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This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are productions of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously.

“At war, I am at peace

Where my mother is pain

My father is violence

And death is my mistress.”

-
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Before we start...


[image: image]




Before we begin, I want to clarify the story format that will be presented throughout this book. Like my other books, it’s written in an “anthology” format, and dated according to my timeline.  Even more important to note is the dating format. For example “Operation Arrow” takes place from May 2, 2740, to July 2740 so the stories happen within that timeframe in the book. Breaks are indicated by “—-” for smaller sub-stories within that “story.” It should also be noted that I make some references throughout the book from Farscape, Battlestar Galactica (BSG New series), Firefly, and use some scenarios from Zero Dark Thirty, and Strike Back, plus I got some references and ideas off of Generation Kill. Again all credit goes to those sources and references and no discredit or copyright abuse is intended. And thanks to David Slavens for helping me with the sound cancellation headsets, as well as Billy Caviness for his help with a death sequence. Much appreciated! Thanks also to Mannie Becker for help with the Israeli angle, Ale Krav! And thanks to Tommy Wolfs for some help with actual Dutch stuff. He made a few helpful hints and corrections, so that’s much appreciated! Also help comes from WarLord554 with some story elements.

Cover done by me, with assistance from Mari Kurisato (@Mari_Kurisato on Twitter) and

Gayla Drummond (@Scath on Twitter).

And special thanks as always to David Drake for his inspiration to write stories like this,

and allowing me to use some of his material in “Revelations.”
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Grammar Editing by Keidi Keating @Keidi_Keating

The Forever War
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In reading the actual book (The Forever War by Joe Haldeman), the book brought up a good point, but it’s something for our generation that speaks true, in a different way. Those who have fought in past conflicts will always remember that war will never leave them, as it stays with me.

New Holland, 2789

Matthais Alpers slowly lifted himself up on his seat and groaned from the pressure of his body. Old and worn out, he managed to rise himself on his cane and take a deep breath against the pain of war wounds; wounds he had received on Kush that concluded with him losing his lower left leg. However, that wasn’t the problem. The problem was that, despite his injuries, he was still fit to fight, and after the smaller brushfire wars after the Big One, as he called it, was the only ‘life’ he remembered. Before Kush had happened he wondered how his life would have been different had he not joined up and been sent to that miserable rock of a planet. Day in and day out the Muslim Coalition and the remaining holdouts fought them for every centimeter of rock that the planet was composed of. Sure, some parts of it were flat, but most of the time when he climbed the mountains for recreation (some said he did it to remember the ‘good old days’ to which he denied but secretly relished) and valleys, he thought of that place constantly. Even fifty years later (he was only eighteen) he remembers everything that had happened there, even if it was a faded memory. Still, he had his children and they were considering military service, though voluntary (as it was back then), but his mind didn’t like it. 

He recalled a time before the Kush invasion when he wondered what it would be like to kill, and be hunted and shot at. Many of his friends boasted what they would do and this made him think deeply on the subject during his first combat drop in a relatively un-armored Wolverine APC. Those same people who boasted tended to freak out more than he did as he never worried about it. He only knew deep down that he would either die or come back alive. There weren’t many choices in combat, and he’d seen the proverbial ‘elephant’ which nobody knew what it was until he read it in an encyclopedia. It was an old Terran animal and had nearly been extinct on that planet, while it had been transported to the far reaches by its human owners. It was a large animal, and only when he came back did he realize the importance of the meaning. Walking was painful and even with the artificial leg it hurt every time, like the time... As his mind wandered off he was about to remember another ‘moment’ in his faded past. But he couldn’t let go as he was forever at war, and his body kept reminding him why.
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Transfer
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There have been various reasons why I omitted the Ashley Mulholand character

and for the most part this is a good way to tie her in and to get her out. I think it’s safe to say now that using her has been problematic and for those who may like that person I just don’t have the inclination to continue with her in the present time. I’d rather not pursue her character, and moving forward with other things in this book is the best thing. I’ll always be thankful of her trust even though we couldn’t get along most of the time.

March 23, 2739

“So you’re leaving us, huh?” Captain Juniper said as Staff Sergeant Mulholand sat down in front of her. Combat operations had been tough and the loss of her and Captain Jones was a blow to the small world. She held her ‘Originals’ (Authors note: The characters that switched dimensions earlier in Book 5: Eagle Hammer) in high regards over the ‘soldiers’ that the Royal Dutch Army called their own. Still, her leaving represented a change she knew had to happen.

“Yes ma’am.” She wasn’t interested in small talk at the moment given she had a flight to take back to Earth. Before coming to this ‘side’ she had family in what is now considered part of the United Planets territory on Earth. While she would be reassigned to support ‘Aegis’ she would still be doing what she did best: being a combat medic. But the two years so far had shown her too much, and while she was always ready to treat the wounds, the fact was they were always busy and it took away from a lot of things. Besides, she had discussed a few things with the Aegis people and her initial contract was up in a few years anyway. She enjoyed everybody’s company but there were too many combat types and she couldn’t deal with it anymore. Besides, she had spent a couple of years already figuring out a new life and this is what led her to being reassigned to Earth. Plus, the cutie who had driven to pick her up was waiting and she didn’t want to delay him either.

Sighing, Captain Juniper went over the document (she had the access to view everything on the request, along with any personal information for her to correct if needed), and the fact she was going to Earth piqued her interest but only for a few seconds while she reviewed everything. She clearly had other things on her mind, such as the combat patrol that was doing more ‘cleanup’ operations just fifty kilometers to the southeast. It wasn’t like she didn’t like Mulholand but she was too distracted to care about making small talk over a matter she didn’t have control over anyway. Looking over the file she saw that all of her weapons and equipment were either accounted for or turned in. She’d keep her weapon until she reached Moshtar where she would turn that in to the Kommando TOC. A supply run would simply pick it up along with any combat gear needed to make the two hour ride to HQ. Finding the appropriate entry for her signature she inscribed it with the stylus, “You’ll be missed.” Shortly anyway, she thought as she closed the file once it accepted her signature. That was all that was needed and it was done. “Don’t be a stranger if you’re around.”

