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   The Infinity Brigade #1,
 
   Stone Cold
 
   ~~~
 
   Author’s Note: The events described in this book closely parallel those told in the Catherine Kimbridge Chronicles. However, they follow a different character and the reader need not have read the Catherine Kimbridge series in order to enjoy this series. That said, if you want to know more about the events that are occurring, the reader is encouraged to check out the Catherine Kimbridge Chronicles as well.
 
   Chapter 1: Death of a World… 
 
   By any reasonable definition, this was a bad day. Oh it started out well enough. I had this sweet deal going with my folks. I apply myself in school and pull in superior marks and they let me spend my free time surfing. Surfing on Mars is seriously underrated. Every major city has its own water dome and every water dome makes its own A-frames… those perfect waves that hold your sled for what seems like hours at a time… it was heaven on a wave!
 
   I was surfing at my favorite beach under the dome at Cerberus Province. My sled and I… we were one with the wave. The meteorologists had programed the dome’s weather to be perfect. Everything was perfect… until it wasn’t.
 
   My link started buzzing against my wrist right in the middle of an epic wave. I hit the mute which should have been an end to it but the emergency override kicked in and it started sending mild electric shocks into my hand to force me to answer it.
 
   “WHAT,” I yelled into the link. A holographic display lit up. It was my mom. 
 
   Did you ever see somebody and just know that something major was up? Whatever it was, she was beside herself. Look, I know I’ve not always been the best son in the world but mom was looking like she had just spent some serious time crying… and even I could see that now was not the time to give her any more grief. I learned later that single insight had probably saved my life. As I said… this was a bad day.  
 
   “Swing by the school and pick up your sister. Head straight to the spaceport at Elon City. AG, don’t stop for anything honey… please promise you won’t stop for anything!”
 
   “Mom I promise. I’ll pick up Jilly and meet you at the spaceport. What’s up?”
 
   My mom looked over her shoulder and then leaned closer to the optical pickup. “Honey I can’t tell you… especially not on an open line. Just trust me… move fast. Don’t change… just drive as fast as you can.”
 
   “You want me to keep wearing my wetti? Mom that is seriously uncool.”
 
   “AG GO! GO NOW!”
 
   I rushed to where I had parked the shared community car I had reserved only to discover it was gone! That should not have been possible. I had a reserve lock on that car until six pm. How in the world was I going to get my kid sister?
 
   I hailed an automated taxi that was floating by. I didn’t have any money with me – I was a college student – we never have money—especially when you’re a precocious fourteen year old. I tapped my link and called my mom’s office in the district control center. Mom and dad worked as mid-level executives for the management company that currently owned the contract for Mar’s governance. 
 
   Mom didn’t answer but her computer avatar, Maggie, did.
 
   “Good afternoon Anthony Grant Stone. Your mother is currently in a meeting and cannot be disturbed. May I be of assistance?”
 
   Computer AIs had come a long way since I was a kid and Mom’s was smarter than most but I could never convince Maggie to call me AG.
 
   “Maggie, somebody hopped my ride and mom wants me and Jilly at the Spaceport like yesterday or sooner.”
 
   “I would recommend taking a taxi then,” Maggie suggested.
 
   Duh… I thought to myself. Out loud I said, “I’m in a cab now. I need some fare money.”
 
   “One moment Anthony Grant Stone… Taxi 4-1-9 has received digital compensation for your trip. You are to proceed directly to the spaceport.”
 
   “What about my sister?”
 
   “Jillian Marie Stone will be picked up by your parents. They will attempt to meet with you at the spaceport.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘attempt’?”
 
   “’Attempt’ to make an effort to do, accomplish, solve, or effect. In this particular case I believe your parents will make an effort to rendezvous with you at the spaceport.”
 
   “Can you tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “You are in a taxi heading to the spaceport.”
 
   Did I mention this was a bad day? I gave up trying to reason with mom’s overly literal AI. Besides the taxi was arriving at the Elon Spaceport.
 
   The spaceport was busier than I had ever seen it. There were marines directing traffic. Shuttles were taking off and landing in a continuous stream. I got out of the car and just stared at the mass of moving people. I must have looked quite odd. I was tall and broad-shouldered for a kid my age. With my blond ponytail and bright blue surfer’s wetsuit I stood out. Maybe that’s why one of the marines noticed me amidst the chaos and stepped over to me.
 
   “You’re looking lost young man. Where are you headed?”
 
   “I have no idea Sir. I was surfing and my mom called and said to head to the spaceport.” 
 
   The marine shook his head. “You and about sixty thousand other folks who will never make the list. You got a name kid?”
 
   “Stone, AG Stone”
 
   The man checked a datapad that he pulled from a cargo pocket in his Mars BDU.
 
   “Hot Damn! We got a live one. Son, I don’t know who your folks are… or who they know… but you have a priority boarding on the next available shuttle.”
 
   “Uhhh… that’s great I guess. Shuttle to where?”
 
   “Off this rock son. That’s all that matters.”
 
   “What about my sister and my parents?”
 
   The soldier checked his list again. “They’re listed here as well. Looks like you are all set. Let me get you to your shuttle.”
 
   “If it’s all right with you, Sir, I’ll just wait for my family to show up.”
 
   “Sorry son. It doesn’t work like that. We load the shuttles as fast and as often as we can. You’re here so you go. That way there’s another seat for someone else later.”
 
   “But my family…”
 
   “They’ll catch the first available shuttle once they get here. They may already be in a shuttle for all we know.” 
 
   He must have seen me continue to hesitate because the next thing I knew he was reaching towards his weapons belt. Thought he was going to shoot me or something but instead he pulled a small paper card from a pocket on the belt. He handed it to me.
 
   “If anything happens and you need someone to watch your six; you give that number a call and tell them that Gunny Grimes gave you that. You got me son?”
 
   “Thank you Sir.”
 
   “I’m not a ‘Sir’ son… I work for a living. Let’s get you on that bird heading to Phobos Station”
 
   ***
 
   Thirty minutes later I was standing with about fifteen thousand other people in a domed assembly area on the larger of Mars’ small moons. It was like being at a soccer game… without the soccer. 
 
   The dome was perfectly transparent and faced Mars. Because of Phobos’ orbit speed, we could see the planet rotating very slowly below us. In a few minutes, we would be on the dark side of the planet.
 
   Phobos has a diameter of just about twenty kilometers and a surface gravity of virtually nothing point nothing. As a result the base used artificial gravity plating. The artificial gravity made it feel like I was back at my home. There was something about artificial gravity that made it feel… artificial.
 
    On Mars itself, gravity is only about thirty seven percent of Earth’s. To keep us ‘Martians’ healthy most private and public structures used gravity plating.  This served to help make sure our bones and muscles would stay strong enough to allow us to travel to places like Disney World in a place called Florida on Earth. My dad even kept our house dialed up an extra ten percent. He said it was cheap exercise. 
 
   I had almost given up looking for my mom, dad and sister. There were just too many people crammed into too small an area. There were several display monitors on the walls that had scrolling lists of all the people who had been brought up. I tried to get close enough to read them but, again, there were too many people.
 
   I had finally learned a little bit about what was going on. Apparently we were finally at war with a group of aliens called the Doggi Poo or Doggi Dew or something like that. I never could hear the name right – I later learned they were called the D’lralu. These were apparently the same dudes that killed Catherine Kimbridge aboard the ESX Arizona back in 2067. There was a memorial to her on Olympus Mons. I had seen it… twice. It still boggled my mind that Cat, as everyone called her, was somehow still alive… and from a young boy’s point of view—utterly hot!
 
   Some big Oaf stepped on my foot as he pushed by me. Considering I was still wearing water shoes from when I was surfing, it hurt. 
 
   I still didn’t understand why we had been flown up to this small rock in the sky. If they were going to attack Mars; I would think we would be safer down on the planet’s surface where we could hide rather than be trapped like mice in a cage here on Phobos. Goes to show how little I knew.
 
   As I finally worked my way close enough to read the scrolling names on the display, I saw that the names had been listed alphabetically.  I watched my name scrolled by… there were no other Stones on it!
 
   Before I could fully comprehend what this might mean… a voice came over the loud speaker ordering us all to look down at the ground and to close our eyes. Naturally, I did the exact opposite. I looked up at Mars. I watched the planet, and everybody on it, including my parents and sister, die.
 
   Death came in the form of a series of brilliant flashes. I thought perhaps the D’lralu were lobbing nukes at us. I wish they had. At least then, some of the nearly thirty million people left on the surface might have lived. The bright flashes suddenly started coming faster and faster. In a moment the surface of the planet was a thousand times brighter than the Sun. My eyes were stinging but I couldn’t look away. The brightness began to fade but at the same time a red aura flew around the planet. 
 
   I knew in my heart, at that moment… that despite being in a room with fifteen thousand other people… I was utterly alone. 
 
   ***
 
   The next seven and a half years kind of existed in a haze for me. Of the twenty eight million people that had once lived on Mars there were less than ten thousand left. Most of those had been off planet when the attack occurred. A small fraction like myself were lucky enough to get off the surface just before the D’lralu kinetic energy weapons struck. KEWs, as I would learn later, were indiscriminate killers that did not discern between innocent eight year-olds girls named Jilly, and trained soldiers like Gunnery Sergeant Grimes. 
 
   The massive outpouring of support from Earthers meant I always had a place to stay if I wanted it.  I always had access to any number of universities… again if I wanted it. I even had access to the best surfing in Hawaii. But in the end, I wanted none of it. All any of it did was remind me about what I had lost.
 
   About three years into my exile on Earth, I started running with a rough crowd with plenty of booze and an abundance of willing gals. Thanks to good genetics, an above average intelligence, years of surfing and my dad wanting to keep the house at above earth-normal gravity I was both strong and smart. My piss-poor attitude meant that I was a bit of a brawler. It wasn’t long before I was leading our band of misfits. 
 
   We weren’t criminals per se, but we were experts at finding out just how close to the line we could get.  
 
   One thing led to another I got to spend quality time talking with a judge. In fairness, the man tried to help. He explained how sorry he was for all that I had gone through. I was pretty drunk at the time so I don’t remember everything he said. I do remember yawning. Fortunately, he was good enough to remind me of the conversation the next week… and then the week after.
 
   It got to the point where I kind of had a standing appointment with him. I never did learn the man’s name… to me he was just ‘the judge.’ 
 
   He’d tell me how I was wasting my life. How my aptitude scores were off the charts. How my life could be so much more. How my life could mean something. I would listen… and then I would yawn.
 
   Seven and a half years into my new, miserable existence, the judge cheated. He started by reminding me that Jilly would have been sixteen in a few months. He reminded me that I had literally spent almost as much time wasting my life as she had spent living hers. He asked me ‘What might she have done with the last seven and a half years… had she been the one given the chance?’ 
 
   I was a big guy by this time. I had muscles on my muscles and tattoos on my tattoos. I was, also, quite drunk. I was in no mood to listen to this guy, judge or not, talk about my dead sister. I attempted to put my fist through his face. In hindsight, that was probably the biggest mistake I ever made… and boy am I thankful I made it.
 
   In my defense, I was coming off my normal Wednesday night drinking binge… or was it my Tuesday night drinking binge?  At any rate, my reactions were slow and my gray matter was thoroughly pickled. 
 
   The judge smoothly side stepped my punch and pulled my arm forward. At the same time, he struck out with the heel of his other hand with more force than I would have thought humanly possible. There was a loud popping sound. I remember being curious as to what made that sound and was intent on investigating it… just as soon as I dealt with the fire in my shoulder. 
 
   I looked at my arm and realized that it was hanging at an odd angle. I tried to move it and the fire in my shoulder increased from ‘wickedly hot’ to ‘full-blown inferno.’
 
   “You broke my arm!” I accused the judge.
 
   The evil bastard just smiled at me and said, “Technically it’s dislocated, not broken.” 
 
   He was still smiling when he sat down. I wanted to wipe that smile off his face. But I wasn’t so drunk that I didn’t realize that this dude had some serious training. Even though I was bigger, stronger and younger, I was likely at a disadvantage.
 
   “Why the hell do you care about me and what I do?” I spat.
 
   The judge leaned forward and looked me right in the eye. I remember what he said… and how he said it. It was cold… and penetrating… and it burned every bit as much as my shoulder.
 
   “I lost everybody that ever meant anything to me on Mars. I lost them because there were not enough shuttles or time to get them off the surface. I lost them so the likes of you could escape… So yeah, son… I’d like to say I lost them for a reason. I’d like to say your life has some worth. Up until today, I had my doubts. Today is the first day in eight years I’ve seen you care about something beyond yourself.”
 
   He pointed to my shoulder. “I’ll have medical take care of that. When you and I first met I gave you a card… did you keep it?”
 
   “Card?”
 
   “Yes, I gave you a card and I said ‘If anything happens and you need someone to watch your six; you give that number a call and tell them that Gunny Grimes sent you’”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2: Semper Fidelis
 
   I was still trying to wrap my foggy head around the fact that the Marine I had met all those years ago was the district judge that I had been meeting with all this time. I mean a guy in a fancy suit with a tie looks different than a soldier in BDUs, a flak vest and helmet… but still? Part of me knew that marines must retire and leave the service all the time. The fact that the Gunny at some point had gotten a law degree and then elected to the bench… that was just beyond ‘wow.’
 
   The card he had given me all those years ago was still folded in half and in a corner of my wallet. I don’t know why I had kept it. Maybe deep down somehow I knew it would be important someday.
 
   The card had two words on it… written in Latin: Semper Fidelis. Below these two words was link code that connected the caller with a Marine recruiter. I knew this, because I called it from the judge’s office.
 
   He had asked me one final question. “Well son? Are you ready to make something more of your life?” 
 
   I thought of my sister. I thought of Mars. I thought of the Gunny who had risked his life to make sure I was safe. I thought of the judge waiting to see if the sacrifice he had already made had been worth it. I thought about how I was tired of being a loser and a victim. I thought about how much my shoulder hurt.
 
   “Good night, Chesty, wherever you are.”
 
   Gunnery Sergeant Grimes, turned lawyer, turned judge... paused for the briefest of moments… and then broke out laughing.
 
   ***
 
   Three days later I was on a shuttle to New Parris Island on the dark side of the moon. I had a duffle bag filled with everything the Marines felt I would need. I knew this because the bag and its contents had been issued at the MEPS. The only thing of our own we were allowed to take with us was the air in our lungs.
 
   The Marine Corps Recruit Depot would be my home for the better part of a year. My shoulder was feeling much better. Medical nanites were one of the miracles we had picked up from the Heshe. Who the Heshe were… well that’s another story. Bottom line, they were leaving this galaxy and all the ones near it. 
 
   Before they left, they dumped a whole bunch of high-tech ‘how-to’ stuff on our Internet. The eggheads were still figuring it all out. The marines had made use of a lot of what the Heshe had gifted us with. The medical nanites were one small example.
 
    Judge Grimes had personally driven me to the recruiting station. I don’t know if he did it to make sure I actually went – to be clear, I would have – or if it was because he wanted to visit old friends. We walked through the front door of the recruiting station. The place was smaller than I thought it would be and oddly plain.
 
   I had expected all sorts of recruiting posters, complete with smartly dressed guys and gals carrying their weapons and smiling back at me with perfectly white teeth. There was very little of that. I saw one poster that simply said “Oohrah!” Below it was the Marine emblem… an eagle standing on the globe with an anchor and a starship crossed behind it.
 
   The single wooden desk was simple and too clean for my tastes. There wasn’t a piece of paper or pen that wasn’t placed with obvious precision. There were two folding metal chairs in the room. One sat behind the desk and one sat in front of the desk. The only other things in the room were a Galactic Coalition of Planets flag and a computer terminal next to the desk on an adjustable stand.
 
   The Marine who was at the desk stood sharply as we entered the small office. I’d learn later how to read ranks. For the moment he was just another Marine. The judge walked up to him and shook his hand.
 
   “Master Gunny, it’s good to see you,” the younger man said.
 
   “And it’s good to see you too Willy. How are the wife and kids?”
 
   “Sarah’s doing fine Gunny. You should think about coming by for the Packer game on Sunday. She’s boiling some brats in beer. The kids, well they take too much after me for their own good. Danny broke his arm three days ago and little Sarah just got expelled for decking a bully in school.”
 
   “You must be proud of them.”
 
   “That I am Gunny. That I am…” The Staff Sergeant looked over at me. The judge must have taken this as a hint to introduce me.
 
   “Son, I’d like you to meet Staff Sergeant William Anderson.   Sergeant Anderson, this is AG Stone. Treat him well. I expect he will be your commanding officer someday. In the meantime, we need to take some rough edges off of him.”
 
   “Good news Gunny! The dark side of the moon is a great place to take the rough edges off!”
 
   And with that I was walked through the MEPS which was through the door behind the small office. MEPS was an FLA (four letter acronym) for a Military Entrance Processing Center. One of the first things I learned about the military was that they loved their TLAs (Three Letter) and their FLAs.
 
   If the office out front was boring and plain, the MEPS was anything but. There was high-tech equipment all over the place. Over the course of the next few hours I got scanned and prodded in places I didn’t even know existed. 
 
   One of the first things they did was ask me to drop and attempt to perform a pushup. The marine who gave the order demonstrated ten pristine pushups. His back was flat enough to iron a suit on. Rather than resting his hands on the ground he held himself up on his fingertips. With each repetition, his chest came to within a quarter of an inch of actually touching the floor.   
 
   Now keep in mind my arm had just been dislocated. I dropped and banged out fifty reasonably decent one-armed pushups. When I was done I stood back up. The Marine looked at me and then asked me to drop and do them correctly.
 
   I explained that my shoulder had been dislocated a few hours earlier. He nodded and said, “Potential recruit unable to perform at even minimal level” as he wrote the same on my MEPS profile.
 
   “WHAT!” I yelled. “I just did fifty!”
 
   “Fifty done incorrectly is still zero done correctly. I am prepared to change my assessment if you would like to have another go at it recruit.”
 
   I gritted my teeth and dropped to the ground. I would not give this bastard the satisfaction of seeing me fail. I tried to put most of my weight on my good arm. I failed horribly. It was all I could do not to scream but I forced myself to do ten of the most painful pushups I had ever attempted in my life. When I was done I stood back up. The evaluator must have seen how red my face was and the sweat trickling down my brow.
 
   “Not great,” he said “but good enough for now. Let’s take care of that shoulder.”
 
   I was walked to another area of the facility where ten other recruits were waiting in a line for a medical checkup. They had us strip to our underwear. Our clothes were placed in sealed bags and we were told that if we survived they would be returned to us. The corporal that made the comment had a grin on his face. 
 
   I’m not a particularly shy person. But standing in a room with nothing but boxer briefs on for the better part of an hour while doctors and technicians did strange and nefarious things to me in the name of evaluating my medical fitness is not my idea of fun. Three of the recruits were gals. I suspect they had it rougher than us because, like us guys, they were topless. On Earth that was no big deal. On Mars it just didn’t happen.  I’m not sure who was more uncomfortable, me or them. I spent much of the hour trying to look elsewhere.
 
    Then it was my turn to spend some quality time with the doc.  He came up and looked me over with a hand scanner.
 
   “OK, I see we have some recent tissue damage to the rotator cuff in your right arm. I’m going to give you an injection of medical nanites. They will aid in healing but I’m going to warn you any place where you have had a previous injury is going to inch for a few days. That’s just the nanites doing their job.”
 
   “Thanks Doc.”
 
   “All part of the service son,” the medical officer said as he pushed the injector against the side of my neck.
 
   “HOLY CRAP!” He was not kidding. I felt like I had ants crawling all over my body. I had broken my leg when I was sixteen. It hurt worse now than it did when I first broke it. My shoulder burned. 
 
   “Oh, I probably should have mentioned this first, but those tattoos aren’t regulation. The medical bots will take care of those as well.”
 
   Sure enough as I watched, the ink I had paid good money to lay down slowly faded. The feeling of ants made sense now. Everywhere I had ink, I felt the ants doing their jig. Unfortunately for me, I loved ink and it was everywhere except my face and privates.
 
   After a vision test and a brief psychological evaluation I was cleared for service by the MEPS. 
 
   All told, there were sixteen of us that went through the process and all sixteen passed. I was a little surprised by this because I had heard that becoming a marine was tough. So far it didn’t seem so bad. My assessment would change over the next several weeks.
 
   A marine captain came out and looked us all over. He told us we were about to attempt to become members of one of the most elite fighting forces the galaxy has ever seen. He said if any of us had any doubts, that now was the time to back out. After this point we risked death or injury. I looked around. There were no takers. I guessed everybody in the room was as crazy as I was.
 
   “RAISE YOU RIGHT HAND!”
 
   I followed the captain’s instructions. 
 
   “Repeat after me… I do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the Galactic Coalition of Planets against all enemies; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same. That I will obey the orders of the officers appointed over me, according to regulations and the Uniform Code of Military Justice. So help me God.”
 
   ***
 
   As the shuttle touched down on the lunar surface, inside a sealed hanger, the pilot kicked on some music. It apparently was a tradition and the Marines were big on tradition. The music was from an ancient rock and roll band called Pink Floyd. The lyrics were haunting and I couldn’t help wonder if this might not be the first in a series of attempts to break us with fear.
 
   Breathe, breathe in the air
 
   Don't be afraid to care
 
   Leave but don't leave me
 
   Look around and choose your own ground
 
   For long you live and high you fly
 
   And smiles you'll give and tears you'll cry
 
   And all you touch and all you see
 
   Is all your life will ever be…
 
    
 
   “SHOW’S OVER RETROBATES! GET YOUR BUTTS OFF THIS CUSHY LUXUARY LINER! MOVE IT! MOVE IT! MOVE IT!”
 
    
 
   I grabbed my duffle bag and raced off the shuttle. The drill sergeant that was screaming at us was standing in front of a white line. I’d seen enough war holovids to know that I was supposed to stand on that line.
 
   I was the first out and I quickly placed my toes on the line. Unfortunately I didn’t know what to do with my duffle bag so I bear-hugged it to my chest. I was the only one to remember to bring my duffle. I began to worry that maybe I was supposed to leave it on the shuttle.
 
   The drill sergeant put a quick end to that thought. He stomped up to the recruit next to me and said, “SOLDIER DID YOU NOT BRING ANYTHING WITH YOU ON THAT LUXURY LINER?”
 
   “Yes Sir!”
 
   “SOLDIER DO YOU KNOW WHO I AM?”
 
   “No Sir!”
 
   “I AM SENIOR DRILL SERGEANT HARRIS. YOU MAY CALL ME… SENIOR DRILL SERGEANT HARRIS. I AM NOT A SIR… I WORK FOR A LIVING. YOU WILL NOT CALL ME SIR. AM I CLEAR SOLDIER?”
 
   “YES SIR… er… SERGEANT… er… SENIOR DRILL SERGEANT HARRIS!”
 
   “DROP AND GIVE ME FIFTY!”
 
   “The rest of you,” Master Drill Sergeant Harris said in an almost soft voice that I soon learned to dread, “Do I look like a valet?”
 
   “NO SENIOR DRILL SERGEANT HARRIS!”
 
   “Then why are your duffels still on the shuttle? The GCP was good enough to give you those items. Are you saying you don’t want them?”
 
   “NO SENIOR DRILL SERGEANT HARRIS!”
 
   “Perhaps you should retrieve them,” the Drill Sergeant whispered.
 
   Everyone except for myself ran back to the shuttle. Senior Drill Sergeant Harris walked over to my position. “What’s your name soldier?”
 
   “Master Drill Sergeant Harris, my name is Anthony Grant Stone.”
 
   “What are you doing with that duffel bag Anthony Grant Stone?”
 
   “Holding it Drill Sergeant.”
 
   “Yes I can see that. What should you be doing with it?”
 
   I honestly didn’t know, and in my defense I had been left unsupervised for far too long in my life. I did the only thing that came to mind. In hindsight, it was probably the wrong thing to do. I handed the Drill Sergeant the duffle bag. He smiled like a kid at Christmas and proceeded to dump the contents of said bag on the tarmac.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3: Boot Camp – Week One
 
   I gained a new appreciation for the finer things in life during my first week of Boot Camp at New Parris Island. Things like: walking, taking the time to chew your food, sleeping for more than four hours a night, and the big one… free time. 
 
   Hands down, no questions asked… that first week was one of the hardest of my life. At the time, I suspected the Drill Sergeants got a bonus based on the number of recruits they got to quit. There were thirty two of us when we began the training. Twenty guys and twelve gals. 
 
   The first order of business was haircuts and billeting. Since training was expected to be both rigorous and intense, there would not be a lot of time for personal grooming. The marines discovered very early on, when they were still associated with ocean-based Naval forces, that the simple expediency of removing all of a recruit’s hair reduced the amount of time necessary for washing, trimming and caring for said hair. Guys and gals got the same haircuts… there was no discrimination in the armed services.
 
     The drill sergeants were also very concerned about our safety. This become apparent when sleeping arrangements were fully explained. That first week that while they did, indeed, give us a full eight hours of sack time each night – they only gave us sixteen billets for thirty two soldiers. When this shortcoming was pointed out to Senior Drill Sergeant Harris, he said, in that very quiet voice that we had all learned to dread, that half of us would be pulling guard duty… protecting our fellow soldiers while they slept. Halfway through the night we would switch places.
 
   I was concerned at first that guys and gals shared the same bunk space and open showers. It seemed like an invitation to some counter-productive drama but after the first day I understood why it would never be an issue. We were too damned exhausted to even notice that naked person next to us in the shower was a fit and trim member of the opposite sex. I learned later that this too was part of our training. In war, you made use of the facilities you could find – when you could find them. There was no guarantee that you would locate ‘his and her’ anything… We needed to learn that we were going to be ‘Marines’ first and boys and gals second.
 
   That first week, I did more running than I had ever done during my life to that point combined. We ran everywhere. Sometimes the drills were convinced we were slacking – well maybe we were – and they would make us run back to wherever it was we started and run back to our ultimate destination. The worst part was the Drills would run with us and no matter how exhausted we seemed to get… they seemed fresh.  
 
   We had two speeds we were allowed to operate at... full-out run and full-out run even faster. You might think that running on the moon would be simple. The gravity on the moon is only about seventeen percent that of Earth. But New Parris Island had an answer for that… variable gravity plating. Gravity was always a minimum of one hundred and ten percent Earth normal. Thank you dad! As a special treat certain areas of the training facility were set to an additional half gravity. This made the mess hall and the exercise field just that much more enjoyable. Of course the Drills could increase the gravity plating at any time… that was where the ‘variable’ part came in. The sadistic bastards like to inch it up slowly during one or both of our morning 10k runs.  
 
   Another big part of our training that first week was a series of introductory classes. Sometimes these would be held in a class room… other times they would be conducted while we were running full bore from random point A to random point B.
 
   It was during one of these running classes that Senior Drill Sergeant Harris came running up the line until he got to my position. We were three quarters of the way through our second morning 10K. We had been pushing it all morning and I was knackered. The Senior Drill started running backwards so he could face me. He wasn’t even sweating. I realized then just how much I hated the man.
 
   “Recruit Stone, I have referred to your sorry assemblage of wasted humanity as ‘recruits’ and sometimes, when I am feeling especially benevolent and charitable as ‘soldiers’… never once have I referred to you as ‘Marine.” 
 
   We ran on for several more minutes… he ran backwards the entire time. I truly hated the man.
 
   “Would you care to speculate why this might be so?”
 
   I truly didn’t but I had picked up at this point that he was about to invite me to drop and give him fifty pushups no matter what I said so I thought to myself… self you might as well enjoy this. I’m not sure why my mind works that way. Perhaps it’s a defect in the way it’s wired. At any rate I opened my mouth. In boot camp I had learned this was never a good idea.
 
   “I have no idea Senior Drill,” I gasped between ragged breaths. “Perhaps it’s because you have a hard time pronouncing Marine?”
 
   “Interesting answer Recruit. Why don’t you drop and give me fifty whist I think about it.”
 
   I dropped and began kissing the pavement while he continued to jog in place. When I was done I jumped back up and began to sprint back to my original position in the formation. The Senior Drill paced me running backwards. Did I mention I hated the man?
 
   “Recruit Stone, I’ve thought about what you said and I don’t think that your answer was the correct one. Would you like to try again?”
 
   No, I thought to myself but again I knew that silence was not going to be an acceptable answer. “Senior Drill Sergeant, this recruit is not wise in the ways of men and war. Perhaps the Senior Drill would like to enlighten me?”
 
   “Why Recruit Stone, I would be delighted to explain this concept to you. Why don’t you drop and give me fifty while I endeavor to cast this essential information in a form that your limited recruit mind can grasp.”
 
   Again I began kissing the pavement. I figured this must have been about the five-thousandth pushup I had done in the last week.
 
   “Recruit Stone. The Marine Corps is an honored and hallowed institution. Its members hail from every country and world within the GCP. We trace our specific ancestry back to the United States Marine Corps founded in 1775.  The Marine Corps was founded to do what others could not do and what others would not do in defense of liberty and our way of life. To be a Marine is to think of others first and yourself second. To be a Marine is to value the ideals we stand for more highly than our own lives. To be a Marine is to be a part of a team that looks out after one another… not sometimes, not when it’s convenient, not when you feel like it… but always. There are only two types of people that understand Marines Recruit Stone: Marines and the enemy. Everyone else only has a second-hand opinion.”
 
   I was continuing to do pushups. I had long ago finished my fifty but it seemed wrong to interrupt what the Drill was saying and so I just kept going. He watched me for a few more minutes. When it became clear that I was not going to stop, he signaled me to rise and stand at parade rest.
 
   “Son, I’m going to ask you one more time. Why is it that I don’t call you a Marine?”
 
   My arms were burning. My lungs were burning. Standing at parade rest was agony but I would not bend. “Senior Drill Sergeant Harris, this recruit is of the opinion that you do not refer to him as a Marine because he has not EARNED the privilege of being called a Marine!”
 
   “Outstanding answer soldier! There may be hope for you yet. Fall in.”
 
   That was the first time Senior Drill Sergeant said anything even remotely nice to me. There would not be many such occasions, so I cherished this one greatly.
 
   ***
 
   Towards the end of our first week we lost our first recruit. His nickname was Dash and to be honest I was surprised he made it as far as he did. He was strong enough and fast enough but every time there was a loud noise his first instinct was to… Dash. In a way, I was sad to see him wash out because his heart was in the right place, he just wasn’t emotionally suited to being a Marine. I spoke to him before he rang the bell. 
 
   “Mike,” that was his real name, we called him Dash for obvious reasons… “I want you to know that I respect you for having the guts to try something that you knew up front was going to be difficult. There are not a lot of guys who would not have had the nads to do that. I hope to serve with you in the future.”
 
   “Come on AG,” he said. “I’m out. What the hell am I going to do now? You and I won’t be serving together unless you take a part time job at a diner.”
 
   “Stow that soldier!” I barked. “You have a lot to offer the GCP. You’re smart and fast and strong. You may not be cut out to be a Marine but there are plenty of places you could be a real asset. Think about it. That’s all I ask. Promise me that.”
 
   He shook his head… not in denial, but in frustration.
 
   Later that day I asked to speak with Senior Drill Sergeant Harris. He had an open floor policy. You could speak to him any time we were not drilling, in his office… while doing pushups. It tended to keep such conversations short and infrequent.
 
   “Senior Drill Sergeant Harris,” I said as I assumed the position and began to pump out pushups at a steady pace I could keep up for hours. “I have a concern about one of the soldiers Drill Sergeant.”
 
   This got his attention. “Go on recruit,” he prompted.
 
   “Drill Sergeant, it has to do with recruit Mike Zimmerman.”
 
   “Former recruit Mike Zimmerman,” the Drill corrected.
 
   “Yes, Drill Sergeant. Drill Sergeant the man would have made a lousy Marine. But he could still make an excellent soldier in the GCP.”
 
   Senior Drill Sergeant Harris adjusted a control on his desk. Suddenly the gravity jumped to a full two Gs. I must have grunted because the bastard asked “What was that Recruit Stone?”
 
   “Drill Sergeant,” I gasped as I continue to pump out pushups under two full gravities, “This recruit requests that a note be placed in Mike Zimmerman’s service jacket indicating he could be a real asset to another branch of the service, Drill Sergeant.”
 
   The bastard of a Senior Drill Sergeant turned the effective gravity up another few percent. My arms were on fire but I would not quit.
 
   “And why would I do that Recruit Stone?”
 
   “Because you are a Marine Drill Sergeant… and Marines do the right thing.”
 
   “Yes we do recruit.” He turned the gravity plating down to a standard one G.
 
   My arms were toast and it was all I could do just to hold myself up. He saw that I was no longer doing pushups and he smiled. 
 
   “Give me one more pushup then assume parade rest.”
 
   It took everything I had… plus some… but I did as he requested. While standing at parade rest I shook like a leaf from fatigue.  
 
   “Recruit Stone, as surprising as this may sound to you, I have been doing this for a while. The note you so eloquently requested is already in Ziggy’s file. My question to you is this, why are you here?  Why come in here and risk my wrath for a man who washed out?”
 
   I didn’t really have an answer for him. I had been asking myself the same question ever since I had decided to approach the Senior Drill. I suspected it might have been a lingering side effect of having been dropped on my head as a baby.
 
   “Senior Drill Sergeant, I think I would want somebody to do the same for me should the roles be reversed.”
 
   “Oh, are you thinking of quitting?”
 
    “NEVER SENIOR DRILL SERGENT HARRIS! THE WORK QUIT IS NOT IN THIS RECRUIT’S VOCABULARY.”
 
   Senior Drill Sergeant Harris looked at me for several minutes. I did not flinch. “No, I suppose it is not,” he said. “Dismissed Recruit Stone.”
 
   On the last day of week one we got another surprise. One of the other Drills, a woman by the name of Staff Sergeant Baldwin came into our Billets. I was tired of running laps in 2G around the exercise track so I made it my business to encourage my fellow trainees to square their stuff away the second they were done using it. That way we were always inspection-ready. It turned out to be a good move on my training platoon.
 
   “Recruit Stone, front and center POST!”
 
   I quickly raced to her position and assumed the ‘At Attention’ stance:  chin up, chest out, shoulders back, stomach in. 
 
   “Recruit Stone. By order of the Marine Training Commandant, effective this date, you are promoted to acting Ensign. You are authorized to promote one soldier to acting sergeant and one soldier to acting corporal. Everyone else remains a private. You have ten minutes to get acquainted with your command before you will run them to the mess hall were you will all enjoy a steak dinner.” With this she saluted me.
 
   I was dumbfounded. She continued to hold her salute until another recruit named JJ coughed slightly and wiggled his right hand. Catching on, I crisply saluted her back. If Drill Sergeant Baldwin was pissed that I had not immediately returned her salute, she gave no indication of it. She handed me three arm bands and then executed a perfect about face and marched out of our billets.
 
   The room exploded in a rush of excited voices. I’d like to think it was for me but I knew it was the prospect of real meal and not the retextured soy that they had been feeding us for the last week.
 
   “Time?” I shouted.
 
   “16:51”
 
   I was excited by the promotion but I was also well aware that I had just been handed a huge target and asked to paste it on my back. With great responsibility came great reward and great risk. My first task was to promote a couple of my bunk mates. I tried to be objective based on knowing these guys and gals for only a week.
 
   “Recruit Jeremy James Hammond, front and center POST!” I yelled.
 
   JJ responded by lumbering over like the great ape he was and stood at something that only vaguely resembled attention.
 
   “Recruit Hammond, by the power vested in me by Drill Sergeant Baldwin, and because I don’t have the common sense God granted a fly, I now promote you to the rank of Acting Sergeant. Ramirez that makes you the corporal.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4: Boot Camp – Week Two
 
   The steak dinner was delicious. It included Texas toast, a massive baked potato complete with both butter and, if you wanted it, sour crème. The steak was a lab grown ribeye with just the right amount of synthetic marbling. Much to my surprise we were given a full thirty minutes to enjoy this feast. It seemed too good to be true and as was often the case, it was. Five minutes before we were to have our plates policed up, the Senior Drill stood up and announced we needed to hurry up and finish because he was going to introduce us to some new safety equipment after dinner.  
 
   Now I had only been a recruit for seven days but even I knew that a Drill Sergeant suggesting anything was tantamount to an order. I wolfed down the last of my steak and potatoes… and hurried my tray to the automated recycler.
 
   Once outside, the Drills took us on a leisurely five kilometer run. Acting Sergeant Hammond took the questionable opportunity to point out that his ‘mum’ always said you should never do strenuous physical activity after eating a big meal. The end result was a lengthy discussion involving a concern on the Senior Drills part that Jeremy James Hammond might accidently confuse Senior Drill Sergeant Harris with his mum… and in point of fact, since he was obviously a momma’s boy that said recruit might indeed attempt to suckle at the Senior Drill’s breast… a state of affairs that the Senior Drill would find deeply disturbing… so disturbing in fact that the Drills had us all drop and give them fifty.  Later I spoke with JJ and encouraged him, in the future, to keep his thoughts to himself. I would learn over the course of many years of enduring friendship that this was, at best, a forlorn hope. 
 
   The safety equipment turned out to be a Mark Three sealable breather. It was what the Marines were using for gas masks these days. We were shown how to don the mask and instructed to do so. At this point, the Drills walked out of the classroom and sealed the door hatch.
 
