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November 23, 2742

“So, how is it going?” Captain Juniper asked as she flopped onto the couch in the hotel room.

“Fine enough. You look tired,” Captain Bradi said as he appraised his supervisor. While he liked her, her antics did annoy him a bit, especially her sexual antics that she tended to perform while supposedly on assignment. However, he thought if he wasn’t married and faithful, he would probably do the same with the female population.

“Just got off the starship and didn’t get much sleep,” she said calmly, even though she kept busy with that stewardess during the few days it took to transit from the jump point. That was an experienced one, and she only wished Alexandra was just as competent.

“Can I ask why?”

“A nice brunette, actually. She knew how to work my clit.” Winking, she smiled. “Whatever. Anyway, we’re not here to talk about my sexual conquests.”

“Well, it is concerning,” Captain Bradi shot back, a little acid in his tone than he would have liked.

“Yes, I do make sure I don’t get compromised. I don’t tell them what I do. Only one, Gail, knows I’m a merc because she’s a merc. And I told Colonel Smit that I wouldn’t fraternize with other mercs, no matter how sexy they are... Now, back to the topic at hand—what is going on here?”

“Well, they’re listening and training their forces how I know how to train, and that’s a good thing.”

“What’s the bad?”

“I don’t think I’ll get paid.”

“That’s not good... Remember ‘no pay, no play’ is the mantra when doing mercenary missions. If the employer can’t pay, you don’t have any reason to be here.”

“I know; I remember that from what you told me. But the Defense Ministry assures me they can pay later on, and other than the Blackfoot Soldiers, I’m the only mercenary on the planet.”

“How are the Blackfoot Soldiers?”

“They’re well-trained and doing most of the grunt work. I just give the company commanders pointers on leading and stuff.”

“Yeah, that’s good. How are the people?”

“Nice and respectful. The government is going through a change, so I’m just waiting to see about the contract. There’s talk about removing me from employment here, saying my work isn’t really necessary. But the commanders do need a push in leading their troops, and they say they’ve learned a lot already from me.” He also knew he was paid up for another month, then it was open season and he’ll know if they would extend his contract.

“I guess your platoon leader's time and XO time count for something. They know you’re a freshly minted troop commander?”

“Yeah, they know that, but they seem to be heeding the words I speak, so that’s good.”

“That’s good to hear. Any intel I need to know?” Captain Juniper asked almost in a whisper.

“They’re woefully ill-equipped for a fight against the insurgency that seems to be developing, though. The incoming President seems to think they can win, but if you ask me, Kim, I think they’re going to have problems. The Muslim-backed insurgency outside the main city seems to be growing against the Populist Army, which I’m mentoring. They want me to fly or drive to the outlying military base and see what I can do with the leaders there.”

“The food good?”

Captain Bradi hesitated for a moment, wondering why food was suddenly the topic when they were discussing more pressing matters. “I’m sorry, what does that have to do with what we’re talking about?”

“They feeding you right? How is it?”

“Well, okay. They’re treating me well overall, can’t complain. Though the incoming administration is talking about removing us from the battlefield, feeling that mercenaries don’t have what it takes—and that our loyalty is only to money. Some hardliners are grousing, though they seem to appreciate the military knowledge we’ve brought from other wars.” To him, it seemed like the real concern was the training. He hadn’t received any additional funds from the Dutch government or the Ministry of Defense either. So he just did what he was supposed to do—train the commanders.

“Okay, that’s good enough. Right now we have to look at us—me and you—in survival terms. I’m supposed to be here for a week, just shadowing you, and not fraternizing with other people because you brought that up.” She looked at Captain Bradi’s reaction. “Don’t worry, I put the equation together that you snitched on me. And after thinking about it for a while, I figured you were right about me fraternizing with another mercenary—and the ramifications of it. No worries. I don’t know any mercs here, and I’m going to stick to staff and the populace.” She winked at the look on his face. “I won’t be here long enough, hopefully, to worry about finding somebody to lay. Anyway, how’s your weapon and gear?”

“Serviceable. The charger for the magazines works on the local grid, so there’s no issue making sure they’re charged.”

“Good, they send you to any high-threat areas yet?”

“Tomorrow, I leave for the field base. I presume you’re coming?”

“Of course, I like a good show, and I didn’t come here to sit on my ass and fuck.”

“That’s good. Dinner?” Captain Bradi made a mental note to let his minders know that she was coming along. He was sure they wouldn’t mind, as they weren’t paying her, but he felt that another representative wouldn’t hurt while he did his job. He only worried that she would get in the way though, as he’d been doing fine without her, at least he thought.