Standing, Staff Sergeant Mulholand saluted and dropped it when it was returned. “I won’t, and thank you ma’am.”

“No problem.” Shaking her head she watched Mulholand leave without closing the door, which gave her an excuse to get up, as being a company commander was sometimes dull and boring. Not like the holos where all of the Company Commanders seemed to charge out and join their troops at the moment when battle was imminent. Her troopers were solid so she didn’t feel the need to micromanage like she’d seen with some, Active, and especially the Home Guard. Sighing, she saw that MSG Magnusson was taking his nap and she noticed that some cloud cover had appeared, dulling her mind (or was it the datawork?) as she stopped at the TOC, noticing Sergeant King sitting there as he watched the display. Moving to the door before she was spotted she pulled out a cigarette and using the lighter, lit it, sighed, and sat down. The dust cloud of the Jeep that took Mulholand away faded into the distance.
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“Missed” Movement
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This is another alibi from Radio Free Mashara, and takes place after Radio Free

Mashara (Operation Rampant Lion).

August 11, 2739

“Looks like we have to support Cougar during an operation,” Captain Juniper said as she sat in her office. Like the rest of the Troop she was tired from the long day before, and didn’t ‘want’ to do anything, yet the war still dragged on or the repatriation was still going on. No rest for the wicked, she thought as she looked at the Operations Order that had one of her Leopards in support of their raiding of a suspected holdout village. Since they had a rotation she had to send Walkerman’s squad as well. And as she looked to the ceiling she caught the repressed rolling of the eyes. “I know,” she said in a huff as she focused back to the real world.

“Sorry ma’am,” Staff Sergeant Walkerman said as she sat waiting for the CO to get on with the briefing. What she had been really repressing was her annoyance at the CO dragging it out. Everybody was tired and nobody hoped to be called out to a response of an attack. It seemed odd that with all the ‘new’ forces appearing on the planet they’d be able to handle their own sectors. Everybody else had but Cougar had the most incidents so far on the planet and she still hadn’t gotten over the ‘accusation’ of Staff Sergeant Pryce. It wasn’t a need to cover up his deficiencies, only a clear case of him getting fucked over. And from the rumor mill it was clear that Cougar Company ‘didn’t like them.’ Before coming to ‘this side’ she remembered on a little planet where the officers liked to shaft the mercenaries, blaming them for their own mistakes, and because ‘women were not considered combat troops’ and tried to not pay as much for the contract, which left the Bonding Authority a mess that, while resolved quickly, still caused the NFDF to give that planet a black mark. Needless to say, the forces that the NFDF was supposed to prevent from taking over the planet managed to fight back another mercenary unit, who endeared the same issues and took the planet.

“It’s okay, we’re all a bit tired.” Of stupid shenanigans, yet the General’s orders... “So we’re supposed to provide your squad to assist them in the raid. All they need you for is additional boots on the ground.” And everybody in the room knew that raids rarely were quick, and therefore Staff Sergeant Walkerman only hoped for little interference.

“When do we lift?”

“The briefing is in two hours, so get your gear on and get moving as soon as possible. And DJINN has the coordinates in A12 as well.” Something was bothering her about the whole thing, but she was too tired to figure out exactly what the issue was. 

“No problem ma’am, we’ll be there.” And without ceremony Staff Sergeant Walkerman left.

“What do you think, ma’am?” MSG Magnusson said as he sat down in the now vacated chair. “I think they’re going to get fucked over. Something isn’t right about this op.”

“Well, I think they’ve changed.”

“The Cougars?”

“I have to give them the benefit of the doubt every time, even though they’ve screwed us over. And orders are orders.”

“True,” he said as he placed his fingers on his chest. “I don’t think this will go down well somehow.”

Almost two hours later Staff Sergeant Wittman saw the area for Cougar Company. And there was at least a platoon’s worth of vehicles missing. Had they somehow missed something? Shrugging it off he had Rigel land the vehicle, and once it was settled, propped open his hatch after opening the combat doors and seeing Staff Sergeant Walkerman in full gear stride to the Cougar TOC. Something wasn’t right as he saw somebody lying near the door, sunning himself.

Ignoring Staff Sergeant Stroebel’s shape and suppressed leer Staff Sergeant Walkerman hurriedly entered the Cougar’s TOC to nobody, except for one person in one of the offices. Upon sliding a bit around the tables she saw it was Master Sergeant Criff, and upon seeing Staff Sergeant Walkerman gave her the most annoying smile as he pecked away on his console.

“Can I help you?” MSG Criff asked as he saw the fully uniformed Cav soldier in front of him. Putting away his own personal work he looked at her disapprovingly. “Aren’t you a bit late?”

“I was told it was going to be around this time,” Staff Sergeant Walkerman said hesitantly. She didn’t know where this conversation was going.

Another suppressed laugh emanated from his lips. “No, it was an hour ago. Since you didn’t show First Platoon went out and is conducting the mission. But you’re not needed anyway. As the Commander has told your commander the situation, you can leave now.”

Good thing too, Staff Sergeant Walkerman thought to herself as she nodded and left the room quickly. She had turned off her comms in anticipation for a briefing and now cut it on as soon as she was away from the TOC and about to enter the vehicle.

“Two, Anvil Six!”

Groaning, she stepped to the front of the vehicle. “Six, Two-Two.”

