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Chapter 1
 



2252 AD
Kelven Ridge
Delta Trianguli I
 
We were pinned down, bracketed by fire from two directions.  Somebody screwed up; somebody really screwed the hell up.  Now we had to clean up the mess.  Now we had to get out of here alive.
I had no idea how we were going to manage that, though.  I was crouched behind a slight ridge, and I'd swear I could feel the hyper-velocity rounds streaming by a centimeter over my back.  That's nonsense, of course.  My armor was sealed tight, and I couldn't feel anything but the cool metal on my slick, sweat-soaked skin.  The first thing I felt from outside would tell me my suit was breached, and that would mean I had a few seconds left to live. 
Tombstone was one of the most miserable hells where men have ever tried to live, and you could pass the time trying to count all the ways the planet could kill you.  Heat, radiation, poisonous atmosphere – take your pick.  Tombstone wasn't its real name, of course, but that's what the locals have been calling it since 85% of the first colonization party died in less than a month.  The place was a nightmare, but the elements in the planet's crust were worth a king's ransom, so men were here to exploit that wealth.  And we were here to defend it.
I'd drawn a hell of a mission for my first battle.  We came in as reinforcements for depleted units that had already been fighting here.  Neither side really controlled the space around the planet, so we'd come in hot in two fast assault ships and made a quick landing.  The ride down had been a rough one; I was grateful the only thing I’d eaten for 36 hours had come intravenously…an empty stomach was a big plus.  The planet had frequent, unpredictable storms, especially in the upper atmosphere.  Not storms like on Earth, but intense, violent, magnetic vortices, with 1,000 kph winds and radioactive metallic hale.  Our landing AIs did their best to avoid the worst spots, but the disturbances were unpredictable, and some of our ships dropped right through one of the smaller storms, taking 15% losses before we even hit ground.
This wasn’t a normal battle or a smash and grab raid; the situation on Tombstone was unique.  We’d had troops fighting here for ten years, almost since the initial colonization.  In a few years the Third Frontier War would begin, and before it was over I would fight in massive battles I couldn’t have imagined, on worlds all across occupied space.  But the engagement on Tombstone was one of those small, unofficial battles the Superpowers so often fought between declared wars.  
The planet had been explored by multiple colonization groups more or less simultaneously.  Both the Caliphate settlers and ours claimed they were first, and each regarded the other as an invader.  The governments, greedy for the planet’s rare and valuable resources, backed their colonists’ claims, and so soldiers ended up here, fighting a seemingly endless struggle on one of the deadliest battlefields where men have ever tried to kill each other.
The diplomats and government types would say that the “situation” on Tombstone was not officially a war, but that was a bureaucrat’s distinction, meaningless to those sent here to fight.  I doubt a bleeding Marine gasping a dying breath of toxic air drew any comfort from the limited status of the engagement.  It did, however, starve us of the strength and supplies we needed to win.  Neither the Alliance nor the Caliphate were quite ready for full-scale war, so both governments sent enough troops to keep the fight going, but too few to risk serious escalation.  It made perfect sense to the politicians, if not to those sent here to fight and die to maintain a perverse status quo.
To a sane mind there were two choices:  Fight to win, whatever the consequences, or negotiate and take the best deal you can make.  But to those in government there was a third option - maintain a bloody stalemate, sending in just enough force to hold out and not enough to expand the conflict.
But the politics that led to my being here really didn’t matter.  Not now.  What mattered was getting out of this ravine – actually more of a gully – and doing it without getting blown to bits.  We’d been out on a seemingly routine scouting mission.  One of the mining operations had reported enemy activity in the area, and the captain sent out a patrol.  My platoon was next up in the rotation, so we pulled the duty.
I’d been on planet for about a week, but I hadn’t seen any action yet...this was my baptism of fire.  I’ve always thought it would have been easier to draw an assault for a first mission, hitting the ground somewhere and going right into combat without too much time to think about it instead of waiting around for the orders to suit up and go into battle.  The idle time was tough, really tough.  I had a long and amazing road ahead of me, full of achievement, struggle, and sacrifice.  I'd live to wear a general's stars one day and fight alongside friends and against enemies I couldn't have even imagined then.  But that was still years in the future - on Tombstone I was a raw private, and I was scared shitless.
I stripped and climbed into my armor, just as the rest of the platoon was doing.  It takes long enough to suit up even when your hands aren’t shaking like mine were.  The armor weighs a couple tons, and until the reactor is powered up it’s almost totally immobile in the rack.  Once you’ve done the prep work and setup, you back into the thing and hold yourself in place while the front closes.  It’s hard to keep yourself suspended in the open suit, but you only need to do it for a few seconds.  At least once my armor was sealed it wasn’t so obvious how scared I was.  
The thing that surprised me when I first put on my armor in training was how much it hurts.  No one had ever mentioned that before.  We’re Marines, and we’re supposed to be tough, I guess.  So no one wants to admit they notice the pain when they get into their armor.  Well, I’ll say it; it hurts like hell.  The suit recycles your breath, your bodily wastes, your sweat.  It monitors every metabolic function and administers nutrition, stimulants, and, if necessary, medications.  There are monitors and probes and intravenous links that all attach when you close your armor.  And most of them hurt going in. 
Tombstone was a long term campaign, and we were billeted in firebases scattered all around the Alliance-controlled sections of the planet, each covering a designated sector.  My platoon was stationed with another from our company in base Delta-4, which was dug into the side of a rocky mountain along the edge of a long range of jagged peaks.  We’d replaced two platoons that were being rotated out after four months’ in the line.  They were 100 strong when they got here; 41 of them marched out.
We lined up in single file in the ingress/egress tunnel and marched slowly toward the main hatch.  The corridor was cut into the rock, which was then coated with a high density polymer that insured the tunnel was airtight, even against the planet’s corrosive atmosphere.  One whiff of Tombstone’s air was enough to kill you.  There was a double airlock system, but only one of our sections at a time fit in the outer chamber, so half the platoon had to wait.  My squad was part of the rear group, and we stood around in the inner chamber for a few minutes while the other section marched through the outer airlock.  The doors back into the base wouldn’t open again until both airlocks were closed tight and the cleansing/decontamination procedure was completed.  The contaminants on one Marine’s untreated armor could endanger the entire installation.  Tombstone was no joke.
When we finally got outside we deployed in two long skirmish lines, one positioned about half a klick behind the other.  If there was one thing they taught us in training, it was not to bunch up.  It makes it too easy to pick us off in groups, and if the enemy decided to go nuclear, they could take out a whole force with one or two warheads.  
I was a newb, so the sergeant positioned me between the team leader and an experienced private.  There were only three raw recruits in the platoon, so it was pretty easy for the lieutenant to make sure we were looked after.  Years later, when I got my own lieutenant’s bars, we were in the middle of the Third Frontier War and getting our asses handed to us.  My first platoon command had 36 recruits out of 50 total strength, and there’s no doubt in my mind we suffered heavier losses because of that.
The terrain was surreal, jagged exposed rock as far as the eye could see.  Nothing could live on Tombstone, at least not beyond some exotic and highly dangerous bacteria.  As far as the eye could see there was nothing but sulfur-crusted rock and bubbling pools of fluorosulfuric acid, heated to the boiling point by subterranean lava flows.  The atmosphere was hazy, with dense green clouds of corrosive gas floating close to the ground.
We were moving up toward a long ridge where we could get a good look at the low, rocky plain below.  Normally, we’d be able to detect any enemy within 50 klicks, but between the radiation, the unstable atmosphere, and the almost constant magnetic storms, our scanners were unreliable.  The two sides had been fighting here a long time, and both had figured how to calibrate their ECM to maximize the cover offered by the planet’s unique characteristics.  The captain wanted us to scout the old fashioned way, so we were heading for the high ground with the best visibility.
You could say we were scouting, but it was really a search and destroy mission.  We were out here to find any enemy troops who had come into our sector and wipe them out.  That was the reality of the fighting on Tombstone, lots of scattered actions aimed at taking out as many of the enemy as possible.  The war – excuse me, “situation” – was almost purely attritional.  Neither side had enough strength to win conventionally or the willingness to risk massive escalation, so the idea was to break down the other side’s will to fight, primarily by inflicting losses.  Only an idiot could have embraced that kind of strategy…precisely the kind of idiot that ran the governments of both powers.
I didn’t think too much about why we were there, at least not back then.  I’d gotten my blood up for the landing, and I was scared to death on the way down, but once we’d made it to the ground the tension subsided.  We marched right to the firebase and we’d spent the last week sealed in, my biggest concern the inadequate number of showers and the consequent fallout on the livability of the place.  We were bored stiff, and we played cards or hung out in the media center to pass the time. 
Now I was out in the shit, armored up and tramping through the alien landscape looking for enemies.  Enemies I was supposed to kill.  Enemies who would try to kill me.  That adrenalin that had faded after the landing was back.  I was edgy and tense, imagining someone hiding behind every rock we passed, just waiting to take a shot.  I had to force myself to focus on my training and what I was supposed to do.  I knew my best chance to stay alive – and help my comrades do the same – was to do as I had been taught.
Tension can be good in a combat situation; it keeps you focused and attentive.  But it can also be dangerous.  If you step too aggressively in powered armor you may find yourself jumping three or four meters in the air, offering some enemy sniper a juicy target.  Move forward too quickly and you end up out of position and ahead of your team…alone and exposed.  The suit does so much of the work, it you aren’t paying attention you can lose track of how far or fast you’ve been walking.
We were moving forward slowly, carefully.  The lieutenant was a pro.  He’d been a private who came up in the Second Frontier War, and he’d fought in the Battle of Persis, which was a bloody mess that, more than anything else, was the climactic event of the war.  His unit ended up cut off, and all the officers and non-coms were killed or wounded.  He was the senior private, and he took command of the remnants of the company, maybe 40 troops in all.  They’d been given up for lost, but when the Alliance forces finally broke days later through they were stunned to find 23 survivors, starving and exhausted, but still holding out – and tying down enemy forces ten times their strength.  That got him his sergeant’s stripes and, later, his invitation to the Academy.  
My suit’s AI controlled my internal climate perfectly, but I was still sweating.  I could feel the slickness of my arms sliding against the cool metal sleeves of my armor.  I was a little lightheaded – I still wasn’t used to the oxygen-rich mix my suit fed me during combat operations.  We’d used it a few times in training, but I think I was a little sensitive to it, and it was taking me longer to adapt completely.  The suit had given me the standard pre-battle stimulants which, combined with my own adrenalin, really had me on edge.
We’d just reached the ridgeline, and my com started beeping.  It wasn’t any of our communications; it was something else my AI picked up.  I was just about to report it to Corporal Clark when his voice came through.  “Everybody down.”  He was in control, as always, but his tone was excited, urgent.  “Now!”
My body responded to his command before my conscious mind had processed it.  I’ll never know for sure, but I’d wager the stimulants they give us before battle saved my life that day, because an instant later the spot where I was standing was raked with fire.  I was behind a spiny rock outcropping, maybe two-thirds of a meter high…just enough to duck behind if I lay very flat.
I was the lowest rung on the chain of command, so I didn’t have a data feed on the rest of the platoon or squad, but I could tell from the chatter on the com that we had some people hit.  Getting shot on Tombstone was especially bad, because if the breach was more than your suit’s auto-repair system could handle you were as good as dead.  A scratch on the arm could be fatal.