“Let’s get into something more comfortable than fatigues.” Captain Juniper said, wanting to switch into something more casual for the trip rather than wearing her uniform. Besides, she had to find some way to experience the local culture. Being a tourist was one of them. Maybe she would take a day off for some sightseeing.

“The locals leave mercenaries alone, more or less; it’s better to stay in fatigues.” Captain Bradi replied. After hearing that local crime had mostly been directed at the previous administration, the military was generally left alone, which made sense. They weren’t exactly the model government either. Disappearances and such happened against civilians, but were unheard of with military personnel.

“Okay, so fatigues it is. Do you carry a weapon?” Captain Juniper asked.

“Pistol only. I don’t charge it, but there’s a magazine in the well.”

“Pistol it is. I need to run to my room and grab mine then.” Captain Juniper stood up and walked with Captain Bradi to her room. Once inside, she muttered, “I really don’t like leaving my carbine here.”

“Neither do I, but security is tight. Some high-level staff come through here, so it’s always secure.” Captain Bradi had been here for a month, and so far, nothing had happened to his gear. He didn’t worry about it being stolen.

Captain Juniper picked up her holster and reminisced about a time and a different dimension where officers were trained to view the use of a pistol as a last resort. The NFDF discouraged heavy reliance on them, preferring 2cm weapons. This universe, however, seemed to appreciate pistols more, and the C10 was a solid combat weapon. She checked it over, chambered a round, and slid it into the holster on her leg, adjusting it with a smile. “What?”

“Did you really have to chamber a round? It’s peaceful here in the capital.”

“No matter where I go, I get harassed because I’m a woman. So you mind your business, and I’ll mind mine. I don’t trust the locals any more than you do, but being ready is what I do when I’m out and about on another planet.”

“Fair enough, then. Let’s go.” Captain Bradi motioned toward the door. He thought about doing the same but didn’t see the need. She had more experience than him and was capable of making her own judgments.

“You know where to go.” Captain Juniper said, following him out of the room. She locked it behind her, though she didn’t entirely trust the staff. “We’re not spending the night on the town. We’re just grabbing something to eat. We’ll be fine, I think. But a woman’s got to make sure.”

“I hear you.” Captain Bradi said, waiting for her to finish with whatever she was doing. He shifted, wondering what was taking so long. “What are you doing?”

“Getting ready. You know it takes us a while.” Captain Juniper moved her purse to the bathroom sink, pulled out some lipstick—something conservative since she was still in uniform—and applied it to her lips. She puckered and smiled at her reflection. “Who knows, maybe I’ll pick somebody up.” She said that to provoke a reaction, though deep down she wondered if a new woman to break in or sleep with for the night wouldn’t hurt. She finished and gave herself a quick once-over before deciding he was impatient enough. She walked out of the bathroom. “Just some lipstick to enhance the beauty.” She returned the lipstick to her purse, checked her carbine was still in her suitcase, and reviewed her combat vest and helmet. She hoped things would go smoothly; Aleksandra had said that Axos was undergoing a regime change, and she wasn’t fond of what she was hearing about the new president. He seemed more authoritarian than the previous one, so it remained to be seen what would happen with their contracts. Karl was supposed to spend two months advising the military on tactics, but he had only been here a couple of weeks. “I’m ready. Let’s go. I’m kinda hungry.”

“For what?” Captain Bradi asked, somewhat irritable.

“Food. Come on, I’m not here to fuck everybody I see, Karl.” Captain Juniper opened the door and waited for Captain Bradi to follow her out. She took the key and locked the door, pocketing the keycard. Smiling, she hummed to herself as they exited the lobby and stepped onto the street. “So, where are the good restaurants?”

“This way.” Captain Bradi pointed, leading the way to EL Chivre, the upscale restaurant where he often dined with his contact in the Blackfoot Soldiers. He might see him there tonight, which would be good, especially considering the incoming president's plans. Still, he remained optimistic. The rebels were far enough, and the city didn’t have to worry about mortar or rocket attacks. The Liberation of Axos Movement was potent, but in Crivic, the fighting in rural areas could almost be ignored.

They walked silently for a few blocks before Captain Bradi showed her the front of the restaurant. There was a sign that read, “Weapons prohibited; check in at the door.” They both entered and had their weapons confiscated before being shown to a table. After a moment, they each activated their hand terminals to look at the menu.