“Good! At least you’re finally answering your comms after the past two hours!”

Looking at the speaker she wondered what the issue was as her comms had been working for two hours, but for the past ten minutes she had them off in anticipation for the briefing. “All comms have been working for that long. Six.”

“Roger. Anyway, get back to Blessing as soon as possible! Six, out!” 

Staff Sergeant Walkerman sighed and walked slowly back to the Leopard. It was going to be a long day.
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The Kommando
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Throughout my books since Eagle Hammer I refer to the special forces of the ESU as

“Kommando.” The “Kommando” is essentially a grouping of the national Special Forces represented. If you’ve paid attention to the “JTF” and Task Force 373 and also the more famous “Task Force 141” of Call of Duty fame, groups such as the KSK, SAS, Korps Commando Troepen (Dutch Special Forces, KCT), Maroon Berets, Sayeret, and so on are all broken down (and named) by nationality. Usually I don’t mention the individual names out of abstractness, but suffice to say that the future incorporates them. I’ll start using the appropriate names as I go along but I wanted to bring this small topic to a close of sorts, so there’s more clarity. I try and do as much research as possible but given the lack of intimate knowledge of most of them I’ll do my best to get an idea presented as best as possible.

To this end some people have wondered about 2-4 Cav and the role within the Kommando (if you have read enough), and there seems to be a disconnect between what they are and who they should be. In concept over the stories it started out as a mechanized infantry unit and now they are part of “special forces” but they are not. A little bit of this was started out during Eagle Hammer as I’ve always had a love for Special Forces deep down. I’ve never been Special Forces so most of my information comes from internet research, watching TV shows, and reading books, and the rare question I asked now and then. Not the best resource but then again what I have is what I have. Anyway, throughout the stories as I get more comfortable with the unit more and roles I think I’ve settled on it being equivalent to a US Marine MEU (SOC) though only a Troop size. If you’re not familiar with the acronym it stands for Marine Expeditionary Unit (Special Operations Capable), which means that they aren’t Special Forces but more than likely similar to that. They’re not based on Force Recon as I was just regular Army but that’s the role I have settled with the Troop. They support Kommando operations, can in effect perform raids (much like any conventional unit), and will in subsequent stories support special operations missions but also work with conventional units doing conventional missions within the scope of the future military setting.
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One of Our Own
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One of the things that annoys me was the backlash of the killing of Abu Mansoor Al-

Amriki. First off he was a traitor, and second, he was a terrorist. So is it wrong to prosecute and kill a terrorist regardless of national origin?

June 3, 2739

“Are you sure that’s him?” Major Curr said as he watched the ‘insurgent’ in the drone’s video feed. Fed to the holographic display he watched Azmat Al-Kibala, or Jensen Abrecht walk calmly with his new people, as the Dutch military didn’t want him back either.

“One hundred percent match,” Lt. Robertson said as he watched the feed as well. It had been a year since Al-Kibala had defected to the insurgency here on Mashara a year ago. It had taken the Royal Dutch Army this long to find him, but then again he had been a boon to the procedures to the Muslim Coalition, at least everybody was confident of. Inwardly he laughed at the prospect since Al-Kibala was a former infantryman. So there wasn’t anything new in the military’s mind that he could offer them. Besides, after nearly a decade of conflict there wasn’t anything new to spill. Maybe on movements and what we knew, but as he watched Al-Kibala enter the car, he punched some keys and set the Viper to track that car.

“Good, I’ll get with the General and see if we can’t prosecute the kill.” Al-Kibala was a

‘Tier 1’ target: a target that only any Kommando asset could touch. While the ESU broke away from the American politics and way of life, George Washington could be proud that terminology and structure was formed from that way of life, and that was a sore point which the politicians in New Geneva could never understand. Behind the scenes there was still a good diplomatic stance towards the United Planets, but nothing to afford each other favors. ‘Tier 2’ and below were reserved for the regular military forces. Major Curr walked out of the holotank area and went to speak with General Van Der Kut.

“Yes sir,” Lt. Robertson said as he continued to watch the feed. Al-Kibala was a High Priority Target, one that the commanding general of the forces on Mashara had to approve, not just General Van Der Kut. It would have been too easy but bureaucracy had to be served as he watched impatiently as the drone computed that it could attack the car without significant collateral damage. It was already leaving the village and once it was on the open road it would truly be fair game. “DEALER47 on-station time?”

“One hour,” the console operator said as she intently watched the feed as well. It wasn’t her job other than to manipulate the various controls. But being in that spot also gave the console operators valuable clues to when they became more senior in rank and capability. 

“Good.” He knew that DEALER47 wouldn’t worry about ‘Good,’ but nonetheless the programming was that good for the drone. The vehicle picked up speed as it left the village, and the map showed he was heading towards Al-Kibala, the town where he defected. Personally he was offended by the soldier’s insistence that the war was unjust and that the Royal Dutch Protectorate were the true enemies of the citizen’s freedom. But it wasn’t the Royal Dutch Army who rammed the spaceport on New Geneva in the name of the Muslim Coalition that caused a significant loss of life either. Terrorists or not it was still not the right thing to do, regardless of side. Still he watched as the vehicle passed through an Army checkpoint, and shook his head. Hopefully somebody told him or her who was checking out the car that he would hopefully be blown to bits shortly. He knew he had passed out the various messages and information regarding his looks. If the company commander was aware he or she wasn’t showing it as that was the old AO for his infantry company. Minutes passed by as he watched the car race towards Al-Kibala, a known haven for insurgent activity, and still the Army hadn’t been able to suppress activity there. He knew an option but didn’t have the position or rank to execute it himself. One SLKKW (Space Launched Kinetic Kill Weapon) and the village would be a smoldering crater but he had to play by the rules and wait.