   A white smoke-like vapor filled the room. I knew from being on the wrong side of the law on several occasions that this was CS gas… chlorobenzylidene malonitrile. It was not lethal but you didn’t want to breathe it. All of a sudden the steak dinner made much more sense. You sadistic bastards, I thought to myself.  I forced myself to carefully hyperventilate. The idea was to get as much clean air into my system as I could because if my guess was right we would be taking our breathers off soon.
 
   I hate it when I’m right. Of course Jesus had failed to properly seal his mask so he was already choking on the burning fumes. Based on the number of other people gaging I knew he was not alone.
 
   “Use your hands to push your mask into place” I yelled. “Then exhale as hard as you can to clear the mask.”
 
   I needn’t have bothered. The next words we heard were “Remove your masks!”
 
   ***
 
   I spent the next several days learning what it was to be responsible for more than just myself. I have to say, being the guy in charge is highly overrated. 
 
   We were scheduled for our first live weapons training this week. To get us ready for this august event, we needed to make a trip through medical. The purpose of this visit was to get a basic commlink embedded near the base of our skull and at the same time receive our initial load of combat nanites. These nanites would interface with both our newly implanted commlinks as well as the weapons we would be issued. 
 
   Another, perhaps even more important function of these nanites, was the fact that they were programmed to keep us alive… or at very least revivable… in the case of injury. I was a big fan of this aspect of my new little buddies because as I got to know the soldiers under my nominal command I came to realize it would be a while before I trusted them with live weapons. 
 
   Corporal Ramirez was a prime example of what I was concerned about. The man was a mountain of meat. He was a sure shot with a laser-tag rifle. If Vancouver or Hollywood put out a casting call for a Marine to play Lewis Burwell Puller, a.k.a. ‘Chesty’, in a new holovid… Ramirez would be the guy they cast. But hand the man grenade, even a fake one, and all hell broke loose. 
 
   He dropped the first one after pulling the pin. The second time around he managed to hold onto the grenade… and threw the pin. The third and final time around he managed to throw the grenade with everything he had. The grenade flew in generally the right direction before hitting a rock with so much force that it bounced and rolled most of the way back to the dugout we were throwing from. Had any of these been a live grenade the very least we would have had to deal with was a set of busted eardrums. I needed to make sure my guys and gals had a full load of medical nanites in them if they were going to be around Ramirez.
 
   As the Acting Officer in Charge of our training platoon it was my responsibility to get each of my soldiers to medical; while at the same time insuring that our platoon fulfilled its various training missions. The Drill Sergeants on the other hand seemed intent on making the situation impossible. 
 
   I was told that I could split my platoon up but that each group would need to have one NCO. Since I only had one sergeant and one corporal that meant I could only have two groups. It seemed simple enough.
 
   I split the platoon into two squads. Acting Sergeant JJ Hammond took half the recruits which worked out to eight guys and six gals. Corporal Ramirez took the other half.  Our training task for the morning (after the first of our 10K runs) was to carry the components of a breaching bridge from the supply depot to a staging site. A class that was four weeks ahead of ours would be needing the parts to build the bridge as part of their training later in the morning. 
 
   Normally a series of gravity carts would be pulled behind an Armored Attack Vehicle (AAV) but the ‘enemy’ had destroyed all the AAVs so we had to hump the components the six kilometers to their destination. 
 
   I looked at the inventory of items we had to move. It seemed that there would be no problem moving it in the time frame allowed with half the platoon. Part of me was saying… this will be easy… and another part was saying… not a chance in hell bucko! I wish I would learn how to listen to the correct half but alas I am, and have always been, the eternal optimist.
 
   Since New Parris Island was only about two kilometers across at its widest point this meant that we would have to cross it several times with our load. There was a real possibility that we could get bored but fortunately we had the Drills whose mission in life seemed to be keeping ours interesting.
 
   About one and a half kilometers into our mission we began to take fire. Our first clue this was happening was when Private McDullis took a kinetic round dead center in his passive body armor. It knocked him back a good four feet. He looked down at his chest and saw the digital display flag him as dead. Per his standing orders (pun intended) he immediately fell to the ground as a casualty.  
 
   “DROP AND SEEK COVER!” I yelled. My helmet had a HUD display. We really hadn’t had a lot of time to practice with it yet but I had spent what little free time I had in the evenings reading the tech manual on it. After a few attempts I managed to turn on its friend-foe imager. Sadly everything it saw was flagged as a friend. I could see the snipper positions and began to fire in their general direction with my play-pointer which was the only weapon they would allow us to carry at the moment.
 
   “Bloody Hell Sir… What are you firing at? I don’t see a damned thing!” JJ bellowed from the hole he had managed to find. Did I mention before he was British? 
 
   It occurred to me that I was probably the only one using my ‘Heads-Up-Display.’ I tapped a control and took control of the HUDs for the entire platoon. As a guy, I hated to admit it, but reading manuals sometimes helped.
 
   “WOooo!” I heard several of the platoon yell as their displays went live. 
 
   I started firing again at the guys firing at us. Kinetic rounds kept hitting the dirt near our position. Now understand, lunar dust is like talcum powder. It fine and once it stirs up into the air it can take a while to settle out.
 
   “I only see friendlies,” Ramirez yelled.
 
   “If they are firing at you they are not friendlies!” I yelled back.
 
   “How do we know for sure?”
 
   I gritted my teeth. We would get killed arguing about this. Suddenly inspiration hit. It’s rare but it does happen upon occasion. I pressed the HUD’s audio interface. “Computer, flag all shooters not within twenty feet of my present position as hostiles.”
 
   Immediately four green icons turned red. “Take’em out boys!” I yelled. Thirty toy-pointers immediately converged on the four snipers. Their icons on our HUDs soon disappeared.
 
   I was feeling pretty good about myself. The Senior Drill Sergeant must have been psychic because his ever-cheerful voice came over my commlink a few seconds later.
 
   “Ensign, give me a sit-rep on your progress with your platoon’s medical workup.”
 
   “Crap!” I said out loud.
 
   “I see… situation normal, all fouled up. Address it Ensign… or I will demote you and promote someone who can, Harris out.”
 
   “FORM UP!” I yelled at the platoon. 
 
    I had planned to use the entire platoon to carry the breaching bridge until we got near the medical center and then split off Ramirez’s squad… sending them to medical and continuing on with the other half of the platoon with myself and the corporal. That wouldn’t work now. While half the platoon was enough to carry the bridge; it would not be enough to carry the bridge and provide sniper cover. I needed a new plan.
 
   “Jesus!” I yelled while trying to find him on my HUD.
 
   “Over here, Sir.”
 
   “Grab Jones and Westin… pick up McDullis and head over to medical. As soon as medical is done with you double time it back to whatever our current position is. Hand your Corporal stripes to the next group of four with the same orders.”
 
   “You’re demoting me already?”
 
   “Negative. I’m just shuffling my NCOs to get the mission accomplished. If you can avoid screwing up too badly you’ll get your stripes back by the end of the day.”
 
   I knew based on the instructions I had received regarding the time it would take to process each of the soldiers through medical that it was going to be tight getting all of my platoon through before the exercise ended. That said, it was a good plan. It could work if everything went smoothly. Translation: I had zero expectation that things would go smoothly and that I would be successful with the current plan. 
 
   The problem was, I had two things stacked against me… well three if you counted the sadistic Drills that were intent on throwing up obstacle after obstacle. First, no plan ever survived contact with the enemy and second, the only member of my platoon I could absolutely count on to perform as expected was a guy named Murphy.
 
   We got to within two klicks of our destination before we ran into our next problem. There was an electric fence between us and our destination. Now understand, we had just been on this chunk of real estate thirty minutes ago and I can assure you… there was no electric fence.
 
   “JJ go take a team of two and check that out. The rest of you drop your load and start scanning the area. I can’t believe this is anything other than a trap.”
 
   No sooner had the words left my mouth then the first kinetic rounds started hitting the dirt near us. One hit a rock near my hand and shattered. A metal shard managed to penetrate the Kevlar weave of my protective training BDU. It put a hole in my arm. It felt like someone had stuck a hot poker in my bicep.
 
   “HOLY MOTHER OF SAINT JUDE!” I bellowed in pain. It was the hand I held my toy-pointer with so I was forced to use my other hand instead.
 
   I grabbed a nanite squish-pack out of my belt pack and tore the top off with my teeth. I squeezed the contents into the wound. Fortunately the nanites I had received earlier as part of my time at the MEPS had already started to ease the pain and seal the wound. There was blood everywhere but such were the fortunes of war.
 
   “JJ Report!”
 
   “It seems to be run of the mill electric fence. We should be able to cut the wires and pull it down.”
 
   “Make it happen Sergeant. We are burning daylight here.” 
 
   The rest of the day was a blur. We managed to get the bridge to its drop-off point but we were three minutes late. That cost us a hundred and fifty pushups. We got the entire platoon to medical in the required time… except for a guy named Ensign Stone. 
 
   Drill Sergeant Baldwin started to verbally administer a dress down that could easily strip the paint off the walls when she noticed the blood on my arm… and leg… and chest. I had been so preoccupied with everything that was going on I hadn’t noticed the other shrapnel wounds I had received. 
 
   Now to be fair, several of our guys got winged but they had gotten the nanite treatments. So they were good to go a few minutes after their nanites got to work. Senior Drill Sergeant Harris looked me up and down. I did my best to stand at attention but damn I was tired.
 
   “Ensign remove your BDU Blouse,” Harris ordered.
 
   I did although I had to admit I was somewhat stiff. It had been a rough day and there were still quite a few hours of daylight left to burn through. The shirt stuck where my blood had dried in a way that glued the fabric to my skin. I expected it to hurt when I pulled the fabric away but surprisingly it did not.
 
   Sergeant Harris examined the shirt. There were a number of holes where shrapnel had passed through it. The snipers had not been trying to hit us but ricochets were hard to fully control. He looked at my arm and side. The skin was unblemished save for the blood stains.
 
   “You say you did not process through medical yet?”
 
   “That is correct Senior Drill Sergeant,” I answered crisply.
 
   “Have you ever received military grade medical nanites?”
 
   “Affirmative Drill Sergeant. I was given a batch when I went through the MEPS. I had recently acquired a few torn ligaments after a heated discussion with a Master Gunny Sergeant.”
 
   Harris laughed. “That’s been known to happen. Well son it appears your entire platoon passed the challenge. But fear not son… the day is young.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5: Boot Camp – The Wall
 
   By the time my platoon got to the end of week two, I was beginning to think I had this whole ‘Boot Camp’ thing in the bag. There was a technical term I had learned in grade school that defined such defective thinking… it was called hubris… that tendency towards excessive pride or self-confidence. Yup, that was me. Fortunately our Drill Sergeants were experts at spotting hubris and rooting it out at its source. It made for an interesting, if somewhat painful next several weeks.
 
   My platoon and I had developed a rhythm that we fell into each evening.  We spent a few hours together as a team polishing everything that could be polished. Then we cleaned everything that could be cleaned. This included boots, brass, toilets, floors and most importantly our weapons. We had finally been issued real pointers and we learned real quickly that we were expected to treat them like favored children. Where we went… it went. When it needed cleaning… we cleaned it. If it didn’t need cleaning… we checked to make sure it was clean anyway.
 
   A pointer was an interesting weapon. It fired a plasma bolt that could be used to shock or kill depending on the strength that was dialed into the weapon. Ours were locked into mild stun but even in this mode they could be quite dangerous. They were called pointers because to fire one, you placed a low-powered red aiming laser on the target and pressed the trigger. A more powerful second laser would fire a specially tuned beam that was designed to create an ionized channel in the air that a powerful electric current could flow through. It was not unlike launching a bolt of lightning.
 
   What made the pointer the weapon of choice for space-based marines was the simple fact that it could be effective in a spaceship without risking the hull integrity of a ship in the way a kinetic round could. What made the pointer an ideal weapon for training was that it could be set to stun only.
 
   We were about to learn that the humble pointer was also an effective weapon for training in vacuum combat scenarios.  Now this may seem counter-intuitive at first. After all, a pointer works by creating an ionized conduit through an atmosphere in order to do its job. The beauty of the pointer in an airless training scenario was that the ionizing laser could still be easily detected and thus ‘kills’ could be simulated without endangering the trainee. A special gas puffer was attached to the pointer itself to simulate a rifle recoil so the soldier firing the weapon learned to compensate for what he or she would experience in actual combat. 
 
   Before the pointer had been developed Marines had trained with paintball guns. These did not represent a danger to the integrity of a soldier’s space suit but the paintball could impart momentum on the targeted soldier. Momentum, especially uncontrolled momentum in space, was every soldier’s worst nightmare while working in a weightless environment.  The pointer solved this problem.
 
   One of the reasons I encouraged us to work as a team was because it became immediately obvious that those platoons that did not… ended up doing more pushups and running more laps. Also, it seemed different soldiers were better at different things. I needed everybody to be great at everything so I began to pair up recruits who could help one another. Sometimes this worked, and unfortunately sometimes it did not.
 
   Private McDullis was an example of the second. He would ultimately cost me my acting commission as an ensign but I did not know it at the time… and if I had, I honestly don’t think I could or would have done anything differently. In the end, he would be the second recruit to wash out.
 
   Sam McDullis should have had everything going for him. Physically he was middle of the road… not the strongest or fastest but solidly in the middle of the pack. From a marksmanship point of view he was one of the best distance people we had. He struggled with fast moving targets and he needed some work in that area but again he was in the mix with the rest of the platoon. Academically he was ahead of the game. He had managed to give me a run for my money on every written test that we had taken and I had the top grades across all four platoons in the company.
 
   As I said, Sam should have been a shoo-in. A common misperception is that Boot Camp is designed to weed out those that can’t cut it. The fact is, in the Marines, that job is done by the recruiter. Unlike many of the other branches of the service, the recruiter is evaluated on how successful his recruits are. If a man or woman is unlikely to make it through Boot Camp then the recruiter is unlikely to allow them to try because they would tarnish his recruiting record.
 
   I knew that the Drills would make our lives miserable but at the end of the day they would work with us to whip us into something worthy to be called a Marine.  I don’t think Sam ever got this. I paired Sam with JJ Hammond. This two men were polar opposites. Where JJ was gregarious and outgoing… Sam was a recluse. JJ never failed to find the humor in a situation. Sam never failed to miss the potential downside. My hope was that they could balance each other out because both were headed for trouble if they didn’t find some way to mitigate their more extreme tendencies.
 
   The final day of our second week this had come to a head when Sam flatly refused to participate in an exercise designed to build co-dependent team work. The bottom line was he was too afraid to trust anyone but himself. 
 
   We were scaling a wall in a two gravity field. A safety line was attached to each recruit. The line was attached to a pulley which had a grappling hook on it. The idea was to fold the rope in half with the grappling hook and pulley on the folded end. The hook would be tossed over the top of the wall. A soldier would secure one end of the free rope to his climbing belt and begin the accent. The other soldier would hold the second part of the line and remove slack as the first soldier ascended.  Once they got to the top, the second soldier would make his or her way up while the soldier already at the top would take up the slack in their assist rope. The scheme worked best when you sent the strongest person up first.
 
   Because we were dealing with a 2G field it was essential that the each soldier assist the other whenever such assistance was requested. It was a tough climb and, with the exception of myself, Jesus Ramirez, and JJ Hammond, everyone needed several goes to make it the first time. I stood at the top of the wall and watched Sam and JJ struggle with the obstacle course. 
 
   JJ muscled his way to the top but it was obvious that Sam wasn’t even tending the rope. Had JJ fallen it was unlikely Sam would have been able to arrest his fall. I was furious but yelling in the middle of JJ’s climb might well have gotten my friend hurt.
 
   Once JJ was at the top. I told the two of them to stand in place while I climbed back down and discussed the matter with McDullis. For this exercise, a tough-as-nails gal by the name of Gretchen Highmark was my partner. I had her loop our accent rope around a mooring at the top of the wall and hold it in place while I climbed the rope back down to the ground. My upper body strength had always been impressive but the last several weeks had taken it to the next level. 
 
   In under a minute I was back down to the ground. I walked over to where Sam was standing. I could tell by the look on his face that he was in a mood to cop an attitude. I’m not sure what his upbringing was. Obviously it had been in an environment where he could get away with such things… mine had not been and I was not in a mood to put up with it. 
 
   Aside from the Drills only three people in my platoon could discipline a recruit. I was one of them. That said, I was reluctant to do so because at any moment the Drills could strip my rank and give it to somebody else. Rather than ordering Sam to kiss the tarmac for deliberately risking the health and welfare of another recruit I decided to take a more open approach.
 
   “Sam, put the piss and vinegar look away.  It doesn’t work with the Drills and it sure as hell is not going to work with me. You did damn near nothing to help JJ get his fat butt up that wall. Even worse, if he had slipped you were not in a position to save his sorry ass. So tell me why I shouldn’t be royally ticked off right now?”
 
   In response he turned his head to the side and spit a lugey at the ground between his front teeth. He turned back to look me straight in the eye… the tiniest of smirks on the edge of his lips. 
 
   I have to admit, the temptation to rearrange his face with my fist was almost overwhelming. I was stronger and faster than he was and we both knew it… and that was the problem – we both knew it.   What was his end-game here? Why was he deliberately taunting me into a fight neither of us could win? The Drills could sense a fight a mile away. I could already see Drill Sergeant Thomas and Baldwin watching us out of the corner of their eyes. If I allowed this to escalate too far they would be on us like fleas on a dog… and neither of us would like the flea bath they would use. 
 
   Then it hit me. If the Drills broke up a fight, we would spend the next several hours running until we puked and then running some more. What we would not be doing is climbing this wall.
 
   “Sam, if your plan is to get into a fight so you draw a punishment detail instead of climbing that wall… it won’t work.”
 
   I could tell from the look on his face that I had hit pretty close to home.
 
   “I…” he started to say as he looked up at the wall. Whatever it was he didn’t finish. He clamped his mouth shut and went back to staring me down. 
 
   I sighed. “Look Sam, here is the deal. You ARE going up that wall. Ramirez is as strong as an ox. He’ll have you on a short tether. Hell, he could pull you up if he had to. But he won’t. I’m going to be on your right side and Sergeant Hammond is going to be on your left. The three of us are going to get your through this together because that’s what Marines do. Are you game?”
 
   He took a moment but reluctantly nodded his head.
 
   “RAMIREZ! TOSS DOWN THE END OF THAT ROPE. HAMMOND GET YOU SORRY ASS DOWN HERE – NOW!”
 
   All told, it took all of us working together to coax McDullis up the wall but the man made it… barely. He was shaking like a leaf when he got to the top and he absolutely refused to look down… but he did it. I thought that would be the end of my problems with Sam McDullis. That just goes to show you what a bad judge of character I am.
 
   ***
 
   On Monday of week three we got fitted for Mark Two Tactical Combat Armor. These machines wrapped around a soldier like a coffin and if you were claustrophobic there could be some real issues. The thing was this… these powered suits were the most fun a man could have and still stay on the right side of the law! It was like being inside a Rock’m-Sock’m robot. 
 
   The Mark Two was not the most current model of these suits… that was the Mark Three; but they were still awesome. For some reason that was not immediately clear to me these suits had acquired a nickname. They were called ‘Stark’ suits. It made little sense to me because these things had all the bells and whistles anyone could ask for… there was nothing stark about them.
 
   The Mark Two Stark had two interchangeable battery packs that could power the suit for up to four hours each. They could be hot-swapped so in a typical deployment scenario drained packs would be hooked up to a generator while the fresh packs juiced the suit.
 
   We spent the first day with the suits learning how to control them and how to help each other swap out battery packs. A Marine could even swap out his front pack on his own if he needed to… but only if there was a few percentage points left in the rear battery pack. That was because without juice these things were literally like being inside a coffin. 
 
   There were manual latches that could be actuated from the inside but since these suits were intended to be used in hostile environments to include hard vacuums… cracking the suit open was not always an option.
 
   By the end of second day with the Mark Two’s the Drills decided we were ready for our first lunar bivouac. This would be the first time most of us had been out in a hard vacuum. Having grown up on Mars, I was used to pressure suit protocols. The average surface pressure on Mars is significantly less than one percent that of Earth.
 
   We were ordered into the sack early as the Drills wanted us sharp and on our game as we headed out onto the lunar surface the next day. We had a pleasant surprise waiting for us as we got back to the billets. There were now thirty one bunks. We were done pulling all night guard duties for the foreseeable future. I was delighted. 
 
   The Stark suits were fun but the care you had to take in walking with them to avoid tripping yourself and falling was… wearing. I had chafe marks on areas of my body that did not enjoy being chafed. On top of that, the Stark suits required muscles that normally did not get much of a workout to strain. The bottom line was I was exhausted. Tomorrow would come all too soon. As soon as the lights went out… I was asleep.
 
   Sixty seconds later the lights came blaring on and the Drills were screaming at us to haul ass and move.  Ok it was really six hours later but my mind does strange things when it’s tired. Six hours of sleep was more than we had gotten in several weeks but my body kept telling me that another five minutes would be all it would need. I ignored it because today was the day I was going to get to play with the Stark suit on full power mode. 
 
   It took my platoon six minutes to dress, make our bunks and assemble in front of the billets. All three Drill Sergeants stood in front of us. This was in and of itself unusual. After the first day of Boot Camp we had only ever seen two Drills in the morning as they rotated turns babysitting us. 
 
   Senior Drill Sergeant Harris walked the line of recruits. His eyes missed nothing. He stopped in front of JJ and my heart sunk. JJ was my friend but he had a mouth on him that did not know when to shut up. I had no idea what was about to transpire but I knew that somehow JJ would find a way to crack a joke or slide in a subtle insult that would result in everyone getting to drop for fifty.
 
   “Acting Sergeant Hammond, would you…” Before the Senior Drill could finish his statement JJ dropped to the ground and started pumping out pushups.
 
   “Recruit what are you doing?”
 
   “Why, pushups Senior Drill!” JJ yelled while continuing to kiss the tarmac.
 
   “May I ask why?”
 
   “Certainly Senior Drill Sergeant! I was think’n to save you some time since every time you and I get into a discussion… I end up say’n something that doesn’t sit well with you. In as much as the platoon is anxious to go on our little field trip today, I thought I would speed up the process.”
 
    The senior drill shook his head and looked at the other two drills. I knew what was coming so I joined in the spirit of things and said in a calm but loud voice… “Platoon Drop!”
 
   ***
 
   As we marched out of the pressure dome in our shiny red training suits I was excited. Our plan was to march a little over a hundred and ten kilometers. At that point we would practice battery swaps. With fresh power packs in place we would begin arms training. At first it would be against stationary targets but towards the end of the day we would divide into teams. The losing team would split guard duty for the night while the rest would be allowed to enjoy the comforts of sleeping in their stark suits for five uninterrupted hours.
 
   For the first time since starting Boot camp I thought I knew what it felt like to BE a Marine. I was truly clueless. The feeling of excitement I was experiencing would soon transform into one of abject terror.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6: Boot Camp – The Dark Side of the Moon
 
   The third week of Boot Camp will easily go down as one of the worst weeks of my life. Considering I have literally had a world blown out from under me by heartless alien invaders hell-bent on eradicating my entire species… that was saying something. 
 
   Marching in a Mark Two Stark suit is fun up unto a point. The AI in the suit detects what you want to do and begins to actuate the legs for you. The key is to let the suit do its thing. If you resisting moving your legs for even a fraction of a second the suit interprets it as a desire to stop… and it does. The result is a herky-jerky motion until you get the rhythm right. 
 
   The bad news for guys is the herky-jerky motion tends to chafe your package. A chafed package is uncomfortable on ten kilometer walks… much less one hundred and ten. To make matters doubly troublesome, we had been practicing in one to two gravities… now we were in standard lunar gravity which was all of sixteen percent of Earth norm… translation: more herky-jerky.
 
   JJ had me on a private channel. “Me bollocks are becoming bangers and mash,” he complained bitterly.
 
   “Such is the fate of the mobile infantry,” I replied dryly.
 
   “Maybe so,” he agreed, “But I had high hopes of continuing to use them things.”
 
   “Lord help us,” I lamented. “Can any sane individual imagine a world filled with the pitter-patter of little JJs running around?”
 
   For most of the walk the Drill Sergeants kept up a steady stream of ‘experience and knowledge transfer’… their words… not mine. The lectures covered everything from ‘how to avoid trench rot in Tactical Combat Armor’ to ‘how to avoid being baked alive if forced to march in a Stark suit on the sunny side of the moon’.  They also explained what we could expect to experience in our two days out on the lunar surface. 
 
   One of the reasons we had waited until everyone had been through medical before coming out to play in the lunar sand was that we each of us would be picking up some serious doses of radiation.  Our medical nanites would be dealing with the genetic damage as soon as it occurred. The Drills where quick to point out to JJ that the nanites worked from a pre-existing baseline and thus could not address some of the more serious genetic defects present in his current genome.
 
   The final reason the Drills shared with us for getting to enjoy a walk on the dark side of the moon was that we were going to get to enjoy learning how to survive in the harshest of environments. Our march would take us very close to the lunar terminator… that line that divides the side of the moon that faces the sun verses that side which is in shadow. 
 
   In a matter of moments we would be able to go from minus one hundred and fifty six degrees below zero to one hundred and twenty three degrees above zero.  The biggest danger in moving from one environment to the next was the rapid swing in temperature and not the temperature itself. Differential expansion in metals and plastics across a sudden two hundred and seventy five degree temperature swing could play havoc with minor incidentals like vacuum seal integrity and the like. For this reason we were encouraged to stay in the shadows until we had a better handle on how to cope with emergencies. Fortunately for us the dark side of the moon was truly dark right now.
 
   One of the misconceptions about the dark side of the moon was that it was always in the dark. In point of fact, each side of the moon received roughly two weeks of sunlight followed by two weeks of darkness. The phrase ‘Dark Side’ simple referred to the fact that one side always faces away from the Earth. Over the eons tidal dissipation had slowed the rotation of the moon until it was in a synchronous orbit. As fast as it turned towards us… we turned away from it. The dark side was ‘dark’ because prior to the twentieth century no living human had ever seen it. 
 
   After several hours, and much chafing, we finally we got to our first stopping point. We had been warned that we could be ambushed by hostiles at any time. At this point the Drill Sergeants stepped back and watched us work. 
 
   I ordered Ramirez’s squad to assume lookout positions. I grabbed JJ and we began swapping out battery packs just like we had been trained. As our squad completed both primary and secondary swaps we exchanged places with Jesus’ squad. In eight and a half minutes we had the exchange complete. I know because I watched the senior drill timing us.
 
   “AGAIN!” he yelled. “You took almost twice as long as you should have. If you were under fire those minutes could save your lives.”
 
   “First squad, double up,” I yelled. “Pull your primaries yourself, let your partner replace your secondaries. Turn immediately around and do the same for your partner… move like you have a purpose!”
 
   We shaved almost two minutes off our time but it was not good enough. The Drills had us practice the same maneuver again and again. I kept finding ways to shave a few more seconds off but it was never enough. Mercifully, the Drill Sergeants eventually gave us fifteen minutes to catch our breath.  I gathered everybody around me in a huddle.
 
   “Guys… I’m running out of thoughts here. What else can we do?”
 
   It was Private Highmark that had the breakthrough idea. “Sir, do we really need half the platoon on guard duty?”
 
   I looked around. The problem was, the area we were in was surrounded on three sides by impact crater rims… rims that went almost straight up. We needed lookouts spaced about those rims to see potential hostiles approaching… or did we? 
 
   One of the peaks was considerably higher than the others. If we could get three guys up there we could cover the entire area. 
 
   “OK, here is what we are going to do. First squad will assume their look out positions first. Highmark, Johnston and Ramirez, when the word is given, you will high-tail it for that tallest peak.” I flagged the desired point on my HUD display which was echoed for everybody else to see.
 
   “Once you get there signal us and first squad will immediately come down for battery swaps. Corporal Ramirez, your job will be to provide a 360 degree look out. If you see any hostiles call it in. If you can take any of them out without compromising your position go for it but remember… you are more valuable as lookouts than as snipers.”
 
   Next I tapped JJ, McDullis and Hansen. “You three will swap out your power packs and then carry up replacements for our look outs. As they are swapping out their power packs, you will take over their lookout duties.  JJ and Hansen pair up for battery swaps. I’ll partner with Sam.”
 
   I looked around the group. “It will take our lookouts a bit longer to get into position but being able to hot swap twenty seven of us almost at once should more than make up for it. The key is this, if we come under attack in the middle of this we are going to need everybody heading up to the rim as fast as you can. Also,” I nodded over towards the three Drill Sergeants that were chatting among themselves as talked. “I wouldn’t put it past them to try something sneaky. Whoever is in the lookout position don’t let the first sight of hostiles prevent you from continuing to look for a second or third group. If I can think of it they sure as hell can.”
 
   I looked around the group. “We good?”
 
   Almost everyone nodded. I noticed Sam McDullis was not among them. I didn’t think much of it at the time… that lack of attention would cost me my position as acting ensign although I didn’t know it at the time.
 
   ***
 
   “OK party time is over,” Senior Drill Sergeant Harris yelled. “I can’t believe you sorry excuses for soldier-wanna-bees are having a hard time changing a simple battery but there you have it… The Galactic Coalition is reduced to scraping the bottom of the cesspool barrel and you are the result…” He sighed and I was almost sorry for him… well maybe not. He continued after a moment… “We will just have to make do. Ensign Stone, begin the exercise.”
 
   “OK EVERYBODY. YOU HEARD THE SENIOR DRILL! MOVE!”
 
   I grabbed Sam McDullis and began to swap out his gear. “Sam I noticed you didn’t look happy about our plan. Am I going to have any issues with your participation?”
 
   “I’m not happy about where you are sending me. I don’t like heights.”
 
   “Trust me,” I said. “I understand you’re afraid. Deal with it. There is a gently sloping ridge line that gets you to where you are going. Just keep your eyes on the ground in front of you and follow Sergeant Hammond. You guys will be tethered together… nothing can happen. Sam, I need you up there. You are one of our best long distance shooters.”
 
   I finish snapping his rear power pack in place and handed him the two replacements he would be carrying up the slope. He didn’t look happy and didn’t say a word. I had a bad feeling in my gut but I ignored it. What can I say? I was young and foolish.
 
   Everything went according to plan and we completed the battery swap in under three minutes and thirty seconds. I was ecstatic… and then all hell broke loose. 
 
   The Drill Sergeants had apparently been waiting for us to figure out the battery swap puzzle. No sooner had we started celebrating then the explosions started. I kid you not… real, live, knock your socks off explosions!
 
   My HUD showed incoming mortar rounds. I had seen the first several but my mind was still processing what was happening when the first several rounds struck. The explosions sent up large plumes of dust and rocks. Based on the dispersal pattern it looked like they were ranging shots that were working their way towards my lookouts.
 
   I hit my platoon-wide comm-channel. “JJ get your troops off that precipice. Engage your suit thrusters and get back down here. That hunk of real estate has gotten too popular with the locals. The rest of you get your butts up to the rim and assume defensive positions.”
 
   I started to watch JJ’s team. Our Starks had limited thrusters. They were only good for a few minutes of powered flight even on the moon with its greatly diminished gravity. We hadn’t spent a lot of time practicing with them but the suit’s AI did most of the hard work steering. Right now I just needed the six soldiers up on the top of that crag to gently fly down and out of harm’s way.
 
   It didn’t seem reasonable that the Drills would actually drop mortars on them… that type of thing has been known to get people hurt… but on the other hand, my idea of reasonable and theirs were often at odds with one another.  
 
   As I watched my guys slowly lift off the surface and begin a controlled descent I saw an incoming mortar track on my HUD followed by an explosion at the point of supposed impact. I was looking right at it and I saw no actual incoming shell. Suddenly I knew what was going on. Our HUDs were reporting simulated mortars and the Drills had buried small charges under the lunar soil. It was extremely effective tactic for causing recruits to soil themselves in fear.
 
   As the latest simulated shell went off very near JJ’s position disaster struck. Sam McDullis was barely keeping it together. Flying down from the top of their observation peak had to represent the worst possible nightmare for him. When the mortar simulator went off near him he panicked. A man wearing a powerful piece of military gear, in a hostile environment, surrounded by hard vacuum is the last person you want to panic.
 
   Somehow he hit the override on his suit’s thrusters. He smashed into JJ and Johnston causing both of them to spin out of control. Both crashed into the side of the rock wall they had been flying next to. Johnston’s suit ruptured a seal as a result of the impact and emergency alarms began to go off in my suit indicating he was in serious trouble. The suit’s limited AI clamped an emergency seal down on his right calf. He howled in pain as the mechanism sought to save his life while sacrificing his lower limb.
 
   Fortunately JJ had the presence of mind to grab him and get the two of them back down to the ground. As much as I wanted to check on Johnston I knew that McDullis had to be my priority. His suit was on a high-power burn that might not get him into lunar orbit but it would be damn close. I tried to take remote control of his suit but he had shut down his AI. His Mark Two was essentially a dumb missile at this point. 
 
   Between McDullis and Johnston the comms were filled with screaming. It was almost impossible to make anything out. I was operating on pure instinct at this point.
 
   As McDullis rose in altitude he crossed the lunar terminus. His suit was bathed in sunlight. Unfortunately with Sam’s AI shut down the suit’s visor did not darken until Sam, whose face was literally burning and who was now quite blind, managed to fumble the correct switch. His screams intensified a hundred fold. I suspect those terror-filled wails would haunt me for the rest of my life.
 
   I commanded my AI to plot an intercept course that preserved as much fuel for landing as possible. The computer complied but it indicated the fuel reserves would be unlikely to be sufficient to land safely. In my mind, an unsafe landing was better than none at all. I waved Private Benson over. When he arrived I placed both hands on his shoulders and ordered him to give me a ten second boost with his suit’s engines. I wasn’t sure if it would be enough but I didn’t have time to run another set of simulations.
 
   The moment I let go of Benson, I ordered my AI to engage the intercept program. I would do a max burn for one minute thirty two seconds. The AI would handle the steering. All I had to do was grab Sam as I passed him.
 
   At this point the yelling that I was hearing resolved into distinct voices. Senior Drill Sergeant Harris was ordering me to stand down.  A smart man would have done that but McDullis had been under my command. I’m the one that put him in a situation that he was not emotionally equipped to handle. I disconnected my suit’s commlink. This would prevent the Drill Sergeant from talking to my AI and overriding my controls. I lowered my sun visor and watched as the flailing body of Sam McDullis slowly got larger as I approached. 
 
   My thrusters stopped firing and I began to drift. I had been in sunlight now for a good thirty to forty seconds. My suit’s power systems were already humming to dissipate the excess heat. At last I was close enough to Sam to grab him. He spasmed when I grabbed a leg. I lost the grip and had to grab wildly. I managed to get an arm. I held on tightly this time and brought my helmet to his. I knew that if our helmets where physically touching he would be able to hear me.
 
   “SAM! SAM! Snap out of it! I’m trying to help.”
 
   “I’m blind,” he sobbed.
 
   “Don’t worry. Your nanites will take care of it. Right now we just need to work together to get back down.”
 
   “Down… how far? My thrusters… they aren’t working anymore.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got a hold of you and I brought extra fuel. I’m going to clip a tether on you and turn you around. Once I do that our helmets won’t be touching and you won’t be able to hear me. I need you to trust me… Can you do that for me?”
 
   “Do I have a choice?”
 
   “No not really,” I admitted.
 
   Once I had Sam secured and repositioned I ordered my AI to calculate the best possible burn for returning to the lunar surface. Unfortunately the news was not good. I had plenty of fuel to get back down. The problem was momentum. Kinetic energy is a function of mass and velocity. It didn’t matter that the moon only had sixteen percent the gravity of Earth. When we hit the surface our momentum would smash us flat. The problem was I didn’t have enough fuel left to arrest our combined momentum. We would crash about fifty kilometers into the sunlit side of the moon and there was nothing in the laws of physics that could prevent that crash.
 
    Fortunately I had a few tricks up my sleeve. I had grown up on Mars and I knew all about Cat Kimbridge and the ill-fated voyage of ESX Arizona! I found my target and fired my braking thrusters. In about twenty eight seconds I’d know if I was right.   
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7: Boot Camp – The Selenean Summit
 
