

“Roger, Anvil Two-Six. Stand by, over.”

“Standing by,” he said to himself. While she got off her ass, he had to figure out what he needed. He’d keep Brockman for sure — he could provide the necessary overwatch, along with Yen and his squad auto. Sergeant Tennenbaum would have to sit this one out.

“Two-Six, Six.”

“Six, Two-Six.” Officers were notorious for making up their own comms procedures, and this wasn’t any different.

“Roger, proceed to do a quick, I say again, a quick survey of the site. We are attempting to push a drone for overwatch, over.”

“Roger. Stand by until it’s overhead or continue mission?”

“Push forward. Getting it overhead shouldn’t take long.”

“Roger. I understand, over.”
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