Major Curr walked in, burped, and looked at Lt. Robertson. “Make it clean.”

“Yes sir.” Swinging back to the display he selected manual control and took over DEALER47, wiggling the wings to ensure he had control. And once satisfied he selected the bombs the aircraft was carrying (why no missiles?) and designated the car as the target and waited for the computer to make all of the necessary adjustments. Once it did he flew the aircraft into the optimal drop pattern and released one bomb. After that he pulled up and flew to the left of the car in order to keep an eye on it. Moments later the bomb struck cleanly in the back of the car, obliterating it from the face of the planet.

“So long traitor,” Lt. Robertson said as he released control and let DEALER47 return to its normal flight route.
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No Powerguns?
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I’m sure a lot of people have wondered why I’ve dropped David Drake’s powerguns in my stories past Book 5: Eagle Hammer, and made them useless in my new universe. First off powerguns were not my idea, so as such I needed to figure out a way to “get rid of them” as we all know David Drake spent some good time doing some worthy research to make them plausible in the future. Second, to me they’re a bit too powerful for reality’s sake. Overall the concept is sound but I like some realism (which powerguns are to a degree aren’t, but again...) and quite frankly I never was sold on powerguns, and Eagle Hammer was a good excuse to get rid of them and to also remove vestiges of one universe where I can do my own thing. While I’ll always appreciate David Drake in helping me out, there’s time to come up with what appeals to me. Overall there is enough imagination throughout the years into the twenty-eighth century to more than make up for the powerguns. So instead I’m more of a railgun fan than powerguns. To some it may seem a bit “low-tech” but overall the feel for the Hammer’s Slammers series was that they were able to do killing without powerguns anyway.

So in my universe the staples of current and future technology will be fairly stable in my books. I tend to focus on Railguns as they’re more effective than lasers and also deliver more punch in my mind. Lasers I do use sparingly but the emphasis on tactical combat forces me to keep it “light” and more advanced (smaller in size, compared to say the weapons used in Elysium, which starts a good scale of capability, going from large systems to sizes of normal rifles and carbines today) weapons systems. Throughout my books I do mention the Thor and associated systems further along in this book. Caseless rifles are still very much used. As a former Soldier, I love bullet launchers and also graduate them up to cannons and other assorted hardware, along with the ever present “Falcon” smart missile system that I mentioned quite heavily as the main threat missile system used by the Muslim Coalition. Of course unguided shoulder launched systems (RPGs, or “buzzbombs”) are still in vogue but overall I still keep them “low-tech” since there’s a plethora of ways to guide them. However, for the most part I don’t like to get too in-depth even with my own work as overall it’s just improved systems of today.
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The Old-Fashioned Way
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This technique was told to me by an old Vietnam veteran.

August 23, 2739

“Fire!” Lt. Bomgaars said to the other Krass tank on this patrol with him. He himself aimed and fired at the spire, but even at this distance they were having issues with the elevation of the barrels of the main gun. They had pulled back from the ambush location just out of Falcon range, as his former platoon sergeants vehicle was still burning kilometers away from their current location. Pulling the trigger he sent a railgun round the way of the spire and watched as it only pecked at the sides, not doing any damage. The weapon was one of the best available, and had already proved itself against the Werewolf main battle tank that the Muslim Coalition fielded. Yet he watched the rounds impact and Mother Nature took her course and made them make small craters against the stone sides. “Cease fire!” With a grunt he rose out of his gunners station and basked himself in the sun as he looked at the spire with unaided eyes. It was only two kilometers distant but he saw what he needed to be seen. As he stared at the problem his mind came up with a solution and he scrambled back inside.

As soon as he was comfortable he selected the laser designator and lased where he saw where the hostiles were camped at. As he panned around the area slowly he saw the missile tube of a Falcon stick out and he reflexively fired at it. Moments later the round struck true and while killing the Falcon team it also made another small crater in the stone wall of the spire. He had hoped that it would hit a ‘soft’ spot and cause the spire to crumble. Yet he smiled in satisfaction at the avenging of his now-deceased platoon sergeant. Typing in the commands he selected the nearest artillery battery and de-selected the SLKKW (Space Launched Kinetic Kill Weapon) from his menu. He wished he could have dropped a rod but that would have had to gone up the chain of command, and while the Kommando expended the majority of them, the line units had their own rules and he knew it would take too long and too many questions would be asked. Though he did feel he could have gotten the fire mission approved, he instinctively remembered the CO’s guidance and that didn’t meet it by a longshot. Artillery would do and he selected Airburst for his round type. Moments later the CO approved the strike and he waited for the rounds to impact around the spire. He zoomed out so he could see the effects better as he selected six rounds. And as soon as he was satisfied with his view the rounds exploded and seconds later, the whole top of the spire crumbled downwards and then hit the ground with a large ‘explosion’ of dirt and rock. Nothing was going to survive that he reasoned as he ended the fire mission. Now they could travel in peace and his platoon sergeant could rest in peace.
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Love and God
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They say there aren’t any atheists in foxholes... which as an Atheist I agree with.

July 5, 2730, Al-Mehdi, Mashara (Friesland)

“Holy shit!” Corporal Veerk shouted as the projectiles rained near him, forcing him to crouch even tighter behind the derelict van that was before the invasion, used to deliver whatever. The snapping overhead made him curse amongst the heat and sweat as the flecks of concrete assaulted him and his body. It rained hard and there wasn’t a cloud in sight either. “Fuck this!” Cringing more he wished he was back on his farm rather than on this shithole of a planet. What the government thought, well it didn’t matter did it? He was here and he heard ‘Falcon’ and hoped to God somebody wouldn’t die, the very least him. Hearing the muffled impact and no screams, he had heard that enough already in the past six months. Al-Mehdi was the nutcracker though, and was initially left as the ESU consolidated what it could consolidate anyway.