   The Engelhardt Crater is home to one of the tallest piles of rocks on the moon… the Selenean Summit. At just under eleven thousand meters high, it was my goal to kiss the side of that big boy and slide down it in what had become called the Arizona maneuverer. 
 
   The ESX Arizona under the command of, then, Lieutenant Commander Catherine Kimbridge had attempted a marginally controlled landing on Mars by sliding down the side of Olympus Mons like a snowboarder. The kinetic energy was dissipated along the length of the slide. The date she had attempted this was December 7th, 2067. It was exactly one hundred and twenty six years to the day from when the most famous of the ships named Arizona was destroyed. The name ‘Arizona’ could only be used by Senate approval and then only by ships from whom great personal sacrifice was expected. Catherine Kimbridge had honored that commitment to sacrifice. Her experimental ship had not survived. I was hoping to do better.
 
    According to my suit’s AI, I had just a touch over ten seconds of fuel left. I would need eight of them to adjust my course to gently kiss the top of the Selenean Summit. I would use the remaining two seconds of thrust to reduce my speed further but I knew it would never be enough. We were going to be coming in hard no matter what I did. Our best option would be to get help to our position as fast as possible. I re-enabled my commlink.
 
   “To any station. This is Marine Recruit Anthony Stone. I need an immediate medical rescue at or near the base of the Selenean Summit. Two recruits down. Repeat two recruits down. Losing comms. Immediate help required.”
 
   I programmed the suit’s AI to fire the last of my thrusters when it detected we were within five feet of the surface and to keep firing until the reserves were exhausted. My hope was the thrusters would kick up as much dust as possible. The dust on the moon was like a fine talcum powder. The high intensity ion thrusters would impart a static charge on the particles which would keep them dispersed. Given the low gravity on the moon’s surface the ionized dust cloud would be highly visible from kilometers away. It would be like a smoke flare on an airless moon… at least that was what I was shooting for.
 
   I switched to my platoon channel. “This is AG. I have Sam. We are coming in for a hard landing near Engelhardt Crater and Selenean. I’m going to try and bleed off as much kinetic energy on the slide down the slope as I can. Sam and I are going to see just how rugged these Stark suits are…”
 
   I was going to say more but my thrusters picked that moment to fire and I was bracing for what promised to be a very rough ride. As expected, I kicked up quite a dust cloud. My hope had been to land on my feet and ride the slope like I rode waves as a kid on Mars. Reality had a different idea.
 
   As the last of my thrusters fired my feet hit the slide of the slope. Understand, because of all the dust that I deliberately kicked up I couldn’t see a damn thing. I slid for a few meters and I was just beginning to think that I might actually be able to make this work when my right foot hit a rock. The result was Sam and I began to tumble down the slope.
 
   If we had been wearing conventional space suits that would have been all she wrote. We would be dead. Fortunately I had anticipated this might happen so I programmed the AI in my suit to attempt to fold into as tight a ball as it could, given that my suit needed to fold over Sam’s suit as well. 
 
   If Sam hadn’t disabled his AI we could have tucked ourselves into two balls not unlike two divers trying to do a cannon ball splash. On the other hand, if Sam hadn’t disabled his AI we wouldn’t be in this mess to begin with.
 
   After what seemed like an eternity of rolling and bouncing down the Selenean slope my suit helmet hit what I could only characterize as a boulder. The force of the impact was numbing. Half the systems in my Stark failed outright and the rest began to issue warnings. The noise of the alarms threatened to drown out the noise of my suit banging repeatedly against the rocks and McDullis’ suit. 
 
   Suddenly I hit another massive outcropping of… something-harder-than-I-was. I went flying. The tether between myself and Sam grew taught and then snapped. When I had actually let go of Sam is anybody’s guess. I was too busy dealing with a cracked visor that was leaking air and, what I’m pretty sure, had the makings of a bad concussion. 
 
   Normally I would have ordered the suit’s AI to flood the cracked faceplate with nanites that would have quickly sealed the breach. There were however two problems. First my suit’s AI was now offline and second, my head was so woozy… I was pretty much offline. I struggled to do the best I could with the three and a half neurons that were still functioning within my brain. I grabbed a mouthful of water from my sipping straw and spit it into my helmet. 
 
   Now spitting water into one’s helmet in a low-G environment is not recommended. It’s a good way to aspirate said water and drown yourself.  I go back to the three and a half functioning neurons as my defense.  The cracks in my helmet let air escape. That escaping air drew the water droplets with it. As they hit the cracks they filled the gaps and froze. This worked only because the Mark Two Stark suit had an external solar shade for its visor that was designed to flex rather than break.  This meant the faceplate itself was still in the shade and thus could freeze the water droplets escaping through the cracks.   
 
   At some point during my wild tumble down slope my suit’s left leg got caught in a crevasse. This had the effect of dissipating a tremendous amount of kinetic energy. Unfortunately that energy expended itself in shattering the mechanism and coincidently my leg. Somehow, even with the suit’s AI offline the suit was smart enough to inflate the emergency seals in that leg. This did three things for me.
 
   First it prevented the rest of my dwindling air supply from escaping. Second, it kept me from bleeding out. Third, it caused so much pain, I finally passed out.
 
   ***
 
   The first thing I felt when I woke up was elation. I woke up! About midway down the Selenean Summit I was pretty sure waking up was not going to be in the cards. The next thing I felt was absolutely nothing. Nothing as in ‘nothing’ nothing. I had no feeling anywhere. In my limited medical experience this was not a good sign. 
 
   I had grown up in a family that really didn’t believe much in church and God and all that stuff. That said, I had always pretty much accepted that there was a God. The minute you start talking about eleven or more dimensions, the Physics involved kind of becomes a compelling argument for something outside of time-space as we know it that is an uncaused-causer… God if you will. 
 
   Now I don’t think about God all that often. I’m not the religious type. That said, I was thinking about God now. Was I in whatever passed for heaven? I couldn’t hear anything. I couldn’t see anything. I couldn’t feel anything. I just was. My elation at waking up was starting to transform into abject terror.
 
   Slowly things began to change. Light and sound began to creep into my consciousness. In a few moments I was making out single words and then complete sentences. Slowly the lights I was seeing resolved into images.
 
   A petite red-headed woman with Commodore rank insignia was leaning over me. I knew the face but I could not place it. I was struggling to move but I still could not feel anything below my neck. It was actually a startling revelation that I could feel my face. 
 
   I tried to talk but my mouth was bone dry. The Commodore smiled… good Lord there was most certainly a God! What a smile that was. She held a small cup with a straw to my lips. I sipped just enough to wet my lips.
 
   “Sam… Recruit McDullis… is…” I really had to struggle to get the words out. 
 
   The Commodore spoke. I knew instantly who this was. No one alive could fail to recognize that voice. This was Commodore Cat Kimbridge!
 
   “Don’t worry about your friend. He had some nasty burns but they are taken care of. Because of you he practically walked away from this with little more than a really bad sunburn. You on the other hand had us worried.”
 
   At this point my field of vision had expanded and I could see there was a doctor and at least two nurses working on me. The doctor had what had to be the largest syringe I had ever seen filled with a silver liquid I knew to be nanites. He move the needle out of my field of view. When the syringe came back into view it was empty. 
 
   “Sir, where am…”
 
   Commodore Kimbridge nodded to the doctor and then turned back to me. 
 
   “You are onboard the GCP Yorktown. In her medical bay to be precise.  We received your ‘Any Station’ broadcast as we were entering lunar orbit. As it happened I was on a shuttle heading to Lunar One when we saw your dust cloud… that was ingenious by the way – firing your thrusters to kick up as much dust as possible. It probably saved your life because we were able to get to you within seconds.”
 
   I was feeling stronger by the minute. “Thank you Commodore.” It felt lame. I should have been able to say more but what do you say to a living legend? 
 
   The Commodore gave me another one of those butter-melting smiles and winked. Cat Kimbridge… THE Cat Kimbridge… winked at me! Did I mention my renewed belief in a loving God?  
 
   “As soon as you’ve had a few hours to recover I’ll be dropping you and Recruit McDullis off at New Parris Island. Keep your head on your shoulders… I’m going to be watching you.
 
   With that she got up and left. I would not see Cat Kimbridge again for many years but I would remember this first meeting until the day I died.
 
   ***
 
   Arriving back at New Parris Island I didn’t know what to expect. Sam McDullis rode the shuttle from the GCP Yorktown with me. Aside from the pilot we were the only ones on the shuttle. 
 
   Physically, Sam looked fine. His burn injuries had been easy to heal. Unfortunately Sam’s problems went well beyond the physical and I think he knew it. He thanked me for coming to get him but I could tell his heart wasn’t in it. I suspect a part of him had wished I had abandoned him to die.
 
   When we arrived at Parris Island, Senior Drill Sergeant Harris and Drill Sergeant Thomas met us as we marched down the ramp.
 
   “ATTENTION!” Harris barked.
 
   Immediately I assumed the proper position, as did Sam.
 
   “Recruit McDullis you are hereby discharged from Marine Training. You are being given a medical separation. You will not be eligible to serve in any of the armed forces. This is not a reflection of you or your ability to contribute to society. It is an acknowledgment that you are not emotionally suited to this life.”
 
   Sergeant Harris walked over to Sam and stood in front of him. When he spoke again it was in a much gentler tone. 
 
   “Son, some men… fine men… are just not meant to be soldiers. I’ve seen your aptitude scores… there is a lot you can do. This,” he waved a hand at the base, “is just not one of them. Get your gear together. Drill Sergeant Thomas will out-process you and we will get you on your way.”
 
   The look of relief on Sam’s face said all that needed saying. He saluted the drill and turned to me and offered a second salute. I saw the salute out of the side of my eye. Not sure what to do as I was still at attention, I saluted while facing forward.
 
   Senior Drill Sergeant Harris walked back over to my position. He stared directly into my face while I stood absolutely still. In a few moments, when Sam and Sergeant Thomas were gone, Harris spoke.
 
   “You are either the smartest, the dumbest or the luckiest son of a bitch I’ve ever seen. You do realize you should be dead right now yes?”
 
   I started to answer but he yelled “SHUTUP! I’m speaking… and when I’m speaking you listen. Am I clear recruit?”
 
   I didn’t say a word.
 
   “NOW YOU CAN SPEAK!”
 
   “Yes Senior Drill Sergeant!”
 
   Harris spent the next several minutes staring into my face… daring me to blink. I did not.
 
   “You ignored an order from me. You disabled your comms so I could not remotely control your very expensive Mark Two Tactical Combat Armor. Armor which you destroyed. You damn near got yourself killed. Do you have any idea how much paperwork I would have to go through if you had actually managed to get yourself killed?”
 
   I wisely kept my mouth shut… sensing this was one of those times the Drill did not actually want me to respond.
 
   “I would be completely within my rights to kick your sorry butt all the way back to that ghetto you called home before you got here.” Harris shook his head. It was obvious that he was exasperated. 
 
   “I had a flag officer call me up and talk to me about you.  Commodore Catherine Kimbridge no less. It seems she was impressed with your initiative and ability to think on your feet. So no I will not be kicking you out today… You are demoted to Private. If you ever pull a stunt like that again you will wish your mommy never met your daddy! AM I CLEAR?”
 
   “YES DRILL SERGEANT!”
 
    “Good,” Senior Drill Sergeant Harris said calmly. “Officially, that is what I HAD to say. Unofficially, what you did honors the best traditions of the Marines and if you can avoid letting it go to your head it is my belief that you will make one hell of a Marine. DISMISSED!”
 
    
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8: Boot Camp – Destination Mars
 
   The next three weeks were rough. The Drills needed everybody to know that my actions, specifically the disobeying orders part, was not to be tolerated. The fact that there had been a positive outcome was really beside the point. I understood and accepted the reasoning… that didn’t make my life any easier. A provisional reprimand had been entered into my record along with a provisional commendation.  Which one remained on my record would depend on me and my actions during the rest of my training… no pressure.
 
   The bottom line was simple. If there was a crap detail or duty to be performed… it was mine by default. JJ was promoted to Ensign. That lasted about a week. JJ’s sense of humor is an acquired taste and apparently it was not one the senior Drill had obtained. Personally I think hacking the Mess Hall’s scheduling computer to make every night ‘prime rib night’ was an inspired bit of leadership. Neither the chief cook nor the Drills agreed with that assessment.
 
   What none of us had realized was tampering with the programming of a computer system was a violation of JJ’s terms of parole. It turns out my friend Hammond was an accomplished pusher of bits and bytes. Sadly, he was just a little less skillful at covering his tracks.
 
   Ramirez was our next ensign. He lasted a bit longer but making a pass, polite though it was, at the Commandant’s eldest daughter wasn’t the wisest career move. It was nice to have company on all of my crap details. It was also nice to see the people I had promoted first had been given a chance at further leadership. I suspected their misadventures might have been an attempt on their part to stand in solidarity with me. 
 
   Needless to say, I was surprised when Senior Drill Sergeant Harris called me to his office one evening after our final 10K run. The man had not spoken to me in the entire three weeks since the incident with Sam McDullis. 
 
   The Senior Drill’s office was located on the upper floor of the main training building. This same building housed four training platoons and therefore had office space for four Senior Drill Sergeants. Sergeant Harris’s office had a wide, expansive reinforced window that afforded an excellent view of the training yard. Beyond the yard I could just make out the edge of the dome that protected New Parris Island from the hard vacuum of space. When I arrived his administrative assistant ushered me into his office.
 
   “Recruit Stone reporting as ordered Senior Drill Sergeant,” I said as I came to attention in front of his desk. The sergeant was reading something on a tablet.
 
   “At ease recruit,” Harris said. “I have a number of items to discuss with you.”
 
   I separated my feet by about a foot and a half and grasped by wrist behind my back.
 
   Senior Drill Sergeant Harris finished reading the tablet he was holding. Nodding to himself he picked up a stylus off his desk and signed whatever it was he was reading. He put the tablet down and looked at me.
 
   “I seem to be having a problem keeping your platoon’s ensign slot filled. Any ideas as to why that might be recruit?”
 
   “Senior Drill, this recruit has no idea why this might be so.”
 
   “Go ahead and guess. I’d be curious as to your thoughts on the issue.”
 
   “Senior Drill, the failure of your recruits to fulfill the role of ensign is undoubtedly due to the poor quality of the recruits in question… to include myself Drill Sergeant.”
 
   Harris laughed. “That is most assuredly true Recruit Stone. That said, I think there is more to it than that. I suspect there is some type of misguided loyalty at work here.”
 
   I sighed. “I suspect the Senior Drill is correct… but I assure the Drill Sergeant it is nothing I have asked for,” I added.
 
   “Son, you are a born leader. You go out of your way to take care of your people. They see that in you. Don’t ever apologize for your God-given gifts. That still presents me with a problem. I’m promoting you to the platoon Acting Sergeant. Who would you suggest I promote to Ensign?”
 
   Without hesitation I responded, “Gretchen Highmark would be an excellent candidate Senior Drill Sergeant!”
 
   “An interesting choice Acting Sergeant Stone. May I ask why she has your recommendation?”
 
   “Several reasons Senior Drill. First, although she is small, she does not know the meaning of the word ‘quit.’ Second, when we were on our first lunar bivouac she is the one who suggested our ultimate solution. She thinks well on her feet.”
 
   “Very well Acting Sergeant. I accept your recommendation.” He opened up a drawer in his desk and pulled out two armbands with the ranks of sergeant and ensign on them. He tossed them both to me.
 
   “Thank you Drill Sergeant.”
 
   “Don’t thank me yet. Serving as second in command under an officer who may very well be inferior in every way that matters will be a real test of character for you. It’s also a skill you will need to perfect.” 
 
   He paused to look at me. It was an uncomfortable stare but I endured it. 
 
   “Sure as shooting son, whether you go Commission or non-commissioned… Officer or Enlisted… you will, upon occasion, find yourself under the command of people less capable than yourself. You will need to learn the fine art of guiding while not being in control. Learn it well and you will do well. Fail to learn it and I don’t care how gifted you are… you will be crucified as sure as our Lord and Savior was. Am I clear?”
 
   “Yes Senior Drill Sergeant!”
 
   Drill Sergeant Harris sighed and walked over to a briefing board. “I told you there were several things we needed to discuss. This next bit will be unpleasant. We are going to Mars.”
 
   ***
 
   When I got back to the billets I discovered there was a betting pool going. It seemed there was three to one odds that I would walk back in with my Ensign butter-bar rank restored. When they saw the three chevrons of my sergeant’s armband there was some groaning. I imagined some bank accounts had just been depleted.
 
   I walked up to Gretchen, came to attention and saluted her. She looked properly confused and then her eyes lit up as she realized what was happening. She didn’t seem to know what to do and did not return my salute. Somewhat awkwardly I smiled. 
 
   “Permission to hug the Ensign,” I requested.
 
   “Permission granted,” she answered breathlessly.
 
   Gretchen was the type of Gal I might have gone after back in the days when I had time to do such mundane things as date. In point of fact, I was hoping at some later point in time she and I might find the time to explore options. The bottom line was I was very happy that she was getting a chance to try on the Officer bar. She deserved the chance. Marines where unique in this day and age in that all officers had to have spent some time in the enlisted ranks. This had not always been true and it still wasn’t true for most of the armed services.
 
   I handed Ensign Highmark her Acting Rank armband and called the platoon to order. Once again I saluted. This time, I was joined by twenty eight additional salutes. This time she returned the salute.
 
   “Ensign, if I could have a moment of your time. I have some additional orders that I received from the Senior Drill.”
 
   She nodded and motioned for Corporal Johnston to join us. We moved our conversation into the break room. When we were all seated on the metal benches that surrounded the weight training machines that were the only amenities in our break room, I began to share what the Senior Drill had shared with me.
 
   “Tomorrow a Bowman-class starship will be entering lunar orbit. It has its own Marine contingent which according to the Senior Drill we will not be interacting with. We will board the ship and remain confined to the shuttle bay for the duration. Our destination is Mars where we will begin a two week training exercise.”
 
   “Any discussion as to what the training exercise will entail?” Ensign Highmark asked.
 
   “Negative Ma’am. The Senior Drill did indicate that he will hold a pre-boarding briefing at 0400. He expects our entire platoon to be at the briefing room on time.”
 
   Gretchen tapped her wrist. A subdermal display lit up showing the current time as 20:35. She tapped her wrist a few more times and set a wakeup alarm for 0330 hours. I had already set mine for 0325. 
 
   “I guess we should let the troops know we are heading out in the morning,” Gretchen said. “I want everybody to have their gear stowed and ready to go before lights out tonight.”
 
   ***
 
    The Bowman-class ship we boarded was the GCP Puller, a fitting name for a ship intending to carry Marines. Lieutenant General Lewis Burwell Puller was the most decorated United States Marine ever to live. To my way of thinking he personified what it meant to be a Marine. I must admit to having a man-crush on him ever since I read a quote attributed to him while I was in the second grade. It’s a quote that I feared would set the tone for my military career. I had shared it once with JJ and it took him the better part of an hour to stop laughing. It was something he said while still only a Major General… “Take me to the Brig. I want to see the real Marines!”
 
   We shared the massive shuttle bay with three other platoons. According to the briefing that we received, the two weeks we were to spend on Mars was to simulate a ground combat mission where two roughly even factions were squaring off against one another. Since the Galactic Coalition was composed of numerous member races it was essential that Marines learn to fight not just as a unit within themselves but also with our allies. We would take turns as the aggressor and as the defender. Sometimes our platoons would operate as homogeneous Marines… sometimes we would operate as a heterogeneous force composed of Marines and something else. In those instances our Stark suits would be tweaked to simulate the differences in mobility and strength that we could expect to encounter in a real engagement.
 
   The Puller was proceeding towards a rendezvous with Mars using her massive VASMR thrusters.   VASMR thrusters were a relatively old technology that used radio waves to ionize hydrogen gas. The resulting charged plasma was expelled via magnetic linear accelerators from the business end of the engine.  From lunar orbit the trip to Mars would take about four days. As fast as this might have seemed at the start of the space age, it was painfully slow by modern standards. 
 
   Hyperfield emitters could essentially change the effective mass of the ship and fold space-time in such a way that the same trip could be accomplished in seconds but safety concerns meant that hyperfield dampeners were always in operation in the vicinity of all GCP population centers. Exceptions would be made for emergencies but ‘recruit training’ did not fit under that category. These dampeners meant that an enemy couldn’t drop a massive kinetic weapon on an unsuspecting planet. The Sol system had learned a hard lesson eight years ago with the destruction of Mars.
 
   That lesson had cost me my family. One of the reasons Senior Drill Sergeant Harris had wanted to brief me personally on our upcoming mission to Mars was to ensure I would be able to emotionally cope with the situation. I had buried those demons when I enlisted in the Marines… or at least I thought I had. 
 
   Watching the red planet grow larger on the monitors that had been setup in the shuttle bay brought a mixed bag of feelings to the forefront of my mind. Mars had been my home… and yet the D’lralu weapons that had slammed into the planet had sent hypersonic shock waves around the planet that effectively removed any trace of humanities presence.
 
   Oddly, the devastated planet was marginally more habitable as a result of the attack.  The heat from the blast had vaporized several million tons of surface material. This included frozen water reserves buried under a thousand feet of bedrock. As a result of the particulate matter in the atmosphere, and well as the addition of a sizable amount of water vapor, the density of the Martian atmosphere now approached 2.8 psi in some locations. This was one to two orders of magnitude greater than when I had been living there. In addition, the thicker atmosphere captured and retained more heat. Near the equator the planet’s temperature had stabilized around a mean value of twenty degrees C. 
 
   This had very odd ramifications for us as soldiers. At nearly three pounds per square inch, the surface pressure in some locations on Mars was still lower than Mount Everest on Earth but it was high enough that it meant our blood wouldn’t boil if we were exposed to it without a pressure suit. It also meant we could survive brief exposures to the temperature.  In short, if we were very careful we could walk around with nothing more than an oxygen breathing mask. This made Mars a very different planet from the one I grew up on. On that Mars, even a brief exposure to the surface unprotected was a virtual death sentence. 
 
   As we entered Mars orbit I felt my demons stir. Somewhere down of the surface of that planet were three sets of bones. Bones that belonged to my mother, my father and my sister. Somewhere down there were the bones of almost everybody I had ever known growing up. Less than one tenth of one percent of us had made it off the planet. 
 
   The shrinks had worried that I would develop what they called ‘survivor’s remorse’… In actually what I had developed was a burning anger… not against the people who had done this but that there was evil in the universe that would visit such wanton destruction against the innocent. I felt that anger burning now. I knew that if I did not control it… it would control me. This was the reason I had ultimately decided to join the Marines. I needed a place and a purpose to focus my anger on. 
 
   The D’lralu would have been an easy choice to focus my anger on but they were victims too. The race that had ultimately been responsible for the death of Mars and my family was, in all likelihood, extinct. Only the evil machinations they had created remained. In orbit around Mars I felt my resolve solidify. I would spend everything, up to and including my last breath to ensure no one else ever had to endure a loss like I endured. I was not so foolish as to think I would always succeed… but I could make a difference… I would make a difference!
 
   These were the thoughts running through my mind as I joined Ensign Highmark and the others in the assault shuttles that we would use to travel back to the world of my birth.
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    Chapter 9: Boot Camp – On the Surface of Mars
 
   “All right guys,” I yelled as our assault shuttle made its way down to Camp Beta. “When this bucket hits the dirt the Drills have given us a generous fifteen minutes to offload all our supplies for the next two weeks. If it doesn’t make it off the shuttle, we don’t get to use it.”
 
    I looked around the cramped ship. Assault shuttles were designed to comfortably carry twenty soldiers and their gear. We had slightly over thirty in this boat. The Drills had spent hours working directly with Ensign Highmark, Corporal Johnston and myself over the last four days on our way to Mars. We knew their expectations and the major challenges we would face. We were competing with three other platoons… even the one we were partnered with. Our Drills expected us to make them look good. As Senior Drill Sergeant Harris said in our final briefing… Failure was not an option.
 
   As we moved further along in our boot camp training the Drills turned more and more of the day to day stuff over to us. They assumed more of a mentoring role. I have to admit this was different from the standard Vancouver or Hollywood movie model of boot camp that I had been expecting. In that model, Drill Sergeants chewed you out until the day you died and then they typically followed you down to hell to continue chewing. 
 
   What Senior Drill Sergeant Harris was attempting to do was to place more of the burden of training on the recruits. His argument was that the very best Marines wanted it enough to make it happen. In reality, I suspected it was ‘training by fire.’ We would come through it refined or we would come through it burned up.
 
   This particular set of exercises was unique in that we would get to test what we had been learning in the class room for the last month and a half. Lest we get too cocky, the Drills assured us that later in the training cycle, we would be facing a real test of our skills. Rather than pairing off against other, relatively inexperienced recruits… we would be taking on seasoned Drill Sergeants. We were not to worry about that though, we were told, as there was zero chance of our winning those engagements. 
 
   I looked back out over the men and women in the shuttle. The next few weeks would change some of them forever. I hoped it would be a change they could live with.
 
   “First squad, grab your gear and exit to the port side. Second squad, same deal but exit to the starboard. Drop your crap exactly fifty meters away from the shuttle and then double time it back to the cargo bay. Ensign Highmark has prioritized what we are offloading. Red tags go first, yellow tags second and no tags dead last… But guys I know that most if not all of you are color blind so I’m going to make this simple. Get it all. When this shuttle takes off again in fifteen minutes the only thing I want left in it is the seat the pilot is sitting in… and frankly if you can get that I want it too!”
 
   “YES SERGEANT!”
 
   The surface of Mars was dustier than I remember. Camp Beta (we were Beta Platoon) was located near the northern edge of Valles Marineris near a place called Candor Chasma on the maps. It was wide and deep and filled with loose stone and rubble. 
 
   Valles Marineris was like the Grand Canyon on Earth but on steroids. It stretched some five thousand kilometers across the Martian surface. At some points it was all of five hundred kilometers wide and six kilometers deep. The section we were setting up in was one of the roughest. Just the way I like it.
 
   Our guys managed to get everything off the shuttle in quick order. At first it was taking them too long to unfasten the tie-down straps. I realized that the Drills really wouldn’t care a rat’s ass about why we failed to get the supplies off… they would just care that we screwed up. I decided to speed up the process by ordering our people to cut the straps. The pilot nearly blew a gasket when he saw what we were doing. As he was a chief warrant officer, when he ordered us to cease and desist, I told my guys to just hurry up and loosen the straps as best they could. 
 
   I then walked up to the chief and asked if he could show me on his flight console where exactly we landed and where the other platoons were situated. As soon as our pilot was distracted I suggested on a closed platoon channel that pissing off a warrant office was preferable to pissing off a Drill Sergeant and that they were to act on that knowledge as their sense of expediency dictated. Needless to say, there were a lot of ‘accidently’ cut tie-down straps in the cargo bay when the platoon finished offloading the supplies.
 
   Senior Drill Sergeant Harris met with Ensign Highmark as soon as the Assault shuttle was airborne. I worked with our Corporal and got the camp set up in quick order. The first thing to go up was our inflatable B-TOC. The B-TOC would house our Tactical Operations Center. It consisted of three Bigelow 660 modules connected with three B110 flexible airtight joints. The entire assembly formed an equilateral triangle with one of the three sides fitted with an airlock bump-out.  
 
   The B-TOC was moored in place with woven steel cables that were anchored with meter-long self-drilling stakes. The B-TOC was then covered with an active optical and radar cloaking field net held up by camo poles.
 
   A pair of lightweight LFTR generators fed juice into the B-TOC. One fed its internal systems including life support and computers. A group of technical specialists were deployed with us to hook this equipment up. I’m guessing it was expensive and the Drill Sergeants didn’t want a group of wet behind the ears recruits mucking it up. 
 
   The specialists, led by a warrant officer named Chief Roberts, all wore the Mark Three Stark suits rather than the Mark Two’s we had been issued. The biggest difference between the suits, other than a vastly superior embedded AI was the size of the power packs. The Mark Threes didn’t have one in front. They got away with this because the single power pack they carried on their back was actually a small LFTR generator good for several years’ worth of service. The front of the Mark Three contained additional armor and ammo storage. The Mark Two could replace the front battery with the same loadout but no one ever did it. Any soldier caught with that configuration was in serious trouble once the one and only battery they had ran down. They would be frozen in place… unable to move.... and on Mars or the moon… being trapped inside their suit could be a death sentence.  
 
   The second LFTR generator we set up fed a bank of umbilical’s that were designed to plug into our Stark suits. They could charge out battery packs as well as refresh our consumables… things like water, reserve air and Marine toothpaste. This last was the name given to the protein and carbohydrate paste that every Stark suit carried as an emergency food supply. 
 
   Marine toothpaste was like beef stew run through a blender and then warmed and extruded through a tube the Marine could suck on while wearing his suit in its fully enclosed and sealed mode. It didn’t actually taste too bad but no one besides JJ would volunteer to live on the stuff for extended periods of time.   
 
   Gretchen was just walking over to me when our guys finished with the B-TOC and had laid out the framework for the Mess. The mess was constructed like the B-TOC but with five B660s arranged like a pentagon with a sealed and pressurized dome in the center. Two of the B660s had airlock nubs. One of the three remaining sections served as our medical bay where minor injuries beyond what our medical nanites could handle could be dealt with until an evac shuttle could arrive. The two remaining B660s contained our bunks. None of us expected them to get much use while we were deployed. 
 
   The GCP had gone to great lengths to make sure our Stark suits had everything we needed in them to live and sleep for days at a time. 
 
   “Sergeant,” Ensign Highmark said as she walked up.
 
   I nodded back. Technically we were deployed so saluting was a no-no. “Ma’am, what’s the good word?”
 
   “The good word is that our enemy is expected to make a major push tomorrow to take control of Central City. Our orders are to defend the city and push back or neutralize their forces.”
 
   Central City was a series of small buildings located about midway between the Alpha/Beta platoons and Delta/Echo. For the purposes of this exercise Delta/Echo was the enemy. A fifth group, designated Charlie was actually the training staff from New Parris Island. They would be monitoring our activities and declaring winners and losers for each engagement.
 
   “How creative can we be in following these orders?” I asked.
 
   Gretchen sighed. I knew she would. She had a good head on her shoulders but she tended to be very by-the-book. Now don’t get me wrong. By-the-book has its time and place in the world… just some other time… some other place.
 
   “I think we need to play this one clean AG. The Drills from every platoon as well as the OICs are going to be watching everything we do very closely.”
 
   I nodded. It’s not how I would have played it, but she was the one in charge. My job was to do everything I could to make sure she was successful.
 
   “OK Ma’am how do you want to do this?”
 
   “Let’s finish setting up camp and see what we can do about securing the City.”
 
   “Ma’am are you open to a suggestion?”
 
   “The TOC is already operational,” continued AG.  “We can sleep in our Starks if we need to. I would suggest heading out to Central City ASAP. I would hate for us to be late to our own party and I am having a hard time believing an enemy would telegraph their intent ahead of time.”
 
   “So you think they will try to take the city sooner than my briefing indicated?”
 
   “If I were the enemy commander and I knew that the defenders were not yet entrenched I’d be making a beeline for the objective before I even stopped to take a piss.”
 
   Gretchen paused to think about it. Finally she shook her head.
 
   “The Drills were insistent that the exercises would begin tomorrow. I think we have to operate under the assumption that they told us so we would spend today getting everything else squared away. We’ll do that and then make a very early start for Central City tomorrow.”
 
   I didn’t buy that reasoning for a minute. Drill Sergeants were, by nature, a very special breed of critter that thrived on deviousness and misdirection. That said, I was not in charge and so I nodded.
 
   “Ma’am, can I offer a compromise? Let me take JJ and we’ll scout the terrain around the city. Corporal Johnston can oversee the rest of the camp setup. That way when JJ and I get back tonight we can share what we found so you have more information to work with to best prepare our defensive positions.”
 
   Gretchen looked about the camp. It was nearly complete. In less than an hour they would be inflating the last of the Bigelow modules.
 
   “OK, AG… we’ll play that piece your way. But be careful. Mars isn’t like Kansas.”
 
   “That’s true Ensign, the corn doesn’t grow near as high here.”
 
   ***
 
   Twenty minutes later JJ and I were making our way quickly towards Central City. I had a stone cold feeling in my heart that Gretchen was wrong about what the Drills were planning. I couldn’t shake the thought that the enemy was going to be playing by a different set of rules from the ones we were.
 
   Because of my unease, JJ and I did everything we could to make sure we took every opportunity for cover that we could. Our Starks were fast and powerful but they were not as stealthy as I would have liked.
 
   Our suits did not come with active camouflage although the rumor mill had it that a future upgrade would include this enhancement. Instead I borrowed a trick I had seen in a movie. JJ and I grabbed a couple of camo tarps like the ones used to cover our B-TOC. They scattered radar and LIDAR even when they were not powered. My hope was we could wear them like ponchos. They would break up our shape and if the enemy was already entrenched and actively scanning then we would have at least a little bit of a chance to go undetected.
 
   I have to say, the ground you could cover in Tactical Combat Armor was impressive. The collection of small buildings we were calling Central City for this exercise was about twenty kilometers away. That is, they would have been twenty kilometers away if we had headed in a straight line towards them. My paranoia wouldn’t allow for such a direct approach. Instead we headed in the opposite direction for about ten klicks and then started climbing the canyon walls.
 
   Between the low gravity on Mars and the power of the Stark suits we made short work of the two kilometer climb. Once on top I scanned the surrounding area with my suit’s LIDAR system. In less than a second I had a pretty good map of what was ahead of us. Of critical importance was the lack of enemy fighters. I did spot Camp Charlie and based on the active radar signals I was getting from them… they knew we were here as well. I passed this information onto JJ.
 
   “Do we care that the Drills know we are here?” he asked using a near-field Bluetooth comm channel.
 
   “I think it’s a good bet they plan on following us pretty closely no matter what we do. I’m also pretty sure they won’t be giving our position away.” 
 
   I pointed the direction I wanted him to go. We would be splitting up at this point so we could survey our target from two directions. “Set your GPS for 100.343.00 by 034.200.85” 
 
   Those coordinates would move him about six klicks north of Central City. I would be approaching from the west. “Set your comms to microburst encrypted channel one-one-four.”
 
   He nodded without a word and headed out at a run. I turned and started to run myself. In less than fifteen minutes we had traveled the roughly thirty kilometers to our chosen scouting positions. 
 
   I was glad I had thought to grab the camo poncho. My suit’s AI detected three active sensor sweeps as I advanced toward my planned observation point. Whatever was going on it was clear that the enemy was not waiting until tomorrow to take action.
 
   I was almost to my destination when my comm chirped.  “Go ahead JJ.”
 
   “Sarge I think ‘Something is rotten in the state of Denmark’.”
 
   “I agree. I’ve had three radar sweeps pass over me in the last several minutes.”
 
   “Yeah I have too,” JJ admitted. “But it’s more than that. Those wankers didn’t bother to stop at Central City… They kept going.”
 
   I adjusted the optics in my Stark suit. JJ was right. This was never about capturing a few random buildings. This was an assault directly on Camp Beta.      
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10: Boot Camp – Fun With the Enemy…
 
   I switched my comm channel to the Beta Platoon frequency. There was every possibility that the channel was being actively monitored by the enemy. If I shouted a warning to our side I would buy them a few minutes to organize a haphazard defense. What I really needed to do was to get the enemy fighters to abort their attack. To my way of thinking, it was time to play poker.
 
   “Beta assault leader. This is forward scout three. The enemy seems to have bought into our game. They are heading towards the decoy camp. Their TOC is virtually undefended.  Recommend immediate…”
 
   At this point JJ caught on to what I was doing. I was worried because I needed him to get in on the act. Fortunately he handled his side perfectly.
 
   “Forward Scout Three you are transmitting unencrypted! Switch to encrypted channel immediately.”
 
   As if on cue, my encrypted channel light lit up. “AG here,” I acknowledged.
 
   “Ensign Highmark here. What’s going on Sergeant?”
 
   “Ma’am you have a large number of unfriendlies heading your way. You have maybe five minutes before their forward scouts get to your AO. I would recommend vacating the camp to the rear and going dark. With any luck they will think you are attacking their camp and abort this assault.”
 
   “Damn AG you were right,” she said. “I feel like such a fool.”
 
   “Live and learn Ma’am. Live and learn. JJ and I really can’t get there in time to help you. We are going to head into the enemy’s camp and leave them some surprises. If they don’t show up in ten minutes give us a shout out because it means they are heading back our way.”
 
   “Be careful AG. You’re heading into the lions den.”
 