The armor does have a significant self-repair capacity.  The AI will respond to any breach in a hostile environment by increasing the air pressure to keep toxic atmosphere from leaking into the suit.  The climate control adjusts, attempting to minimize the effects of any excess heat or cold.  While these systems are keeping the Marine alive, at least for a few seconds, the suit deploys nano-bots to attempt to patch any breach with self-expanding adhesive polymer.  It is an extremely workable system, as long as the hole isn’t too big. 
They’d laid a trap for us.  The beeping was coming from a series of transponders they’d set along the ridge, powerful enough to send a signal through the dense atmosphere, giving them a precise firing solution.  Now we were caught in interlocking fields of fire – they had heavy auto-cannons hidden in multiple locations.  It was bait and destroy instead of search and destroy, and we were the targets.
The heavy auto-cannon rounds tore into the rock wall that was shielding me, sending shards scattering in all directions.  My body was pressed down against the front of my armor, an instinctive but pointless effort to get farther away from the deadly stream of fire just over my back.  My mind raced…what should I do?  I looked for a spot where I could get a view out over the ground in front of the outcropping, but I couldn’t find anything.  I couldn’t move up and fire over the ridge; I’d get cut to pieces before I got a shot off.
I just lay there, thinking, I’m going to die here.  Six years of training so I can come here and get killed in my first skirmish?  I was scared for sure, but even more, I was angry at the waste of it all.  But I couldn’t think of any way out.  I was starting to panic, to forget all the training.  Then I heard the lieutenant’s voice on the com.
 
 



Chapter 2
 



2243 AD
Abandoned suburbs
North of the ruins of Old Houston
Texas, USA, Western Alliance
 
The Corps got most of its recruits in unorthodox ways, and it had a tremendous track record of turning cutthroats and gutter rats into top notch soldiers.  But I wager they found me in the strangest way of all.  I was stealing from them.
I was a thief, a damned good one.  I’m two meters tall and then some, and I look like a big clumsy oaf.  But looks can be deceiving.  I can sneak around without anybody hearing me, and I can strip everything valuable out of a warehouse in the time it takes a guard to finish his rounds.  
 I was only sixteen, but I had my own crew.  We had our base in an old suburb outside Houston.  The fringe areas had been mostly abandoned by the government, and when the police and other services went, so did the residents…or at least most of them.  Anyone who tried to stick it out gave up after Houston was nuked; they built New Houston about 50 klicks west of the old city, and the fallout-contaminated exurbs surrounding the radioactive ruins sat almost totally empty for a century.
The radiation had long since ceased to be a major hazard, at least this far out, and the place made a great base of operations.  None of the monitors and detection devices that were so thick in the inhabited areas.  We hijacked freight shipments, and we raided the Cogs living around New Houston.  Since the original city had been destroyed, New Houston didn’t have the ancient factories and decaying slums most of the other metro areas did.  The Cogs lived in cheap prefab housing units and tent cites set up around the big plasti-crete and chemical plants the megacorps had built there.  They had it a little better than those in some other cities.  There was crime, certainly, but there wasn’t as much of an organized gang presence as in other places.  It was more a series of company towns, and while the inhabitants lived just above sustenance levels, they were a little more prosperous than Cogs elsewhere.  They had a bit more material wealth, and we tried to steal it all.
We snuck into the city sometimes and stole there too.  We always targeted the middle classes, never the rich.  Going after the upper classes was a fool’s game.  The wealthy have power and influence; become too much of a problem for them and your days are numbered.  But what is some engineer going to do?
I was prosperous, at least my own version of it.  I set myself up in a big old abandoned house.  It must have been a politician or executive who built the place, because it was huge.  There was a big double staircase right inside the entry and a high ceiling – at least six meters.  It looked like the floors had been marble at one time and the walls covered with paneling, but there were only a few bits and pieces left; the rest had been stripped long ago by some scavenger who got there a few generations before I did.
I’d traveled a long way to get where I was.  My father’s name was Gregory Jax, and I have no idea what possessed him to name me Darius.  He was a Cropper, a Cog recruited by a megacorp to work on one of the big agricultural preserves.  The work was difficult and dangerous, but no worse than working in one of the factories, and the farming campuses were a little safer than the outer ghettoes of the cities.  I think he took the job because he thought it would be better for me; at least I’d grow up away from the Gangs, which were really bad in the Louisville slums where I was born.  My mother was gone.  She died when I was young; I’m not really sure how.  My father couldn’t even talk about her without getting upset, even years later.  I know her name was Risa, but that’s about all.  I always meant to ask him to tell me more about her, but the days went by and I never did.  Then, one day, he was gone too, and I had no one to ask.  I was alone.
He died in an accident on the farm.  They never told me exactly how it happened, but the machinery was mostly old and poorly maintained, and accidents were common.  It was easier and cheaper to replace workers than it was to inspect and maintain the equipment.  The Megacorp was owned by the government, and they established a production quota and a budget.  The Corporate Magnates who ran the thing got to keep whatever was left unspent, and they weren’t going to lose sleep over a few dead or crippled Croppers. Not as long as profits were rolling in.
I was only twelve, but I was already taller and bigger than most of the adults, so they assigned me to take over my father’s workload.  Technically, he still owed the corporation for transport and housing, so I had to work off the debt.  It was all bullshit; the whole system was a scam run by the megacorp, and no one ever got out of debt.  They just kept working on the farm until they were too weak or hurt to continue, and then they were discharged, which probably meant they starved to death.  
I did the work for a while, but I had no intention of spending the rest of my life in those forsaken fields.  One of the supervisors rode me constantly – I think he had been in some sort of quarrel with my father, and now he took it out on me.  He was a miserable bastard, and he was relentless.  I tried my best to put up with it, but I blamed him for my father’s death and one day I’d had enough.  He was giving me a hard time about nothing, and I just grabbed him and twisted his head.  His neck snapped like a dry twig.  I can still remember the feeling of his body jerking around, then going limp while I still held him and the hideous stench as his bowels released in death.  It was the first time I’d ever stood up for myself, the first time I’d ever killed anyone.
After the initial adrenalin rush, I panicked.  The other supervisors backed away, but they were all calling frantically for security.  I knew I’d be lucky if they gave me the formality of a trial before gassing me…most likely they just shoot me down on sight.  So I ran.  I ran, and somehow I got away, past the checkpoints and over the perimeter fence.
I was alone, hiding in the rugged ground east of the farm complex, terrified, frantically trying to think of what to do.  I knew I had to get my implant out or it would lead them right to me.  I sat for what seemed like a long time, working up my courage.  Finally, reaching behind me, I sliced into my back, digging for the implant.  I didn’t have a knife, but I’d found a jagged shard of metal when I was running – probably part of a broken farm tool.  I had no idea what I was doing, but I knew the chips were implanted in the lower back.  I couldn’t see; I couldn’t even get a good grip on the makeshift blade as I dug it into my back.  I gritted my teeth against the agony, and I could feel my hands getting slick with my own blood.  I got nauseous and almost threw up, but I managed to stay focused.  I knew I was as good as dead with the damned implant still in me broadcasting.  I can’t remember how long it took – it seemed like hours – but I finally found the thing and got it out.
I lay there a long time, tears streaming down my face.  I’d never been in so much pain.  The bottom of my shirt was soaked with blood.  I’m going to die here, I thought.  But I finally managed to get control of myself and think clearly for a few seconds.  I smashed the implant with a rock; it wouldn’t be tracking me anymore.  But it would lead them here, to the last known position it had transmitted.  So I had to move on.  
I tried to get up, but I was dizzy and it took me a while to steady myself.  I took off my shirt and tore it into long strips, wrapping it around me the best I could to bind the wound.  I thought about just lying there until it was all over, but again, something inside me drove me to live.  I staggered my way over the rocky hills in the fading light until I couldn’t take another step…then I collapsed and passed out.
I couldn’t have gotten more than a couple klicks at most.  I don’t know how they didn’t find me, but they didn’t.  I woke up – it must have been hours later because the sun was high in the sky.  My back hurt like fire, but I managed to drag myself to my feet and start heading south.  I had no idea where I was going; south was an arbitrary decision.  I just kept stumbling on my way, putting more kilometers between me and that damned megafarm.
I knew most water outside filtration plants was polluted, sometimes dangerously so, but I didn’t have much choice, so I drank from the streams I passed.  Most of them seemed OK, except for one that smelled so badly of chemicals I passed it by.  I did my best to wash the wound every time I reached a body of water, but it got infected anyway.  I had a few feverish days when I was too weak to do anything, but finally it broke, and I started to feel better.  I’d been eating what I could scavenge, but that wasn’t much.  The fear first, and then the fever had blunted my appetite, but now I was ravenous.
I started looking around, paying attention to my surroundings and trying, for the first time since I ran, to figure out where I was.  I found a mag-rail line, and I decided to follow it, figuring it had to lead somewhere.  The mag lines were huge plasti-crete structures, suspended about five meters above the ground.  As it turned out, I had stumbled onto the freight line serving the megafarms all over the area.  It wasn’t long before the rail line led into the next agri-complex.  I managed to sneak in after dark, and for the first time in my life I stole something.  That first theft wasn’t anything of great value, just three loaves of bread.  But to me, alone, terrified, and hungry, they were priceless.
I made my way south, following the rail line, sometimes even sneaking onto a train and riding it to the next stop.  The line terminated in New Houston, and by the time I got to southern Texas I was getting pretty good at stealing.  I had found a way to survive.
Over time I got better at stealing, and I moved past just surviving.  I put together a small team so we could hit bigger targets.  We did pretty well for a long time by limiting our ambitions.  We stole enough to get by comfortably, but not enough to make it worthwhile for the authorities to get too interested.  Once in a while a few of the other guys wanted to get more aggressive and go for some more lucrative jobs, but I always managed to keep control.
The Marine Corps’ main training facility was just a few klicks west of our basecamp, and it was a huge complex.  There were transports moving in and out of there constantly carrying all sorts of supplies.  We’d avoided targets that made us a problem for powerful people, but that wisdom finally failed me.  I think I just gave in to the desire of the crew to ramp up our efforts.  Caution gave way to greed, and we started intercepting their convoys, laying in wait for them a few kilometers outside the camp gates.  We’d hit three of them and gotten away with it – it was almost too easy.  But the night we hit the fourth they were waiting for us.  That was the first time I’d ever seen a soldier in powered armor.  They came out of the brush and surrounded us.  Despite the fact that they were fully armored, they came streaming out of the forest quickly and quietly.  I was amazed that soldiers in such heavy gear could move so gracefully.  They worked flawlessly as a unit, each seeming to almost predict the actions of the others.  I turned and tried to run, hoping to make it into the heavy brush and somehow sneak away.  But the first step I took was the last.  All I remember was the blinding flash and then the darkness.
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2252 AD
Kelven Ridge
Delta Trianguli I
 
“OK, everybody keep grabbing some dirt.  We’re going to maneuver to the right flank by fire teams, so nobody move a centimeter until your team leaders order it.”  The lieutenant sounded rock solid, like he was sitting in base calmly assigning us a duty roster.  I was amazed, and that voice, so firm, so assured, reached out to me and drew me back from the fear and despair.  It was like a beacon in the darkness, and I clung to it, forcing myself to focus, to remember my training, and the responsibility I had to my fellow Marines.  That was my first lesson in command, the way the lieutenant held us together that day with nothing more than his voice.  I don’t think I completely understood it until years later, when I was in his shoes, and there were troops on the line waiting for my steady voice, needing it as much as I had that day on Tombstone.