“Six this is Four-Six, over!” Lieutenant Michael Jorg snarled into the comms.

“I hear you Lieutenant!” Captain Veerkamp snarled back.

He cursed himself from his attitude and the way Captain Veerkamp ‘handled’ things on the comms, and her habit of addressing people by rank to admonish them. While it did break operational security it always was her habit. “Six, this is Four-Six, we’re taking heavy fire from a cluster of buildings, we’re pinned down and can’t move! Break! We’ve tried to outmaneuver them but they have us all pinned down!” He had to add that bit as the platoon was full of veterans so far and weren’t what anybody called ‘tactically inept’ at all. Matter of fact the CO tended to favor his platoon always seemingly wanting to do more for this one than the other three. The CO was a bit queer, which didn’t matter, but she always expected her subordinates to have a plan of action working or ready. If they couldn’t budge they simply couldn’t budge. This was a long day and it was already twenty minutes into the operation that a Battalion was supposed to manage. But his Company was thrown into...

“I’m assuming that you’ve tried hard enough?”

What the fuck was I supposed to do? Sacrifice my men and women? “Roger Six!” Pausing as some more projectiles whizzed over his head and sent more shivers down his spine.

His platoon sergeant snarled and fired back in the general direction, her weapon chattering unaimed over her head. The look of that simple action on her strained face only made him wish he’d chosen a different job and saw her curse as she slunk back as more return fire almost chewed her up.

“Got your position Four-Six, get everybody under some cover.”

“Affirmative Six...”

“It’s a tac-rod, it’ll be close.”

“May God help us.”

“God doesn’t love us Lieutenant, that’s why we’re here, thirty seconds.”

“Roger.” Cringing he saw his platoon sergeant also do the same while telling the rest of the platoon that it was incoming. Time seemed to crawl as he waited and then the rod struck on the enemy position. The impact shook the ground where they were at and was slightly deafening as the shockwave assaulted the destroyed vehicles they were sheltered behind. A full minute later, after some of the dust had cleared, she looked at her platoon sergeant and nodded silently at the thumbs up. “Check on them before she asks.” Again she sat there and minisculely nodded as she waited for any casualties. A few minutes later her platoon sergeant nodded.

“They’re all accounted for ma’am, no casualties.”

“Roger, thanks. Six, Four-Six, negative casualties.”

“I should think so, though I eye-balled that one, so I was a little off given the impact point, but anyway continue mission Four-Six. Out.”

Shaking his head he only wondered if she had some gift with tactical rods as she was already gaining a reputation of being a very talented quick draw with her sidearm. Expert was the word they used for such a thing. Seeing his platoon sergeant already crouch and rest her weapon on the hood of the destroyed car and scanning the street, it was quiet. “Alright let’s push west.” Only twenty more blocks to go, minus this one as he surveyed the crater that had been an apartment complex. Sharp cracks emanated from his platoon positions as his soldiers saw some bewildered Muslim Coalition soldiers that had survived the drop stagger around.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Interrogation Team
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Similar to the David Drake story, this one follows a different twist

January 2740

The area around Camp Sievert was that of both fervent activity and that of nothing else going on. Near the camp headquarters however, two people were busily preparing for another type of war.

“Just handle him carefully,” Major Ratte said calmly to the Cav trooper. He could always tell them from the rest of the Squadron’s troopers; their demeanor and how they carried themselves always made them stand out no matter what. The trooper manhandled the civilian they brought in wearing zip cuffs and gently settled him into the recliner in the converted Wolverine armored personnel carrier. At one time it contained an area for a squad of infantry but now it was a converted mobile psychological interrogation room, which was an overstatement. But the two Intel specialists didn’t care as they only cared about the man who was brought in. Once he had settled down Major Ratte observed the suspect that was captured and motioned that the ramp was about to be closed. Major Mees started the intricate process of the interrogation procedure by laying out the gear carefully and neatly on the padding of the recliner.

He watched the trooper leave without a simple goodbye and once the trooper was gone closed the ramp quickly. They didn’t always have to leave it closed but there was less chance of an interruption that way. That and everybody knew if the ramp was closed business was at hand and nobody was going to bother them as the results demanded that respect for their trade. If the ramp was down they were ‘open’ for business. If the ramp was closed then it meant two things: One, they were interrogating a subject, or Two, were closed for the day.

The man looked wildly around. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing scary, my man, we’re just going to ask you some questions,” Major Mees said as she found the plunger for the knockout drug.  Finding it easily she smiled disarmingly as she carefully checked it, and seeing it was good smiled reassuringly.

“What kind of questions?” He wasn’t particularly worried about this bunch, though they were much different from the government interrogators, who were easy to lie to despite their vaunted machines. “I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“A bit twitchy?” Major Ratte asked in Dutch as he found the interrogation headset.

Unlike most means of interrogation the headset used its targets memory against them, allowing them to create a near real-like dream state in which the user simply followed his dreams and the subliminal questions that followed an interrogation. It was expensive but worth every credit in the information that it gleaned. All the interrogator had to do was simply watch for further evaluation. Once linked with DJINN the other semantics such as locations, and other information was extrapolated to provide target location, which was their intent.

“Just a bit.” Switching to the local language with a soothing touch, Major Mees smiled.

“Don’t worry, it’ll be okay.”

“You’re not going to ask me any questions?” Confusion was stamped over Mobuto’s face as he wasn’t sure what was going on. Upon being captured his mind went through all of the excuses that always worked with the local authorities and he fervently hoped they would work on these people.