    “Don’t ya know ma’am… that’s the best place to beard the lion!”
 
   ***
 
   JJ and I made it to the Delta Camp undetected. As far as I could tell it was identical to our set up. It also appeared to be empty except for a few of the specialists that were still hooking up equipment in their B-TOC.
 
   “JJ, can you rig those Stark umbilical’s to report charging while not actually feeding any juice to their suits?”
 
   “Bloody hell yes I can,” he answered with a grin. “I’ll inject a thunking layer in their system update software that will upload to their suits. It will tell the umbilical that the batteries are full. At the same time it will feed a false charge level to the suits AI. Once capacity falls to twenty-five percent it will start reporting actual level. That should keep them safe while shortening their leash quite a bit!”
 
   “Do I want to know how you will accomplish all of this on such short notice?”
 
   JJ’s grin widened even more as he pulled a memory stick from a cargo pouch on his Stark. “A smart man carries his tools with him at all times. I have several different types of RATs in here.”
 
   “Rat? Can I assume not of the small furry rodent variety?”
 
   “Naa, these are of the Remote Access Trojan variety.” 
 
   “Isn’t that a violation of your probation?”   
 
   “Bollocks! You might be right.” He went to put the memory stick back in his pocket.
 
   “Hey, I didn’t see a thing,” I said with a wink.
 
   It was always good to have a committed software hacker on your side. While JJ worked to leave a gift that would keep on giving for days or perhaps even weeks… I rummaged through their armory which had been carelessly locked with the standard recruit key codes.  
 
   I found what I was looking for and returned to JJ who was running a final diagnostic on his software patch.
 
   “We good to go?” I asked.
 
   JJ gave me a thumbs up. “Patch is good. I even changed the update log to hide it. It will take somebody checking byte transfer logs to see the discrepancy. I could fix that too but I think we may already be out of time. Their forward most troops should be scrambling back here any minute now.”
 
   Now it was my turn to smile. “Pop your front power pack off and put this on.” 
 
   I handed JJ a Mark Three ammo pack. Our Mark Two Starks could conceivably pass for Mark Threes if no one looked too closely. 
 
   “Tweak our Idents to report us as Charlie team Warrants,” I ordered.
 
   “Ya do realize, Sarge, that that is technically illegal.”
 
   I pointed to his cargo pouch were he stored his hacking tools. 
 
   “Point taken,” he said. “Ok, Chief Stone… we are all set.”
 
   I stashed our secondary batteries in Delta’s armory. I hated losing them but it was a small price to pay if we were successful. Hopefully they would not be doing an inventory anytime soon.
 
   As we began to make our way upslope in the general direction of Camp Charlie, the first of the Deltas came running into their camp at full speed. We ignored them and they ignored us. We were operating with full active radar and LIDAR which made us stand out like sore thumbs but since we were ‘Charlies’ and supposedly not part of their exercise we were given a wide berth.  
 
   As we topped the rise and looked down into Valles Marineris into the enemy’s camp I couldn’t help but gloat at what we had accomplished. Call it a personal failing… but I was proud. Sure we had bent the rules a little… but isn’t that why General Chesty Puller said ‘Take me to the Brig. I want to see the real Marines!’
 
     JJ and I watched the Deltas swarmed over their camp like ants over a disturbed mound. Look as they might they did not find the enemy troops they had been expecting. JJ and I were scanned with Radar once and our Idents pinged. After that the Deltas ignored us. As the sun began to lighten the horizon JJ and I walked back into our camp. The remaining charge in my single battery pack was down to three percent. JJ’s must have been in a similar condition because the first thing he did was head to the swap out station. 
 
   Ensign Highmark met us there as we finished the procedure. She looked at the Mark Three ammo packs that we had discarded.
 
   “So Chief Warrants Stone and Hammond… congratulations on your promotions. Do I want to know why your Idents are showing such a dubious distinction?”
 
   I turned to JJ and frowned.
 
   He said “I’ll fix it right away Sergeant and Ma’am”
 
   I turned back to Gretchen. “Ensign, I have two words that might save you a lot of grief in the coming days.”
 
   “And what might those two words be?”
 
   I smiled, “Culpable Deniability.”   
 
   ***
 
   The next several days were interesting. Senior Drill Sergeant Harris visited our camp a few minutes after we reported our activities to Ensign Highmark. He immediately asked to speak with Warrants Stone and Hammond.
 
   I was sure we were headed to the brig but instead the Senior Drill just wanted to know about the nature of the modifications we had made to our opponents Stark suits. It seemed the time-honored doctrine of ‘all’s fair in love and war’ was going to be honored. The only concern was for the safety of the opposing troops. JJ explained fully the steps he had taken to ensure the enemy forces would have ample time to deal with any sudden power issues that might crop up with their suits. Satisfied, the Senior Drill said nothing else about the matter. 
 
   The Drill’s presence delayed our departure for Central City but there was nothing to be done for it. We still managed to hold the City against the combined Delta/Echo assault. To be fair, it was a rather uninspired frontal attack that lacked proper planning. My guess was they were hoping that the actions last night would have forestalled the need to attack the city. 
 
   It was a valuable lesson for me. I think all good leaders learn from their mistakes. The best leaders, however, are able to learn from the mistakes of others. The lesson here was always have a well-thought-out backup plan. This was especially important in the armed services where it was said ‘No plan ever survives contact with the enemy.’ 
 
   To her credit, Ensign Highmark stationed lookouts dressed in our makeshift camo ponchos all about the perimeter of the camp. With her approval I added three more lookouts but these ones I placed in somewhat obvious positions and I placed them without the benefit of camo. In short they were bait. Four of these positions, two hidden, two exposed, were staffed even when the rest of the platoon was deployed in the field.
 
   It turned out the precautions were well founded. While most of us were busy defending Central City that first day, a small contingent of Deltas and Echoes attempted to raid our camp. I’d like to think they were inspired by what JJ and I had done the other day but at this point I was still fairly sure they had not figured out they had been raided. That would change shortly.
 
   According to one of the hidden soldiers we left guarding the camp, a Private Hansen, a group of mixed Delta/Echoes crept into range of our sentries. Hansen, who was one of our best snipers, managed to take three of them out before they even understood they were the ones under attack. The remaining three were quickly surrounded and disarmed. These three were allowed to walk back to their camp on the proviso that they not join the ongoing battle.
 
   The three that Hansen had shot were a different matter. Once their AI’s detected simulated fatal hits, their suits locked up tighter than a drum. Apparently the same was not true for their commlinks. The word has it from the same Private Hansen that some unkind comments were made with regard to his genetic heritage. 
 
   This might go a long way towards explaining why Hansen, who was a big bruiser even without a Stark suit on, felt it necessary to carefully stack all three on the complainers in a pile and use them as a bench to sit on until the exercise was over.
 
    At about the same time as this was going on in our camp, the main body of the enemy forces were advancing on Central City. Understand, even though we were the defenders we were facing roughly two to one odds. Delta and Echo were a combined force facing our Beta platoon. Alpha, who would normally be our partners had been ordered to stand down for this series of engagements. When we were done, we would stand down and Alpha would face the now more experienced Delta/Echo platoons. By mid-week everybody would switch. 
 
   As I watched from our hastily prepared positions inside the walls of our fake city, I was amazed at how fast the situation could change in a combat situation. We tried to hold every bit of high ground we could. The importance of high ground had been drilled into us by the Drills – pun intended. The problem was the Enemy was receiving the same training we were.
 
   The very first thing they tried to do was to lob simulated mortars at every high point in the city complex. Central City had three tall building near its center. These were actually two hundred foot tall platforms with metal ladders that you climbed to get to the top. We had multiple snipers on each one. Together, they were able to create a curtain of death around the city. If the enemy was going to advance on the city they would need to deal with these towers.
 
   The rest of the city was unremarkable. We used that to our advantage. There were twenty or so buildings that surrounded the towers. They were of varying heights and were nothing more than empty box-shaped structures with a handful of randomly placed windows and reinforced roofs that a soldier could stand on if needed. The streets between the buildings were either wide… or narrow… depending on whether they were meant to simulate a major thoroughfare or a side street.
 
    We had placed point defense lasers on the buildings surrounding the towers. They easily took care of the first round of mortars. For these exercises, the simulated shells were nothing more than smoke bombs. The most they could do was to perhaps knock a fighter off the firing platform should they be lucky enough to actually hit the recruit. They certainly would not hurt a man wearing a Stark suit and a fall from that distance on Mars would not serious harm a person in a Stark.
 
   After the first round of mortars were dispatched by the point defense systems the enemy changed tactics. They fired ten more mortars but this time they were fired at the point defense systems themselves. The PDS tracked all the incoming mortars and took them out methodically. Unfortunately the shells got progressively closer. Before the first set of ten were done a second set of ten were on their way. It was an especially wasteful technique for dealing with defensive laser batteries but it would work if you had enough mortars. Lasers needed a fixed amount of time on target to burn through a shell’s defensive armor. That meant they could be overwhelmed if you were willing to waste enough ordnance. It certainly seemed this was the enemy’s plan. In a few minutes they took out each of the point defenses. Red simulator smoke roiled from the rooftops of the buildings that had housed them.
 
   While the bad guys were still working our PDSs over, I ordered Corporal Johnston to get gunners up on the roofs to take over Point Defense duties with kinetic weapons. A suit’s AI could help to aim such a crew-served weapon but it took thousands of rounds to knock a mortar out of the sky. Frankly, we would only be able to deal with a few before we ran out of kinetics. 
 
   As the last of the PDSs reported themselves killed, the enemy switched their fire back towards our snipers. I suspect they were surprised when the first few of those mortars also got knocked out of the sky. The Delta/Echo platoons made up for a fundamental lack of imagination with dogged persistence however. Soon enough all three of our sniper towers were also billowing volumes of red smoke.  
 
   At this point, the battle had been going on for the better part of twenty minutes. In a battle, time dilates. Those twenty minutes felt more like two hours. Ensign Highmark was trying to direct troops by sending them from here to there depending on where she was seeing the most fire coming at our positions. Unfortunately every time she did this she opened up a hole in our defenses. I tried to point this out but she was too busy micromanaging the movement of the troops to listen. I suspected the After-Action-Review for this exercise was not going to be a fun experience for her… but hey… we were here to learn. Better she muck up a simulated battle now than a real fight later.
 
   The enemy began to advance in earnest. The advance was ragged. We really had not been able to take many of them out from our defensive positions. Also they outnumbered us two to one. At this point it should have been a rout. Instead we saw signs that the enemy was slowly retreating.
 
   Gretchen looked at me confused. I took the opportunity to share on an open comm what JJ and I had been listening to all morning. When JJ had hacked the opposition’s Stark suits he had taken the opportunity to pull their encryption keys which meant for the moment we had access to all ten of their encrypted communication channels. It was their command channel which was most interesting at the moment.
 
   “Damnit Sarge! We had them. What do you mean you’re out of juice? Didn’t you have the men plug them in last night for a full recharge?”
 
   “Sir,” a shaky voice answered, “I checked everybody’s levels this morning. Everybody was good to go. I swear to God I don’t know how in the world we managed to run down the power packs so fast. We must have a defective charging unit.”
 
   “How many effectives do we have left?”
 
   “Sir, I’m afraid it’s just the six of us. Everyone else is down to under twenty percent on their secondaries. They’ll make it back to camp but as far as fighting… until they can swap out packs… their day is done.”
 
   I looked at Gretchen. She held up six fingers. I nodded. 
 
   “Ma’am,” I said with a grin that threatened to split my face from ear to ear, “it would seem like a real shame for the neighbors to come all this way to say hello and not get to see us. What do you say we send a couple of squads out to say hi? I’ve never had the privilege of capturing an enemy combatant. I’d kind of like a chance to try it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11: Boot Camp – Embedded…
 
   Ensign Whitmore of Echo platoon and Sergeants Fahad and Jamison, of Delta and Echo respectively, were not happy to see me. I could tell by their frustrated looks and the amount of swearing coming over their comm channel. I led a team of six Betas over the southern ridge. This allowed us to approach their position which was located in a small protected gully about two klicks from Central City.
 
   They should have been almost impossible to find but because we had access to their encrypted comms it was a piece of cake to pull up their battle plans. With most of their troops hightailing it back to the nearest of their two camps, Camp Echo, our designated enemy was attempting to contain Beta Platoon with a handful of randomly placed sporadic mortar shells and automated pointer fire. Three of their troops were out in the field attempting to suppress troop movement in Central City.  In fairness to them, it was about all they could do… other than throwing in the towel and accepting the loss. 
 
   The plan, such as it was, was to have their troops swap out power packs at Camp Echo and then race back to the engagement zone and continue the battle. It would take them most of an hour to make this happen. The plan hinged on the six remaining men effectively managing to keep our Betas tied down. We, of course, had other ideas.
 
   I waved Corporal Johnston over to the left and had JJ approach from the top of the steep embankment. Both were crack shots with their pointers. We could have taken these three out from our positions above them but I had other ideas.
 
   Each of us were wearing our makeshift camo net ponchos. In addition, we had spread a light coating of lubricant on the exposed portions of our Stark suits. The oil allowed us to cover the exterior of our Starks with the ever-present red Martian dust. The result was we were hard to spot without active sensors. Fortunately for us, active sensors were typically not used by an adversary that was trying to remain undetected. This allowed us to approach the enemy’s position and surprise them before they could take action to flee or defend themselves.
 
   It was Delta Platoon’s Sergeant Fahad that spotted me first. Her eyes went wide and she started to raise her weapon but I simply waved my finger side to side. My pointer was already lasing her breast plate with a targeting beam. I had just to pull the trigger and she would be declared dead by her suit’s AI.
 
   I opened their command comm channel. “You will all be so kind as to lower your weapons and place your hands behind your heads.” 
 
   That’s when the swearing started. Echo’s sergeant was not as easily dissuaded as Fahar had been. He insisted on pointing his weapon in my general direction. JJ and Johnston both took action immediately and locked the man’s suit up with kill shots. Unfortunately for me I then had to referee a month long fight between the two as each insisted they had the first kill.
 
   I pulled a can of red spray paint out of my cargo pouch. Walking over to the downed sergeant I painted a bright, vertical, ‘Beta’ on his faceplate and chest. The intensity of the swearing increased.
 
   I repeated the tagging on each of the others. To their credit they stood by and accepted their fate. I was counting coup and they knew it. Undoubtedly they were anticipating a day when they could return the favor.
 
   When I was done I opened the comm channel again.
 
   “Ensign Whitmore I am authorized by the leadership of Beta Platoon to offer you the following generous terms. You will acknowledge that Beta has won the day and return to your respective camps.”
 
   “And if we don’t?” the Ensign asked.
 
   I paused for a moment. The man’s voice was a dead ringer for a famous actor of days gone by. A man named John Wayne. I would not have recognized it except that my father had been especially fond of the man’s 2d movies. The thought of my father threatened to overwhelm me with a flood of unpleasant memories and I remembered I was probably less than a thousand kilometers from the home I had grown up in. 
 
   I covered by raising my spray can. “I have a lot more red paint.”
 
   ***
 
   The memories of my family haunted me for the next several days. Fortunately the battle exercises got more intense and the Drill sergeants running our AARs, or After Action Reviews, pushed us hard to identify what we did wrong and what the enemy did wrong. After every AAR there was a chance to reflect on what we should do the next time and to game out various scenarios.
 
   I actually enjoyed this aspect of our training more than anything else we did. Of course the Drills had us keep up our physical training as well. The center section of our Bigelow habitat was filled with gravity plating and every type of exercise equipment needed to keep a Marine recruit happy and fit. We each had a minimum of twenty kilometers to run on the treadmills each day. Fortunately these devices were like the ones available on GCP Starships and had VR goggles that you could wear. I used them to run through the Sierra Nevada Mountains. The gravity plating automatically adjusted itself to simulate running up and down hills.
 
   It was while I was running through the virtual woods, that I had a sudden idea. The simulator showed a creek where driftwood had accumulated in a bend. It occurred to me that the same thing likely happened in the Valles Marineris… especially near the site of the former Tharsis city. The Tharsis region of Mars was home to four of the largest volcanos on the planet. The largest of these, Olympus Mons was on the extreme north side. The other three volcanos lined up neatly on the south side. Valles Marineris sat to the east of these.
 
   When the D’lralu fleets attacked the Sol system and Mars was struck by a massive kinetic barrage, winds swept over the planet at supersonic speeds. The surface of the planet was scraped clean. Every dome, every building, every vehicle… everything was swept away. 
 
   The Candor Chasma would be a natural collection point for anything that might have survived. It seemed silly but the thought of finding something from my world that had survived the devastation continued to haunt me. 
 
   Every time I got on the treadmill my mind would go back to the thought that in all the world surely something survived. I reasoned that anything that had worked its way into any section of Valles Marineris would most certainly be covered with a thick layer of red dust. It had literally taken years for the skies to clear after the initial attack. 
 
   The key to finding anything would be orbital scans with differential thermal imaging. If I could get a hold of orbital thermography of Candor Chasma before the attack and after I might be able to locate buried debris fields. 
 
   Again, I don’t know why this was so important to me but to be honest I began to obsess. I shared my thoughts with Gretchen and JJ. I was pleasantly surprised when neither of them laughed. Gretchen even went so far as to place a call to the GCP Puller which was still in orbit. It turned out the Fourth Officer was a cousin. She put on the charm and a couple of days later we had the data I was looking for.
 
   “So…” I said as I taped a printout of a thermograph from 2110, two years before the D’lralu came, to our planning table. Next to it I placed one just done by the Puller. The differences were startling. The general outline of Valles Marineris remained the same but large sections where eroded and others filled in.
 
   “So… here we have the two maps in standard view mode. It doesn’t look encouraging.”
 
   JJ nodded. “There is just too much that has changed. It would take a dedicated survey team years to cover all of this.”
 
   “True, but here is an interesting factoid,” I said. “Humans… especially 22nd century humans, love to build with things other than rocks.” I used my finger to adjust a setting on the smart paper. “I’m going to shift the thermal spectrum we are viewing. Different materials hold and transmit heat differently. If there is an abundance of metal or plastic down there it should show up as a difference in the scans.”
 
   “And sure enough… there it is” Gretchen pointed to a darker red patch in a gully not fifteen kilometers from our current position. It was one of six that we could see.
 
   “Is there any way to tell what we are looking at from these scans?” JJ asked.
 
   I zoomed the smart paper as far as the data would allow on one of the areas. All I got for my effort was a big amorphous blob. If I was going to discover what was there, it would be by visiting the site in person.
 
   Unfortunately any exploration we might want to do would be delayed as Beta platoon was coming off its one day break and beginning what the Drills were calling ‘two on two’ combat exercises. 
 
   ***
 
   Ensign Highmark stood in front of our platoon. Next to her were Drill Sergeants Harris, Baldwin and Thomas. It was one of the few times I had ever seen all three working with us at once. This, more than anything else, told me that today was going to be something serious. 
 
   “Good morning campers!” Senior Drill Sergeant Harris yelled. The audio systems in our Stark suits automatically attenuated the volume so his voice was oddly clipped when he got especially loud.
 
   “We have a very special treat planned for you today. Today you get to participate in the single most difficult thing a Marine is ever asked to do… work with somebody else… who you know in your soul of souls is not as good at doing anything as you are.”
 
   Harris started walking up and down the line of recruits in our platoon. He stopped when he got to me and smirked. That didn’t bode well. One of the first things you learned as a recruit, with regard to interacting with Drill Sergeants, was to become the ‘unknown soldier.’ Getting noticed by a Drill, especially the senior Drill, was tantamount to having your day ruined in ever more imaginative ways. Today was no exception.
 
   “Acting Sergeant Stone, what is the accepted and standard procedure for integrating forces consisting of dissimilar nationals?”
 
   “Senior Drill Sergeant, the accepted and standard procedure for integrating forces of differing origins as defined by the Handbook of the Interstellar Law of Military Operations, 23rd Edition, involves, and I quote ‘the exchange of military advisors so that the dissimilar forces are apprised of the capabilities of their partner forces as well as their likely reaction to ongoing activities. Said advisors should be of sufficient rank as to insure their comments and observations represent a high level view of force-level interactions.’ End quote.”
 
   I should note, I have what my father called a ‘photogenic memory’. It wasn’t ‘photographic’ but boy it was beautiful!
 
   “Why Sergeant Stone, if I were a suspicious man… and I am… I would suspect you actually read the assignments.”
 
   “I try to set a good example for the men Drill Sergeant,” I said with a hopeful smile.
 
   “Sergeant, I am so glad to hear that. Why don’t you go ahead and give me ten just so the men remember how it’s done.”
 
   Now keep in mind, I’m wearing a Stark suit. I could keep pumping out pushups until my batteries ran out sometime late tomorrow. The pushups weren’t the point and I knew that.
 
   When I was done I popped back up and continued standing at parade rest.
 
   “Sergeant Stone, given that the defining treatise on interstellar military relations calls for an embedded advisor to be exchanged between forces what would you recommend we do?”
 
   I looked at the Senior Drill. I knew where this conversation was going and I was not a fan of its inevitable outcome. I tried to think of any way to redirect the Senior Drill from his intended target. The problem was, I was the logical choice to go. We couldn’t send our only officer so that left Corporal Johnston or myself. While I like the corporal well enough, his strongest qualification to date was that he hadn’t gotten anybody killed yet.
 
   “Senior Drill, in the spirit of cross-platoon unity, I volunteer to be the embedded noncom from Beta Platoon to Alpha Platoon.”
 
   “Outstanding! By God we might just make a Marine out of you yet son!”
 
   Hoorah was all I could think to myself. Thus began my two days from hell. I grabbed my gear and headed straight south towards the Alpha camp. On the way I passed their noncom heading to our camp. She was their corporal which meant their acting sergeant was still going to be there. I had a bad feeling about this. Turns out my gut was right again.
 
   As I approached the Alpha camp’s main gate… I was challenged by one of their sentries. I identified myself. The private who was on duty stepped forward. His pointer was directed disturbingly right at my chest.
 
   “Hands up,” he ordered.
 
   “Seriously,” I answered as I raised my hands.
 
   “Drop your weapon!”
 
   So let me describe the situation. I’ve just dropped my duffle bag in the dirt. My arms are in the air. My rifle is slung over my shoulder. I have some young punk in front of me pointing a weapon at me. Alpha Camp is well aware that I am coming and the ident chip implanted in my arm is ample proof that I am who I say I am. I wanted to clear all this up because what was to follow in a few minutes is the justifiable result of me being royally ticked off.
 
   “Ah, Private… Dimwit… is it?”
 
   “Private Dimmit. My name is Private Dimmit.”
 
   “Thank you Private Dimwit. May I lower my arms to unsling my weapon?”
 
   “Slowly… and drop your duffle bag as well.”
 
   I very carefully did as I was told. I didn’t bother mentioning that my duffle was already on the ground. This did not seem to be the type of individual that exercised his mind by juggling multiple thoughts at once. I knew a pointer couldn’t really hurt a man in a Stark suit but for all I knew this idiot had a kinetic loaded. It still wouldn’t hurt me unless he managed to hit a joint or my faceplate.
 
   Once my rifle was on the ground and my duffle bag with it, the private had me raise my hands again.
 
   “Really? Seriously? This is the game you want to play with me?” I asked.
 
   Dimwit turned his head to speak to the man behind him. I have no idea why people do that when they are wearing a Stark suit. The microphone picking up your voice is no more effective because you are looking at the person you are speaking to.
 
   “He’s not exactly cooperative,” Dimmit said.
 
   “You better make sure he’s clean,” the second soldier said. I still couldn’t see him behind the guard station’s camo net.
 
   I took a single step forward. “Now see here,” I began. I stopped when Dimmit quickly swung his rifle back at me. 
 
   “Dump your bag.”
 
   “WHAT?”
 
   “DUMP YOU FREAK’N BAG! We need to be sure you aren’t carrying any type of contraband into our camp.”
 
   I carefully opened the duffle bag. On the top I always packed a small tarp. This was so I could place the tarp on the ground and keep my equipment clean. Mars was always a dusty place and the D’lralu abuses had not improved the situation.
 
   As I started to extract the tarp my newest friend, Private Dimwit, got aggressive. He pushed me back with the butt of his weapon. If I had not been wearing a Stark suit he could easily have broken a rib or two.
 
   He took my duffle bag from me and physically dumped in on the ground. He kicked the contents around with his foot… thus ensuring everything had a nice coating of Martian red on it.
 
   “It looks clean,” he reported to the other soldier. 
 
   I’d have laughed at the irony if I wasn’t so pissed.
 
   “Go ahead and pack it up,” he ordered me.
 
   “Why certainly Private Dimwit,” I spat.
 
   “I SAID my name was Dimmit,” he spat back while threating to hit me with the barrel of his weapon again. 
 
   Call it a personal failing but I had had enough. I sidestepped his barrel thrust and grabbed his weapon away from him. Using his momentum I struck the base of his helmet with the butt of the weapon I had just taken from him. The Stark suit kept him from being seriously hurt. What it did do was distract him long enough for me to pop the latches on his front-mounted primary battery pack. The pack dropped straight down.
 
   “Hey,” he yelled.
 
   “Want this?” I asked as I showed him his own rifle. When he went to reach for it I tossed it behind him. He turned watching his weapon fly smoothly through the air. As he turned, his secondary and only remaining battery was exposed. I popped a few more latches and that battery dropped like a stone as well.
 
   Private Dimmit learned a very valuable lesson that day. A Stark suit without batteries had a lot in common with a paper weigh. Both will hold something down. Both are intrinsically inanimate.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12: Boot Camp – Alpha Camp…
 
   I noticed, when I finally met him that Ensign Anderson did not appear to be amused. The Alpha’s NCO, a Sergeant Cochran, had been sent to meet me at the main gate. He was late and what followed can only be called a series of screw-ups of the grandest sort. In my defense, as I have explained before, I am a deeply flawed individual and I have little tolerance for lazy thinkers like Private Dimmit. 
 
   Sergeant Cochran had arrived at the guard shack moments after Private Dimmit had begun, what I had since learned were, Alpha’s standard challenge procedures. The fact that a ‘Sergeant Stone’ had been expected had not deterred the private from being excessively thorough. Rather than stopping his private, Sergeant Cochran had encouraged him to continue. Apparently he had wanted to see what I was made of. They got their answer. I have been called ‘Stone Cold’ for a reason. When I was done, the private was immobilized, on the ground, and with a dead Stark suit. 
 
   Sergeant Cochran then came out and introduced himself. He was clapping. If you have never heard a person clap in a Stark suit imagine the sound two bulldozers might make hitting themselves against each other repeatedly. Only the thin Martian air attenuated what would have been an eardrum splitting cacophony. 
 
   In fairness, had our roles been reversed, I might have done the same thing to get the measure of Sergeant Cochran. He and I then walked back to the main camp like the best of friends… laughing the entire way. It was only when we had walked the three quarters of a kilometer back to the B-TOC that the Alpha sergeant had sent a message back to the second guard at the gate telling him that he was now allowed to replace Dimmit’s power packs. 
 
   So here we were, standing before the Alpha’s Ensign at attention.
 
   “At Ease,” Anderson said after a few seconds. “So you make a powerful first impression Sergeant Stone. No wonder Beta was so anxious to get rid of you.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Oh your exploits are the thing of legend Sergeant Stone. The man who almost succeeded in killing a private under his command. The man who recklessness managed to destroy not one but two very expensive Stark suits. The man whose misdeeds required the direct intervention no less than Commodore Kimbridge herself. The man, who even after being demoted managed to so ingratiate himself with his Drill Sergeants that he got himself returned to a position of responsibility… only to betray that trust by deliberately endangering the lives of two entire platoons during a training exercise by compromising critical software in their Tactical Combat Armor.”
 
   I had a feeling my day had just gotten a whole lot worse. Sadly the Ensign was not done.
 
   “Yes, you are the stuff of legend Sergeant Stone.” 
 
   He leaned into my face. I can only assume he picked this up from the Alpha Platoon Drill Sergeants because he didn’t strike me as imaginative enough to have come up with it on his own. 
 
   “Know this Stone,” he spat. “Your leash here is a very short one. If you fart in the wrong place… or at the wrong time… I will have you in manacles, locked in the deepest, darkest hole I can find. AM I CLEAR?”
 
   “Crystal clear Ensign,” I responded crisply. “If I may be permitted to ask Sir; what is my role as your embedded Beta advisor?”
 
   Ensign Anderson smiled. On some people a smile is a good thing. Ensign Anderson was not one of those people.
 
   “Your role is simplicity itself. You are to stand as far away from me as possible and be absolutely quite. I don’t want to see you. I don’t want to hear you. I want to be able to pretend that you are not here. And Sergeant, I’m not very good at pretending so it would behoove you to do everything in your power to not remind me that I have been cursed with your presence.”
 
   ***
 
   The ‘two on two’ exercise began after all four platoons arrived at their preassigned starting points. The New Parris Island staff had chosen, by some arcane means that defied reasoned thought, to hold the exercise at Tharsis Montes.
 
   We were essentially going to be playing a massive version of ‘King of the Mountain’. Tharsis Montes was a very unusual collection of three nearly equally spaced shield volcanoes located just west of Valles Marineris. They were smaller than Olympus Mons which was a little further northwest. That said, they were still roughly fifteen kilometers high each. What made these particular volcanos unusual was that they appeared in a near perfect line. The center one, Pavonis Mons was just as far from either of its neighbors, about four hundred kilometers.
 
   Alpha and Beta platoons would take control of the southern-most peak, Arsia Mons while our adversaries. Delta and Echo Platoons would take control of the northern-most peak, Ascraeus Mons.  
 
   Our objective was simple in theory but difficult in practice. We were to retain control of our piece of the planet while being the first to plant our flag at a specific set of geo-coordinates located in the center of Pavonis’ caldera or lava dome. The only thing in our way were two platoons of highly motivated Marine wannabes.
 
   For this exercise the Drill Sergeants would lead the first of what promised to be many assaults. Part of this was due to the magnitude of this endeavor. Our closest objective was over four hundred kilometers away. Our secondary object, the enemy’s camp, was more than twice that. When you start dealing with distances this great there is a lot of room for novice soldiers to get themselves into trouble. 
 
   This was the first time I met the Drill Cadre assigned to Alpha Platoon. In fairness, they seemed every bit as intimidating as our Drills. The biggest difference was they treated me with a much higher degree of respect than Acting Ensign Anderson. I’m not sure if this was because they were hoping to lead through example and get the Ensign to loosen up and use me for the asset I was; or if it was just role playing because I was the ‘embedded’ expert on all things Beta.   
 
                 Senior Drill Sergeant Montgomery met with the Ensign and NCOs of Alpha Platoon and laid out the action plan for the morning’s activities. Ensign Anderson had invited me to leave, as my presence would not be required, but the Senior Drill overruled him. My guess was this did not win me any points in the Ensign’s ‘I love this guy’ book. That said, I did my best to remain unobtrusive and yet helpful. I was mindful of what my Senior Drill had said to me about needing to work with people who, though senior, were less capable than I was. That certainly reflected my current assessment of the situation with Ensign Anderson.
 
   “Our objectives are two fold and so we are going to be working with Beta Platoon to meet both those objectives. First we are going to send a team to infiltrate the enemy’s home base. As it turns out Beta platoon has developed quite a reputation for accomplishing this type of activity… and has agreed to lend us their expertise in such matters.” Senior Drill Sergeant Montgomery turned, and I kid you not… he literally waved at me with a broad grin on his face. So much for me trying to fly under the radar. 
 
   “Our primary objective,” he continued, “is to plant our flag at coordinates 0.5.0, 247.1.0… right smack in the middle of the Pavonis Mons caldera. Obviously our adversaries are going to be doing their damnedest to stop us from accomplishing either task.”
 
   He stopped to look at each of us… taking our measure in the way only a trained Drill Sergeant can. “This means we have three tasks to accomplish and limited resources with which to accomplish them.”
 
   Ensign Anderson raised his hand. I turned to look in his direction… curious as to what he might want to ask. Montgomery nodded for him to speak.
 
   “Excuse me Senior Drill. But we have two objectives… what is this third task?”
 
   I groaned on the inside. How had this recruit ever been picked to be the Ensign? I could live with the fact that he just didn’t seem to like me but that fact that he seemed to be as sharp as a month-old razor baffled my mind.
 
   The Senior Drill must have seen the astonishment in my gaze. Sergeant Cochran had managed to keep his eyes down but I knew he was as taken back by the Ensign’s question as I was.
 
   “Sergeant Stone,” Senior Drill Sergeant Montgomery said with an amused smile on his face, “would you care to enlighten our befuddled Ensign as to what three tasks need doing?”
 
   I was seriously tempted to answer ‘No’ but I knew that playing dumb was not one of my core competencies. Besides, I had little expectation that the Alpha’s Senior Drill would allow me to get away with it. I did what I could to help the Ensign save face.
 
   “Senior Drill, what I’m sure the Ensign is attempting to confirm is that you expect us to send contingents to each of the assault objects as well as retain a sniper team at our base camp in order to defend our AO from enemy infiltrators.”
 
   “Yessss,” the Senior Drill said with a knowing drawl. “I’m sure that’s what he meant. And yes you are absolutely correct. Why do you suppose, Sergeant, the Ensign would want to leave snipers behind? Surely snipers would be very useful in either of the assault teams.”
 
   “Well, Sergeant, if the Ensign is thinking the way I am, he would recognize that he could defend the high ground near our Area of Operations with fewer troops if he leaves behind a few good snipers. Numbers will likely be more valuable in the field than in defending our AO.”
 
   “So you believe this is what the Ensign is thinking?”
 
   “Well obviously Drill Sergeant I can’t speak for the Ensign but I’m sure he’s a smart man and this seems like a smart play… to me at least Drill Sergeant.
 
   Montgomery nodded. “It seems like a smart play to me too. Excellent idea Ensign Anderson. Who did you have in mind to lead the defense forces?”
 
   Anderson looked at me. I could see in his eyes that he was not amused by what had just happened. I couldn’t blame him. I had tried to smooth things over as best I could but there is only so much damage control you can do when a person insists on making a fool of themselves.
 
   “Sergeant… I mean, Drill Sergeant… Senior Drill Sergeant… I think…” Anderson began.
 
   “Hold it… don’t say another word,” Senior Drill Sergeant Montgomery said. He held his hand to his head as if he were holding an envelope in it. “You were thinking a sergeant should be left in charge… Am I right?”
 
   Anderson nodded.
 
   “Which Sergeant would that be?” Montgomery prompted. 
 
   Both Sergeant Cochran and I saw where this train-wreck was going and it was not a pretty sight. The saddest part was neither of us believed the Ensign would arrive at the correct solution on his own.
 
   Anderson seemed to realize he was in trouble but in the way of a field mouse seeing the hawk swoop in… he was powerless to do anything about it. “I think Sergeant Cochran would make an excellent choice.”
 
   “Interesting,” Senior Drill Sergeant Montgomery said. “We have two major offensive objectives and the leader your men most trust you would keep back here out of the conflict. Does that really make sense?”
 
   Ensign Anderson, realizing he had made a mistake, tried to recover. “But in this instance Sergeant Stone might be the better choice.”
 
   “That might be the case except we have already established that Sergeant Stone has particular infiltration skills that we will need at our secondary objective. No I’m afraid selecting one of the Sergeants would be out of the question,” Senior Drill Montgomery said with a theatrically exaggerated sigh.
 
   “You want ME to stay behind?”
 
   “And deprive our brave troops of your inspired leadership? Of course not! Sergeants can either of you suggest a possible course of action that might make better sense?”
 
   Sergeant Cochran looked at me and I nodded. Together we said two words.
 
   “Brevet Corporal”
 
   “Outstanding!” Montgomery cheered. “Would you care to explain the concept to the Ensign?”
 
   I clamped my lips shut. I wouldn’t give a piss for my chances of ever having a viable working relationship with the Ensign. I wasn’t about to do anything that might make it worse. Thankfully Sergeant Cochran stepped up to the plate.
 
   “A Brevet promotion is allowed under GCP promotion guideline GC94.001-c. It states that a member of any of the armed forces may be promoted on a temporary basis by a person of higher rank for the duration of a particular action. Said promotion does not become permanent; nor does it result in a change of pay; nor may it equal or exceed the rank of the promoting officer.”
 
   “It further goes on to specify,” Senior Drill Sergeant Montgomery continued, “that said promotion should be no higher than required for the action to be undertaken.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13: Boot Camp – North Spot…
 
   I was right about Ensign Anderson. He was not going to be a member of my fan club anytime soon. With that thought in mind, I was glad to be able to get out of his general vicinity as soon as I could.
 