The gully behind the ridge was slightly deeper to the right.  We’d have enough cover there to deploy and return the fire.  We didn’t have a lot of time; it was pretty certain the enemy would hit us as soon as they’d picked off everyone they could with their auto-cannons.  They’d planned these fields of fire, so knew exactly where they covered.  They’d be able to advance in the dead zones, forcing us to keep our heads down until they were almost on us.
The lieutenant’s voice had been a lifeline.  Now that I was focused again, the training started flowing back.  While I was waiting I doubled-checked my weapons, just like they told us to do.  It wasn’t more than a few minutes before Corporal Clark was on the line.
“Alright, fire team A, we’re going to turn 90 degrees and work our way east behind this outcropping.”  He was definitive and in command, not quite like the lieutenant, but still solid.  He spoke slowly and clearly so there was no chance any of us would misunderstand him.  “We’re going to go slow, and I want you all to pay attention and stay low.  No one gets picked off on this move.”  He paused for a few seconds.  “That’s an order.”
My first thought was, you don’t have to remind me to stay low!  But then I considered how easy it is to lose focus for a second…and that was enough to get you killed.  They pound that into your head in training, over and over again.  You can be meticulous for hours, days, weeks…but it only takes one careless second to get yourself scragged.
I made damned sure I stayed low, though it was difficult to move that way in armor.  It felt like forever, but it was really less than ten minutes before we reached our new position, which was only about 200 meters from the original one.  But the rocky spur was higher and thicker here…much better cover, and big enough that we could go prone behind it and start returning some of this fire. 
Harden and James were already setting up the SAW, positioning it on a small ledge just below the outcropping.  They’d found a spot with a small notch in the stone they could shoot through.  Their field of fire would be somewhat restricted, but anything coming up at us would be right in their sights for at least part of the time.  The enemy could have come up through our old position to try and flank us – but they’d also have to go right through their own field of fire to get there.  So we’d know they were heading that way if the auto-cannon fire stopped.
I slid over a meter or so to a spot where I had my own break in the rock wall.  I’d be able to shoot pretty well from there, so I ground my knee into the loose gravel and braced myself.  I peered through the crack and looked out.  In front of the rock spur the chopped up, broken ground dropped off gradually, reaching a low point almost a klick from our position.  The valley was pockmarked with small craters, about half of them filled with bubbling acid and other nasty-looking liquids.  The entire landscape was obscured by slowly moving clouds of greenish gas, which an advancing enemy could try use to cover an advance.  The gas interfered with our scanners, making it difficult to either detect or see anything hidden within one of the patchy clouds.  Of course anyone moving through would have a hard time keeping their own bearings too.
“Good position, Jax.”  Corporal Clark was double checking the deployment of the team.  He was a worrier, very dedicated to the wellbeing of the four troopers he commanded.  He was very relaxed and informal when we weren’t on duty, and he’d made me feel at home right away.  Oliver Clark wasn’t a convict or other problem case, like most of the rest of us were; his father had been a career sergeant, and he was a second generation Marine.  He’d been raised to love and respect the Corps, unlike the rest of us, who generally joined opportunistically, usually to avoid prosecution or worse, and developed loyalty later.  “Stay alert.  You’re backup on the SAW, so if either Harden or James gets hit I want you to reposition immediately without further orders.  Understood?”
“Acknowledged.”  We would need that SAW running full out if the enemy attacked.  The Model 5 auto-cannon is one of the most successful infantry weapon designs ever put into the field.  It accepts two gauges of ammo and can fire up 3,600 rounds per minute using the smaller projectiles.  I’d rated well on the thing during training, but combat conditions were another thing entirely.  The SAW put out a huge chunk of the team’s firepower; I wasn’t one to shrink from a challenge, but I was just as happy with it in more experienced hands.
We actually had a pretty good position to handle whatever was coming at us.  The enemy had laid a trap for sure, but if I had to make a guess, someone over there opened up before he was supposed to.  If they’d have waited for us to clear the rocky spur we’d have been caught in the open and torn to shreds.  As it was, we were probably outnumbered, but we had decent cover and a good chance to hold out until reserves got here.  
It wasn’t more than a few minutes before the attack began.  They hit us with grenades – the Caliphate had a first rate grenade launcher that considerably outranged ours.  They started hitting all around us.  They were taking potshots, hoping to make up for inaccuracy with volume.  Still, they scored some hits, and we had about three or four more down from the platoon.  Most of the wounds were minor, but on Tombstone, anything that breached your suit was deadly serious.  Even if the repair system patched the damage before the planet killed you, the adhesive polymer wasn’t up to handling combat conditions.  You might keep fighting with a wounded arm, but if you ripped open the patch on your suit you’d go from WIA to KIA damned quickly.
“Here they come!”  It was Sergeant Lassa, my squad leader.  It was a few seconds before anything started to show on my scanner, and another few before I caught sight of enemy troops advancing through the spotty cloud cover.  I took a breath and leveled my mag rifle.  I had a pretty good shot on a small cluster of advancing troops, and I started firing short bursts on full auto.  My first shots fired in combat were way off – I was a good marksman in training, but you just don’t realize what it’s like shooting at targets that are firing back at you until you experience it.  It took me a few seconds to settle down, but once I did my fire got a lot more accurate.  
It was hard to tell what we hit until they started coming out of the clouds but, when they did, the SAWs ripped into them.  They were trying to advance along the lowest spots, crouching to maximize their cover, but they had to cross some open areas, and they suffered heavily.  They’d expected us to be hit harder by the heavy auto-cannons, but they’d fired too soon and ruined their ambush.  We had the better cover now, and they had to come at us the hard way.
I was terrified, so scared I could hardly think.  I wanted to run, to get away and go somewhere, anywhere that people weren’t shooting at me.  I could hear my heart pounding in my ears, feel it in my chest.  My hands were sweaty, my legs weak.  But I stayed focused and kept squeezing off shots, targeting the enemy troopers as they advanced.  It was hard to tell if I hit anyone, but it looked like overall we’d taken out at least a dozen.
Our fire blunted their advance, and they stopped and took cover.  There were cracks and fissures in the rocky ground, and the enemy troops scattered, occupying any crack that offered some protection.  Our cover was heavier, but theirs was enough to offer significant protection, and they outgunned us, which compensated for our stronger position.  The combat had turned into a protracted firefight, and both sides expended a lot of ordnance for very little return.
These were the kinds of fights where carelessness gets you killed.  When the shooting goes on this long with no break you can lose focus.  A Marine raises his head just a touch too far, trying to get a better shot.  That’s all it takes to get killed, an instant’s lapse in judgment.
I was getting exhausted, mentally more than physically, and running low on ammunition.  I was taking single shots now, saving the rounds I had left in case the enemy tried to assault our position.  The corporal came on the com and told us to cut our ammo expenditures, but I had beaten him to it.
As a private, I wasn’t on the higher levels of the com line, so I had no idea what was happening outside my squad.  I knew we were stuck here – we didn’t have enough strength to assault the enemy, and if we tried to retire we’d give up the cover of the ridgeline, and the enemy would just move up and shoot us to pieces.  I figured there were reinforcements heading to support us, but all I could do was guess.
It’s hard to separate what you thought years ago from your perceptions after the fact, but looking back, the enemy had the initiative.  Their trap had failed, at least partially, but they still had numbers for a while.  It was up to them to force the issue or to withdraw.  We didn’t have the strength to attack, but we could put up a considerable defense.  They could probably beat us, wipe us out…but they’d pay heavily. The enemy commander had to decide if he wanted a major fight here.  
It wasn’t long before I got my answer.  The enemy troops started withdrawing, pulling back slowly from one piece of cover to the next.  The auto-cannons kept up their fire, keeping our heads down so we couldn’t harass the retreating infantry.  But that was unnecessary, because the lieutenant was on the line a few seconds after they started pulling back.  “Cease fire.”  His voice was as steady as ever, but I’d swear I could detect the slightest bit of relief.  Maybe he was human too.  “All units, cease fire.  Hold positions.”  We didn’t have ammo to waste shooting at retreating enemies, and if it turned out to be a ruse, the lieutenant wanted us to be armed and ready to deal with it.
But it wasn’t a ruse.  The enemy didn’t want a big battle here.  That would come later, and when it did we would know it.
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2243 AD
Camp Puller
North of New Houston
Texas, USA, Western Alliance
 
“Welcome back.  Did you have a nice sleep?”  
The voice was deep but friendly, and it was the first thing that came to me in the darkness.  The light was next, hazy at first then brighter, clearer.  My head felt like a mag train had run through it.
“Here, drink this.”  I started to get an image of the room, small, with bare metal walls and a table with two chairs.  I was sprawled out on a cot, and as I pulled myself up I got the first look at my companion.  He was tall, dressed in a neatly-pressed gray uniform, and he was holding out a small metal cup.  “Those stun guns give you quite a headache.”  He smiled sympathetically.  “This will help.”
I straightened myself out.  I was still sitting, but at least I was halfway up.  I took the cup and downed it in one gulp.  If these guys wanted to harm me they’d had plenty of chances.  I felt better almost immediately; it was like the fog in my head just cleared away.
“Welcome to Camp Puller.”  I was about to say something, but he beat me to it.  “I’m Captain Sam Jackson.”  He paused and smiled.  “And you are a very resourceful young man who, among other things, has nothing but a scar where his implant was.”
I leaned back nervously.  My first thought was, they will figure out who I am and send me back to the farm.  For that matter, just removing the implant was highly illegal.  He must have read my mind, because he laughed softly.  “Don’t worry; we’re really not interested in whatever you’ve done.  You were stealing from us, and we don’t care.  We’re certainly not concerned with what you did to anyone else. Or the fact that you removed your implant.”  After a brief pause:  “We’re not cops.”
I looked up at him, feeling better but still groggy.  “You’re a Marine?”  I took a good look at him.  I guessed he was about 35, though I wasn’t sure.  He could have been younger or, with a rejuv treatment or two, quite a bit older.  His hair was light brown, neatly trimmed, and his face was pleasant, relaxed.  He certainly didn’t match my expectation of a Marine.  The Corps had a reputation for producing savage fighters, but this guy looked like someone who spent his day in front of a workstation.  I laugh when I look back – now I realize that Captain Jackson could have dropped me in half a second, despite the fact that he was ten centimeters shorter and at least 20 kilos lighter.
“Yes, I'm a Marine.”  He could tell what I was thinking, and he smiled again.  “Surprised I’m not three meters tall with weapons growing out of my arms?”  He reached out and dragged one of the chairs closer to the cot.  “We have a few things to discuss.  Why don’t we start with your name?”  He sat with the chair turned around, leaning against the back.
“Jax.  Darius Jax.”  I’d been thinking, I’m not going to tell this guy anything, but my mouth opened and my name came out.  It’s not like they couldn’t find out anyway.  I got my implant out, but I couldn’t change my DNA.  I was in the main database just like anybody else.  Besides, I had the strangest feeling he was trying to help me.
“Interesting name.  I’ve seen a lot of guys come through here, but you’re the first Darius.  Persian king, right?”
