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While I didn’t know David Drake that well, he did inspire me to write—first the 2-4 Cavalry series and so on. His words spoke to me and showed that a veteran can write good fiction. While he died on December 10, 2023, his legacy lives on for me.

His works (I wasn’t much into his other books or series) showed that veterans went through a lot, and I think that was the message (at least to me)—that war sucks, and the psychological impact of those situations shows that war is indeed hell on people. 

And of course, I’m no different. 

I’m glad he let me write in the Hammer’s Slammers universe and goaded me to write my own when the time came. I’m thankful for that, his wishes, and his restrictions. He was the inspiration for me to write military science fiction because, as a veteran myself, it’s hard not to write about the subject of war, how it affects people, and what people do during those wars that bring home crazy servicemembers who feel that others just don’t understand what’s going on with them. And showing the veteran’s view on the world once again inspired me to write as much as I have.

So, I thank you, David, for your authorization and hope that heaven is treating you well right now.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]




October 20, 2742

“I hate to see you leave, Hernandez,” Captain Juniper said as she looked over her former sniper. “Nothing will change your mind?”

“I’m sorry, ma’am, my skills are best for the market. Maybe I’ll join a mercenary unit, but I have enough money to last me a while, so I think this is best for me,” Desi said as he looked at his former commander. She was good on the eyes, and it bothered him that she liked women, but he was wise enough to know that there were women out there that he could be with. He even considered Shandek, but they were a team, not lovers, and that would probably upset many people, especially within the unit. And besides, he was too much of a professional to worry about sex with coworkers anyway. “I’ll try not to take any contract against the unit though.”

“That’s good to know,” Captain Juniper said as she wondered what else to say while she wished that he would stay with the unit. His skills were impeccable, and after Durham she needed him in the unit more and more. “Have you said your goodbyes to everybody yet?”

“Yes, I have, and my flight out of here leaves in two hours, so I have to get going now.”

Captain Juniper took his hand and shook it. “You were a good trooper, I’ll never forget that,” she said as he nodded back, and he left. 

She stifled a tear in remembrance of his service with her and wondered what kind of challenges he would see before he died. She smiled to herself and sat back down at her desk, and wondered what Tennenbaum would do, as she decided she had enough of being a trooper. 

She was sad to lose her too, but after talking, found out that she would take up a civilian job on base, taking care of the soldiers of 5th Kommando. She was glad she was staying around though, but she needed to find a good platoon sergeant to fill her spot. Westerman wasn’t ready yet, but she could promote him, and he would take over. But then again, he needed some more time before being promoted. 

A lot of the troopers were stuck in a bubble that they unfortunately had no control over. They couldn’t rotate to other units. They could leave the military, retire, and go somewhere deemed suitable for employment. But they couldn’t go to most places due to their history and where they came from. Still, they were letting Hernandez go, so maybe they could do something outside of the unit. 

It was a weird situation. Either stay in, get out, or die while fighting for the cause.

Sighing, she also realized that was Karl’s problem, and not hers anymore. But she knew the pull of being attached to your old unit even though she wasn’t a part of it anymore. She saw ‘her’ troopers from time to time as they trained, but so far, she could only sit in an office room and plan their future. She missed being a trooper herself and struggled with the urge to try and get back into it, but she was sure that Colonel Smit wouldn’t allow it either. 

Sighing again she wondered what Alexandra was up to while she worked in another building. They had met at The Pussycat, and things took off from there. She liked her a lot, though she seemed to be more interested in men, but they were a good couple so far. She had to keep her from being ‘distracted’, and so far, that was working out well. 

Closing some programs related to the requirements for joining C Troop, she wondered why Colonel Smit wanted her to create them. Infantry skills should have been enough. But then she reminded herself that the Kommando had their own standards—they wouldn’t accept just anyone. That meant C Troop needed its own set of requirements.

As she sat there, she wondered what Tennenbaum would think. 

Ten minutes later, a knock on the door pulled her from her thoughts.

“Come in!”

Entering with the grace of years clearing buildings, Rachel Tennenbaum sat down and smiled. “Ma’am.” She did feel odd wearing civilian clothes though, as though she wasn’t part of the mystique of C Troop anymore. As she settled in the seat, she wondered what impact she had on the unit.

“Well... no longer, I hear,” Captain Juniper said, a little saddened by her desire to not continue being a trooper. It wouldn’t have mattered, she would have been promoted anyway and moved out to one of the companies in the battalion, most likely the HQ/Support company.

“Yeah, going through some changes, I suppose,” Rachel said as she looked over her former commander, wondering what was going on with her.

“We need you,” was all that Captain Juniper said, feeling like it would somehow change Tennenbaum’s mind.

“Civilian life needs me, unfortunately,” Rachel said, a little offended by the suggestion that she was needed. She knew that Juniper wanted them all to stay, but she had to live a life outside of the military, and for the most part, she was still going to deal with it in a civilian capacity. “I’ve been a trooper longer than you maybe, and after this busy four years, it’s time to try other things in life. I can’t be a shooter all my life.”

“Yeah, I hear you.” Juniper had realized she wanted more out of her career, but being stuck in a staff role wasn’t it. She had watched Captain Mirabig become Major Mirabig and dealt with him occasionally. He was a good soldier, no doubt about that, but she still wasn’t sure about Alexandra and her interest in him.

“So, I hear you’re doing something new... taking care of soldiers?”

“Yes, I’ll be counseling them, mostly therapy. I’ve been taking a therapy course between missions and deployments, and I feel that’s where I can help—just by being someone they can talk to.”

“That’s good to hear. I’m sure some of my troopers will rotate through,”  Juniper said. 

After the incident on Earth with Westling, it became a requirement for those who saw a lot of deployments and needed an ear to listen. She only hoped that Rachel would show them some light and help them work through their problems—because truthfully, she needed to work through hers. She had Alexandra, but she wasn’t in tune with what she went through. She could talk to her—and did—but she felt that she didn’t understand. And that was the problem.

“Maybe I’ll rotate through sometime.”

“That’s odd to hear, ma’am,” Rachel said, completely surprised. She saw Juniper as a strong-willed woman who got through the toughest battles easily. She was like a rock to lean on when things were tough. “I mean, you were an inspiration to us. Are you sure you need help?”

“I talk to my girlfriend, but she’s not a combat veteran like you and me. We don’t share the same experiences, and frankly, I’m a little lost.” Captain Juniper didn’t know why she felt like opening up, but there it was. She expected some surprise from Rachel, but she hadn’t expected her compassion. “I don’t know what to do.”

“I can get you scheduled for an appointment some time... get you with a therapist who’s served.”

“Thanks, I appreciate that,” Captain Juniper said, relieved that it was over with, for now. She didn’t know what to say but she felt it was her first step at stopping the pain of trying to keep it all in.
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