   The Drill Sergeants from both Alpha and Beta platoons divided us up into three groups. As I predicted, the smallest of the groups was the one staying back at our base camp. I was glad to see Corporal Jesus Ramirez leading the Beta squad. He was a good man. Ensign Anderson gave the brevet promotion to Private Dimmit. Sergeant Cochran tried in vain to talk him into giving it to someone… anyone… else but the Ensign’s bruised and battered ego would have none of it. The cost of this fateful decision would haunt us for several days. 
 
   My team included JJ Hammond and Private Hansen. I had been worried that Ensign Highmark might detail Hansen for camp duty but we had been granted permission to take one sniper with us. Hansen was our man. 
 
   We got lucky with regard to our draw from the Alpha platoon. Sergeant Cochran had pissed Ensign Anderson off enough that the Ensign had been eager to assign the Sergeant to our team to get him out of his sight. I was glad to have the man with us. Our other Alpha team member was a gal named Judy Jansen. Apparently everybody called her JJ as well. We were going to have to work out how to differentiate her from Hammond.  
 
   She was not an especially good shot but she was small and could move fast. Even in Stark suits which should have equalized things out somewhat she was a good thirty percent faster than the rest of us at just about anything. One of her more interesting hobbies was pickpocketing people. She would always hand back what she had purloined from her victims… as she explained, the fun was in the taking not the keeping. Besides, the Marines didn’t take kindly to thieves. The very fact that she could pull the ammo clip out of your weapon during the course of a conversation and then hand it back to you a few minutes later… without you ever being aware that it had been taken, spoke volumes about her skills. That, combined with the fact that she was drop-dead gorgeous meant that she was in a word… dangerous. I would not be playing cards with her anytime soon. She would steal my heart and then my wallet… probably in that order.
 
   Tommy Cochran inched up to my position. We were on our bellies on the northwest side of Ascraeus Mons which us Martians always called the North Spot… the name was a holdover from the late twentieth century when Earth probes has first visited the planet. Dust storms covered this section of the planet and the only thing visible were three ‘spots’ lined up like ducks in a row. Ascraeus was the northern most ‘spot’.
 
    I reached out an armored glove and tapped the top of his helmet to get him to look where I was pointing with my other hand.
 
   “What’s our play AG?” Tommy said.
 
   “Well Sarge, I’m thinking to take advantage of some local knowledge our Delta/Echo friends might not be privy to.”
 
   “Knowledge is a powerful thing,” Tommy agreed with a grin that I could see through the faceplate of his Mark Two Stark. “So I see you pointing but I’ll be honest… I don’t see what you’re point at.”
 
   “Exactly,” I agreed. “There are a couple of lava tubes that open up on the northwest side of this rock. I’m pointing at one of the openings now. It’s absolutely flush with the surface so it can’t be seen unless you are right up on top of it.”
 
   “So you’re thinking of moving through those lava tubes?”
 
   “That will keep us off of their active scans,” I acknowledged.
 
   “Won’t they get suspicious when nobody shows up for the party?” 
 
   I nodded. Tommy had a point. The Delta/Echo camp had not been shy about using active scanners. Even with our camo net ruse we would be hard pressed to approach their camp. Apparently my reputation preceded me.
 
   “I was thinking Jay might be able to help.” Jay was the new nickname we gave Judy Jansen. It was shorter to say than JJ just as she was shorter in stature than Hammond. “We dress her in a camo net and have her sneak about this side of the Mons and plant a series of those remote pingers we packed.”
 
   “I think I know where you are going with this,” Cochran said to me. “We periodically flash those pingers like we are advancing on the hill and they think there is a force approaching.”
 
   “If we space them right we can even simulate movement. They will be so focused on an enemy that isn’t there, they’ll never be watching for the enemy crawling under them.”
 
   We called Jay over and explained what we wanted her to do. JJ offered to go with her to carry the twenty pingers we wanted planted. She snorted and said he just wanted to ogle her posterior. It should be noted that JJ did not deny the accusation. That said she headed out on her own. It was amazing to watch her work. She ran almost on all fours as she moved from point to point… freezing absolutely still every few seconds. The camo net hardy moved in the nearly non-existent Martian atmosphere that inhabited this altitude on Mars.
 
   In fifteen minutes she had all twenty pingers planted… several within five hundred yards of the summit. Her natural ability plus the Stark suit’s mechanical muscles and the relatively weak Martian gravity allowed her to cover nearly twelve kilometers in that time span. I seriously doubted I could have covered half that distance had I been the one attempting to plant our decoys.  In case I forgot to mention it, I was duly impressed. 
 
   “Good to go Boss,” Jay said to Sergeant Cochran as she made her way back to our position.
 
   I shook my head. Tommy saw me and grinned. “I seriously have no idea how she manages to move like that but I could watch her all day,” he said.
 
   “That’s because you’re a lecherous pervert with only one thing on your mind,” Jay said with a wink. It’s worth noting that Tommy did not contradict her, either.
 
   I moved the group towards the skylight entrance of the nearest lava tube. I opened a secure channel to the entire team. 
 
   “Jay, I want you to stay near the opening but under camo cover. You are probably the best at evading detection. Your job will be to use the pingers to confuse their sentries. If you need to move a few of them around to keep things interesting go ahead but remember you’ll be out here on your own. Your second responsibility will be to let us know if our friends from the Delta/Echo platoons decide to camp out and roast hotdogs or something near our skylight. If they do, we will make it a point to find a different egress should we need one.”
 
   “The plan is a simple one. We are going to follow the lava tubes. When my Suit’s AI tells me we are near the lip of the caldera we’ll exit one of the vents. Our objective will be to locate and count their sentries and, once we have done that, to take them out with sniper fire as fast as we can.” 
 
   I turned to Sergeant Cochran. “Tommy, I’d like you and Private Hansen to bring up the rear. I’ll take point with JJ right behind me. You two are the best shots in our little raiding party. If we run into opposition I may need you to pull our butts out of the fire.” 
 
   I could tell from her body posture, even while in a Stark suit, that Private Jansen was not happy with her assignment. I knew I could simply order her to do her job but a person, soldier or not, that believed in what they were doing was always going to be more effective. I turned back to face her directly.
 
   “Jay, you are in, by-far, the most difficult position. I’m asking you to draw the enemy’s attention and focus. I need you to be the biggest pain-in-the-ass you can be without getting taken out. Can you do that? Can you be a pain-in-the-ass for me?”
 
   At this point Sergeant Cochran was overcome by what I like to call ‘voluntary Tourette’s syndrome’. Unable to suppress himself, he felt it necessary to add his two cents to the conversation.
 
   “I can vouch for her AG. When it comes to being a pain-in-the-ass there are few people more gifted then our Judy Jansen… Just say’n.”
 
   Jay looked at both Sergeant Cochran and myself. She had a smirk on her face that I would learn over time meant trouble. Unfortunately I was just getting to known the lady and I had no idea what I was getting myself into.
 
   “I’m game,” she said. “But… and this is a big but… You,” she poked a finger at my suit’s chest plate, “owe me a drink and a steak on our first joint leave. Deal?”
 
   Who am I to say no to an offer like that? 
 
   ***
 
   Tommy and Hansen were a good two hundred meters behind me when I ran into my first obstacle in the tunnels formed by the lava tube we were traveling through. The roof had caved in. The resulting pile of rubble was too close to the ceiling to crawl over. We would need to move the fallen rock… which did not leave me with a warm and fuzzy feeling given the risk of a secondary collapse… or come up with something else to get around this bottleneck. 
 
   I waved the two men in the rear forward to join JJ and me. We needed to have a discussion about the best way to proceed. I had learned that there were times when you led by executive fiat, and there were other times when a consensus approach made better sense.
 
   “Looks like you found yourself a big pile of rocks,” Sergeant Cochran said as he and Hansen approached our position.
 
   “Yeah,” I nodded. “The question is ‘what do we do about it?’”
 
   “I vote we NOT move them,” JJ commented dryly while looking at the ceiling.
 
   “The risk of starting another cave-in would be too great,” I agreed while trying to shine my helmet light into the hole in the ceiling where the roof had collapsed.
 
   “It almost seems like another lava tube formed,” Tommy said. “I wonder if we can just jump up there and follow it to a vent near the caldera.”
 
   “Anybody got a different idea or should we go with what Sergeant Cochran is suggesting?”
 
   There were no better ideas so I instructed the AI in my Stark suit to increase the strength in my legs by 300% and jumped the two meters to the hole in the ceiling. Unfortunately the second lava tube was considerably shorter. The result was I hit my helmet against the ceiling of the second tunnel. My visor cracked and I started to hear a sound no one in a near vacuum environment wants to hear… the sound of air escaping.  
 
   I quickly pulled a tube of construction nanites from a forward pouch on the Stark suit and squeezed a small amount of the metallic gel on the crack in my visor. My suit’s AI immediately took control of the nanites and instructed them to mechanically fuse the shattered sapphire glass that formed my visor. In a few seconds the hissing stopped. I checked my air reserves. I was lucky. The mishap had cost me less than a tenth of a percent of my air. It could have been much worse.
 
   “Be careful on the jump up,” I signaled the others. “The roof is a bit low up here and I had to patch my visor when I hit the ceiling.”
 
   “You OK big guy?” JJ asked.
 
   “Sorry JJ, no field expediency promotion for you yet,” I answered.
 
   “Bollocks”
 
   The next few kilometers were uneventful. The ceiling got quite low at times and at other times we had plenty of headroom. At several points the ceiling gave way to open sky. I had Hansen pop up several times and share his 360 video feed with the rest of the team. The last time, we stopped to take an extended look at the recordings he captured. We were closer to the caldera then my AI had led me to believe. There were several reasons why this might happen. Bad initial data or a change in the environment since the data was collected.
 
   A caldera is formed when the magma chamber associated with a volcanic dome collapses forming a bowl of sorts. The edges of the caldera are made of fractured and stressed stone. Over time these edges will give way and the sides of the caldera will slide down into the bowl. On Mars this process is slower for a number of reasons. First, the surface gravity is much lower so there is not as much potential energy to initiate a slide.  Second, the atmosphere is much thinner so the effects of weathering are greatly diminished. The one area where Martian conditions are more extreme than their Terrain equivalents is in the size of thermal swings. Because the atmosphere is so thin, the surface temperature of Mars is primarily a function of solar heating and infrared cooling. Without a thick atmosphere to act as a thermal blanket, the temperature extremes are greater and take place quicker. 
 
   I suspected a thermally induced fracturing of the rock around the lip of the caldera had caused some of the rim to break free and slide down the slope. I had no idea how old the survey data was that my AI was using. I made a mental note to myself to update it from direct GCP Puller orbital observations as soon as I could.  This would not be a mistake I would make again. 
 
   “Ok, it looks like we have spelunked about as far as we are going to be able to,” I announced to the group. “If we venture too much closer towards the caldera there is a real possibility that we are going to be involved in a rock slide. I’m prefer not to be underground if that happens.”
 
   We made our way carefully to the surface. I checked in on Jay. She was having a great time running the defenders in circles. She had even gone so far as to setup a fake duck-blind site with camo netting and discarded candy wrappers. 
 
   She set a pinger off several hundred yards behind the blind a couple of times to get their attention and to draw a sentry to where the blind could be discovered. The result was a single Stark-clad investigator came forward and found the duck-blind. Apparently he radioed back to his buddies because a few minutes later three more recruits joined him and they rapidly searched the area in vain for opposition forces that weren’t there.
 
   Apparently the loyal opposition was guarding their AO with only six troops. We knew this because Ensign Highmark had just sent a headcount based on the number of troops they were seeing in the other locations. The count was confirmed by what we were seeing. 
 
   By drawing off four of the locals, Jay had made our job that much easier. With six men to watch the perimeter from high points on the lip of the caldera surrounding their camp the Delta/Echoes had complete coverage of any conceivable approach to their little piece of Mars. That said, pulling men off their posts in order to investigate a mysterious duck-blind meant that holes were opened up in their defenses. Automated active sensor sweeps could help mitigate those holes but nothing worked as well as good old-fashioned Mark One Human Eyeballs.
 
   To augment their somewhat depleted defenses, the remaining Delta/Echoes launched a series of three hover drones which circled the area looking for things like… well… us. Obviously it was not in my best interest to have them in the air like that, so I signaled Hansen and pointed to the three drones. “When I give the word, you take those three out as fast as you can.”
 
   Next I turned to JJ and Sergeant Cochran. “The guys flying those drones are at my two o’clock and my six o’clock. Draw a bead on them and let me know when you think you can take them down. I want all three drones and the two controllers taken down as close to simultaneously as possible. We good?” 
 
   Cochran and Hammond both gave me a thumbs up. Sadly no plan ever survives contact with the enemy and today would be no different.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14: Boot Camp – Stone Cold on the North Spot…
 
   “Go!” I yelled. Instantly Hansen started taking out the drones. They were programmed to react just like our Stark suits in that once they were hit they froze mechanically. In the case of a floating surveillance drone, this meant they fell like rocks. Their internal navigation computers were smart enough to keep them from hitting the ground… instead they soft-landed. He hit the first two in a smooth series of rapid fire bursts. The third and final drone was nailed just a few seconds later. The man was an impressive shot.
 
   At the same time Hansen started taking out the drones, the rest of us tried taking down the two remaining camp sentries that were not chasing Jay’s phantasms. JJ missed his shot and needed to try three more times to nail the bugger. Unfortunately he was firing back at our position. Sergeant Cochran tagged his guy on the first go but fell victim to the return fire from JJ’s screw-up.
 
   I had stayed back and to the left a few feet under my camo net watching for any surprises that might pop up. My father had always taught me that a problem anticipated was a problem avoided. Turned out that was good advice more times than not.
 
   Apparently we were not the only team to use the camo net trick. Suddenly JJ and Private Hansen were tagged by three separate rifles from different directions. Both their Stark suits locked up in mid stride and they toppled over… JJ had one foot held high in the air by the rigidity of his Combat Armor. I learned later that the enemy had gotten creative with their own pingers in order to fool our efforts to head count. Three of the attackers Ensign Highmark’s team had identified were in fact bogus.
 
   I stayed absolutely still. The shots had come from three directions. I was outnumbered and effectively alone. I knew that Jay would see the status for JJ and Tommy change to KIA on her HUD. What she would do about it was anybody’s guess. I didn’t want to signal her directly because even encrypted the enemy would be able to pinpoint me from my radio transmission. Normally this was not a concern because of the difficulty in triangulating and because our comms used short duration microbursts. The problem was I was too close to targets they had already identified and eliminated. If I was their NCO I would have every passive radio scanner in camp aimed at our position. In short, if I tried to use my radio they would be on me like ticks on a dog.
 
   My best strategy would be to wait and see if they would come to me and bunch up enough for me to attempt to take them out at once. It was a good plan. It could have worked… in fact it almost did. Close, unfortunately, only really counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.
 
   After about twenty minutes I began to see some movement. It was about time. Did you ever try to stay absolutely still for an extended period of time? Everything starts to itch… and the more you try not to think about it… the worse it gets. I have a big toe on my left foot that I swear before all that is holy in this universe I will cut off and throw into the fires of perdition! It started itching five minutes into my vigil and persisted to get worse with every passing second.
 
   The enemy was wary but eventually two men started to make their way forward. I thought about trying to take them out quickly and hoping for the best with the third.
 
   Too risky I thought. I decided to wait. I told my suit to shut off its thermal heaters. The sun was well up in the sky now and in case they got the bright idea to adjust their thermal scanners to compensate for the camo net I didn’t want to make things easier for them than necessary.
 
   My patience was finally rewarded as two things happened almost at once. The two that were approaching my down and out comrades had finally moved close enough together it was reasonable to try to take them out once I got a clean line of sight. Second, the third defender finally began to move and I got a fix on his position. He was about to pass behind a rock that would shield me from his view. As he moved by it I took my shot at the other two. 
 
   “Phew Phew,” I said as I fired at them. Understand, in the near vacuum of Mars at this altitude, there is no noise when you fire your weapon… therefore the consummate soldier has to add their own sound-effects. 
 
   My targets fell over as my shots hit each of them square in the chest. Unfortunately the third soldier had decided to jog down to his buddies right as I was firing. He caught sight of my position and immediately began to fire in my general direction. I would never have been able to swing my rifle around to take out this third guy before he nailed me. I did the only thing I could. I told my suit to jump and then freeze in place. 
 
   As expected my locked up suit began a slow tumble down the slope. It must have been quite a sight. Eventually I stopped rolling and was propped up at a thirty degree angle against a rock. With any luck the third defender would assume he managed to hit me and come to investigate his ‘kill’.
 
                 I didn’t have to wait long… it was a good thing too because that big toe was still bucking for a tour of hell. My field of view was somewhat restricted by the odd angle in which I was lying but my final nemesis came walking right up to me and rapped his gauntleted hand on my visor… it was nice of him to stop by to say hello. It gave me a chance to see the look in his eyes as I unfroze my suit and fired at his chest from point blank range.
 
   ***
 
   Jay and I setup the ‘captured flag’ beacon near the center of the enemy’s camp. We dragged JJ, Hansen and Sergeant Cochran over to the beacon and stood them up as best we could… JJ was in an awkward position and we had to use one of the fallen Delta/Echo defenders laid flat on his back to place under JJ’s raised foot to stabilize my friend. All three of our ‘fallen” comrades now stood facing outward around our Alpha/Beta conquest flag. It reminded me a little of Stonehenge in England… I’m sure JJ, who was English, would appreciate the gesture.
 
   Jay and I spent some time going through the enemy’s B-TOC. People really should change their default passwords. I took photographs of their encryption codes and using the data stick that JJ had shown me earlier, I left a few of JJ’s surprises in their computer files. I wasn’t sure how I would use the ability to piggyback a message off their transmitters but you never knew what could or would become useful in war.
 
   It turned out we were the first team to capture a target… but not the only team. Our home AO was the next to fall. Corporal Dimmit tried to go on an ill-advised scouting expedition to discover where the enemy forces were located.  He found them and then very carelessly led them back to camp. Rather than deploy his forces on highpoints facing outward… he kept them in camp where they could play cards in the pressurized B-TOC.  Whoever lost the last hand had to walk the tight parameter of the base camp itself. It was a pointless task and a complete waste of time... but these types of details were of little concern to the brevet corporal.
 
   On one of his walk arounds he decided to stray a little further… just to stretch his legs. He wasn’t really looking for the enemy. Why would they be foolish enough to attack a defended camp? And so apparently he never saw his opponents as he walked right by them.
 
    The enemy simply followed him back to the camp. They were wearing camo netting just like we were. Since I had already changed all the default passwords… pissing Ensign Anderson off in the process… the enemy could not get into the B-TOC without cutting the Kevlar fabric that made up its skin. Unfortunately for our team that is exactly what they did.
 
   Had our troops been in their Stark suits this would have been no more serious than having some nanites repair the B-TOC. Sadly, Brevet Corporal Dimmit went ahead and ordered his men out of their Starks… as the card game would be more fun without the suits in the way.
 
   The word was, only one of the soldiers from Alpha had managed to get his helmet on. That bought him a few more seconds of agony as the blood in his veins boiled. The Beta troops had removed only their helmets and gauntlets. As the air exploded out of the B-TOC they were in much better shape. Unfortunately it took them precious minutes to help the three Alphas, including Dimmit, that were overcome but the sudden loss of atmosphere. 
 
   Eventually everyone was in a sealed Stark suit and pumped full of medical nanites. The commander of the Delta/Echo force, a Sergeant Paglio, probably saved everyone’s life. He immediately called for an emergency medical evac. The Puller had a medical team on site within ten minutes.  
 
   Sixty seconds after the Puller’s shuttle landed, the Drill Sergeants came running up the slope. They had Mark Three Stark suits that were much faster than a Mark Two.  All of this I heard second hand from people who were on site.
 
   In the hours and days that followed, Recruit Dimmit was drummed out of boot camp and barred from further military service. Ensign Anderson, who had given Dimmit the brevet promotion against the advice of his senior NCO received a note of reprimand in his permanent service jacket. 
 
   The entire exercise was placed on hold and we were returned to our camps in the Valles Marineris while the Drill Sergeants underwent a mandatory safety review. None of us was foolish enough to believe that this safety review would improve the general disposition of the Drill Sergeants. 
 
   The only instructions Ensign Highmark and I received was an order to keep the recruits busy and to stay out of trouble. We took this to mean, keep up our physical training schedule and online class work. With Ensign Highmark’s approval I organized a rotating sentry.
 
   It was during one of these sentry duty cycles that JJ and I got to talking. I would learn later in life that this type of activity often leads to trouble but I was young and still foolish.
 
   “You know what we haven’t done?” JJ asked as we moved to our sentry positions.
 
   “The list of things we haven’t done… shouldn’t do… and will probably never do is extensive,” I answered as I saluted the guard I was replacing.
 
   “I’m not talking about that lassy Jay from Alpha… I’m talking about something you, I and Gretchen were talking about just the other day.”
 
   I remembered the conversation. I’d had a thought that we might find some debris from Elon City or the surrounding area in one of the gullies that made up the Valles Marineris. Orbital scans had indeed located a likely candidate only about fifteen klicks from our camp. In a Stark suit that was less than a hop-skip-and-jump away. 
 
   “What do ya say we grab the Ensign and check it out after our rotation?” JJ asked.
 
   “Sounds like a plan,” I answered. I had no idea what we would find or why I would want to visit a site that would undoubtedly give me nightmares for days to come… all I knew was that scattered in and amongst the dust of this barren and stripped clean planet were the remains of my sister and parents. I didn’t want to visit this debris field to pillage and plunder… I just wanted a small token, a cup, a teddy bear, a book… anything that existed and was buried at the same time my family was. It sounded morbid even to me but it was where my mind was. I didn’t think I would know peace until I was able to do this.
 
   When our guard shift was done we approached Ensign Highmark. Gretchen for her part was game for what we were planning. She knew it was important to me and she knew that there would be few if any other opportunities to visit this site. 
 
   The trip to the gully we had identified as a likely target took less than ten minutes at a full Stark suit run. Each of us carried Mark One Instant Latrine kits on our backs… to the uninitiated these were called shovels.
 
   I also carried a thumper. Thumpers operated by slapping the ground with a hard metal plate and listening for the echoes. By moving the plate from location to location you could build up a reasonable picture of the features under a seemingly solid surface. It took about twenty minutes but eventually we had enough data for my suit’s limited AI to construct a map of the subterranean features.
 
   As expected the area was mostly rock. There were several sand-filled fissures but nothing of interest to us. I checked the map we had gotten from the GCP Puller. It was hard to determine exactly where we were. Mar’s wasn’t like Earth with hundreds of GPS satellites in orbit and to help you determine your exact location to within a few inches.
 
   I shifted us a few hundred meters and fired up my thumper again. I was about midway through the process when I began to get back data that seemed different. I continued to work my thumping grid. When at last I had the data my AI needed, it generated the map I needed.
 
   Buried under several feet of dirt were the answers, or at very least the comfort, that I had be seeking for the better part of ten years. I placed the tip of my trenching tool into the dirt and pushed.
 
   The dirt came up easily. Too easily in fact. As fast as I could dig the sand away, new sand would flow in. After several minutes it was obvious I wasn’t going to get anywhere with the shovel. I began to look around to see if there were any other options. I wasn’t seeing any and I was about to give up when JJ made a startling suggestion. I was in shock. Not just because JJ had made a suggestion but because it was actually a good one.
 
   Our Stark suits were fitted with thrusters in the feet. They could be used to fly for very short distances. They were rarely used because they sucked a power pack dry in just a few minutes. JJ’s suggestion was that he and I hold Gretchen by the arms and she fire up her thrusters on a minimal setting. It would be like holding a leaf blower to the sand.
 
   It took a few tries to get the settings right. We ended up having to have the Ensign freeze her suit so we could hold and aim her more easily. Soon enough we were making quick progress. Even on the lowest settings we were only getting about five minutes out of a power pack. When Gretchen’s first pack ran down we switched it out for my reserve pack. When that was gone we did the same with JJ’s. Fortunately fifteen minutes was all we needed to get down the five feet to the top of whatever was buried under the sand.
 
   At first it seemed to be a large metal panel. I was disappointed because we had uncovered a good four feet of the panel and it was showing no signs ending. It would be too big to take back with us. I was about to suggest we stop and get fresh power packs so we could try another area nearby when we ran across the last thing I expected to see… a cargo latch. We hadn’t found a metal panel… we had found the sealed rear door of an intact cargo container… the type used to carry items up and down the space elevator that used to be located on Olympus Mons.
 
   JJ broke the lock with a simple twist of one of his Stark suit’s powerful gauntlets. When the door was finally wrestled open none of us knew what to expect... but an X-34 LandSpeeder in mint condition was not high on the list.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15: Boot Camp – Blank Checks…
 
   “Bugger,” JJ groaned in mock agony. “How in bloody hell are you going to fit that in your back pocket?”
 
   “Maybe they have some of those fluffy dice hanging off of the rear viewscreen,” Ensign Highmark offered.
 
   I was absolutely silent. Understand my thinking process here. In all of Mars, there were perhaps only a dozen of these vehicles. When you tapped your wrist link and asked it to look up luxury item… this is what it showed you.
 
   LandSpeeders used the same type of hyperfield repulsers our shuttles had, to hover above the surface of the planet and ducted turbo fans to guide the craft forward. They were big enough to have their own liquid thorium reactors and so they could run for years without a refuel… and thorium was even more abundant on Mars than it was on Earth. 
 
   When that first person who ever saw a car and uttered the word “Sweet!” was speaking… their words were but foretaste of what was to come… in the form of the X-34 LandSpeeder. If the essence of beauty could be encapsulated in physical form… this is what it would look like. My uncle, Luke Hamill, had gotten one of the X-33s the year before Mars was destroyed. I remember riding in it. This was perfect. I thanked the Beloved Creator for this gift.
 
   After a few moments I realized the others were speaking. I shook my head to clear it.
 
   “AG, are you going to be alright?” Gretchen asked in a concerned voice. 
 
   In response I turned and hugged her. The experience was not nearly as nice as it would have been had we not been wearing Stark suits… but hey… I was in the moment!
 
   “My Uncle Luke had several of these over the years. He loved them and I have to admit I did to. Help me get it up.”
 
   “WHAT?” JJ and Gretchen gasped as one.
 
   The shipping container was at an eighty-five degree angle. We would be lifting the car almost straight up in order to get it out. It would have been an impossible task for three individuals except for two factors. First, we were on Mars and second we were all wearing Mark Two Stark suits. I explained this simple fact to my compatriots and pretty soon we were trying to figure out how to get into the shipping container in order to get the LandSpeeder out.
 
   It had been packed with that self-expanding shipping foam that can be a royal pain in the ass to get off without the right tools. Fortunately because we had opened the container correctly, albeit, in the wrong orientation, we could see a silver packet with a blaze-orange tag on it. The packet contained specially programmed nanites that were designed to tear apart the packing foam into plain old carbon dioxide and hydrogen.
 
   The biggest problem came about because the shipping container was at an odd angle. Once the foam was digested by the nanites the car would fall against the side of the container. In this case, the car would be resting on its passenger side. It wouldn’t hurt the car terribly but given what it had already been through, it seemed a shame to scratch the paint needlessly.
 
   I solved the problem by digging my hand as deeply into the foam as I could before having the Ensign release the nanites.   As the foam broke down into its component gasses I held the LandSpeeder up off the wall. A few minutes later, Gretchen, who was the smallest of us, shimmied down the side of the car. As she pushed from behind, JJ and I pulled from above. In no time we had the car out of the container and on the ground. 
 
   I reached into the glove box and removed the owner’s manual tablet.  It was technically stealing but I viewed our efforts as a salvage operation and besides, if the real owner ever showed up I doubted he or she would mind that I took the tablet with its iconic LandSpeeder logo. I put the small device in my pocket. 
 
   I turned to Ensign Highmark and JJ. There were tears in my eyes that were frustrating me because in a Stark suit there was no way to wipe them away.
 
   “I can’t thank you guys enough for helping me unbury my past. When we get back to the BTOC we need to place a call to the Martian authorities and let them know what we found. That car belongs in a holocaust museum.”
 
   JJ had been doing a slow circle of the X-34 while I was speaking. He stopped when he had gotten to the rear of the vehicle.
 
   “AG, lad. What did ya say your uncle’s name was?”
 
   “Hamill,” I answered.
 
   “And his first name?”
 
   “Luke… why?”
 
   “Bollocks,” JJ mumbled.
 
   I walked around to the rear of the LandSpeeder and looked to where he was pointing. There on the back of the car was a custom license plate. “Luke IV”
 
   ***
 
   When we got back to camp all of us were running low on juice in our Stark suits. In fairness, we probably ran things closer to the line than we should have but somehow I could not bring myself to regret anything that we had done. I had my memento and it had far more meaning for me than I could have ever expected.
 
   Rather than just plugging our Starks into their umbilicals, we elected to swap out our battery packs with fresh ones. This was just good practice because if we got the call to deploy it would stink to high heaven if we had to take the time to swap out partially recharged power packs. 
 
   It turned out to be a good move on our parts because less than an hour after we had returned to base Gretchen got a call from Senior Drill Sergeant Harris. He wanted to see Gretchen and me immediately at the Instructor’s B-TOC. We had ten minutes to hoof it there and we were not to be late.
 
   ***
 
   “Whenever a soldier raises his or her right hand and takes the oath of service, he or she is writing a blank check,” Senior Drill Sergeant Harris said. “The value of that blank check is up to and including the life of the person taking the oath. Our jobs as leaders within the corps is to not waste those checks needlessly.”
 
   There were about a dozen of us in the room. Ensign Highmark and I were from Beta platoon. Sergeant Cochran was the lone representative of Alpha. The others included the Ensign and Sergeants from both Delta and Echo. There were also an equal number of Drill Sergeants from each of the platoons. This was easily the biggest assembly of Drills I had seen since starting Boot Camp. I’ve got to say it engendered a certain degree of sphincter tightening that was uncomfortable.
 
   Harris continued his lecture. “Aside from the Drill Sergeants present, no one in this room is being held responsible for what happened. With one exception, all the recruits that were injured are being recycled into the next available recruit class once their injuries are fully addressed. Mr. Dimmit will not be allowed to return. In addition, acting Ensign Anderson has been reduced to private and is also being recycled.”
 
   Harris shook his head in frustration. “What I’m about to say is off script and not to be repeated. Am I clear on that?”
 
   “YES SENIOR DRILL!” We all barked.
 
   He looked up. I think this was the first time he noticed we were all still at attention. “At ease recruits… at ease.” 
 
   He took another deep breath. “I want to address the elephant in the room. Why was a man as supremely unfit for command allowed to hold it? I’m not talking about Mr. Dimmit. He was the inevitable victim of incompetence. No, I am referring to Alpha’s former acting Ensign. Mister Anderson is the result of unfortunate genetics… in other words, he is related by blood to a person of extreme influence within the Galactic Coalition. Such circumstances are a reality of life and each of you will need to learn to deal with them.” 
 
   He paused to look at each of us. The other Drill Sergeants shuffled about uncomfortably. Clearly Senior Drill Sergeant Harris was well and truly off script by quite a distance at this point.
 
   “The universe is not always a fair place,” He continued. “Had any of the rest of you been guilty of risking the life of a recruit like then acting Ensign Anderson had by putting Dimmit in charge you would have been drummed out. Period. No questions asked.” 
 
   At this point he turned to look directly at Gretchen and myself. We instinctively came back to attention.
 
   “You two seem to be something special. Despite receiving an order to remove their Stark suits, your team members had the good sense to keep most of their protective gear on. It is our belief that their good sense is a reflection of the leadership you two have shown. A note to that effect has been placed in both your service jackets.”
 
   He turned to single me out. “While an Ensign, you foolishly risked a life… your own. You did it to save the life of another. Although that individual has left the service, he was able to do so on his own two feet due in large part to your actions that day. It’s said that ‘no greater love has any man but that he should be willing to lay down his life for another.’ The only check you risked was your own. You received an administrative punishment for ignoring an order… mine. That said, I’m damn proud of you son.”
 
   Sergeant Harris walked down the line a few feet. Gretchen and I went back to parade rest. I wasn’t sure what I was more fearful of… the Senior Drill chewing me out or the Senior Drill complimenting me.
 
   Harris stopped in front of Acting Sergeant Cochran. “Sergeant, what is your assessment of Sergeant Stone?”
 
   “Senior Drill, he is an exemplary leader and I would follow him anywhere.”
 
   Senior Drill Sergeant Harris turned to face the other Drills. “Any concerns?” They all shook their heads.
 
   “ATTENTION TO ARMS!”
 
   Immediately all of us came to full attention.
 
   “Effective immediately, Acting Sergeant Anthony Grant Stone is promoted to Acting Ensign. Ensign Stone you will pack your gear and head over to your new command, Alpha Platoon.”
 
   ***
 
   My first order of business when I got to Alpha Platoon’s B-TOC was to meet with my troops. Fortunately I had worked with several of them earlier in the week. My corporal was a stocky muscular gal named Nella Banks. According to Sergeant Cochran she was competent enough.  She had a bit of a tendency to hit hard and fast… and then ask questions later but that type of behavior could be useful in a Marine if properly channeled.
 
   “I know most of you were not expecting a new Ensign to show up today… and certainly not an outsider. I know that I was certainly not expecting to be standing here today. Consider this a preview of life as a Marine. We are subject to the whims of those senior to us at all times. I have one goal and one goal alone… it is the same goal that each of you should have. Everything I say… everything I do will be predicated on obtaining that one goal. That goal is to make sure that I become the best Marine that I can become.”
 
   I walked the line of recruits that Sergeant Cochran had called to attention when we walked into the B660 that was serving as our billet.  
 
   “If you remember nothing else I ever say… remember this… A Marine never stands alone. Marines stand on the shoulders of every Marine that ever came before him or her. Marines stand on the shoulders of their comrades. Sometimes they are reaching up to obtain a goal too high for any one Marine to reach on their own… sometimes they are reaching down to pull their fellow Marine up. I expect all of you to do the same.”
 
   I paused to look them all in the eye. “A wise leader often listens first and makes changes later. Unfortunately we don’t have time to be as wise as I would like. In less than a month we will be graduating Boot Camp and moving on into our Advanced Individual Training. If Sergeant Cochran or Corporal Banks informs me of a situation that needs addressing… we will address it immediately. I the meantime we are going to get to know each other with a nice fifty kilometer run.”
 
   As anticipated, the statement about the run generated a number of groans. Such protestations were expected of recruits and all of us knew it. In fairness, a 50K run in a Stark suit was nothing other than a chance for a group of people to talk. The suits did all of the work for us and our tender bits had long ago stopped chaffing during long periods in the suits.
 
   I knew from my conversations with my new Senior Drill Sergeant, a Master Sergeant named Morris, that we had the balance of the day to get to know one another. Tomorrow we would begin a new round of training exercises.
 
   ***
 
   At 0’Dark Thirty my commlink started buzzing. It was 3AM. I was up and in my Stark suit before my brain had finished rebooting. One of the nice things about the Starks that we were using on Mars as opposed to the ones we had at New Parris Island, was these ones were kitted out with four sippers. Sippers were tubes you could reach with your mouth while wearing the helmet. One was always water. One was some type of protein goop. One was a high-energy carbohydrate drink and one was… fully caffeinated coffee. 
 
   It was this last that I was sucking on like a newborn babe as I exited the B-TOC and headed to the Drill Sergeants B-TOC at a run. Don’t get me wrong… as coffee went… it was horrible. Black tar dissolved in rubbing alcohol might have been preferable… but it was hot and caffeinated and that is what counted.
 
   Sergeant Cochran was only a few steps behind me. I was glad we had gone lights out at 10PM. Corporal Banks was rousting the troops as we headed over to get our exercise briefing from the Drills.
 
   We were not the first there but we were not the last either. Gretchen and her new Sergeant, JJ Hammond had beaten us by less than twenty seconds. It was a point of pride to see who could get to the Drill’s B-TOC first after a call went out.
 
   Drills Harris and Morris looked like they were completely fresh. I wondered how they managed to do it but I suspected it was a combination of more experience and possibly better coffee… scratch that… I’m sure they had better coffee. No one would hand an experienced Marine with access to live weapons the type of coffee they fed us.
 
   “Welcome Darl’ns,” Senior Drill Sergeant Morris chuckled. “Are ya ready to play a little game of ‘Top of the Rock’?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16: Boot Camp – Top of the Rock …
 