I had no idea what he was talking about.  My education at the time was almost non-existent.  The government didn’t waste resources educating Cogs and Croppers.  I’d had an hour a day of online classes at the farm, but it was nothing but basics.  I wasn’t entirely illiterate, but ancient history was well beyond my knowledge base.  I didn’t even know what a Persian was.  Years later, at the Academy, I was finally able to answer his question.  Two famous Persian kings, actually, the second enjoying the dubious privilege of facing off against Alexander the Great.
When I didn’t answer he just continued.  “Doesn’t matter.  Let me get right to the point.”  He straightened up slightly in the chair.  “I’m here to offer you a chance to join the Corps.”
“What?”  The word just blurted out.  I hadn't been sure what he was going to say, but that was certainly not what I was expecting.
“You heard me, Darius.”  There was a smile on his face – he was enjoying this, the SOB.  “I’d like to make a Marine out of you.”
“Why would you want me?”  About half a dozen responses came to my mind, but that’s the one that came out.  I couldn't imagine why they'd be after me.  The entire thing seemed ridiculous. 
He let out a short breath.  “Darius, the Corps is unlike any other military organization.  We are looking for a certain type of recruit.”  He stopped for a few seconds as he put together what he wanted to say.  “Most of us have pasts like yours…”  He looked me right in the eye.  “…or worse.”  He emphasized that last part and let it sink in before he continued.  “Some a lot worse.  I’m from the LA Metroplex myself.  The Valley.”
The Valley was one of the most notorious slums in the U.S.  I didn’t know much about other places, but I’d heard of the Valley.  If this guy grew up there it was no joke.  “So you guys need a thief?  What, did your budgets get cut and you're looking for new income?”
He smiled and snorted slightly, not quite a laugh.  “No, Darius, we need independent thinkers.  We need doers.  Not easy to find.”
I laughed.  “And you think that’s me?  What makes you think I’m what you’re looking for?”
“Well, for one, you obviously cut out your own implant, which suggests that you have the toughness you will need to make it through our program.  A sloppy surgeon to be sure, but it takes a certain grit to do what you did.”
“Big deal, you want tough you should head up to Louisville and hit up some of the Gangers there.”
He held in a small laugh.  “I said tough, not crazy.  We aren’t looking for psychopaths, Darius.  Look at you…you are very measured in how you do things.  You haven’t been terribly forthcoming with me, but you haven’t been overtly hostile either.  Measured.”
“So the fact that I didn’t tell you to fuck off makes me Marine material?”  The whole thing still seemed crazy to me.
“It’s more than what you say or don’t say.  Look at how you ran your little gang.  You robbed us three times – we were watching you after the first, by the way – and didn’t kill or seriously injure anyone.  You did what you needed to do to survive, but you didn’t escalate the situation past what was required.  It is very clear you are deliberative, brave but cautious.  Just what we want.”
 Still on my mind:  “You were watching us?”  I hadn’t had a clue.  “Why didn’t you stop us sooner?”
“Why do you think?  He had an annoying smirk on his face.  He clearly enjoyed these head games.
“My God, you’re fucking kidding me.”  This was getting more and more bizarre.  “You were watching to see if you wanted to recruit us?”
“Very good.”  He leaned forward over the back of the chair.  “You are starting to understand.  It was pretty clear from your first robbery that you knew what you were doing.  You even watched the convoys, and you hit the specific cargo that was easiest for you to move.”  He paused slightly.  "Unless that was a coincidence."
"It was no coincidence."  I felt a little naked; they had us completely figured out.  "I wasn't looking for the kind of attention stealing weapons or high tech stuff would bring."
 "Look, Darius, trust me."  His voice changed slightly, less casual, more serious.  "You are the kind of recruit you're looking for.  You’re clearly intelligent, despite your lack of education."  He smiled again.  "And your robberies displayed some first rate small unit tactics."
He let me think for a minute.  Why would I want to be a Marine anyway?  Just because they invited me?  "Look, I appreciate the offer, but why would I want to join up anyway?  So I can go get my ass shot off...what?  In space?"  He nodded.  "You figure I'll join up so you don't turn me in.  Because it's better to take your deal than end up getting sent to the lunar mines for stealing?"
"Or sentenced to gas by the megafarm magistrate back home?"  He had a self-satisfied smile on his face.  "Of course we know who you are, Darius.  We're not imbeciles."  He paused, clearly enjoying my dumbstruck silence.  "But to answer your question, no, if you so no to us we won't turn you in.  Not for your robberies and certainly not to the megacorp that runs that farm."
"You'll just let me go?"  I looked at him quizzically.  "Just walk out the door?"
"Yes.  With a stern warning never to steal from us again."  He looked at me and his eyes were deadly serious.  "A very stern warning."
I was quiet for maybe half a minute, trying to process everything he said.  Free to go?  I could just walk out?  "So if that's true, why would I ever agree to sign up?  If you're not blackmailing me with prosecution why shouldn't I just leave now?"
He let out a deep breath.  "Well, Darius, the first part of that answer is the fact that you're asking the question at all.  I just told you that you could leave any time you want to.  Why are you asking me questions at all?"  He paused for an instant, but continued before I could answer.  "It depends on what you really want, Darius.  You're smart enough to get by as a thief for a while, at least until you step on someone else's toes and you end up mining meteor fragments on the moon.  Or more likely dead."
He rolled up his sleeve.  "You see this arm?"  I looked at him, confused.  "I got this blown off as a private.  My first battle."  
I thought to myself, this guy needs work on his sales pitch if that is his idea of an inducement.  But I kept listening anyway.  I was curious where he was going with this.
"This is a new one.  A perfect regeneration.  You'd have to be a member of the political class here for that kind of medical priority.  But in the Corps all you have to be is a Marine.  What was your medical priority rating before you ran?  Zero?"
I frowned.  "So you're saying if you get my arm shot off you'll grow me a new one?  You’re a lousy salesman."
"No."  He looked at me with the first hint of impatience I'd seen from him.  "I'm saying that the Corps is someplace that respects all of its members.  We don't prioritize our people and throw most of them away because it's expedient.  An injured Marine gets the care he needs, whatever that is.  Private, general…it doesn’t matter.  A Marine in trouble gets the support he needs."  He stared right at me, his eyes boring into mine.  "Haven't you ever wanted to belong somewhere?  To be part of a team where everyone has your back?"
"So it's that simple?  I say yes, and you make me part of this team you're talking about?"  I had to admit to myself, the prospect of not feeling totally on my own every second was appealing.  I also thought it had to be bullshit.
He laughed.  "Far from.  If you say yes, I will give you a chance to make it.  If you sign on you will do six years of training."  He paused, smiling wickedly at the blank expression on my face.  "Yes, that's right.  Six years.  You'll get the education you never got before, and you'll learn how to really use that reasonably effective brain I think you have.  You'll also work like a dog; like nothing you have ever experienced.  You think they worked people hard on that farm?"  The wicked grin widened, becoming downright maniacal.  "You'll end up face down in the mud puking your guts up from physical training you can't imagine now.  Our program is serious."  He paused, and the grin slowly vanished.  "It's dangerous too.  People die in training.  You may die in training."
"So you sell the Corps hard and then try to scare me away?"  My head was spinning.  I didn't know what to think.  "So if I make it through your training, then what happens?"
"Then you graduate as a private."  His voice was serious now.  All the earlier informality was gone.  "And when you make your first drop you're one of us."  Long pause.  "For the rest of your life."
"After my first drop?"
"Graduating from training gives you the right to drop with a Marine unit.  Completing the drop makes you a Marine.  We're combat veterans, every one of us.  You may end up being a mechanic or a computer tech in the Corps, but the first time out you're a private and a combat soldier.  Even our medical staff starts out fighting."
"Everybody starts as a private?"  I was intrigued.  This was very different from the society I'd seen my whole life, where birth and connections were everything.  It amused me to think of a Senator starting out as a field hand on the farm.
"Everybody.  You may be a general someday, but until then you'll always know that whoever ordered you into battle has been there himself."  He was exaggerating to make a point, but it turns out he was right...I would become a general one day, and I would never ever forget what it felt like to climb into that first lander.
"So fine, the Corps takes care of its own.  That's all great, but it still sounds like going out there and getting all shot up for the politicians who sit behind desks and tell everyone else what to do.  The Marines may have a different attitude, but they still fight for the system that worked my father to death on that farm."
"I knew you were smart."  His grin was back.  "Most recruits aren't this much of a pain in the ass."  He hesitated, as if he was trying to decide how to discuss delicate matters.  "Darius, the system is what it is.  I'm not here to defend it or even worry about it.  But if you become one of us you will see a whole universe you can't imagine now.  The colony worlds are nothing like Earth.  I'm posted here, but this isn't my home any more.  When I retire it will be to Atlantia or Arcadia or one of the other frontier planets.  Earth is dying, choking to death on corruption and repression, but not mankind.  The future isn’t here; it’s out there."  He pointed upwards.
He got up and spun the chair around facing the right way.  "We're not offering you a job, Darius.  We're offering you a home.  One you need to prove yourself worthy for.  When you hit the dirt on that first drop you are reborn; your sins are washed away.  It's in the Marine Charter...a full legal pardon.  If you want, you can come back to Earth when your ten years is up.  You can walk right onto that farm and tell the administrator you killed one of his supervisors a few years back.  You can tell him to eat shit if you want.  They can't arrest you, and if they tried they'd have a Marine strike force showing up to get you out."
He sat back in the chair, sitting closer, looking right at me.  "When you muster out, if you want to settle on a colony world, you'll get a land grant or resource allotment.  We take care of our own, and once you're one of us, you're always one of us."  He slapped me on the knee and got up again.  "Think about it, Darius.  I'll have some dinner sent in here.  Then sleep on it.  We'll talk in the morning."  He turned and walked out without another word, and the door slid shut behind him.
I sat for a long while just thinking about everything he had said.  My first reaction was to tell him to forget about it.  I was only sixteen - six years of training seemed like an eternity.  And leave Earth?  Fight on other worlds?  It was just too much.
But then a lot of what he said came back to me, and I started to think about it.  I had grown up on the lowest rung of the system.  My parents were penniless Cogs with no prospects to improve their lives or mine.  I got only a rudimentary education, little or no access to medical care, and barely enough food to survive.  At the time, that just seemed to be the way of things.  A Cog’s life is ruled by necessity, by the daily struggle to get by.  There wasn’t time to think about anything else or to contemplate the inequities of the system or the failings of the government.  The utter powerlessness and vulnerability made all that seem very far away.  A Cog worries about getting food today, not a better life tomorrow.
When I ran from the farm, I started to become someone else, but only to a limited extent.  My horizons had expanded, but not all that much.  I stole because I didn’t have what I needed to survive, and later because I got better at it and could live a more tolerable life, albeit at the expense of my victims.  I had my crew, but we were drawn together by necessity and opportunity, not by any great commitment to each other.  
I tried to imagine what it would be like to be part of a group like he'd described, but it was just too much to deal with.  I put it out of my mind and drifted off to sleep determined to turn Captain Jackson down, to go back to my hideout and lay low and be more careful about picking my targets.  For some reason, I believed him when he said they would let us go.  But I thrashed around all night, my decision made consciously but still conflicted somewhere deeper inside myself.  Something he said got to me on a level I couldn't entirely understand or control.  When he came back the next morning I tried to say no, but all that came out of my mouth was, "Yes, I'm in."  I was on my way.