“Quite a selection. Serbian cuisine, I suppose?” Captain Juniper said, considering some fettuccini noodles. She was famished, so she hoped there would be appetizers. When the waitress brought some bread, she was pleased. They ordered their drinks, and the waitress left them to decide on their meal. Captain Juniper picked her noodles and set the terminal down to focus on the bread rolls.

“Hungry?” Captain Bradi asked with a raised eyebrow as he saw her eating without coming up for air. “I mean, you can slow down a bit.”

“I haven’t eaten in hours, man. Give me a break.” Captain Juniper grabbed another roll and sighed. She really needed to slow down. As the food settled in her stomach, she felt better, and the hunger pains slowly eased as she chewed more slowly. She liked how it tasted too, and decided to pace herself since her immediate hunger had been addressed, allowing her to think more clearly.

Fearing she was making a scene, Captain Bradi looked around, but no one seemed to be paying attention to them. He sighed and settled on a steak entrée and some vegetables. He wondered what local produce the planet had, or if it was just the standard fare brought by humanity. As he set his hand terminal down, he noticed that Captain Juniper had started eating more slowly, and he was relieved.

“You gonna report me for this too?” Captain Juniper took a swig of her ice water and smiled. “Just kidding. Anyway, did you get my intel reports?”

“Of course, I read them as needed though.”

“I feel you. Captain Knopert can be exhausting with her reports.”

“Aren’t you dating her?”

“So? A woman’s got to have somebody to return home to. Besides, she and I are in an open relationship. She sleeps with guys more than women, but she’s with me whenever she’s not getting dick.”

“Quite an arrangement.” Captain Bradi said, resisting the urge to roll his eyes. He didn’t dislike Kim, but her antics often seemed like attention-seeking behavior. Still, no one seemed to mind that she was involved with the intel officer. Though, in the end, Knopert’s work was highly regarded, so who she slept with didn’t matter much to him. He depended on the intel to survive, and the reports he read painted a bleak picture about the incoming regime. The new administration was talking about cutting essential services and implementing other policies that could shake things up.

“She’s a good soldier, Karl. She does her job despite her personal life. She dates a lot, and I think she’ll never find the right guy for her, which is kind of sad. But she’s got me, and we’re working on some exclusivity, though that doesn’t work so well for me.”

“So, you don’t sleep with many other women, you’ve got her.”

“I’m polyamorous. I probably seem like a slut, but I do have standards. So don’t think I just fuck any woman who comes along.” She glanced at another woman walking by, checking out her butt before turning back to Captain Bradi. “So, there’s that, my man. Chill out and let me handle my business. You should mind yours.” She winked at him and patted him on the shoulder. “It’s not hard to stop worrying about things beyond your control.”

“Maybe, but my life depends on you and others. I can’t let that go.”

“The best thing I’ve learned is to worry about what’s in front of you, rather than what’s ahead. The future is always murky for all of us, so I take it one day at a time, like the United Planets people like to say.”

“Religious people say that too.” Captain Bradi looked over the menu and its descriptions. “I guess I’ll take the Sarma.”

“What’s that?” Captain Juniper asked, glad for the change in subject. It was a welcome distraction from her personal life, which she felt had been exposed more than she was comfortable with. If Bradi knew, then the entire Dutch contingent probably did too—but they were keeping it to themselves.

“Minced meat, vegetables, and other assorted stuff. Looks interesting. I think I’ll get it.” He hoped it was filling. He had been busy mentoring the military and eating their rations, which was fine, but it wasn’t the same as having a real meal. He thought their coffee was better than the Dutch Army’s too. “Yeah, so are you two going to get married?”

“Thought about it, but we’re trying some things with each other, and so far, it’s working out. I’ve been with her about six or seven months now.” Captain Juniper glanced at the Pljeskavica on the menu, intrigued by the picture. “I’ll try the Pljeskavica. Seems good.” She set the menu down and looked at the drink options, settling on local cherry soda and some pie for dessert. Then, she checked the menu for the main course again. “I’d like to travel more, but the trip to New Aachen doesn’t excite me. Though I’ll go see Claire; she’s a knowledgeable person. We haven’t discussed marriage, though. I’m trying to wean her off dating guys—guys who treat her like shit. I think the only reason she likes me is that I don’t treat her like shit all the time.”

“That’s kind of sad. She just hates guys now?”

“She’s slowly coming around, now that we did some things on leave. I think she’ll be mine in a year’s time, probably when I get promoted. Whenever that will be.”