   ‘Top of the Rock’ was simple in concept. Your opponent held the top of the hill and you tried your best to knock them off the ‘top of the rock’.  Of course nothing was ever that simple. The guys on the top of the rock had all the weapons and ammo they needed. This included the crew-served M4000 smart machine gun and enough mortars to level a small city.
 
   Delta/Echo currently owned the rock. Our job was to take it from them. To accomplish this we were given an unlimited supply of pointers and power packs, as well as, a single railgun capable of tossing twenty kilogram KEWs almost nine hundred kilometers. The KEWs would be simulated but recruits within fifteen kilometers of the calculated impact point would find their Stark suit disabled. It was the one weapon which could, in and of itself, virtually guarantee victory. Did I mention that nothing was ever that simple?
 
   We were given the railgun… but not the transportation assets to get it from its current location in Valles Marineris near Candor Chasma to Arsia Mons, the southern-most dead volcano in the Tharsis Montes chain. It was not big but it would take a team of eight to disassemble it and carry it to where we could use it.
 
   Mission parameters stated we had forty-eight hours to accomplish our goal. No matter how we worked the numbers, we could not figure out a way to get our railgun to where we needed it in time to do us any good.
 
   “I’m stumped,” I admitted to our planning group. Gretchen and the newly promoted Sergeant JJ Hammond had joined Sergeant Cochran and me in the Alpha’s B-TOC. Because I had held the rank of Ensign first, Gretchen offered and agreed to let me take overall command of the operation. That is not to say I didn’t occasionally have trouble working with her. Her very presence was a distraction… in a very pleasant way.
 
   Gretchen got up and stretched. Did I mention she was a fine looking recruit? I shook my head. I was mentally worn out. The last thing I needed was to be distracted by my hormones. Gretchen fetched the pot of coffee and brought it back to our ops planning table. She poured herself a fresh cup and then offered to fill others. I gladly accepted.
 
   JJ took that moment to speak up. “The rules for this little dust up say we can use anything we can find around camp… correct?”
 
   “Correct,” I agreed. “But we have done a physical inventory of the camp. Unless you are seeing something I’m not… there are no transportation assets here besides two platoons worth of Mark One feet. The only weapons are our pointers and a few dozen M78 Claymores.”
 
   JJ shook his head. “We can use anything we can find around camp… did anybody define what was meant by ‘around camp’?”
 
   Tommy Cochran took a sip of coffee. “The meaning seems pretty clear to me,” he said.
 
   Gretchen started to laugh. I must have been really tired because I didn’t pick up on what was funny. I was about to say something when what they were thinking finally worked its way into my single functioning neuron. The X-34. I started to laugh as well. Poor Sergeant Tommy Cochran must have thought we were all suffering from oxygen deprivation. After a few minutes of gut-busting laughter I broke down and told him about my dead uncle’s LandSpeeder parked not fifteen kilometers from Camp Beta.
 
   It would still take two trips but all of a sudden we had a way of getting our big gun to where we needed it! The enemy wouldn’t know what hit them!
 
   ***
 
   The trip was longer and harder than any of us anticipated. As best we could tell it was a thirty six hour hike to get our troops into position. Given that we only had forty two hours left to accomplish our mission that left us with a very narrow window for engagement. Of course our enemy could do the math as well. We were counting on it. What they didn’t know was that the LandSpeeder effectively changed the math. Not only could we transport the railgun to the top of an adjacent volcano, but we could also transport troops. It would take us a total of eight round trips… even using cargo nets tied to the LandSpeeder for ten recruits to hold on to. 
 
   Still, we had our main weapon and personnel in place within twelve hours.  My biggest concern was not whether or not we would win. That was never a question in my mind. No my biggest worry was how would the Drill Sergeants react? I shared this thought with Sergeant Cochran and Corporal Banks.
 
   “You know we are supposed to loss this round,” I said as we did a final inspection in preparation for our assault.
 
   “How so, Sir?” Tommy asked.
 
   “Think about it. We are given a weapon that can clearly win this fight but no means to get it to a place where we can use it. If we attempt to haul it physically to where we need it… we run out of time. On the other hand, if we forgo the railgun and just attack the hill directly we are wiped out by the enemy’s better armaments and superior position. It’s a no-win scenario. The Drills know this. So that begs the question…”
 
   “What are they really after,” Sergeant Cochran finished by way of agreement.
 
   Corporal Banks just shook her head. “If you ask me… and I note you didn’t… ya’all are over think’n this. We go in. We kick ass. We get out. It’s that simple.”
 
   I smiled despite myself. “I suppose we will find out soon enough. Do we have all our spotters in place?”
 
   “Affirmative that,” Sergeant Cochran said.
 
   I told my suit’s AI to open a channel to Ensign Highmark. “Gretchen, this is AG. Is Beta in position?”
 
   “That we are. You were right. With over twenty four hours left in the exercise they barely have patrols out. By their way of thinking we won’t be here for at least another twelve hours. I can’t wait to see them crap themselves.”
 
   “Very good. Then let us ‘Cry havoc and let slip the dogs of war!’” I said quoting Shakespeare with a grin. It was time to have some fun and ruin somebody’s day!
 
   ***
 
   The first several times we shot our railgun we had our range wrong. The AI built into our railgun analyzed the impact points and determined that variations in atmospheric density and movements, tenuous though they were on Mars, where causing our KEWs to drift northwest by 0.03 percent. Given that the line-on-sight distance between us and our target was just under four hundred and fifty kilometers, this made the flight path of our little surprise packages closer to six hundred kilometers with the rise and fall of the travel arc figured in.  This introduced an eighteen kilometer variance between where we were aiming and where we were hitting. The AI made the necessary adjustments.
 
   KEWs fired from ground-based guns like our railgun exit the barrel of the linear accelerator at about nine thousand kilometers per hour. On Earth this is roughly Mach 7. On Mars, especially at the elevation and atmospheric temperatures on Tharsis Montes, it was closer to Mach ten or eleven.
 
   It’s worth noting… sounds on Mars act very differently than on Earth. Every elementary student on Mars learns that the distance between molecules of air are about a hundred and twenty times greater on Mars than on Earth. This means two things to the average Marine wannabe conducting an assault on an opponent who is in a superior position and who has better weapons. 
 
   First, sounds travel much slower. Second sounds don’t travel nearly as far. The best scream a soldier might muster on Mars might travel at best about sixteen meters. On earth the same sound would travel twelve hundred meters!
 
   Our incoming KEWs would be easy to hear had we been in a thick Earth-like atmosphere… but we were not. Even as our ranging shots were landing within a few kilometers of the enemy camp, they remained blissfully unware of their impending virtual doom.
 
   For training purposes our railgun fired twenty kilogram dummy rounds. Now a Kinetic Energy Weapon is essentially a big rock. They are pretty dumb to begin with. In one of the great ironies that seem to crop up in the armed services on a regular basis, to make a dummy KEW… you actually have to make it smart. 
 
   In our case, the KEWs were actually smart missiles that used hyperfield momentum attenuators to shunt their kinetic energy into n-dimensional space. I’m a smart guy but I didn’t even begin to understand the physics behind what was going on. The long and the short of it was that when our KEWs actually arrived on target they soft landed and transmitted impact coordinates that our training AIs would use to selectively disable everyone in the predetermined casualty zone.
 
   I had hoped to catch the majority of the Delta/Echoes asleep in their bunks when the first dummy KEWs landed in their camp. They were certainly close enough. If one of the dummy missiles even soft-landed on top of a B660, it was part the Delta/Echo B-TOC.
 
    Alas, despite my ambitions for utter shock and awe, fate had other ideas. It seemed one of the Ensigns assigned to Delta/Echo, I never knew which one, had initiative. They ordered a significant part of their forces to deploy along our expected approach. The idea was to bleed us heavily before we even got to play our little ‘Top of the Rock’ game. 
 
   Personally I thought that it was rather poor sportsmanship on their part but I made a mental note to myself to try the same thing at some point… back to that ‘It’s all fair in love and war’ thing.
 
   When our simulated KEWs landed in the enemy’s camp we took out most of their leadership and about a third of their troops. The men and women in the B-TOC knew immediately what had befallen them as their AIs reported that the atoms that had comprised their bodies where now circulating in the upper Martian mesosphere… carried there by a small virtual mushroom cloud formed as a result of the impact energies released by our kinetic energy weapons.
 
   The Delta/Echo troops that had been taking the opportunity to catch a few hours of sleep were in worse shape. They suddenly found themselves trapped in whatever B660 they happened to be in without access to their Stark suits… as those suits now refused to come online. For safety reasons there was an override on the suits should a legitimate need for them arise but from the perspective of the ‘Top of the Rock’ exercise these guys were done.
 
   I was going over the results of our initial barrage when Ensign Highmark called from one of her forward teams. They had picked up a surge of encrypted chatter after we took out the main camp. That could only have meant we had missed some of the Delta/Echoes. We still didn’t know about the enemy’s overly ambitious ensign at this point. I asked Gretchen to forward the traffic to our position at the base camp on the Sothern Spot. I still had the encryption code intelligence we had captured earlier. With any luck the Delta/Echoes still would not realize we had it and would be using codes we could crack.
 
   It seemed the enemy was not nearly as paranoid as I would have been and the existing encryption protocols had remained in place.  In a few seconds I had a complete transcript of their message stream. It was completely one sided. Apparently the Ensign leading the attempted ambush had just reported that there was no sign of our troops advancing to their position. This had them somewhat confused. 
 
   Of course this was our intent. Our forces were coming up the Center Spot hill on the far side where my uncle’s X-34 LandSpeeder had dropped them off. The Ensign asked if the main base could run an active sensor sweep of the area. When there was no response the forces lying in wait for the Alpha/Betas began to get nervous.  This was understandable as the communication between the two forces had broken off mid-sentence.
 
   In short order, the ensign in question had his troops running back up their hill from the south side. Meanwhile Gretchen was already racing her forces to the top of the same rock but from the north side. She would get there first.
 
   I did a quick estimate of the possible position of the enemy forces. I reasoned I could safely lob a few rocks in their general direction without risking friendly fire. I instructed the troops manning our crew-served railgun to repoint it and attempt to take out returning defenders.  We had no idea if we were hitting the enemy because we had no eyes on their exact location. Not for the first time I wished we had been graced with a few surveillance drones but alas we were not so blessed by the demi-gods known to us a Drill Sergeants.
 
   Ultimately, I hoped the enemy would provide us with the intelligence assets we needed. I had the boys manning the railgun continue to lob simulated KEWs at the same point just off of the top of the southern-most side of our objective. This would keep Ensign Highmark’s troops safe while at the same time providing a warm and welcoming environment for the returning defenders from Delta/Echo. Once they were taken out I expected a sudden decrease in their ongoing encrypted chatter.
 
   I send a micro burst to Gretchen so that she knew what was going on. She actually asked me to stop the bombardment. I questioned her as to why and she explained that I was hogging all the fun. She wanted her boys and girls to be able to get in on some of the action. Had this been actual combat I would have flat out refused and continued what I was doing. That said, had this been actual combat she would have never made the request. In actual combat, the best kills where the ones you could make while the enemy was not in a position to fire back.
 
   I gave the order to cease firing and to load up the LandSpeeder. We were going on a little road trip. Time to see the sights… meet the locals… and shoot them.
 
   Gretchen’s crew managed to secure the ‘Top of the Rock’ and the crew-served M4000 smart machine gun. They used this last to say hello to the returning defenders in a way that I’m sure will leave a lasting impression.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17: Boot Camp – Shock and Awe…
 
   My concern about how the Drill Sergeants would react to our victory turned out to be well founded. We were not supposed to win.
 
   The entire leadership team from each platoon as well as the entire cadre of Drill Sergeants were gathered in the Drill Sergeant’s B-TOC. Their B-TOC was configured in a pentagon shape complete with the central dome. We were meeting in that dome. The purpose was for a day long After Action Review. The AAR was, from my perspective, one of the more interesting things we did in boot camp. Our exercises were like moves on a chess board. It was always instructive to review the moves made against the moves that might have been made and compare the results. Call it a failing… but despite being an adrenaline junkie, I enjoyed gaming out the scenarios. 
 
   This was not a universally held attitude. My friend JJ Hammond was my polar opposite in this regard. He would as soon watch paint dry on the underside of a dead cow then sit through an AAR. Gretchen had explained to her Sergeant that his presence was required and that we all had to make sacrifices for the service. The cow would have to wait.
 
   As we took our seats Senior Drill Sergeant Harris stood and walked to the lectern. His eyes scanned the entire room but ultimately found and rested on mine. I wondered if I slumped slowly enough if I could slip under the table unnoticed… probably not.
 
   “It is possible,” he began, “to commit no mistakes and still lose. That is not a weakness… that is life.” 
 
   He walked to the Smart Paper white board that extended half the length of one wall. I knew from experience that it would be filled and wiped clean several times today. He drew a big zero on the board. It was easily half the size of a man.
 
   “Ensign Stone, do you know what this zero represents?”
 
   I nodded. I had known from the first moment when we had been given the mission parameters. “Senior Drill Sergeant, that zero represents the probability that we would have been successful in our mission to take the ‘Top of the Rock’.”
 
   “And why is that do you suppose?”
 
   “Our orders were inconstant with the resources we were given access to in order to accomplish the mission.” 
 
   Harris smiled. It was not a cruel smile… it was just an ‘I’m so frustrated with you’ smile. “And yet succeed you did. What is your assessment of my opening statement… ‘It is possible…’”
 
   “…to commit no mistakes and still lose,” I finished for him. “Senior Drill that statement presupposes a ‘no-win’ scenario. I don’t believe in the no-win scenario.”
 
   “Then I suppose we will have to arrange to change your thinking on the issue,” Senior Drill Sergeant Harris said with a grin. 
 
   Now a normal person would have been intimidated by such a comment. In my defense, I have been called many things in my life but normal is not one of them. I viewed the Senior Drill’s comment as some type of challenge. 
 
   Have I mentioned before that I like a challenge? You and me against the world! Let’s attack! …and all that there good stuff.
 
   The rest of the day went pretty much as expected. There was the usual grumbling that my side had cheated but the Drills pointed out to the honored opposition that doing what you can in the face of the enemy to secure victory is part and parcel to being a combat marine.
 
   The next round of exercises would reverse our roles. Here is where it got interesting for us. Since the Alpha/Beta platoons had done what no other platoon in the history of the Galactic Coalition’s Marine Corps’ training program had ever managed to do… namely, ‘Knock the Top’, we were going to get a chance to defend our conquest. 
 
   Happily we would be given access to all of the same munitions that the previous owners had been given. We would even be allowed to keep the LandSpeeder. It seemed simple. I knew better.
 
   The Delta/Echo platoons would now be split. Delta would take the North Spot and Echo would take the South Spot. Further, each would be given access to their own railgun. The rail gun would be located not at the bottom of Valles Marineris like ours had been but instead would be delivered in fully functional form to the aggressors to the top of their respective volcanos. Either one could and would decimate our position on top of the Middle Spot with little trouble whatsoever. It seemed the Senior Drill was attempting to teach me about this fictional concept called the ‘no-win’ scenario.
 
   He was selling… but I still wasn’t buying. What can I say… I was cocky as a youngster.
 
   ***
 
   “So,” JJ said, “we are in a right pickle. Any clue as to how we might extract our arses from this stink pot we find ourselves in?”
 
   Sergeants JJ Hammond and Tommy Cochran, as well as Corporals Nella Banks and Robert Johnston, had joined Gretchen and myself at our planning table. We had less than four hours before the exercise began. I think the Drills were afraid of giving me too much time to pull a rabbit out of my hat. 
 
   I wagged my finger at my friend. “Oh ye of little faith,” I said. “We have three railguns at our disposal do we not?”
 
   “Ah,” JJ mumbled. “The last I counted… and it wasn’t all that long ago… they had two and we had one.”
 
   “Details,” I sighed. “Imagine a scenario in which we would fire our railgun to take out one of our enemy’s railguns. What do you suppose would happen?”
 
   “Their other railgun would take out ours… then our base shortly thereafter mate,” he answered thoughtfully as he tried to figure out my angle.  
 
   I smiled. “So what it we took out their other railgun first?”
 
   “It would make no difference,” Gretchen said. “The same thing would happen… only the bad news would come from the other direction.”
 
   “Exactly,” I said, “But let me ask you this… How many shots will it take them to hit our Railgun?”
 
   Gretchen paused. Sergeant Cochran answered first. “In all probability at least two…possibly three. It will depend on how fast they realize they need to tweak for atmospheric conditions.”
 
   “Whereas we already know to do that. We just get the current numbers from the Puller in orbit and plug the numbers in. Our shots should hit every time,” JJ said. “Bloody hell mate we could bugger them before they knew what was happening.”
 
   My grin widened. Now they were getting into the spirit of things. 
 
   “It still would call for a great deal of luck on our part to get both of them before they got us,” Gretchen said.
 
   I agreed with her but the genius that was Anthony Grant Stone had yet to be fully revealed. “Suppose,” I said in a conspiratorial voice, “that we could get one of them to take out the other for us?”
 
   Tommy chuckled. “That would be great. But unless you know something I don’t… that isn’t likely to happen.”
 
   I just stared at him with an every widening grin. 
 
   “You DO know something I don’t,” Sergeant Cochran finally admitted.
 
   Gretchen leaned forward and batted her eyelashes at me seductively. “Do tell,” she added in a husky voice.
 
   “The other day, our mutual friend Mister Jeromy James Hammond taught me all about RATs.”
 
   She leaned back confused. “Rat? Can I assume we are not talking about the small furry rodent variety?”
 
   “Naa,” I answered in a fake British accent, “these are of the Remote Access Trojan variety.”
 
   ***
 
   At exactly 1600 hours the second round of ‘Top of the Rock’ began. One minute prior to that the team handling the crew-served railgun at the North Spot received an emergency text message from Sergeant Paglio of Echo Platoon to retarget their railgun to a new set of coordinates. The message warned that Alpha was able to decrypt their radio traffic so stay off the comms. The Corporal manning the railgun checked the new coordinates. They made no sense. They would lob the first KEW about fifty kilometers southeast of their allies in the south. He could only assume the Alpha/Beta platoons had tried to sneak some infiltrators in under the wire. Well Alpha/Beta would be taking it in the shorts this time!
 
   The railgun fired its first round. Six minutes later the simulated KEW landed exactly where it was intended to land. Unfortunately for the Corporal who had not confirmed his orders, that location was quite a bit closer to his allies than he would have been comfortable with. The southern railgun was effectively offline as it and its crew were within the fifteen kilometer kill zone of the KEW that had just landed.  He didn’t have long to contemplate his mistake because the moment observers confirmed he had fired his weapon, a second KEW was on its way. This one was launched from Beta camp. Since Beta was so much closer… the KEW took only three minutes to reach its target. In short order he joined the ranks of those killed in action.
 
   ***
 
   I love it when a plan comes together! After we used the RAT I planted during our ‘King of the Hill’ exercise to induce a bout of friendly fire on the part of our esteemed adversaries, we quickly removed the railgun advantage our foes had. Now it was a straight forward ‘Top of the Rock’ fist fight. In this fight we had all the advantages. We had better weapons and better position. In addition, we had a thoroughly demoralized enemy. 
 
   It took a full forty eight hours of intense fighting but we held our position. I give the enemy credit where credit is due. They never gave up. They tried every trick in the book to sneak troops into our AO. Several of them were things I hadn’t even though of. It was only by the dumbest luck that we realized they were spoofing several Drill Sergeant’s transponder codes during one attempt. 
 
   I had been in communication with Senior Drill Montgomery who had taken one of our guys to the Puller in orbit to deal with a suddenly burst appendix when I happened to spot his Indent Code moving into sensor range on our active scanner display. For all intents and proposes, he and several other Drill Sergeants appeared to be approaching our AO. I sent JJ and a team out to deal with the bogus Drill Sergeants. 
 
   In the end, we were again declared victorious. This presented me with a problem.
 
   Alpha and Beta platoons were only half of the Marine recruits in this exercise. To my knowledge no other group of recruits had ever won every major engagement. I was unsure what effect our actions were going to have on the other platoons. I had briefly played with the idea of throwing the battle at the end to allow the other platoons to win but I rejected the idea before it ever left my lips.
 
   First it was disrespectful to the Marines that gave their all to secure a victory. Second, it did no favors for our opponents. The enemy would never throw a battle just so everybody could go home feeling good about themselves. Marines were Marines because they gave every last ounce of effort to win. It would be enough or it would not be enough… but it would always be everything they had.  Period, end of story.
 
   ***
 
   The AAR process is normally a lot more fun when you are on the winning side. I say this having only rarely experienced the losing side. Surprisingly, this was not the case this time.  The Drill Sergeants were beside themselves trying to decide if I should be drummed out of the service for cheating or awarded a medal for ingenuity. Given the choice, I had a firm preference, but I wisely opted to stay out of the debate. 
 
   At the end of the day the thing that answered the question was the simple thought that Senior Drill Sergeant Harris gave voice to… if you were in battle and you had somebody who had a proven ability to get the job done… no questions asked… would you want them on your side or the other guys?
 
   I’m still not sure if Senior Drill Harris was saying ‘keep your friends close and your enemies closer’ or something else. As I was allowed to stay I decided to take the outcome in a positive light.
 
   We were informed that our stay on Mars was at an end. We would be heading back up to the Puller tomorrow morning. I assumed this meant we would be heading back to New Parris Island on the Lunar Dark Side. Assuming anything in Boot Camp is a bad idea. This simple thought would be reinforced in the next several days.
 
   As the AAR wound up Senior Drill Sergeant Montgomery asked me to stay behind. I stood at parade rest as the other recruits filed out of the room. I wasn’t sure what he wanted to discuss but I had a feeling I wouldn’t like it. It turns out it was one of those times when my paranoia was misdirected… or so I thought at the time. In the 20/20 vision of hindsight, I really was right to be afraid… it just would take me a few more months to fully appreciate why.
 
   When the others were gone Master Sergeant Montgomery waved a casual hand. “Take a load off son. God knows you deserve it. Just for the record, that little show we put on back there was purely theatrics. To a man, the Drill Cadre is impressed with you. That is part of why I want to talk with you.”
 
   To say the Drill had my undivided attention was an understatement. I could not shake the feeling that the other shoe was about to drop.
 
   “Let me start off with the good news,” Montgomery continued. “The Martian authorities are very thankful for the work you did uncovering those debris fields in the Candor Chasma. The LandSpeeder you discovered did indeed belong to your uncle who is among the deceased. By virtue of your blood relationship and that there are no other claimants, it is the ruling of the administrative council that the vehicle and the contents of the six other storage containers that belonged to your uncle are now your property. They supplied a manifest which I have forwarded to your inbox. You will need to decide what to do with these items as soon as possible.”
 
   I raised my hand to respectfully interrupt the Drill Sergeant. He raised an eyebrow but signaled me to speak.
 
   “Everything in those containers have survived for years without me and I without them. I would just as soon not know what was in them. I’d rather they just went to the holocaust museum. The single exception is my uncle’s LandSpeeder. That I would like to keep. Is it possible to store it at a Marine facility until I can find a permanent home for it?”
 
   Senior Drill Sergeant Montgomery smiled. “Harris had you nailed. He predicted this is what you would want to do. I have some documents here that you can sign that will transfer your interest to the foundation in control of the museum. Further, the captain of the Puller has stated that he has some free space in his forward hold for the LandSpeeder which he is willing to make available for your use on one condition.”
 
   I had a feeling I knew what that condition would be but I waited for the Sergeant to confirm it.
 
   “He would like to be able to take it out for a spin on Earth sometime.”
 
   I put my thumb print on the tablet the Drill Sergeant passed to me. This turned the six storage containers over to the foundation. “Done and done,” I said as I handed the document back to the Drill Sergeant.
 
   “Now,” Senior Drill Sergeant Montgomery said, “I told you there were several matters to discuss. The second involves your grades and performance reviews.”  
 
   Now understand where my head was at here. There were lots of things I suspected the Drills would want to talk to me about… there were a lot of things they could talk to me about.  In many ways I was an accomplished screw-up. All that said, my grades were not one of the things I expected them to talk to me about. I knew for a fact that my grades were top-notch. They always were.  
 
   Part of my problem growing up was that I was always a gifted student. I got superior marks without really having to work for them. This meant I had a lot of free time. A smart kid with a lot of free time is typically a recipe for trouble. When it came to baking up a batch of trouble, I was a natural… so good in fact, I wasn’t even always aware to the trouble I was getting myself into.  
 
   “As I said,” Sergeant Montgomery continued completely unaware of the confused mess of possible scenarios my mind was racing through, “to a man, the Drill Cadre is impressed with you. Upon occasion we run into a candidate, such as yourself, that shows potential to do great things in the Corps. We like to give such candidates a chance to explore their potential more fully by interacting with more experienced troops.” 
 
   “In order to make that possible, it’s essential to give these exceptional candidates credentials that the more experienced troops will recognize. For that reason we offer these candidates true brevet promotions so they can function in a population of regular Marines. It is purely voluntary and I will warn you son… it is not for the faint of heart.”
 
   I will freely admit… this is not where I thought Senior Drill Sergeant Montgomery would be going with this conversation. There was a certain shock and awe factor that befuddled the senses. It took me a moment to realize the Senior Drill was waiting for me to say something. Had there been a question that somehow I missed hearing? I searched my memory but I couldn’t recall one being asked. I finally made one of those intuitive leaps that inspire the young and from which they make major motion pictures… 
 
   “Drill Sergeant, if you are asking me if I volunteer to take advantage of such an opportunity then my answer is an emphatic… Hell Yes Drill Sergeant!”
 
   Senior Drill Sergeant Montgomery grinned. It wasn’t an evil grin but it was predatory none-the-less. It might have been the type of look the spider give the fly when it invites the fly into its web.
 
   “We’ll see if you feel the same way when all is said and done,” he answered cryptically.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18: Ensign Stone…
 
   It was with some reluctance that I handed back my Ensign armband. I had been proud to wear it but regardless of what happened from this point forward, I would never be wearing an armband like that again.
 
   The Senior Drill explained that most brevet promotions of the type I was about to receive actually occurred during the Advanced Individual Training or AIT phase of our education. It was rare to begin with but even rarer to occur at the end of Boot camp. In my particular case the brevet promotion order had been signed in advance by Commodore Catherine Kimbridge. She had given the order to Senior Drill Sergeant Harris to use if he and the other Drill Sergeants saw in me what she apparently saw in me. No pressure.
 
   As I entered the B-TOC for Alpha Platoon, I was dressed differently. Sewn to my collar was a single yellow butter bar. I was no longer a recruit. I was no longer an acting Ensign. I had had been officially sworn in over the radio by Captain Mueller of the GCP Puller who was acting under the orders of Commodore Kimbridge. For the duration of my training I was an Ensign. Depending on how I did in my training, I would or would not be able to retain that rank.
 
   I had asked JJ and Gretchen to join me in the Alpha B-TOC. They were already there with Tommy Cochran when I walked through the airlock.
 
   “Well,” I said, “good news and bad news.”
 
   “I’ll bite,” Tommy said. “What’s the good news?”
 
   “I get to keep the LandSpeeder!”
 
   “OUTSTANDING!” All three of them echoed at once. 
 
   Suddenly JJ saw my collar. “Sweet mother of pearl! Is that what I think it is?”
 
   I did my best to look confused. I’m not sure I managed to pull it off… but hey… I never claimed to be a thespian.  At any rate I said, “Oh this little thing? It’s just something I threw on at the last moment. Do you like it?”
 
   “Can I touch it?” Gretchen asked in amazement. 
 
   For the next several minutes the three of them took turns grilling me about what had happened. Finally JJ said, “You know what this means now don’t you?”
 
   I was almost afraid to ask but curiosity got the best of me and I did a foolish thing. I encouraged JJ to enlighten me. I should have known better but as I have said on numerous occasions… I was young and given to fits of defective thinking.
 
   “You can give orders to the Drill Sergeants now!”
 
   I shook my head. “JJ, the fact that you CAN do a thing… does not imply that you SHOULD do that thing. My rank is a brevet rank. What the Lord giveth the Lord can taketh away.” 
 
   ***
 
   I stood looking out the door of the shuttle that had carried me to the GCP Puller. This was a Bowman-class ship so I knew it was not one of the biggest in the fleet… still, to me, it seemed massive. I have been in the main cargo hold the last time I was on her. I had not had the chance to see her from the outside. This time everything was different. I sat behind one of the two shuttle pilots as our shuttle landed in the forward shuttle bay. The view took my breath way. The absolute black of space contrasted with the brilliant white of the Puller’s hull metal skin.
 
   A Marine lieutenant approached the open hatch of the shuttle. I saluted. “Sir, permission to come onboard.”
 
   “Permission granted,” the lieutenant responded. He was tall and lanky with a tuff of barely managed red hair on his head. “I’m Lieutenant JG Havastraw. My friends call me ‘Red’.”
 
   He held out a meaty hand. Not knowing what else to do… I shook it. 
 
   “Ensign Stone reporting for duty,” I said as I stepped off the ramp of the shuttle.
 
   Lieutenant Havastraw laughed. “Whoa, slow down there young Padawan. I’m your mentor these first few days. You need to report first to the Captain and then very likely to the Marine Commander.”
 
   “I stand corrected Sir”
 
   The lieutenant shook his head. “Let’s get one thing straight right away. This isn’t AIT or Boot Camp… This is the real world. You are a Marine now. We recognize and respect rank but nine times out of ten we are working as a tightly knit group. Most of us call each other by our nicknames unless we are in the presence of non-marines. My name is Red. What shall I call you young Padawan?”
 
   I was unsure what a ‘Padawan’ was but I was going to be looking it up as soon as I could. “My friends call me AG… will that work?” I asked.
 
   “It does for me… if it does for you,” Red grinned as he clapped a hand on my back. “Drop your duffle. I’ll have an enlisted grade carry it to our quarters. The Puller is too small for private digs so you’ll be bunking with me. It ain’t much but its home. Meanwhile, you and I need to pay our respects to Captain Mueller.”
 
   The walk through the GCP Puller was mesmerizing. It was bustling with activity.  Every motion and movement of the crew seemed almost choreographed. It was an impressive testimony to the efficiency of their training. Even Red twisted and turned on cue to avoid collisions with the various members of the crew as they hurried about their business. They seemed to instinctively realize I was the newbie and steered clear of me. 
 
   In short order we were outside a door on what I would come to learn was the command deck. Red stood at attention in front of the door. I missed my cue and was still gawking when Red whispered ‘Attention Marine’.
 
   I snapped to attention immediately.
 
   “Lieutenant Havastraw and Ensign Stone to see the Captain at his pleasure,” Red spoke into the empty space between himself and the door. Apparently there was a microphone buried somewhere in the wall or ceiling. After a few minutes, the door swished open and we heard a single word. “Enter.”
 
   Captain Mueller was a small man but there was an aura of authority about him that defied explanation.  I had a feeling people followed his orders because not to do so would place a person at odds with the universe.
 
   He looked at Red briefly but spent most of his time staring at me. It was one of those… let’s see if we can plumb-the-depths-of-your-soul looks. Despite the intensity of the glaze I found myself liking this man. 
 
   His office was simple without being Spartan. He had a picture of a young woman and a child. I got the feeling they were a daughter and grandchild rather than his wife and kids. I learned later that the two were the only surviving members of his extended family. We shared a common history with regard to Mars.
 
   “So you are our young prodigy,” the captain said simply.
 
   I’m not sure what a person is supposed to say to that so I did a rare thing for me… I exercised discretion and kept my mouth shut. The Captain nodded to himself.
 
   “Mister Stone, you are in a word… an odd duck.”
 
   I know this was more than one word but again I was practicing that discretion thing so I didn’t say a thing.
 
   “Your test scores and aptitude ratings are off the chart… and yet your personal history seems to tell the story of a man hell-bent on finding trouble. Absent the last several months I don’t know why anybody in the armed services would give you the time of day… and yet here we are.”
 
   The Captain paused to get up from his desk. He was taller than I expected but still not a big man.
 
   “To date son, in the GCP, only three people have seen a brevet promotion to active service during Boot Camp. One is dead. He died last year on a ship like this one… the GCP Heidman. One is the commander of the Marine contingent on this ship. The third is standing in front of me. What I’m telling you son is that you have been handed a rare opportunity to excel. Don’t go looking for trouble the minute you’re facing the south end of a north bound horse. You are a Marine. Trouble will find you on its own.”
 
   What I hadn’t appreciated at the time was that the Captain was trying to get my measure as a man. Was I an exceptionally gifted but angry lout? …or was I a man destined to add to the sum of human achievement? …or did I fall somewhere in between? Our conversation took a series of bizarre twists as the GCP Puller’s Captain tried to answer those questions. 
 
   Captain Mueller walked over to the nanite-infused sapphire glass window that graced his office. The ship was tilted in such a way that the window afforded a view of the Red planet.
 
    “I just read something by Stephan Hawking... he was a brilliant theoretical physicist who passed away in the early twenty-first century before all of this.” The Captain waved about the room casually.  
 
   The Captain picked up a tablet off his desk. “He wrote… ‘To understand the universe you must know about atoms. About the forces that bind them, the contours of space and time. The birth and death of stars, the dance of galaxies, the secrets of black holes. But that is not enough. These ideas cannot explain everything. They can explain the light of stars, but not the lights that shine from planet Earth. To understand these lights you must know about life...’" 
 
   Captain Mueller looked back at me. “Son, I want to ask you a question. There is no right or wrong answer. It’s a personal choice and the answer you give me will never impact how you are treated on this ship. Are you a man of faith?”
 
   I paused before answering. In my admittedly limited experience as a soldier, this type of conversation rarely came up in briefings. “Suppose I am sir.”
 
   “Are you comfortable enough in your belief to explain why?”
 
   The short answer was no. I didn’t like talking faith and religion and all that mumbo-jumbo. I was of the belief that mankind had, by-in-large, taken something that should have been good and used it to pervert and do harm. I had a feeling though that this conversation was going somewhere and that if I wanted to know where I needed to keep it going.
 
   I cleared my throat and gave the Captain my best off-the-cuff scientific explanation for the existence of a divine being. As I was speaking I realized I actually did believe in what I was saying.
 
   “Sir, the more complex a system is the more potential it has to interact with those things around it. We are more complex than a sheet of paper and we are more complex than a duck. Not surprisingly, we interact with our environment more than either. The physics of n-dimensional space… space beyond our four dimensions almost demands something greater than ourselves… An Uncreated Creator if you will.”
 
    Captain Mueller nodded. “But nothing about good or evil? This ‘Uncreated Creator’ to whom you refer could be malevolent. Perhaps he created houseflies just so he could watch people pull their wings off.”
 
   I shook my head. “No sir, I don’t believe that and, if you will forgive me for saying so, neither do you.”
 
   Captain Mueller raised an eyebrow. I heard Red take a slight intake of breath. Maybe I had just crossed an unseen line. I’ve always been the type of guy that needs, at a fundamental level of my being, to test the boundaries. Today would be no different.
 
   “Explain yourself Ensign.”
 
   “Sir, you are serving as the Captain of a starship for a Galactic Coalition whose expressed purpose for existence is to secure, promote and protect the common good. The operative word is ‘good.’ I watched my home and planet wiped out by a great evil. It put me in a bad place for a long time. I accomplished nothing while I was in that place. I choose, Sir, to believe that I can be part of an organization that can be a force for good. I want my life to mean more than the sum of breaths that I took while living.”
 
   Captain Mueller seemed satisfied with my answer.  He put the tablet he had been reading back on his desk. He pointed to it while speaking to me. 
 
   “This brilliant man for whom I have the greatest respect is correct as far as he goes. That said, as a man of both science and faith, I know the explanations we, as humans seek, must and often do, transcend where logic can take us. The Lord I follow said ‘I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.’”
 
   The Captain looked me straight in the eye. “Life, Ensign Stone, is a very rare and precious gift. As an officer in the Marine Corps you will be charged with protecting, preserving and upon occasion… taking life. You need to take seriously your responsibility to know which of the three is paramount at any given time. I believe you have it in you to be great. Do not disappoint me.”
 
   After a few more encouraging words the Captain briefed me on what to expect over the next few days. The recruits currently on Mars would reclaim their makeshift billets in the Puller’s main cargo hold. The Puller would then be breaking orbit and heading for Hupenstanii space. 
 
   Once there, we would meet up with a contingent of Hupenstanii Marines for joint exercises. I would be working closely with Lieutenant Havastraw who would be functioning in the role of mentor and advisor. I would be reporting directly to Commander Savage who was the officer in charge of the Marines on the GCP Puller. My duties would include overall command of the four training brigades from New Parris Island. I would be coordinating their activities with those of the active duty Marines. In short, newbie and experienced would be thrown together and my job was to make sure they mixed well.
 