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2253 AD
Firebase Delta-4
South of the Kelven Ridge
Delta Trianguli I
 
By the time I got to Tombstone, I was a different person.  Marine training is long, longer than anything I’ve ever heard of for any military organization.  Part of that is because our wars are complex.  No uneducated conscript can survive on a 23rd century battlefield.  The suite of weapons and equipment we utilize is extensive, and it takes considerable effort to master.  But the Marine program is as much about evolving the individual as teaching him to shoot and walk around in armor, and that is what really takes time.
I adapted well and really excelled at training.  I’d never felt a part of anything meaningful, and when I had the opportunity to join a team that truly worked together, I jumped at it.  Some of the others in my trainee class took longer.  Many of them had even worse backgrounds, and they’d sunk deeper into depravity than I had.  Bitterness and hatred hadn’t entirely consumed me as it had with some of them.  I was an outlaw, yes, but never a bloodthirsty one.  I stole to survive, and later to live comfortably, but my crew didn’t murder the people we robbed.  I'd killed the supervisor, but he had abused me for some time, and I was sure he had been responsible for my father's death.  Some of the others in my class at Camp Puller were real hardcases, broken people who had been driven to do some truly horrible things to survive and to lash back at the world.  It took time to repair that kind of psychic damage, and that’s part of the reason Marine training is six years.
Now I'd made my first drop, and I'd fought my first action.  I'd fought several, in fact - I was a full-fledged Marine.  My crimes were gone, pardoned away in exchange for my service.  I could go back to Earth when I mustered out if I wanted to, and I would be free from any consequences of my past.  But even then, Earth was already starting to seem like something far away and long ago.  I didn't realize it at the time, but the concept of home was changing for me.
We'd been on one mission that particularly made an impression on me.  Three of our troopers were out on patrol, and they ended up cut off by superior enemy forces.  The lieutenant didn't hesitate - he mustered the whole platoon and we scrambled out to try to link up and get them back home.  The Captain was in on it too, sending a group of snipers and a heavy weapons team from base Delta-3 to assist us.  We fought for four hours, the lieutenant pushing us relentlessly the entire time.  In the end we broke through, but too late to save them.  They were all lost.
The mood was somber when we got back to base.  We were in a profession where people got killed - there was no way around that.  Yet we mourned every one of them, and every trooper in the platoon wondered how he'd failed, what he could have done differently.  I felt the loss too, and the futility of our fruitless, costly fight to save them.  But then I realized it wasn't fruitless.  Mathematically it was, of course.  Had we abandoned them we would have had three casualties instead of the eight we ended up with.  But combat isn't decided solely by numbers or equations; it is a test of morale, of the willingness of men and women to fight, sometimes under impossible conditions.  Those three Marines died on that plateau, but they were never abandoned by their comrades.  They knew to the last that their brothers and sisters were fighting to reach them...and the troops struggling to break through saw how the Corps treats its own.  If it was them next time, trapped and cut off, they knew at least that they would not be cut loose, that no officer was going to make a cold blooded decision that they were expendable.  The Corps stood by its own...wherever, whenever, whatever the cost.
I'd been on-planet for five months, and I wasn't one of the new guys anymore.  Combat on Tombstone wasn't cheap, and we'd lost eighteen of our fifty since we'd landed.  Half of them were wounded, all thanks to the armor's impressive repair and trauma control mechanisms.  Our suits were a hell of a lot better than the Caliphate's in that regard – their nanotech was way behind ours.  In a place like this, a wound was pretty much a death sentence for one of them.  
We evac'd the wounded on the transport that brought us replacements.  We had eighteen fresh new faces wandering around the base, and I was in the unfamiliar territory of mentoring the new people.  Somewhere in five months of serving in hell I'd become not quite a veteran, but at least seasoned.  I knew my way around this miserable planet and how to survive its many hazards, and I was determined that none of these 18 newbs would go out and get themselves killed doing something stupid.  Others had done that for me, and some of those people were now dead or shipping out to the hospital on Armstrong.  It was my turn, my debt to start repaying.
We'd just celebrated the new year...the new Earth year, of course.  A year on Tombstone was only 61 Terran days, and just over 20 of the 73 hour local days.  I'd never celebrated the new year before I'd become a Marine, but we had a nice little party in base Delta-4 and welcomed the new additions to the platoon.  Six of them were experienced and were transferring from other units or the hospital.  The rest were fresh from Camp Puller, the class that was half a year behind mine.
There was a lull in the action as the new Earth year began.  Both sides were building up and replacing losses, and while we did frequent patrols there was little action.   There was one interesting thing, though.  We managed to intercept and decode a Caliphate message that gave the exact arrival date of their next convoy.  I'd been with the patrol that caught the transmission, and we were pretty excited for a while.  Taking out a couple hundred of their troops while they were still in the launch bays would save us a lot of trouble down here.  But in the end nothing came of it.  Alliance Gov considered engaging enemy forces in space to be an unacceptable escalation.  Neither side had attacked the other's naval forces, and they weren't looking to start now.  Everyone knew that full-scale war was coming, but nobody was ready for it yet.  It was frustrating fighting a war that you weren’t allowed to win, but there was nothing we could do about that.
I ended up going out on patrols with most of the new people.  The lieutenant was insistent that the fresh arrivals pair up with a more senior private any time they went outside.  It was something that stuck with me years later when I was in command of various units.  You want to keep your new people under the command of the most experienced non-coms available, of course.  But it really helps to have them paired off with an experienced private, regardless of how good a team or squad leader they have.  Human psychology is complex thing, and there are considerable differences in how a person interacts with a command figure and how they function with a peer at their own level.  
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2252 AD
McCraw’s Ridge
Day One
Delta Trianguli I
 
This was shaping up to be a significant battle.  It started small, just two patrols running into each other.  They exchanged some fire, and that would have been the end of it, but neither side backed down.  The Caliphate sent in reinforcements and pushed back our forces, taking the main ridge.  
It looked like worthless ground to us, but the captain wasn’t going to give it up without a fight, and we got the orders to suit up.  We were the farthest away, and when we got there the entire company was formed up, covering a front stretching over five kilometers.  They had already counter-attacked and retaken the ridge when we arrived, and we fed into the line, allowing the units that had taken losses to condense their frontages.
The ridge was named after the megacorp that claimed the mining rights in the area.  McCraw Resources was a huge mining concern that had a number of places named after it, including an entire planet on the Rim.  It was one of several Alliance companies mining on Tombstone, though the only difference between them was which Corporate Magnate managers got the richest.  A McCraw may have started the company centuries ago, but now it was basically owned by the government, just like all the megacorps.  The Magnates who ran it stole what they could, but in the end they answered to Alliance Gov.
We dug into our new positions, and the lieutenant directed the placement of our SAWs and SHWs.  He was very careful about arranging them to maximize their fields of fire and also to provide mutual support.  Any enemy attack against one of our heavy weapons would come under fire from at least two others.  It made an impression on me how he obsessed over the placements himself rather than just ordering the teams to deploy.  That stuck with me years later when I was in his position.  I’ve always believed that low-level heavy weapons are a huge key to victory, and that belief started that day.
The enemy had fallen back but not withdrawn entirely.  They’d fortified another ridge about five klicks north, and it didn’t look like they were planning to leave.  Their position didn’t look quite as good as ours, but it was strong enough to discourage an attack, at least until we were heavily reinforced.  We exchanged sporadic long-ranged fire, but it was mostly quiet for about six hours, with occasional excitement when someone got careless and was picked off by long-ranged fire.  
It’s hard to stay alert for hour after hour, especially when nothing much is happening.  The suit can keep you pumped up on stimulants, but you have to be careful and save that for when you really need it.  Otherwise you end up strung out, and you lose as much effectiveness as you gain.  But you still have to stay sharp.  Snipers can pick off a target at five klicks, no problem, and we’d lost two people already because they let their guard down.  Newbs were particularly vulnerable, but I’ve seen veterans lose their focus for a few seconds too, and that’s long enough to get scragged.
Finally, we got intermittent scanning reports on approaching enemy forces.  Normally, we’d have a complete breakdown of anything so close, but on Tombstone you generally had less information than you wanted, and even that was unreliable.  
Fresh troops meant they were planning another attack, and the lieutenant made his way all along the line, checking and adjusting our positions.  Physical proximity really wasn’t necessary for communication, but still, it was a morale boost to have him crouching next to you while he spoke. 
“How’s everything, Jax?”  He put his hand on my back, a seemingly pointless gesture among armored troops, but one that was nevertheless somehow reassuring.
“I’m good, sir.”  I turned to face him, another bit of instinctive body language that had dubious utility when suited up.  In non-combat situations I would have saluted him, but the Corps dispensed with the clunky salutes among armored troops in battle.  You could barely manage it in a fighting suit in normal conditions.  No one wanted a casualty because a Marine was struggling to salute in armor and got his head blown off.  And there was no point in advertising where the officers were.
“You’ve come along well, Darius.”  His voice was gentle, sincere.  “You were nervous as a cat when you first got here, but you are calm and cool now.  You’ve been great with the new guys, too.  You’re a valued member of this platoon.  And you ended up with quite a first assignment.  My first was a cakewalk, a quick raid that was over in six hours.”  He paused for a second.  “You’ve taken all Tombstone could throw at you.  I’m proud of you.”
I got a little choked up.  This was the first time anyone had really told me I was worth anything.  Except my father, of course, but that doesn’t count.  I already felt at home in the platoon, but this sealed it.  “Thank you, sir.”  I hesitated, trying, not terribly successfully, not to show too much emotion in my voice.  “That means a lot.”  I’d have followed that man anywhere.  I’d drawn the short straw getting posted to Tombstone, but I swear there wasn’t a better commanding officer in the Corps than the one I got.
“Carry on.”  He crouched down and started over toward Private Samms, about 100 meters to my right.  He stopped for a second and turned back toward me.  “And stay low.”  His head snapped back forward and he was on his way.  I had a minute or two to think about what he had said and then all hell broke loose.
My AI warned me about three seconds before the first explosions…grenade and mortar fire.  I instinctively crouched lower just before I was pelted with dirt and shattered chunks of rock.  The grenades weren’t too bad; we had good cover, and they had to drop one right next to you to cause serious damage.  The mortars were another matter.  The rounds coming in were heavier than the usual ones; if one of them hit within twenty meters, you’d better have good cover between you and it.
Fortunately for me, they were concentrating the mortar fire to my right, and the worst thing I had to deal with was a grenade landing behind me.  It covered me with debris and caused some minor damage to my external sensors, but all things considered, I got off light.
We returned fire with grenades, but ours were no more effective than theirs against troops in heavy cover.  They had the exclusive on heavier ordnance right now, and it occurred to me that mortars that big were usually battalion level assets.  The Caliphate called their battalions tac-forces, and they were about 35% larger than ours.
“Ok, platoon…”  The lieutenant’s voice, calm but urgent.  “…we’re looking at a major attack incoming at any time.  I just spoke with the colonel…”  Holy fuck, I thought…the colonel!  He was the planetary theater commander…the top dog.  Something big must be brewing.  “…and we’ve got support inbound.  But we might have to hold out for a while against tough odds.”  He paused.  “I told him he could count on us.  Now you’re not going to make a liar out of me, are you Second Platoon?”