“Nothing. I’m sure you’d like a nap before we begin?” She held the applicator openly, to show she wasn’t going to ‘stab’ him and kill him. She had a pistol on her hip for that if needed.

Confused at the request, it wouldn’t hurt. He merely nodded but still questioned why they didn’t bother him with any questions like the police interrogators had. Eyes darting around he couldn’t define where he was either, though he assumed a vehicle, and he knew the uniforms were of the mercenaries hired for the government, but they weren’t attacking him either as he slowly relaxed despite his worry.

The team liked to play good cop no matter how many people they had to bring in to stop the illegal trade the Federal Government of Talik wanted stopped. Just ‘north’ of the United Planets the Squadron got a real contract for once from a government that could afford them for their first time out. Illegal drug and weapon runners continued to be a scourge of the Talik government and they wanted to stop it as much as possible or send a strong signal that they weren’t taking it lightly. Of course they would do their best and with the firepower that they brought to bear, it would make a big difference. But here with the porous nature of the way the planet was governed it didn’t matter. Very few governments in the Independent Planets had the assets to interdict the flow of arms and other traffickers, and they hired the Second Squadron to help. And that’s what helped here as Major Mees applied the plunger and seconds later the male adjusted himself and was asleep. Major Ratte set the headset on the man’s head and turned it on. Seconds later it was waiting for a command, and using a cord, Major Mees simply ‘jacked in’ with her headset and began asking the sleeping man the questions. No need for names, or small talk, the talking would be done by the interrogator and the machine.

‘Waking’ up Mobutu realized that he had been left by the mercenaries on the side of a road and smiled cockily how he had eluded their machines and women and men. Starting off from where was apparently left off Mobutu left the camp and headed by foot in the direction that he came from. Seeing somebody familiar he waved to them as they almost drove by. No words were needed, as they were too close to the enemy camp to talk openly. Only after an hour’s drive were words spoken, and that was to guide them to his small housing area. Far from the major cities they talked to the outsiders that flew in their ships and brought weapons and all sorts of things from the ‘outside’ of space. During the ‘ride’ his mind drifted to various points that he was aware of as landing areas for smugglers, and in the background DJINN diligently began to generate coordinates from those references. As he entered the camp his mind retraced the Falcon position or one of them as he walked through the winding road designed and naturally shaped to slow any attackers as they entered. 

Also Major Mees noted that any wheeled attackers would be bogged down and would be easy pickings for the machinegun positions that Mobuto remembered as he walked carefully down the road heading to the village entrance. A four-cell Falcon launcher was hidden but known to him as well as a gun position that included to what they understood was a towed 15cm railgun poking out from the underbrush. The Krass tanks that the Squadron had were more than a match for this village but the problem was that the terrain favored the defenders, a feat since it was in a depression, and would rip the underbellies of the tanks before they got a shot off, because their weapons wouldn’t be able to depress enough to engage the target. Since the Squadron didn’t have any organic air assets and the Talik military was also questionable they had to rely on the Thor above to handle any heavy fire requests, though even that was limited. From a distance they were vulnerable, but DJINN was already calculating that and seconds later presented Major Mees with the assessment that the Krass tanks would not be able to engage unless they were right on top of the camp. And by then it would already cost them too much damage. The Cav Troop could do a dismounted assault along with C Company but that would still be a high cost in personnel lost. Continuing past the gun emplacement another Falcon position was located and through Major Mees was urged to go underground. Mobuto took them downwards into a labyrinth of dug in tunnels, which sported some lethal hardware, ranging from the illegal drugs to missile launchers capable of doing some damage to a task force on their way in to rid them of their wares, as well as caches of rifles and other small arms distributed in case of a direct attack. And she was sure that Mobuto knew that as he guided the team around the circumference of the camp.

The crown jewel was a Boar ultra-heavy tank, presumably lost in a defilade position that commanded the entire camp. The Krass tanks that the Squadron had was more than a match for a tracked vehicle with a single 200mm railgun. But the position that they put it in was one of the best spots, as it could shred any vehicle from the belly. The Krass was well armored, but not that well armored, not against that type of hardware anyway. Anti-gravity tanks ruled the battlefield, but not the terrain in which they always fought on. Touching a few keys by memory Major Mees ‘turned off’ the experience and after a few more button presses had DJINN start working out the area based off of the visual data that was gleaned. “I think DJINN will have it easy this time.”

“You sure?” Major Ratte said as he waited for the results from DJINN to appear on the screen.

“Yeah, I’m sure.” Looking at the prostrate form of Mobuto, Major Mees rubbed her face. She would call the Cav in to pick him up and turn him into a government camp later on. At least after the Colonel approved the mission as you never knew how much you had to delve into someone’s life to get the targeting information just right.

DJINN beeped it was ready and Major Ratte typed a few commands, sending the targeting data to the Thor satellite above. All he needed was the authorization from the Colonel to drop a rod on that target. No sense in sending in a company to get shredded or at least badly mauled over a village that wouldn’t willingly give up. No, they would fight to the last man if they attacked. “Standby then while I upload the targeting data.”

“You do that.” Major Mees didn’t always like ‘going under’ as to her it seemed like a very vivid dream that was all too real. Images of the village and the defenses floated in her eye as she took a sip of water, and considered opening the hatch since the business was done.  Shrugging to herself she inched towards the hatch opening. Next time Ratte was going under and she particularly didn’t care whether the subject was male or female.

“Not yet. Wait until we’ve dropped the rod and then we can get him out of here,” Major Ratte said evenly.

Rolling her eyes Major Mees merely nodded and leaned back. This was almost surreal as she sat there nursing the bottled water, a cool refreshment compared to the heat inside. Or maybe it was just her as she waited impatiently for authorization.