“Still up in the air?”

“I think so, but it’s seemingly guaranteed. Major Mirabig got his promotion, obviously, and he never liked me much. Don’t know why. He thinks the Troop is scum, just there for show. Even though we help with missions, he seems to think we’re only good for looking good. General Van Der Kut seems to like us though. I talk to him once in a while, but it’s always professional now. He’s got other things going on, and that’s fine. He’s a general.”

“Yeah, most generals are like that. I wish I had his ear.”

“You will. Keep doing what you’re doing, and you’ll be able to speak to him. He’s checking you out since you’re in command now. He liked you as an XO, so that’s something. He tends to speak well of you, so you’ve got a chance to talk to him.”

“Should I just keep on working at it? Or should I just worry about the Troop?”

“Worry about the troopers. No need to kiss his ass and have the Troop suffer. It’s not worth it. He believes, in my opinion, that hard work and leadership will get you through things, not sucking up to him. Then you worry about things that are unimportant. Just give it time.” Captain Juniper said as she took a sip of the ice water. She saw the waiter come up, and when he asked, she gave him what she wanted. Then Captain Bradi did the same, and they were left alone. “So how’s Blackfoot?”

“They’re competent. I’ve seen them in action and did a few missions with them. They’re tight. Mostly male, though, not that many women, and most are in the support roles. But one works with Dusty, she’s a solid soldier.”

“She good looking?” Captain Juniper asked as she was intrigued by competent women. Maybe she was into women.

“I think so, but my wife is better looking, I’ll admit.”

“Okay, rate the government.” She paused and saw the look on his face. “I want your opinion, not what you put in the reports that I read.”

“They’re competent, but they rely heavily on conscripts to flesh out the military. Some know what they’re doing, and some are just clueless, which is probably why they hired me and the Blackfoot Soldiers.”

“For a company-sized unit, I would hope the Blackfoot were capable. I’ve had some experience with various national militaries in the past—they’re usually not that good at all.” She idly wondered if the unit on Thessolinka had ever been competent. She was always discouraged by having to fight wars for those who couldn’t fight them themselves. They weren’t getting paid any differently, and she kept meaning to bring that up with Colonel Smit. Getting a bonus for mercenary missions would make things financially better, and the contract cost could be increased to cover that—or meted out differently, she figured. But it was a pipe dream at best, and the current climate wasn’t conducive to it being adopted.

Still, it would give an incentive to join the Troop instead of being “regular special forces,” though she didn’t want the unit polluted by special forces soldiers who couldn’t handle it anymore. It wasn’t meant to be a rehab tour, that was for sure. But the idea had been floated by Colonel Smit—for her Kommandos to ‘take a break’ from the pace of the Kommando, which, despite its size, always had someone doing something somewhere. The Troop was deployed less often, but usually for longer durations than a standard Kommando mission, depending on the task.

“I’d like to hear about that sometime.”

“Maybe over me visiting you and your wife. I can just bring myself and not my girlfriend. I think it would be a little overwhelming. I mean, I know she doesn’t like me that much.”

“How do you know?” Captain Bradi asked, as she seemed to be in his personal life. “Did you meet her one time or something?”

“Yeah, while you were doing your anti-pirate missions last month, we met at the grocery store, and she tore into me for a bit. She didn’t like that I was into women and told me to stay away from her.”

“I’ll talk to her about it.” He could communicate with her daily, which he did every day when he wasn’t doing missions or giving lectures. “I know she has her views, and can be strong about them.”

“She didn’t mention it to you, did she?” Captain Juniper was a little astonished about that.

“No, I guess she felt it wasn’t worth it.”

“She’s probably a closet bisexual, wouldn’t be surprised. Don’t worry though, Knopert keeps me happy.”

“I thought you were poly?”

“I am, but I did say I have preferences, and a hostile woman, closeted or not, is something I do respect. I mean, I don’t rape women.” Captain Juniper said as she looked around. The woman with the nice ass walked by, and she got a couple of glances at it, then remembered to focus on the conversation.

“Neither do I.” Captain Bradi said as he took a sip of his water. “She good enough for you?”

“Who?”

“That woman you were ogling.”

“She’s got a nice ass. Why are you so interested in what I do? You like me or something in a certain way?” She couldn’t understand men’s fixations with lesbians. She knew it was the male imperative to stick their noses in things that didn’t concern them, especially in the matters that women had to take care of. Which she felt was the problem for any woman throughout the centuries of human life and the constant battle of the sexes.
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