A chorus of “no, sirs” flooded the com, and mine was as loud as anybody’s.  We were ready, though I figured if the colonel was getting involved, we were likely in for a rough ride.  I was right.
Tactically, the ridge was of limited value, not worth a major fight to hold.  We could have pulled back and actually enhanced our longer term positions.  We held most of the surrounding hills, and any enemy penetration here would quickly become an exposed salient.  But what we didn’t know…what we didn’t need to know…was under the ridge ran a rich vein of trans-urianic element…not the fleeting scraps manufactured in labs that decayed in nano-seconds, but naturally-occurring stable isotopes that were non-existent on Earth and still not fully explained by physicists.  These strange substances had been found on a small handful of worlds and, vital for high-yield spaceship drives, they were priceless.  The deposits under the ridge were worth more than all of our lives - at least to Alliance Gov - and while the Corps had a different set of priorities, it followed orders.  Where we were told to fight, we fought.  And right now that was on McCraw’s Ridge.  I was positioned almost dead-center, along a spiny Y-shaped rock outcropping…a spot that would later be known as the Cauldron.
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McCraw’s Ridge
Central Sector – “The Cauldron”
Day Two – Morning
Delta Trianguli
 
They’d hit us five times the day before.  Of course, the days were our own construct, existing largely on our suits’ chronometers.  Tombstone took over sixty Earth hours to complete its rotation, and it was never really dark, not even at night, thanks to the electrical activity and chemical reactions in the upper atmosphere.  The eerie glowing clouds didn’t give off the light the sun did, but it was enough to see by, especially with your visor set to mag 2 or 3.
Now we were on day two of the battle, though we’d fought more or less continuously, and the second day notation had more importance for record-keeping than any real tactical significance.  You’d want it to be correctly noted what day of the battle you were killed on, after all.
I was only a private, barely a rung above the lowly position of “new guy,” so keeping track of planetwide resources wasn’t something I spent much time on.  But to my knowledge, our total strength on Tombstone was approximately three battalions.  The enemy had more, but only marginally so – about two and a half of their tac-forces – the rough equivalent of four battalions.  Now they’d deployed what appeared to be an entire tac-force against us, which was an unprecedented troop concentration on Tombstone.  A ten-year struggle between widely-dispersed patrols and platoons was seeing its first pitched battle.
We’d been taken by surprise by the enemy build-up, but the colonel responded quickly, shifting forces from all over to reinforce our position.  It’s amazing how minutes can drag into eternity when you’re outnumbered 5-1 and waiting for reserves that are “almost there.”
I hadn’t moved more than 50 meters in the last 24 hours.  I was behind the rocky crest of the ridge when the attacks started, with a good field of fire on the broad plain in front of us.  Just to my right there was a spur of the outcropping that ran perpendicular out from our location.  Any attack on our position forced the enemy to either split his forces or concentrate on one side or the other.
The first attack came right at me, with all the strength to the left of the rocky spine.  We hit them hard with fire on the way in, but there were a lot of them, and it looked like they might overrun us.  But they’d made a mistake in ignoring the other side of the rock spine.  The lieutenant swung around with one of our squads, firing at the enemy flank from the cover of the line of rock.  Faced with heavy fire from two directions they withdrew with heavy casualties.
The lieutenant pulled back the advanced squad before they were exposed to the resumption of enemy long-ranged fire.  The Caliphate forces had suffered at least 40 casualties; we’d lost 3, and two of those were wounded.  We got them both patched up and stabilized before Tombstone finished them off.  The enemy casualties were mostly KIA, either from the initial hit or the consequences of their suits being breached.
The second time they didn’t make the same mistake; they split their forces evenly on the two sides of the spur, but the lack of force concentration did them in.  The two groups, unable to support each other, were both beaten back, again with heavy losses.
There was a brief lull, probably while they brought a fresh unit up to attack.  When they had reinforced they charged us again, and the last two assaults came close to taking our position.  The enemy commander sent a small group against the left side of the spur, just enough to demonstrate and prevent a repetition of the lieutenant’s flanking maneuver while the main force concentrated against the right.  They came at us twice that way, but our lines barely held, reinforced at the last minute by arriving reserves fed in squad by squad.
Things quieted down for a few hours, giving us the “night” respite between our Earth days.  We had more troops arriving all the time, and we finally got the orders to pull back.  The entire company was being rotated to the reserve to rest, replaced by a fresh unit that had just marched up.
I was positioned between Corporal Vincennes, my team leader, and Harden and Quincy with the SAW.  Harden had been the team’s lead SAW operator since before I got to Tombstone, and he’d been through four partners since then.  It was considered something of a jinx posting, but I escaped because of my marksmanship ratings in training.  I hadn’t gone through sniper school, but the lieutenant wanted me as an informal sharpshooter rather than managing Harden’s ammo feed.  So I stayed in the line on a standing order to try and target enemy officers and non-coms if I could identify them.
“Hey, Sam, how’s it going over there?”  Harden and I had become pretty good friends.  Most commanders probably would have forbidden this type of chatting over the com, but the lieutenant believed the unit was a living organism.  As long as it didn’t interfere with vital communications, he encouraged limited banter.”
“Not too bad.  I’d say we held pretty damned well.”  He paused, and I could hear him taking a deep breath.  Not a bad use of a couple million rounds of ammo.”  Harden was a little bloodthirsty; he’d lost a brother in the service and I don’t even know how many partners.  I didn’t know it then, mostly because I’d had no one close to me since my dad died, but you get that way if you lose enough people.  We’re professionals, but that only goes so far…enough pain will make any of us into vengeful sadists howling for blood.
“Yeah, we did ok.”  I was a little more circumspect.  I wasn’t all that comfortable with the killing yet, and I found it hard to rejoice as he did in the enemy dead.  After all, most of them were just conscripts with no choice in the matter.  The Caliphate was pretty rough with its recruiting; it was a theocracy and a dictatorship that made the Alliance look like a big happy family.  Its recruiters could pressgang just about anyone except the clergy and the nobility. 
“Just ok?  It was a shooting gallery, baby!”  Harden was overstating things.  We did give the enemy a bloody nose, but it was hardly a walkover.  We were pulling back with 31 troops; we’d gotten here at full strength with 50.  I couldn’t get over the losses, even if we did inflict almost ten times that on the enemy.
“We lost a lot of friends today, Sam.”  My voice was soft; I was trying hard not to sound like I was scolding him.
“Yes, we did.”  His spoke more slowly, his tone darker.  I think he got the point.  “But it could have been a lot worse…a lot worse.  If we’d been overrun, the whole unit could have been wiped.”  He paused, and sighed.  “But we did pay the price.”
“Yes, we paid the price.”  The last of our wounded had been evac’d, but we were leaving seven dead on the field.  I thought quietly to myself for a few seconds then I shifted my mind to more relevant things, with the soldier’s knack for mourning the dead one minute and focusing on duty the next.  “You need help packing up that thing?”  
“Nah, let the newb handle it.”  The light auto-cannon really wasn’t all that large, just a bit unwieldy.  Still, I had a twinge of sympathy for Quincy.  It wasn’t that long ago I was the newb.
I climbed down carefully from the perch I’d occupied for the last twenty hours.  Keep your head down, I thought.  Although the fighting was in a lull, the sporadic sniper fire had never stopped.  What a stupid way to get killed, losing focus on your way to the rear to rest.  I took one last look out over the field, thinking the worst of it was over.  I was wrong.
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We pulled back about five klicks, just behind the next ridge.  We were well within range of enemy mortars and other ordnance, and we wanted some cover.  On a more hospitable world we might have popped our helmets and actually eaten some solid food, but that wasn’t an option on a planet like Tombstone.  So I enjoyed the epicurean delight of another shot of high-energy intravenous nutritional formula, kindly served by my suit’s AI.  It wasn’t exactly a stick-to-your-ribs meal, but you could definitely feel the increased energy level.
Sleep was another issue.  We’d been going for about 40 hours, the last 24 under combat conditions.  I was tired.  You could go for several days on stims injected through the armor’s medical maintenance system, but there was no substitute for actual rest…plus, the less you relied on the stims, the longer you could go on them before getting really strung out.  The armor is more comfortable than anyone who hasn’t worn it would think, but it wasn’t built for taking a nap.  The most comfortable position was sitting on the ground leaning against something.  I staked out a fairly choice spot against a good-sized rock outcropping and closed my eyes.  I fell asleep in a few minutes.
When I’d first gotten to Tombstone, a well-trained but completely untried Marine, I found it very difficult to relax at all.  Even in base when we sat around, waiting days, even weeks before getting the orders to suit up, I was nervous as a cat, expecting the alarm to sound any minute and scared to death about going outside, going into battle.  There are certain clichés about soldiers, and I have found that many of them are true.  One of these is the fact that we can sleep anywhere, and it wasn’t long before I’d joined that club.  I was still scared to death whenever we fought; I still am to this day, though I have since learned to more or less ignore it.  But even back then, if the shooting stopped for a few minutes, I could take a nap.
We’re good scroungers too, another military stereotype that turns out to be true.  Despite living in the most hostile environment imaginable, cut off from virtually everything except official supply routes, there was actually a fairly active black market in the firebase.  I never understood how the most active participants got some of the items that did.  Later I came to realize that the officer didn’t just look the other way – they actually helped things along a little behind the scenes.  All of our officers start as privates, and they knew very well that a posting on a place like Tombstone was a cheerless enough existence.  As long as nothing degraded combat readiness, it was helpful to boost morale any way possible.
I’d gotten maybe 45 minutes’ sleep when I woke up to a jarring on my leg.  My visor automatically went transparent and I could see Harden standing above me, kicking my leg.  It was a gesture best performed by veterans; a little too much power behind the kick and the force amplification system in his suit could have damaged my armor.  It was best done to a seasoned Marine too…startle a sleeping newb and you may end up getting shot to pieces or sliced in half with a molecular blade.
I was seasoned enough not to over-react.  “I was sleeping, asshole.”  Not normal chatter for the comlink, but I was mildly annoyed, and my tone conveyed it.
“What are you gonna do, sleep your life away?”  He was always cheerful, which was surprisingly irritating sometimes.  This time, though, it seemed like a facade.  Something was bothering him.
“Wouldn’t want to waste a minute of the Tombstone experience, would we?”  I wanted to be pissed, but he was a good guy; he just never shut up.  “I think it will be a big vacation spot once we’re done fighting for it.”
He sat down next to me, leaning back against the rock wall.  “I wonder how long we’ll be posted here.”  His upbeat tone was gradually getting a little more somber.  Tombstone wore everyone down.  “The unit we replaced had been here six months.  We’re almost there, but I haven’t heard squat about us getting rotated out.”
Of course, I’d considered it too, but I wasn’t sure I should tell him what I really thought.  It looked to me like both sides were increasing the strength deployed here, and they were probably going to do it by extending the tours.  “I think we’ll be here awhile.” What the hell, I thought.  Tell him what you think.  “It’s obvious the expeditionary force here is being increased.  If they increase the postings to a year they can bring in the unit that was going to replace us as an incremental force.”
“Fuuuuck.”  He stretched the word out impressively.  “I hadn’t thought about it that way, but you’re right.”  He paused for five or ten seconds, both of us silent as we thought about that unpleasant prospect.  “Man, I hate this shithole.”  He slapped his hand lightly against the ground as he spoke.