“Approved, dropping in twenty.”

“Good.” Without waiting for a response she merely stepped outside after opening the hatch and stretched. Instinctively, she looked in the direction of where the kinetic penetrator was to land, but couldn’t see that far if she guesstimated the distance right. Though it would make the rounds and the satellite would record the impact anyway. Shrugging as she took another sip of the bottled water, she spat it out and walked back inside to call the Cav to collect up the still asleep captive.
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Amongst the Stars
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“Cyber warfare, ain’t nobody got time fo dat!”

January 5, 2235

Captain Brin “Alltone” Altoni was mesmerized at the undulating asteroids through the visor of his assault suit. Why not the Marines? he thought to himself as he guided his Soldiers through the ‘Sistine Chapel’ area of this particular asteroid. The newly formed Pan-Asian Federation had laid claim (along with everything else in the sector) saying that they had mining rights, and the United Planets had no right to be here. Even though historically for a century there had been scores of United Planets merchants and military maneuvers through the Von Kepler Belt, in the middle of the Droz system. Scientists had likened it to the original solar system where Man had originated as it followed a near similar pattern, this time the belt just ‘past’ the fourth non-habitable planet in the small system that they now occupied. PAF claims were that it interceded into their territory and so the United Planets brass felt a stronger presence in the region was necessary. Thus Operation Dragon Sweep was born to root out any hostile elements in the Belt.

As his Company wound itself amongst the boulders he wondered how a formation like this got its name. Remembering, he smiled to himself. Private Eblon said it reminded him of the fabled Chapel, and looking at the towering mass his memory of research of the historic landmark yielded little similarity to the place. But it did cement a location landmark on an otherwise asteroid devoid of anything significant. And for those whose mind was dulled by the constant rock faces, it added something to think of amongst the millions of rock faces on one asteroid. Looking at the feed from his Heads Up Display he saw his platoon leaders maneuver their platoons around the asteroid, searching for any PAF holdouts that may have been lurking around the area. Battalion S6 had sniffed some EM (electromagnetic) emissions from this asteroid and the Battalion Commander felt that a good infantry company would do the job right. Granted they had been in the belt for a month, but to Brin it all looked the same as he cycled between spectrums to see if he could root out anything in his own vicinity.

“Rambler Two-Six, this is Rambler Six, what’s your sitrep?”

“Continuing sweep, we have negative contact.”

“Roger Rambler Six out.” Lieutenant Smithers’s platoon had been his main effort during the sweep and everybody else followed back, with her platoon as the bait and the rest of his company as the anvil that would swing onto the contact, when found. As he watched the other asteroids rotate around him he snapped his eyes back to the ‘horizon’ of the current asteroid they were on. It was large enough to give the appearance of one, but nothing that constituted a real landmass. Still, it was large enough to give his men and women a workout.

“Possible contact, two hundred meters-” Then abruptly the communication cut off.

Shit. Jamming. “All Rambler elements move forward, press forward and engage anything not friendly.” It was the best he could think of as him and his company HQ element bounded forward on the small, almost non-existent gravity of the large asteroid.

“They’re trying to hack, sir.” Specialist Edwina Graves said as she looked at her holo display on her helmet visor.

“Shit, thanks. You countering?”

“Trying sir, they’ve got the latest, so it’s going to be some time.”

“Which I don’t have.” Looking at the shattered display of where his elements used to be he watched as his platoon leaders moved their Soldiers forward, weapons ready.  Despite the belief that lasers would be the pinnacle of weapons technology, even in the twenty-third century they weren’t really the preferred weapon due to the bulk. Gauss, or railguns were steadily becoming more popular as you can use them almost everywhere. Sure they had a kick but a 5mm railgun in space was just as deadly as it was on-planet and didn’t require the larger power packs that lasers required. Pistols maybe but those were reserved for the SF boys and girls anyway. He was just a line Soldier doing his job as he huffed from the exertion of moving forward. For a good solid minute the counter-jamming was breaking down the PAF jammers, which was good as it cleared up the picture and also gave him a good status. Contact had been made and his infantry was engaging the small PAF detachment, maybe a platoon sized element, but the presence of jamming had given them an advantage but it was only a matter of time before he maneuvered his elements onto their position and rooted them out. Better to stay back where he had so far clear comms. Relaying by digital burst he sent the coordinates for some interceptors providing top cover. Precision wasn’t too necessary as the engagement range was over a kilometer. Lasers tended to bloom at that range rendering even a heavy laser almost useless at that range. Not a kinetic railgun as small pecks flew back and forth, some of his Soldiers paying the ultimate price until the United Planets counter-jamming took hold and finally overwhelmed the PAF defenders. The picture was real clean and he saw the blooms of explosives as the missiles impacted against the PAF position, with some secondaries as probably their small space shuttle blew up as well. Then the commlink came alive over the general frequency of the PAF surrender.

“All elements hold fire, Interceptors provide overwatch for my men, break. Rambler elements account for the dead and secure the prisoners.” All had acknowledged his orders and following his First Sergeant, advanced to the PAF position. After twenty minutes of walking he saw the remnants of the PAF position, with twenty suited PAF soldiers on their feet, hands on their helmets, disarmed, so far. Their railguns and other small arms lay in a pile well away from them, guarded by his Soldiers.

“What are we looking at?” Captain Altoni said as he looked over the prisoners. They’d be searched more thoroughly on the USS Intrepid II, and more than likely the Marines would try and take the glory yet again. Hell, during Operation Dragon Sweep they were trying their damndest to save face in an operation to which they didn’t really participate in, saying that the ‘poor Army needed their help.’ Yet they still needed the UPN to move them amongst the stars, causing a glimmer of annoyance at the stupidity of people who want the glory when more important things mattered.