   It was expected that the recruits would be joining their Hupenstanii equivalents for some of the exercises. I was looking forward to meeting the Hupenstanii. I led a somewhat sheltered life and had never met an alien of any type. Part of my job would be to insure the recruits… my recruits… were aware of differences in cultural norms and would not needlessly give nor take offense when none was intended. 
 
   We had just under a week to get ready. Four of those days would be spent traveling to the far reaches of the Sol system so we could execute a hyperfield jump to the Hupenstanii system. The remaining three would be traveling from the outer reaches of Hupenstanii space to their home world.  
 
   Eventually the Captain wound down his review of what was expected and I was dismissed to report to Commander Savage. On the way down to Marine country, which is what Red called deck four on the Puller because that is where the Marines assigned to the Puller had their billets and workout facilities, Red confided that in all the time he had been serving on the Puller he had never heard the ‘old man’ spend more than two minutes talking to anybody. 
 
   The fact that he had taken fifteen minutes to take my measure and personally brief me must mean something… the question was I was forced to ask myself was ‘what did it mean?’ It turned out I didn’t have long to wait to get my answer… 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19: Hazing…
 
   Commander Savage reminded me of a hairless grizzly bear only not as adorable. Think big, intimidating, mountain of meat… and you pretty much nailed it. Despite his muscular bulk, or maybe because of it, he had an infectious sense of humor and a perpetual twinkle in his eye. 
 
   He was of American Indian descent and was virtually hairless. He kept his head shaved to a short white stubble which added to the man’s mystique… that and the impressive collection of oversized weapons he had mounted on a board behind his desk. He had everything from a WWII bazooka to a state-of-the-art hand-held plasma cannon strapped to that wall.  
 
   I entered his office and immediately came to attention and saluted. Commander Savage raised a single eyebrow.
 
   “Red, did I not tell you to house-train any new puppies you brought home?”
 
   Red rubbed his chin. “Yeah Doc you did. I guess I forgot the whole saluting thing.”
 
   Commander Savage stood up from behind his desk. He was almost seven feet tall. His physique was so perfectly proportioned he could have easily passed for being a foot shorter. It was only when he stood next to someone else that you realized how big the man was. In fairness, I was a bit jealous. I’m a big guy and I’m proud of the shape I’m in but Doc was huge! 
 
    With his bronze skin and white skullcap haircut he reminded me of a fictional character I had read about once… For a few seconds I struggled to place it. When it finally hit me it was like a load of bricks.
 
   “Doc Savage,” I said in awe.
 
   “That’s me,” the Commander said with a grin as he folded his arms in amusement.
 
   “As in the ‘Man of Bronze’,” I continued.
 
   The Commander’s eyebrow went back up. “Red, I do believe we have a book reader here.”
 
   Red shook his head in disbelief. “It is shocking what they will let into the Corps these days,” he answered with his own grin.
 
   Doc clapped me on the shoulder and told me to have a seat. His office had a simple plain table with a computer screen and four dura-steel chairs. I took one of these while Red took another. The commander spoke into the air. “Kitty, get your anal orifice in here… chop chop!” I had always heard Marines, were by nature, a crude bunch. ‘Doc’ Savage and his band of merry misfits did not disappoint. 
 
   A second later a Lieutenant Anderson made her way into the office. She was the shortest Marine I had ever seen. She was by no means petite though. I was quite sure she would be a lot of fun to wrestle… but I was by no means confident that, even with a lot more training, I would have ever been able to take her. I’ve seen wild mountain lions that didn’t look as dangerous.
 
   Doc looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “I don’t even know what to call you at this point. You got a handle son?”
 
   Before I could answer Red offered “We should call him ‘Young Padawan’.”
 
   I gave Red what I hoped was a sufficiently dirty look and said to the commander, “My friends call me AG.”
 
   “He’s got some fight in him. I like that. Not hard on the eyes either,” Lieutenant Anderson said.
 
   “Down Kitty,” Doc said. “Word has it… he isn’t even house-trained yet.”  
 
   ***
 
   It didn’t take me long to figure out where in the pecking order I fell. Red was ordered to introduce me to all the officers and noncoms. Each one insisted of seeing what I was made of. I suspected this was some sort of hazing ritual. Scratch that… I knew it was a hazing ritual. As such there was nothing to be done about it other than to endure it.
 
   I was sent to get everything that needed getting. As just one of many examples, I was sent to grab ‘linear graphite dispensers with reverse-articulated, self-attenuating, vulcanized mitigation devices’.  Later, having returned with some pencils (complete with erasers) I was sent by another officer to fetch a ‘dunsel.’ This time I had less luck finding one of these. I had no idea what a dunsel was and the ship’s computer was no help.  When, after much searching and fruitless investigation, I begrudgingly admitted a lack of success to the Marine combat engineer that had sent me after the part in question… he just laughed… and told me not to sweat it… he had all the dunsels he needed. To this day I have no idea what a dunsel is.
 
   The one good thing about the day’s adventures was that I got to walk the entire width and breadth of the ship. Truth be told… I suspect that was the point of the exercise.   
 
   Red informed me that nights in our bunks that the first week would be the worst… but not to sweat it because things would just go downhill from there. Great, I thought. I can hardly wait. 
 
   ***
 
   The next day the Marine recruit trainees finally arrived. They had been delayed for a day at the request of Captain Mueller because Commodore Kimbridge had asked the Puller to install some upgrades. I had no idea what the upgrades were but I was sure I would be the first to find out if and when I needed to know. 
 
   It’s funny how in life you can look back at some points in your life and say… ‘Wow did I ever get that one wrong!’… I didn’t know it yet but this was one of those times.
 
   Senior Drill Sergeant Harris was the first off the shuttle. I started to raise my arm to salute but Red grabbed it lightly before I could finish raising it. Right, I thought. I’m an officer now and the Drill was a noncom. As I relaxed my arm Red took two steps back. He was once again functioning in his role of mentor. 
 
   Sergeant Harris walked up to me and executed a smart salute. I returned it just as crisply.
 
   “Permission to come onboard Ensign.”
 
   “Permission granted,” I responded. “Welcome to the Puller Senior Drill Sergeant.”
 
   Sergeant Harris’ lips twitched slightly before he regained his business-like composure. “I see you have already hooked up with the less reputable elements onboard the ship,” he said with a nod towards Red.
 
   “Good to see you too, Dad!” Red came over and went to shake the Drill’s hand before pulling his arm wide to hug the man instead. To my amazement the Drill hugged him back.
 
   “Good to see you son. Have you been showing our young prodigy the ropes?”
 
   “Son?” I said by way of question.
 
   Red grinned. “Did I forget to mention Sergeant Harris is my stepdad?”
 
   “I do believe you did… forget… to mention it,” I replied dryly. 
 
   “That hurts,” Red quipped.
 
   “Truth often does,” I answered with a grin.  
 
   Getting back to business I turned to Red’s stepdad, Senior Drill Sergeant Harris… It was going to take me some time to wrap my head around that one.
 
   “Senior Drill, the Puller has received a shipment of Mark Three Tactical Armor Combat suits. As soon as the men have set up their temporary billets here in the cargo bay I’ll need twenty men to help move and distribute them. We have only a few days to get comfortable with the differences between the Mark Twos and the Mark Threes.”
 
   “Is twenty men enough Sir?” Sergeant Harris asked.
 
   “More would be quicker,” I agreed, “but the Puller’s corridors are somewhat busy. Twenty recruits tramping up and down them with Stark suits on is going to be disruptive enough.”
 
   “Very good, Ensign. I’ll detail a squad to assist in the distribution.” He checked his subdural wrist chronograph. “Will 0400 be soon enough?”
 
   That was twenty two minutes from now. I nodded my head. “That would be excellent Senior Drill.
 
   ***
 
   The next several days flew by for me. There was nothing like on-the-job training. Sadly while I had a full day just getting training set up for the recruits, I also had Officer Training School classes that Doc insisted I begin. 
 
   To add to my fun, there was a lot the recruits were learning that I needed to know in order to be an effective leader. They tended to be little but important things… things like How to care for and maintain a Mark Three Stark suit… things like How to avoid pissing off a three hundred and fifty pound feathered kangaroo… things like How to find and utilize a life-pod should the starship you are flying in becomes disabled. Like I said… little but important things.
 
   We were going to enter Hupenstanii space while I was on a sleep cycle. I was bummed. I had wanted to watch the hyperfield vortex as we jumped from the far edge of the Sol system to the far edge of the Hupenstanii system but I was just too tired. I was operating on four hours of sleep… which in Boot Camp I had gotten used to… but for some reason I found more difficult now. I suspect the difference was that before I was in ‘practice mode’. Everything I did was make-believe. Even the guns we fired and the battles we fought were contrivances. The fact that they were not real took some of the pressure off. By way of contrast, everything I did now was in the real world. If I screwed up now… people could die. This simple truth changes the entire dynamic.
 
   It seemed that my head had just hit the pillow on my bed when there was a loud thump and the sound of screeching metal… followed by a moment of absolute silence… followed by the emergency klaxon. 
 
   This did not feel like an exercise. I flew out of my quarters and ran as fast as my legs could carry me down to the hanger deck. My emergency duty station was with the recruits. The first order of business would be to make sure everybody got into their Starks as fast as possible. If the ship lost hull integrity those suits might very well make the difference... not just for the Marine inside of it but also for the entire ship.
 
   The gravity plating was fluctuating wildly. Every few steps it would flicker which would cause my foot to float off the floor… only to crash back down hard when the plating reasserted itself. The normal bright lighting had been replaced with the harsh red of the emergency systems. I could literally feel the ship shuttering. Whatever was going on, we seemed to be taking a beating. 
 
   There were so many people running to various emergency duty stations that it would have been easy to get disoriented and lost. I was thankful I had spent the previous day in a forced exploration of the ship. Intentional or not… it was paying dividends now.
 
   As I approached a corridor that split into a tee I went to turn right. Either direction would get me to the hanger where my people were. Two steps down the corridor and the ship took an especially massive hit. A power conduit blew out, showering the passageway with sparks and an arid odor. 
 
   I reversed course but not before popping an access panel and hitting the power bypass. The fire suppression systems were already going to work so I continued to make my way to the hanger using the other passageway.
 
   The entire time I had been trying to raise Red and the others on my commlink. Nothing but dead air and the occasional burst of static. What in the hell had happened? 
 
   With one final burst of speed I flew through the hatch into the hanger. I was relieved to see that most of our troops were already in their new Mark Three Starks. Mine was waiting on the rack in the open position ready for me to enter it. As soon as my back settled against the rear shell and my arms settled in their correct positions I activated the suit’s AI and instructed it to seal up.
 
   My hope had been that the Stark suit’s superior communications suite could cut through whatever was jamming the Puller’s comm systems.
 
   “Report!” I barked over the recruit network.
 
   “Alpha platoon ready and accounted for,’ newly promoted acting Ensign Cochran responded.
 
   “Beta platoon ready and accounted for,” Gretchen said.
 
   “Delta platoon ready and accounted for,” their Ensign reported.
 
   There was nothing from Echo platoon. I waited the barest of seconds before reaching out to their acting OIC.
 
   “Ensign Miller. Give me a status on Echo.”
 
   Nothing. I activated the hydraulics on my Mark Three and stepped out of its charging alcove. As I started to head over to the Echo section of the hanger I began to get dizzy. Something was wrong. Something was very very wrong.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    Chapter 20: Trial by Fire…
 
   The first thing I felt when I woke up was fear. Pure, unadulterated fear. The sound of silence was deafening. The room I was in was almost pitch black. I could see an occasional surface as a single red emergency beacon slowly rotated at the far end of the hanger. My Stark suit had three status lights in the helmet that were twinkling for my attention. My weapons and power systems where online but in a low-power mode. I ordered my AI to bring both fully up. The final status light was for my connection to the Puller’s AI. It was red indicating that the connection was down. I tried to reinitialize it but no joy.
 
   I opened my communications diagnostics display. Nearfield communications were online and I was seeing about one hundred and fifteen active stations. Those would be my Marine recruits. They all showed positive life-signs but none of them were responding to my status pings.
 
    Radio comms were also online but I was showing no traffic whatsoever. I tried hailing Doc… again no joy. Next I tried the bridge. Ditto. Finally I tried an all stations broadcast. This was technically dangerous as I still didn’t know what had happened to the ship but I reasoned that the chances of finding somebody with more experience handling emergencies was worth the risk. 
 
   If bad guys had taken the ship and I was all that was left… we were pretty much toast anyway. If bad guys had invaded the ship but not yet fully secured it then my guys could provide a valuable distraction while the captain marshalled his troops.
 
   I ordered my suit’s AI to access the local hanger controls. I was relieved when I received an electronic confirmation that the connection had been successfully established.
 
   “Lights on, fifty percent,” I commanded.
 
   Slowly the lights in the hanger began to brighten until they hit the fifty percent mark. The scene was not one to inspire confidence. There were scorch marks on the walls where power systems had overloaded. An oily haze had filled the air. I was glad that I was wearing my Stark suit. I suspected that the air outside my suit cause my medical nanites to work overtime clearing the toxins that I suspected were floating about out there.
 
   “Computer, why did I pass out?”
 
   My suits AI responded immediately. “The air supply for your Tactical Combat Armor was compromised.”
 
   “Compromised? How?”
 
   “A foreign substance was introduced in the umbilical supply port and automated filters disabled.”
 
   “What was this foreign substance?”
 
   “Insufficient data to identify.”
 
   “What is the likelihood of this or a similar substance causing me to pass out again?” 
 
   “Non-existent. Your suit is no longer attached to the tainted air supply.”
 
   Suddenly I understood why I was awake and the rest were not. Per protocol, recruits had stayed in their charging alcoves so they could avoid drawing down their suit’s consumables for as long as possible. In a combat situation those few minutes lost while milling about could be the difference between life and death. It seemed our opponent knew how we operated.
 
   “Computer, in your estimation was the contamination of the air supply an act of sabotage?”
 
   “Affirmative.”
 
   “Who in the crew and passenger list of the Puller would have the necessary access and skills to perform such an act?” 
 
   “Unable to determine an exact list.”
 
   That was curious. I had expected a relatively short list of potential candidates.
 
   “Computer why are you unable to supply the requested list?”
 
   “The list would potentially include the entire crew compliment and passenger manifest on board the GCP Puller. While not every member of the crew would have the required access and training as a part of their official duties, it is reasonable to assume a saboteur would receive or otherwise acquire training sufficient to conduct the sabotage in question.”
 
   So the short answer is… everyone is suspect. Great. One thing was clear… I was going to need help if I was going to find out what was going on and put a stop to it.  
 
   “Computer. Disconnect every Stark suit currently in an alcove from its umbilical supply and purge the contaminated air from the suits using the onboard suit supply and filters.”
 
   ***
 
   About fifteen minutes later the recruits started waking up. I had been working with my Stark suit’s AI to get access to information on the status of the ship. I was eventually able to access some internal sensor logs that were about an hour old. I knew that most systems were offline. We had partial grav-plating in some areas. The bridge was gone. Not damaged… not breached… gone. Whatever had befallen the GCP Puller, it had hit there first. According to the sensor log there was a forty eight meter wide hole in the side of the ship that extended a full sixty meters into the ship. It was as if someone had taken a massive melon scoop and carved out a section of the ship. The chunk they carved out exactly corresponded to the bridge. 
 
   A part of me was immediately angry. I had just met Captain Mueller but he had seemed the type of man who cared more for others than the average bear. That he was in all likelihood now dead seemed grossly unfair and unjust. Whatever force or forces was behind this attack, I was committed to bringing them to justice.
 
     As I dived through the sensor archive, I noted that there were hull breaches on decks four, five and six. This might have explained why I had been unable to raise the Marine contingent. 
 
   According to the logs the hull breaches had all occurred within seconds of one another. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that whoever had sabotaged the Stark suit air supply had also planted charges around the ship in an effort to take out as much resistance as possible. The problem was my data was old and I didn’t know what I was facing in terms of force composition or size. Nor did I know their ultimate objective other than seizing control of a GCP starship.
 
   “Man my head hurts,” JJ said as he made his way to my position. “Anybody get the number of the guy driving the bus that hit me?”
 
   “Stow it soldier,” I said crisply. People had died and I was in no mood for joviality.  I toggled my commlink to address all four platoons at once.
 
   “Attention all recruits. This is Ensign Stone. As of this moment your training is done. The GCP Puller has been attacked by an unknown agent or agency. We have no idea of the nature or size of the force we will are facing. What we do know is that the ship is disabled and that lives have been lost… to include many, if not most, or all, of the command staff.  The saboteurs have managed to hole the ship’s hull at key locations. The Marines on deck four are not responding nor do I expect them to. Their deck was exposed to hard vacuum at about the same time as the bridge. The reason many of you have headaches is because the umbilicals feeding air to your Stark suits were tampered with and software safety protocols overridden. This was not an accident… this was an attack. We may represent the only effectives left on the ship. I know I’m asking a lot of you. None of us were expecting to go to actual battle today but this is where we are. I’m going to need you all to grow up a little faster. I believe in you and our ship needs us. NCOs take charge of your platoons. Ensigns report to me directly. Sergeant Hammond, turn your platoon over to your Corporal and report to me as well. Stone out.”
 
   I closed the channel and waved the Ensigns over to my position. I had my AI setup a new group channel with a unique encryption key. Grabbing JJ’s helmet I physically held it against mine. I wanted to be able to speak to him without anybody else hearing what I said. I knew that the sound of my voice would conduct through the metal of the helmets.
 
   “JJ, I need you to set your nearfield comms to channel six and your decryption key to 951413. Got it?”
 
   “Roger that Sir,” he answer immediately. A second later his nearfield radio was matched to mine. “What’s the plan Sir,” he asked.
 
   “JJ, I’m going to level with you. I’m making this up as we go. We need to figure out what the hell is happening… and we need to control the flow of information. It seems clear that we have a rogue agent or agents onboard. The problem is we don’t know who or how many there are. This channel is our private channel from this point forward. Don’t share it with anybody. I’m going to setup channel 9 with 314159 as the command channel.”
 
   “I understand AG. Does this mean we are it? We are on our own?”
 
   “At the moment yes,” I confirmed. “The Drills were in a meeting when the crap hit the fan. I have no idea about them or any other member of the crew. The comms are completely fried. I need you to do your magic with the computer systems and get me access to whatever is left of the data net on this ship. In a few minutes we are going to need to break out of here and I’d like to know what we are facing.”
 
   I looked up. The others had all arrived so I switched channels and encryption codes and passed the information on to each of the others using the same helmet to helmet protocol.
 
   ***
 
   I divided the recruits into four teams based on platoons. It was not the most efficient use of limited personnel but I was factoring in the relative inexperience of the recruits and the fact that they had become used to working within the structure of a platoon.
 
   Our ultimate objective was to regain control of the ship… or failing that… to deny our enemy its use. To accomplish this goal I needed to discover who or what we were fighting and what the current condition of the ship and existing crew was.
 
   JJ was helpful in this regard. While I was still conferring with the four platoon Ensigns he managed to hack his way into the Puller’s computer net. According to him the net was a mess. Apparently one of the systems targeted was the computer core. Fortunately for us that objective had only been partially achieved. 
 
   While the primary core had been knocked offline the backup core was able to pick up the slack and begin nanite repair operations. Already sixty eight percent of the computer system was back online. 
 
   The information he was able to retrieve did not paint a pretty picture. The vast majority of the ship was open to hard vacuum. Those areas that were still pressurized were effectively isolated. In all cases, to include our hanger deck, the air supply had been tainted with desflurane which quickly rendered its victims unconscious. The only reason we were functioning was because we were breathing air supplied by our Stark suits. While the suits could filter and reprocess our air supply for days, their CO2 scrubbers would only last for so long. We would need to address the environmental situation at some point.    
 
   Surprisingly, there was no sign of continued enemy activity within the ship. It was like they had staged the attack and then left after the deed was done.
 
   With JJ’s information in hand I addressed the Ensigns.
 
   “I want Alpha platoon to guard this hanger. Right now it’s one of the most functional areas of the ship and it’s defendable. Gretchen, I need you to take Beta down to engineering. Keep a sharp eye out on your six. If I were the enemy, Engineering would be one of, if not the most important objectives. Since there is no longer a bridge, Engineering is going to be the only place that can control this ship. See if you can’t rig up something to allow us to access critical systems from within our Starks. These Mark Threes have some pretty clever AIs and interface software. Take JJ with you. You’re going to need his computer skills.” I paused, “Also, see if you can’t get ship to ship or FTL comms going. We need to let the GCP know what’s going on.”
 
   I sent the Deltas to environmental. I was not optimistic but if we could get the air cleaned up and some of the hull breaches sealed we could double our manpower and potentially get some experienced personnel into the fight that might be better equipped to handle this situation than I was. It was wishful thinking but hey… I still believed in Santa Claus.
 
   The last group, the Echoes, I sent on deck by deck sweep of the ship. Their orders were to locate and contain the enemy until support could arrive. All we had access to at the moment were pointers which were next to useless in a vacuum but even knowing were the enemy was and what they were up to would be a major victory.
 
   As for myself, I grabbed one person from each platoon and I headed out for Marine country. I had to know if any of the others survived. If there was a fight to be had I knew two things beyond any doubt… I wanted Commander ‘Doc’ Savage on my side and I wanted a few of those weapons in his office.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21: Fire Fight…
 
   The corridors outside of the hanger deck where in a hard vacuum. This presented a bit of a problem because the hanger itself was at a very comfortable 0.95 Earth normal atmosphere. We resolved the issue by using a screwdriver to slightly crack open the hanger doors and simply let the hanger vacate its tainted air supply. It took a few minutes because we did not want to be in the middle of an explosive decompression event if we could avoid it.
 
   As soon as the hanger was depressurized I ordered the Alpha team to setup a standard B-TOC. The Bigelows had their own air filtration system so I wasn’t worried about their air supply being tainted.
 
   On the way to Marine country we spotted the first of many bodies. To say it was gruesome was an understatement. One corporal we ran across had half of his left shoulder removed. The size and type of wound led me to believe our enemy was using some type of plasma weapon. I sent a microburst to all four platoons sharing with them the bad news. When I was done I opened a private channel to Ensign Cochran.
 
   “Tommy, this is AG.”
 
   “Go ahead AG,” Tommy answered.
 
   “I’m beginning to have second thoughts about that B-TOC you guys are setting up.”
 
   “Yeah I did too,” Tommy agreed, “but I told the gang to go ahead and finish it. My plan is to power up its comm-array. It won’t reach far but it will reach a darn sight farther than our nearfields and combat radios.”
 
   “That’s great Tommy except that the bad guys are carrying plasma cannons. They’ll make mincemeat of that B-TOC and any radio operator inside of it.”
 
   “That’s true sir but you don’t have an exclusive patent on devious behavior…”
 
   I laughed as I suddenly saw where he was going. “You don’t plan on having the equipment in the B660… or the operator… it’s just the bait. You are devious!”
 
   “AG, you take all the fun out of these things. You should have let me tell you about the brilliance of my plan.”
 
   “I apologize Tommy. Please tell me about the brilliance of your plan.”
 
   “Never mind,” he mumbled. 
 
   ***
 
   Marine country was unnerving. Everywhere I looked dead bodies, frozen by the vacuum of space, floated in the weightlessness of a deck with no power and thus no grav-plating. I led Privates Hansen and Judy Jansen as I inched forward. Corporal Myers from Delta and Private O’Brian from Echo guarded our backs. As I moved passed the men and women I had worked with just a scant twenty four hours earlier I said a silent prayer.
 
   The Captain, who was very likely dead as well, had said to me… “Life is a very rare and precious gift. As an officer in the Marine Corps you will be charged with protecting, preserving and upon occasion… taking life. You need to take seriously your responsibility to know which of the three is paramount at any given time.” I wondered if he knew how deeply his words said then… were affecting me now.
 
   The lack of gravity was becoming a problem. I ordered our group to activate the magnetics on our Starks so we could walk more easily. One of the things I liked about the Mark Three Starks was they had a much more powerful AI built into them. The effect of this was a host of minor system enhancements that, by themselves meant little, but in the aggregate, made a big difference. 
 
   On a Mark Two, activating the magnetics on your boots was a simple on/off affair. It worked but it made your feet feel ‘sticky’. As you walked along, if your foot was close to the metal deck plating the magnetic attraction was much greater than if your foot was even a few inches further away. On the Mark Three the AI changed the power level to the magnetics on our feet so that the feel of ‘down’ was much more uniform and therefore much more normal.
 
   This meant I could run in a Mark Three whereas in a Mark Two I tended to fast shuffle. I bring all of this up because the AI in my Mark Three was acting up. This had me more than a little concerned. I would start to run and it would take the system a few seconds to get in sync with me. It was most disconcerting. As soon as the emergency was over I was going to order the suit to do a full diagnostic. The reality was however that I could not afford the time to deal with a minor glitch in my Tactical Combat Armor at this point. My only worry was that whatever the problem was, it could get worse and leave me up a creek without a paddle. Did I mention, there are times I hate it when I’m right?
 
   As I turned the final corner I saw a sight that caused me to burn with unadulterated anger. Kitty was one of the victims. The look of abject terror in her frozen eyes as she realized she was dying was almost too much to bear. This miniature dynamo who had been such a font of strength and vitality just a day before was now dead. A victim of a, as yet, nameless enemy. I felt my blood boil. There would be a reckoning. 
 
   Doc’s office was sealed but it yielded to the strength of my Stark suit. I literally tore the door off its hinges. Doc sat in his chair. His arms were folded and he looked pissed more than anything else. He too was quite dead.
 
   I said a silent prayer for a man I had barely gotten to know. The things about being a Marine that he could have taught me died with him in that lonely room. I grabbed the plasma cannon off the wall. Surprisingly its battery pack was fully charged. It seemed odd to be stored that way because in normal ship operation there was little call for a weapon of its size and power. Still, there was I lot I didn’t know about the GCP Puller’s Man of Bronze… and sadly it seemed I never would. 
 
   My comm-link beeped for my attention.
 
   “Stone here,” I said as I looked about the office for anything else that might be useful. I thought about the bazooka but even if it was loaded like the plasma cannon there was no way in hell I was going to trust a live round that was two hundred years plus some change old.
 
   “Sir, this is Gretchen. We made our way down to main engineering. We are having some unexpected difficulties.”
 
   I sighed. “Gretchen, every damn thing about this day has been unexpected. Can you be more specific?”
 
   “Let me put JJ on,” she answered.
 
   “AG, it’s the computers. The damn things are bladdered. One moment I’m hacking away and they are letting me get places I should never be able to get… with no trouble at all. The next they’re refusing to accept even the simplest of commands.”
 
   “Look guys we knew the primary core got pretty well wiped in the initial attack. Is it all that unusual that they are a little funky?”
 
   “Aye, that’s what I thought at first,” JJ said. “But the damn thing just gave me root level access to the bridge.”
 
   “The bridge is gone,” I said.
 
   “That’s what I mean! The damned thing is bladdered. It’s almost as if… what… hold it… NO!” 
 
   “JJ?” Suddenly my Stark suit started show multiple causalities in the platoon I had sent to Engineering… including JJ Hammond. I had a sick feeling in my gut. I tried my secondary channel that I had setup to talk directly with JJ. My commlink refused to even accept the setting. I had no idea what that meant but it could not be good. Finally I hit my platoon-wide commlink as I raced out of Commander Savage’s office.
 
   “ECHO PLATOON GET TO ENGINEERING! OUR PEOPLE ARE TAKING FIRE”
 
   I was relieved to see the four Marines I had brought with me had found the arms locker and helped themselves to some kinetics. 
 
   “Hansen, you’re the biggest of the bunch. Go grab a few more of those rifles for Echo Platoon and meet us in Engineering. The rest of you… Follow me!”
 
   Engineering was five decks straight down. There was a central shaft that ran the length of the ship that could be used to travel between levels. The problem was, the enemy, whoever the hell they were, were almost assuredly using the same shaft. I knew from the log file I had been able to extract before the others woke up that there were a number of hull breaches on the exterior of the Puller. I sent a route map to Hansen so he could follow us and then ran my team down the corridor that led to the nearest of the breaches. 
 
   The tear in the hull of the ship was a horrific sight. To see the beautiful skin of the GCP Puller burnt and charred as it was just renewed my anger. The blast had indeed occurred on the inside of the ship. Some type of powerful shaped charge must have been used because hull metal is tough stuff. The hole was not big but it was big enough. 
 
   I still didn’t know who had attacked my ship but with every moment that passed by my fury intensified. I used that fury to push me but not consume me. I needed every weapon I had to defeat this unknown enemy and right now my mind was the most powerful weapon I had. 
 
   I led my small group out onto the skin of ship.  If we had been wearing traditional EVA suits I would have been concerned by the abundance of sharp metal but Stark suits pretty much eliminated that concern.
 
   I scanned the blackness of space. There was nothing to see. Whoever or whatever had attacked us was either hidden from view by the bulk of the ship or they were long gone… or they had only ever existed as part of the crew. That last possibility had me worried. What would it say about the GCP if this level of dissent existed within it?
 
   I saw several more breaches as I led my team towards Engineering. As we approached the near breach to our destination I held up one gauntleted fist. I signaled Jay to take a quick peek. I had learned from watching her work that her reflexes where the fastest of the bunch. I had warned the team to avoid the radios. Even with encrypted microburst radio packets the enemy could potentially triangulate our position. I was counting on surprise.
 
   Jay made her way to the opening and popped her head over the edge and back again in the barest fraction of a second. She signaled that the way was clear. I had wanted her to rejoin the group but before she could see me wave her back she popped over the edge and down into the hole.
 
   Damn, I thought as I bounced after her… plasma cannon in hand.
 
   The section of the ship Jay and I entered first looked to be identical to the corridor we had just travel down. Even the scorch marks on the walls were nearly identical. Undoubtedly the shaped charges were identical, resulting in identical scorch patterns. I wondered if at some point that information might be valuable in determining who our attackers were.
 
   I tried to signal Jay to come back but she insisted on taking point. The only way I was going to stop her was to violate radio silence which was not something I was willing to do.
 
   The HUD in my Stark suit still showed a number of yellow casualty icons for Beta platoon although the number of red fatalities continued to grow. Suddenly Jay darted around the final corner and headed directly into Engineering.  I was only a fraction of a second behind her but that fraction of a second was the difference between life and death.
 
   The corridor lit up in a bright plasma flash.  Then in slow motion the lifeless body of Judy Jansen tumbled past me. Her heart was still attempting to pump blood to a head that was no longer there. I felt the gore rise in my throat but now was not the time. I grabbed Jay’s leg and used her momentum to swing myself around the bend while what was left of her body acted as a shield.
 
   Without even waiting to see what my target was I fired the plasma cannon. Nothing happened!
 
   I pressed the trigger a second time. This time I was rewarded with a brilliant flash of light emanating from the end of the weapon.  In that light I could finally see the enemy. It was not who I was expecting but then I had never seen death face to face before.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22: The Face of Death…
 
   In my mind’s eye my plasma bolt traveled into main Engineering and struck a shimmering silver-clad being the size and general shape of a man. The plasma bolt flickered and then traveled through whatever the hell this thing was and hit a wall. As far as I could tell there was not damage to either the silver being or the wall. 
 
   I fired a second time. My bolt struck my opponent square in the chest. This time a blue nimbus formed around my opponent and the energy of the blast clearly dissipated.  Whatever this thing was, a plasma cannon did not seem to have much effect. It started to raise its own weapon.
 
   I rolled past the opening as its beam weapon incinerated what was left of Private Jansen. The wall behind her absorbed the blast without even a mark. What the hell was this weapon that could cut through a Stark suit like tissue paper but not even damage the paint on the wall? It made no damn sense but in the heat of the moment I really couldn’t take the time to contemplate the sanity of my situation.
 
   Hansen and Echo Platoon arrived at about the same time from different directions. I signaled for Hansen to throw me a kinetic rifle. Clearly the plasma cannon was not going to do me any good. 
 
   Since the enemy knew where we were now there was no point in maintaining radio silence. 
 
   “Echo, we have one confirmed bad guy in main engineering. Whatever the hell it is… it is armed with some type of plasma weapon that will shred your Starks like tissue paper. I have no idea how it will handle kinetics. Private Hansen has…” 
 
   I looked at the big man. He signaled ten. “Private Hansen has ten kinetic rifles. My team has four more. I want two squads of seven to advance on my mark from different directions and engage.”
 
   Hansen had the rifles in a duffle bag. He attempted to toss the duffle bag across the opening. In hindsight, it was a bad move. Apparently in whatever world this thing came from they had skeet shooting.   As the bag crossed the opening it was incinerated.
 
   I didn’t wait. Marine kinetic rifles fired a small pellet of metal down a linear accelerator. They are essentially mini railguns. Because there is no explosive discharge of gas to push the projectile out of the business end of the weapon, a continuous stream of kinetic rounds can be fed into it. 
 
   As soon as the duffle with its cache of rifles was hit, I dashed into the room and began firing a continuous stream of kinetic rounds into silver being. The rounds pelted it from head to toe as I sprayed my weapon across it. There was absolutely no effect.
 
   I watched in horror as the creature raised its weapon one more time. I had expected it to point it at me but instead it pointed it at Hansen, Myers and O’Brian who had joined me to pump rounds into this thing.
 
   The business end of its weapon lit up again and the three men who were behind me died in an instant. Again their Stark suits shredded like paper and again the beam that disintegrated them had no effect on any of the surrounding structures.
 
   Suddenly everything began to make sense to me. The computer issues that JJ noted. The oddness of storing a plasma cannon that would never be used on a ship with a full charge. The fact that it initially took several attempts to fire said plasma cannon. The difference in how the plasma cannon performed between its first and second shot. The strangeness of the alien’s weapon that could vaporize the armor in a Stark suit and yet not even bubble paint on the walls of the corridor. The fact that the kinetic rounds fired from my own rifle not only had no impact on the enemy but also seemed to disappear after then hit the alien. The oddity of identical blast patterns on the walls near the breaches in the Puller’s hull. The sporadic handling of my Stark’s magnetic boots. All of it added up to one inescapable conclusion.
 
   “This is your attempt at a no win scenario. I reject that scenario. I always have and I always will.” With that I instructed my AI to crack open my Stark suit. “Computer, end simulation”
 
   When I stepped out of the Stark suit I was no longer in Main Engineering. I was in the main hanger. As I suspected my Stark suit had been rigged to send me false tactile feedback and my HUD was showing me a real-time simulation. 
 
   “How in the hell did you figure it out?” Red said in awe.
 
   ***
 
   Two hours later I was standing at attention in the Captain’s office again. This time Lieutenant Havastraw was not present. His step-father, Senior Drill Sergeant Harris was present as was Senior Drill Sergeant Montgomery and Commander Savage.
 
   I’d like to say this was just a casual gathering of friends but as is often the case when people in authority come together to discuss me… the discussions seem to turn heated. I guess I bring out the passion in people. Call it a gift. 
 
   In any case the conversation had gone for the better part of fifteen minutes. My presence seemed to be that of an ornament.  My job was to stand absolutely still while my big toe itched and pretend that my future in the Marine Corps was not on the line. In this respect I did my job very well. That said, I was seriously contemplating the permanent removal of the offending toe once I was released on my own recognizance. 
 
   “We have no idea how he will respond to defeat,” Sergeant Montgomery argued.
 
   “That’s only because he has never lost,” Commander Savage responded.
 
   “What about our little simulation?” Captain Mueller said. “He most certainly did not win that.”
 
   “True, Sir, he did not,” Sergeant Harris acknowledged. “But I think it can be argued that he did not lose either. He reasoned out what was happening to him and terminated the simulation.” 
 
   “So what are you proposing we do with the man?” Captain Mueller asked.
 
   “I think there is only one thing you can do with him,” Commander Savage said.
 
   “And what is that?”
 
   “Make him a Marine!” they all echoed.    
 
   *** This ends book one of The Infinity Brigade ***
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Commander Stone’s Adventures will continue in book number 2, “Stone Hard”
 
   Preview
 
   The Infinity Brigade #2,
 
   Stone Hard
 
   ~~~
 