I nodded, though it wasn’t all that obvious of a gesture in armor.  “We made it this far; we’ll make it a year if we have to.”  I said it, but I wasn’t sure I believed it.  A lot of us hadn’t made it this far, and it was anyone’s guess how many would get through another seven months on this hellhole. 
I expected him to say something - he always had something to say - but not this time.  What was there to say?  We were here, and we had a job to do.  That was all there was to it.  Whether we liked it or not wasn’t part of the equation.
“I’m getting the shakes.”  He’d switched to direct laser com.  “The last month, maybe more.”  His voice was serious, more so than I’d ever heard it.
I let out a short breath, thinking about what to say, wishing he’d gone to one of the real veterans who might have something wise to tell him.  But he’d come to me, and we were Marines…we were there for each other.  Always.  “It can’t be too bad, Sam.  I lost count of how many you dropped this morning.  It’s not affecting your shooting any.”
“I’ve managed to control it when we’re fighting.  I guess it’s the adrenalin or something.  Focuses me.”  He paused.  “But it’s bad before, and it’s starting to get that way after too.  It took me the whole walk back here to settle down.”  His voice was edgy; he was really worried.
Sam Harden was a decorated Marine who’d been in half a dozen engagements.  He was sure to be bumped to corporal and given his own team after this posting.  But none of us was immune to the nerves, the fear.  It gnawed at you, even as you pushed it aside, and it could come out at any time.  We all controlled it in our own ways.  Over the years I’ve known guys who had lucky charms, some who prayed before battle, still others who played different mind games with themselves.  Some of them focused anger and rage; others relied on a sense of discipline.
When you started to lose your control, even a little, it became harder to get it back.  Doubts preyed on your confidence, and eventually the fear that you wouldn’t be able to regain control added its own pressure.  Marines, especially veterans like Harden, didn’t like to talk about this kind of thing, so if he was coming to me it was probably bad.
“Sam, you’re one of the guys who pulled me through when I got here.  You’ve done it for other guys too…I’ve seen it.”  I was trying to sound upbeat and supportive, but I really had no idea what to say.  I was so green I barely knew how I kept myself together.  “This place gets to everybody sooner or later.  Don’t let it eat away at you.  When it’s important, you’ll be ready.  There’s no one here I’d rather have backing me up.”
He sat quietly for a minute then he turned and looked at me.  “Four partners.  Four partners I’ve lost here.”  He looked down at his feet.
“Sam, that has nothing to do with you.  We’re in a dangerous business.”  I frowned, though of course he couldn’t see that in armor.  The next time I heard that jinx bullshit being joked about I was going to have a talk with whoever started it.  “Not one of them got hit because of anything you did.”
“I know you’re right.”  His voice was really unsteady. “But still, I should have been able to do something, kept them safer somehow.”
He really sounded like shit.  I was in way over my head.  My first thought was, he shouldn’t be in battle right now.  But what should I do?  I wanted to run to the lieutenant and tell him about this, or at least the squad leader.  It was the hardest situation I’d run into since I’d been in the Corps.  Harden had come to me in confidence.  He’d be furious if I ratted him out.  It felt wrong.  But letting him go back to the line in his current condition didn’t seem any better.  I talked to him a while longer, trying to make him feel better, all the while trying to decide what to do.
In the end, I got up and walked away and kept my mouth shut.  It was a mistake I have regretted the rest of my life.  We were about to get called back to the lines, and Harden would be dead in two hours, him and Quincy both.  I was never sure exactly what happened; I think he got rattled and decided to move the SAW, and they ended up exposed and were chopped up by enemy fire.  By the time I got over there they were both dead, riddled by half a dozen rounds each.  They’d had a good position; if they’d stayed put they probably would have been fine.
Things were hot on the line when they got hit, so I didn’t have time for grief or guilt.  But a few hours later the situation calmed down for a while and I just sat on the ground in shock.  My stomach clenched, and I wretched, though there wasn’t much in my stomach to come up but a little foam.  My suit’s systems tried to clean up inside my helmet, doing a fairly reasonable job.
It was my fault; I knew it was my fault.  I didn’t want to betray Harden’s confidence…I wanted to be a good friend.  So I didn’t tell anybody he was too unnerved to go back into the line.  I didn’t do anything.
Harden died thinking of me as a friend, but I failed him when he needed me.  We were more than friends; we were comrades in arms.  I owed him more than he got from me.  He was my brother, and I didn’t have his back.  He thought I did, and I thought so too, but that was superficial.  I could have saved his life, but I didn’t.  A live Harden who hated me the rest of his life would have been a thousand times better than a dead friend.
I never forgot the lesson I learned that day.
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We were in the middle of the third day of the biggest battle ever fought on Tombstone.  Our estimates of enemy strength on the planet turned out to be wildly inaccurate.  My distrust of intelligence services, which would continue to increase at an exponential rate over the years, started that day.  It wasn’t the last time I’d see bad intel, but it was the last time I’d believe it.
Not only were we facing more enemy troops than should have been possible, but we were also up against a tac-force of Janissaries.  We’d been outnumbered all along on Tombstone - we knew that - but we’d had the qualitative edge.  My battalion was an elite assault unit, one of the best in the Corps.  Most of the enemy troops were colonial troops, well-equipped, but definitely second line.  One on one they had never been a match for us.
But the Janissaries were front line troops, every bit as elite as we were.  They were the only fighting force with even more training than we had, since they were essentially bred as soldiers and raised from childhood in the barracks.  Worse, they were fresh, and we’d been fighting for two and a half days, beating back every conscript and colonial regular they could throw at us.  We had half our total strength on the whole planet deployed, but I still wasn’t sure we’d be able to stop them.
But stopping them wasn’t an option; it was a necessity.  If we’d fallen back before the battle we could have fortified the surrounding hills and maintained a strong defensive line.  But if we pulled out now, broken and beaten, we’d compromise our control over the entire sector…and lose the most productive mines on the planet.  A defeat here could be enough to shatter the stalemate on Tombstone.  I wasn’t up in the chain of command, but I didn’t have to be to know our orders.  Hold at all costs.
I was back almost exactly where I’d been for most of the last three days…nearly dead center in our line.  The fighting here had been fierce on the first day, and it looked like it had been just as intense while we were in reserve.  The dead and wounded had been pulled back, but from the shattered pieces of armor and equipment I had a pretty good idea the fighting had been brutal.  
We weren’t back long before we were attacked, but we beat it back without too much trouble.  That’s when we lost Harden and Quincy.  When they went down I shifted over, covering a larger frontage.  Corporal Vincennes and I were the only ones left in the fire team.  We tried to get Harden’s auto-cannon set up, but it had also been hit.  It might have been repairable, but not in the field, so it was useless to us.  The corporal set me up just left of where the cannon had been, and he headed 200 meters to the right.  
We were a laughable defense.  Any serious attack would have cut right through us, but fortunately the enemy didn’t hit us before we were reinforced.  The corporal and I had held that forlorn hope for about ninety minutes before the lieutenant came jogging over with reinforcements.  The captain had sent up the last of the company reserve, and he cut the frontage our platoon had to cover.  The lieutenant took advantage to pull some strength from other sectors to strengthen our weakened center.
He brought the platoon weapons team with him, though only one of the original crew of three remained.  Langon, the platoon’s technician, was backing up Private Glenn, and they were handling the thing a man short.  The medium auto-cannon was a double-barreled hyper-velocity weapon that put out three times the firepower of Harden’s lighter version.  They set it up right where we’d had the SAW, though they had to clear some of the rock out to make enough room.  Fortunately, Langon had the plasma torch, so it only took a few minutes to dig in.  When they were done, it was in a great spot, in good cover and able to direct fire on either side of the rocky spur.
The lieutenant also brought Graves, the sniper, and he placed him in a big rock outcropping just behind our line.  He had the marksman’s weapon of choice, the M-00, AI-assisted sniper’s rifle.  It was longer than our infantry weapons and fired a single shot at even higher velocity and greater accuracy.  The AI interface helped compensate for weather, visual irregularities, even projected movement of the target.  An expert sniper could score a hit as far away as ten klicks.
I’d trained on the weapon at Camp Puller, and I’d been fast-tracked for sniper school based on my performance.  Snipers were all veterans though, so I couldn’t go right into the training program from Puller, and I’d been stuck on Tombstone since then.  I expected to go after this campaign, though things would turn out differently, and I’d never end up being a sniper.  But I always respected the effectiveness of well-utilized sharpshooters.
After he’d deployed everyone, picking out their exact positions himself, the lieutenant settled in directly on my left.  He gave us a few short instructions and a little pep talk, but mostly he left us alone.  We knew what we were doing, and we knew what was coming.  The Janissaries would be here soon, and we’d be waiting for them.
This was the first time I’d faced veteran, elite troops, and it was a lot different that the colonial regulars we’d been fighting.  They started out with a heavy bombardment, blasting our entire ridge with rockets and frag shells.  We had good cover, and I doubt they expected to inflict a lot of casualties.  But they knew we were tired, and they wanted to rattle us as much as possible.  They also directed some of the bombardment behind our line, creating a complication for any troops redeploying or reinforcements moving up.
We returned fire, but we had a lot less ordnance then they did, and I doubt we accomplished anything but a superficial show of defiance.  Still, I cheered like everyone else when the captain ordered the company’s mortars to open fire.  I was still enraged about Harden and Quincy…the guilt would come, and when it did it would be severe, but right there on that battle line I wanted blood, I wanted vengeance.
They didn’t fire for long, and about half an hour after they’d opened up they stopped.  Their lines were silent for a few minutes and then shells started impacting the plain in front of our position.  The Janissary mortars were firing smoke shells.  It wasn’t real smoke of course, though that’s the name we gave it, but a dense radioactive steam used to shield an attack.  Opaque, it blocked visibility, and the radiation and chemical makeup interfered with scanners.  The heat of the steam clouds made infrared and temperature-based scanning useless as well, so the stuff was very effective at screening an advance.  It was a powerful tool, and I never understood why we didn’t use it.
This was it.  We knew they’d be coming up behind those clouds, and that this would be the climactic attack.  Either we’d hold or they would win.
“OK, Third Company.”  Captain Riklis was addressing the entire unit.  His voice was steady, and in it I could detect barely controlled anger.  His blood was up.  This was the first time I’d faced Janissaries, and I wasn’t aware yet just how much of a rivalry we had with them.  When Marines faced Caliphate Janissaries there was no quarter even thought of…it was a fight to the death.  “I know you’re all tired, and we’ve suffered heavy losses already.  And these bastards are fresh.  This is going to be one hell of a brawl.”  I really liked that he was being straight with us, not sugar coating things.  He was rallying us, but with respect.  We were professionals; we knew the obstacles to victory, and we were ready to face the challenges and win in spite of them.  “But there is no unit – none! – in the whole damned Corps I’d rather have under me today.  I know…know with every fiber of my being that whatever comes through that smoke, Third Company is going to be ready…and we’re going to wreck it!”
Before I joined the Corps, before I ended up on a battle line waiting for an enemy to come and try to kill me, I never thought about how words could affect me.  They were just words, after all.  But when he was done I was so worked up I’d have faced the entire enemy force alone if I had to.  I’ve never figured out whether it’s real confidence a leader like that inspires or just mind games that provoke a response, but I never forgot how it made me feel, just when I needed that extra bit of courage.  I would be giving a version of that speech many times myself in the years to come, and I would fight with other officers whose ability to rally troops would astonish me.  But that day I was on the line with the captain and the lieutenant, and as far as I was concerned, no Caliphate force ever made was going to make me let them down.