“Twenty alive, twenty-four more dead, or so,” Lieutenant Smithers said from her faceplate, brightened so he could see her face.

“Equipment?”

“A treasure trove.”

“Good, the pickup shuttle is inbound in twenty-two minutes. Get this place sanitized and get the gear ready to move.” Throughout Dragon Sweep the PAF was claiming that the United Planets were stealing their equipment to cover up their ‘annexation’ of the Belt, but even the most stupid of people knew that the PAF was trying to secure it for their own economy. The captured PAF soldiers would be held and the CSIA would take all the gear and look over the tech, the Cold War back in full swing. He’d had relatives centuries ago recount the original Cold War but as he watched the other asteroids tumble in his visor he knew it was just another version of the same tale.
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February 2, 2740 to April, 2740

February 4, 2740

“So what’s happening today?” Captain Juniper asked as she strode into the TOC. It had been only two days since the Squadron had landed on Kirchner, a rather complex contract that had for all intents and purposes been a peacekeeping mission. Unlike their European Space Union counterparts the French that colonized the planet along with a hodgepodge of German and Dutch colonists hadn’t taken to the same sense of unity that the ESU prided itself on, and in some cases was able to hide. Kirchner was itself one massive continent that was divided among the ‘belligerents’ as equally as possible, with the ESU government trying to hammer out some sort of peace agreement to eventually take it back into the fold, but so far all three parties had resisted, but didn’t hesitate in hiring mercenaries of their own ethnic background in order to maintain a semblance of a military, even though relatively speaking they had none. The exports more than covered the hodgepodge of mercenary battalions that the planet fielded in order to maintain its status quo. Whatever it was had been lost on her the first two days being on planet. The only problem was that the ESU still sent representatives to the planet to try and hammer out the agreement, and the Dutch Protectorate thought that Colonel Sievert’s Second Squadron was that answer. But upon landing they were treated like mercs, i.e. little respect despite the fact that they were nationally the same. But the local government was sympathetic, as long as it forwarded their interests and not the other factions. That alone kept things interesting as the outgoing unit, the Dutch Brigade, a similarly fielded and lower quality in equipment said as they did the routine hand over patrols. To her they seemed very eager to leave, supposedly picking up a combat contract. But given the necessity of ‘cleansing’ Friesland, her troopers could always use the break. That, in turn, forced a change in tactics as they were used to the open deserts, and were honestly relieved to see the trees and forests that were more prevalent on New Holland than the desert of the planet they had left to come here. Instead of flying high they mainly flew tree-top height, the necessity of the lower altitude in keeping any missileers from getting a clear shot at her vehicles, and the dull grey that her vehicles had kept the visual camouflage relatively good as well. But still, some yearned for combat while some were glad to take a ‘break’ from the routine that became Friesland until it was completely (though she had her own personal doubts on that matter) safe for the colonists to start tickling in.

“Nothing as usual ma’am,” Platoon Sergeant Ross said as he stood up, not at attention but since he was just fumbling around with the datanet...

“Good.” And with that she returned to her office.

Her Troop covered a 75 x 120 kilometer sector that bordered the French sector and was the most southern unit of Second Squadron. Charlie Company was adjacent to her own sector and if she had what she started with then it would have been completely impossible to perform her duty. However, Colonel Sievert had requested and received two whole platoons of infantry to beef up her unit as she wouldn’t be acting as the heavy hitter response team. He needed coverage and she needed the manpower to accomplish the mission. One platoon of dismounts weren’t going to cut it if her Troop was to do anything other than be a Quick Response Force directly to her south was another Dutch mercenary unit, and they seemed quite professional, enough to handle the mission. The only thing that bit at her former mercenary past was the size limitation of the mercenary forces in this universe. Having been part of a Field Force Regiment in the NFDF it was only common for a force of that size to be able to handle a contract such as this. 

Colonel Sievert wouldn’t have gotten much out of the ESU or Dutch Protectorate anyway for a force that size, so to her the point was moot. Instead her Troop was scattered amongst the six towns that comprised her sector. She had put the infantry squads first from her two infantry platoons on a rotational basis. They watched three towns for twelve hours, but those were the three closest towns to the border, Warren, Hatten, and Casul, then had the remaining squads serve as reactionary forces (both with the Platoon Leaders, one at Casul, and one at Portalune). The other portion of the border was patrolled by her Leopard platoon, with the associated infantry squads ensuring that no French interlopers try and enter the forested area. With limited satellite and even less drone support she had to manage as the concern was outward rather than inward. Internal police handled most internal affairs but she was authorized to handle such external threats as any incursions by the French mainly. She had split her tank platoon at Portalune, the location of the Troop HQ, and Casul to the north. It wasn’t pretty but it was effective, and her two rocket vehicles were also with her HQ at Portalune and could range somewhat into the French sector, though only the approaches into the sector. Though most of the trouble was expected from the west from the French units there, not so much from the east, which was the interior of the Dutch portion of the continent. 

The intent wasn’t to police that portion as there was already a militia that handled the policing duties, but to have a buffer from any possible French or German incursions. So the Dutch, French, and German sides routinely hired mercenaries to bolster their border forces that had been here longer than the mercenaries could hope to be. And from what she understood this contract was only supposed to last six months, at least for the Second Squadron. The French mercenary unit to her south was on retainer, which in her mind equaled being part of the government force.

To an outsider the arrangement was indeed strange, and to Captain Juniper it was weird as she sat down in her office and went over the last patrol report from Lieutenant Lansing, who reported nothing out of the usual, which was the standard during the past two days anyway. Long days too and to her it seemed a good thing since landing. There hadn’t been much of anything going on and for everybody concerned, it was a good thing.
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