   Author’s Note: The events described in this book closely parallel those told in the Catherine Kimbridge Chronicles. However, they follow a different character and the reader need not have read the Catherine Kimbridge series in order to enjoy this series. That said, if you want to know more about the events that are occurring, the reader is encouraged to check out the Catherine Kimbridge Chronicles as well.
 
   Chapter 1: The No-Win Scenario… 
 
   A General in the United States Army by the name of William Thornson once said “There are only two kinds of people that understand Marines: Marines and the enemy. Everyone else has a second-hand opinion.”
 
   I’ve come to believe the General was wrong. I say that, because no enemy in his right mind would remain an enemy of a Marine if he truly understood a Marine. Of course, the universe if filled with crazy people and in my occupation I got to meet more than my fair share.
 
   My name is Commander Anthony Grant Stone and this is a piece of my story.  
 
   My life since Marine Boot Camp, at New Parris Island on the Moon, and my stint at an abbreviated Officer’s Training School has been… in a word… interesting. 
 
   I’ve met numerous other races. I’ve fought to preserve their right to exist and enjoy the same basic freedoms of any intelligent being. I’ve even dated a young lady or two… or three.
 
   I thought I had my life squared away. I liked being a Marine and I was good at it… or so I believed. Two years after I graduated OTS I was promoted to Lieutenant Junior Grade. With greater rank comes greater responsibility. I was given command of a small contingent of Marines on a planet located seven hundred and ninety six light years from Earth. 
 
   Olanda Prime was a pleasant little world… it was filled with an oversized carnivorous muskrat-ferret like race called the Ollies. They were friendly and curious and generally good company.  
 
   As I said, Olanda Prime was a pleasant little world… except for the civil war it was about to fight. On this little planet, in the middle of nowhere, I would finally learn what a no-win scenario was all about and it would change my life forever. 
 
   To fully appreciate this chapter in my life, I’ve got to take you back a few years. I had just graduated with highest honors from Marine Boot Camp at New Parris Island.
 
   ***
 
   JJ Hammond was a close personal friend. That simple fact probably saved his life. Had he been a stranger there is no doubt in my mind that I would have ended his miserable existence on the spot.
 
   We had finally graduated from Marine Boot Camp and were enjoying the traditional ten day leave to rest and recuperate. Many of our platoon had headed back to Earth and their families. My family was the Corps so I had decided to spend my leave on the moon… specifically at Tycho City. 
 
   I was in the rather pleasant company of a young lady… I’m using the term lightly because ‘lady’ was not a term people typically used to describe a combat trained and lethal Marine… named Judy ‘Jay’ Jansen. I had promised her a date and a steak during a training exercise on Mars and she was holding me to that promise.   Things had gone well and we ended up spending most of our leave together… some of it even outside of the small hotel room we had rented. Did I mention the date had gone well?
 
   This was our last evening of leave and we had decided to splurge. We were at a particularly intimate restaurant called the Cat-in-the-Hat about to enjoy a romantic dinner for two… and then perhaps a final round of dessert back at the hotel. Things were going great and I was looking forward to a wonderful evening… when JJ showed up.
 
   Now I have no problem with JJ being in the same restaurant. It was a big enough place. My issue was where he chose to sit. I spotted him first as he entered the eatery. He was in the company of several other people including several very fetching young ladies. I tried not to make eye-contact but he saw me anyway and headed straight over to our table.
 
   “JJ,” I said in what I hoped was a dry and uninviting tone. 
 
   If he picked up on my hint he gave no indication. He sported a wide grin. “Bloody hell… if it isn’t my best bud and his gal! How ya’ doing AG, Ensign Sir?”
 
   I returned his fist pump and smile. I was still hoping to salvage the situation. I was young and foolish. I should have known better.
 
   “I’m doing just fine JJ. Just enjoying a final ‘private’ dinner with a beautiful young lady.”
 
   JJ whistled. “If the young lady doesn’t mind my saying so… she cleans up damn nice.”
 
   Jay nodded her head slightly by way of acknowledgement. I had to admit, JJ way right. Jay was looking stunning. She wore a metallic blue-silver dress that hugged her tight in all the right places… and she had a generous supply of ‘right places’. 
 
   She was one of those women who was petite and curvy at the same time. Her body was that of a toned and fit Marine and yet had retained those special soft places a man tends to enjoy. Add to that she was one of the smartest people in the current list of recruits and you had the complete package. Only Gretchen Highmark could give her a run for her money in the intelligence or looks department… and as it turned out they were fast becoming the best of friends.
 
   “So,” JJ said as he pulled but a chair, “Do you guys mind if we join you?”
 
   “Yes,” I said at the same time Jay said “No.”
 
   “We?” I asked.
 
   JJ pointed in the general direction of one of the women he had come in with. 
 
   Jay smiled again and said, “We’d be delighted to have you join us. I’ll call the waiter to let him set two more places.”
 
   JJ waved his guest over to our table. It was only when a big bruiser named Jim Hansen stepped around the ladies in question that Jay and I realized that the two joining us were not a couple. From that point forward the night took a decidedly awkward turn. 
 
   Four Marines on the last night of leave in an establishment that serves alcohol was not a recipe for a calm evening. All I know is I awoke the next day with a tattoo that I don’t remember getting and a hangover I wish I didn’t remember.  
 
   Watch for “The Infinity Brigade: Stone Hard” - coming in August 2016
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I need your help. Did you enjoy this book and do you want to see more of the adventures of the Infinity Brigade? Please post a positive review! Positive reviews are EVERTHING! They are the lifeblood of the Independent Author. 
 
    
 
   The bottom line is… lots of reviews help drive sales and help keep authors motivated to push themselves to do the best work they can. If you have read one of my books... enjoyed it... and have not yet left a five (or 4) star review then please consider heading out to Amazon to do so. Thanks! Note: Think of our review as a vote. 5 stars says write more like this… 3 stars and lower says write something else…
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   Did you enjoy this book and want to see more of these adventures?
 
   Please post a positive review 
 
                                                            
 
   Copyright © 2016 by Andrew Beery. All rights reserved. This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. All rights reserved. No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from the author or publisher. First Electronic Edition: July 2016
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