I crouched down, digging my foot into the grayish gravelly dirt and pushed up against the rocky spine, bracing myself and aiming my mag-rifle out at the hazy, faintly glowing clouds.  My AI would take whatever bits of data my scanning devices could glean and combine it with the info gathered by the rest of the platoon, giving me the best guess at where enemy troops were approaching.  The smoke was very effective, but it wasn’t perfect cover.  Troops moving through would disturb the clouds, at least somewhat, and if the AIs could factor out the wind and weather-caused effects, they could actually do a decent job of finding concentration of troops coming forward.
“Ok, platoon.”  The lieutenant’s voice was calm, even more so than the captain’s.  “You men and women are the best soldiers in the field, anywhere.  Janissaries are good troops, but they aren’t that tough.  They can’t be that tough, because they’re not Marines!”  His style was a little different than the captain’s.  His voice was relaxed, almost like a teacher in a classroom, but then all of a sudden he’s amping it up and getting us whipped into a frenzy.  “We’re going to do the work, platoon.  I want everybody to focus.  I’m going to call out enemy locations as we have them.”  He paused.  “And we’re not retreating, no matter what.  Anybody who leaves their position won’t have to worry about Janissaries; they’ll have to worry about me!”
My AI started projecting figures in front of me, the shimmering blue images displaying percentages projecting the location of enemy troops.  We didn’t have enough data to get any solid leads yet, but there were a couple spots north of 40% probability.  I started firing some bursts at these locations, and I could tell that a few others were doing the same.  I didn’t know if I hit anything – probably not - but it was worth expending a little ammo in the effort.
The auto-cannon didn’t open up yet, though.  It was an extremely effective weapon on defense, and the lieutenant didn’t want to give its position away too soon.  With any luck, the enemy would blunder right into the center of the field of fire.  Their own scanners were compromised by the smoke too, so they couldn’t really attack with any precision.
I’d been scared to death before the attack started, as I always was, but now I wasn’t really thinking about that anymore.  I was so focused and so pumped up by the captain and the lieutenant, the fear morphed into a nervous energy, an edginess that made it hard to stand still.  I could hear my heart beating in my ears like a drum.
“Enemy troop concentrations.”  The lieutenant, still totally calm.  My God, doesn’t anything rattle him?  “Transmitting coordinates.  Open fire.”
The enemy troops were off to my left, but I had a clear line of fire, so I switched to full auto and sprayed the area.  The mag-rifle had enough kick to knock a man over, and probably break his arm as well, but in armor you just felt a small vibration.  I emptied an entire clip into the smoke, and the autoloader slammed another one in place with a loud click.
A few seconds after we started shooting, the enemy opened up.  Their position given away, the advancing troops had no reason to continue to hold their fire.  They couldn’t aim any better out of the clouds than we could into them, but our entire front was saturated with fire.  It was clear there were a lot of troops coming at us.
I crouched lower as the rock wall in front of me was blasted with enemy fire.  Shards of shattered stone bounced all around, but the outcropping was thick enough to provide cover, and other than some rocks bouncing loudly off my armor, I was fine.  I could tell from the chatter on the com that 1st Platoon on our left had some casualties…they probably got careless when they were firing and didn’t get down quickly enough.
We got locations on two more enemy troop concentrations, and when they all opened up we were well into a serious firefight.  Even with our cover, we were taking losses.  I assumed we were inflicting them too, but it was hard to tell.  All of this seemed like an eternity, but only a few minutes had passed since the enemy launched the smoke and started their attack.
They started to emerge from the smoke.  It was surreal watching them move forward, zigzagging as they jogged toward our trenches.  Their armor was similar to ours, a little bulkier, maybe, and the alloy they used was a little different, giving the suits a darker look.  They didn’t have the camo system we did, and their suits were dark silhouettes against the glowing clouds as they came forward.
Their formations were scattered, with significant gaps.  I could see they’d taken considerable losses from our fire.  Their assault doctrine was well thought out, and they executed it flawlessly.  One group would find the best cover they could – low ground, rocks, gullies – and open up on our position with everything they had.  A second line would advance, supported by this covering fire, and find their own protected areas.  They would then start shooting while the first group advanced.  It was a standard leapfrog tactic, but they were so well drilled they could maintain enormously heavy fire while leaving precise lanes open for their advancing troops.  I couldn’t help but admire the discipline and skill, even if they were trying to kill me.
But we knew our stuff too, and we targeted the units moving ahead, ignoring the covering fire.  We were taking heavier losses, but it was still the best exchange rate we’d get; if they got to our lines and broke in we’d lose our positional advantage…and there were more of them than us.
There was a crack in the rock wall next to me, and I was able to lie down and shoot through a very small opening.  It was great cover, and gave me a wide coverage area.  They were getting close, so I switched to semi-automatic and started targeting individual troops with 10-shot bursts.  I didn’t have a sniper’s rifle, but I managed to take down a target just about every time I shot.  I must have dropped 7 or 8 when I realized we weren’t going to turn them back.
The auto-cannon was firing full bore, but the enemy troops were very good at using any bit of cover as they advanced.  We’d taken out a lot of them, probably enough to send lower-quality troops feeling for their lives, but we wouldn’t have broken, and the Janissaries weren’t going to either.  They were weakened and disordered, but we were still going to have a close range fight.
If we’d had a secondary position we could have fallen back, keeping them under heavy fire as they came over the rocky spur and eventually wearing their attack down.  But there was nothing but open plateau behind us – we’d be the ones caught in the clear and cut to pieces.  No…it was win or die right along this ridge line.
I have always found that my memories of combat are blurry, surreal.  It’s hard to recall the time passing.  I remember this charge of the Janissaries as something that went on forever, but it wasn’t more than ten minutes from when they dropped the smoke until they started climbing up over the rock wall.
I saw them coming, at least six of them heading toward my spot.  The whole thing happened in slow motion.  I took one last shot through the crack on the rock, hitting one of the attackers in the leg.  At least four or five projectiles hit the leg, tearing it off completely.  He dropped hard to the ground and writhed for a couple seconds before Tombstone finished the job.
I paused an instant watching him fall, and then I realized with a start that there were no more targets…I had waited too long.  Something took over, instincts, maybe or, more likely training.  I rolled over on my back, whipping my rifle around, and I blasted at full auto, taking out two more as they climbed over the rocks.
The next two seconds lasted a lifetime.  I’d emptied my clip, and I could hear the autoloader moving a new one into position.  The entire process had always seemed nearly instantaneous to me, but now it felt as though it was taking forever.  I looked up, and I could see the enemy troops coming over, and one of them was turning to me.  I could hear each heartbeat pounding in my head as I brought my mag-rifle up to target him.  He was doing the same, but his was loaded and mine was empty.  I’d have a new clip in place in less than a second, but in that instant I knew it was going to be too late.  I stared up into the barrel of his gun, and I knew I was dead.
And then I wasn’t.  Just before he fired, his body lurched backwards, his arm flying upward, spraying the air with fire.  The top half of his body twisted to the right, the bottom to the left.  He wasn’t cut in half, not quite, but he fell in a gruesome heap, half a meter from where I was laying.  Standing there, silhouetted against the reddish light, was the lieutenant, his arm raised, bloodied blade extended.  He sliced its edge, a single molecule thick, into my would-be killer’s side, driven with all the enhanced power his suit’s servo-mechanicals could deliver.
I was laying there in shock, thinking I should thank the lieutenant when his voice boomed into my headset.  “Get the hell up, Jax!”  His voice was still calm, but even his even tone was affected by the stress of battle.  “This isn’t time for a nap.”
He jogged past me without another word, leveling his mag-rifle and shooting down half a dozen Janissaries who were coming over the rock wall and taking aim at the auto-cannon.  Glenn was firing that alone, targeting the second wave of enemy troops still emerging from the smoke and advancing on our position.  Langon was down.  I didn’t know then, but he taken a hit early.  His suit’s auto-repair managed to close the breach, saving his life for all of ten minutes.  He took a second hit, this time in the neck, and he fell to the ground, dead.
I climbed up to my feet, watching the lieutenant for a second.  I glanced over the rock wall – there were no troops approaching my position, so I spun to the left.  All along the line there were Janissaries pouring up and over the broken ridge.  It was a confused melee, with point blank fire and blade fights.  The Caliphate troops had their own version of the molecular blade, and it was longer and more effective than ours.  They trained with it more than we did too, and they thought they could beat us in a hand to hand fight.  But our close range fire drill was very effective, and not many of them got close enough to one of our troops to force a knife fight.
The snipers played a key role too, picking off enemy officers and non-coms, targeting them even when they stood centimeters away from our own troops.  Our sniper tactics and training were light-years ahead of theirs, and it showed.  This range was child’s play to the sharpshooters, and they scored hit after hit.  The company’s three snipers went a long way toward helping us cope with the enemy numbers.  
Still, we were gradually being pushed back from the ridgeline.  The enemy’s third wave came pouring over the rocks, and we had nothing left to face them.  I was standing against the outcropping, with enemy troops climbing over to my right and left.  I crouched down and fired as they came over, facing left for a second than switching to the right.  I heard the autoloader slamming my last clip into place, and I knew things would be over soon.  We were being overrun at every point, and enemy troops were racing to the rear.  The snipers’ positions were compromised, and one by one they were taken out.
I was determined to go down fighting and not panic, but it’s hard to stay cool when you know you’re likely to die any instant.  I just kept firing, bursts now to conserve my last ammo, and somehow I didn’t get hit.  My heart was pounding and I could feel the sweat trickling down my back.  I just kept fighting, waiting for the inevitable end.  My resolve was strong, but my mind wandered.  I wondered if it would hurt.  Would I die in an instant, never knowing what hit me?  Or in agony, bleeding into my armor, choking on the toxic Tombstone atmosphere?
I was so focused I wasn’t even watching the scanner.  If I had been I would have seen them.  Reinforcements, a whole company, running forward with blades out, into the melee.  The enemy, weakened by the staggering losses they had already taken, turned to face the new threat.  But now they were on the defensive, their momentum lost.  They fought bitterly, but in the end our fresh reserves were too much for them.  The troops who’d made it over the ridge were almost entirely wiped out and their reserve waves, seeing that the attack had failed, retreated.
It was the first significant battle I’d been in, and we’d won.  I was glad, but I didn’t feel the elation I’d expected, just crushing fatigue, and the somber realization of the losses we’d suffered.  As the adrenalin and anger subsided, the pain and sadness took its place.  It had been a hard several days, but we’d proven our worth.  And we’d met the Janissaries head on and bested them.
It had been a difficult and costly day, but it wasn’t over yet.  The enemy had spent their strength on that last attack and, while we were just as battered, we’d managed to stabilize our greatly thinned line.  A counterattack was out of the question, but we were in good shape to repel anything they had left to throw at us.  Nevertheless, both sides remained on their respective ridges, trading sporadic long-range fire.  
The lieutenant walked over to me, crouched low behind the ridge.  He was working his way down the reduced frontage of the vastly shrunken platoon, checking on each of us.  There were only fifteen of us left in the line, though of the 35 casualties, about 20 were wounded or suffering from suit malfunctions.  Maybe ten were wounded lightly enough that they’d be treated right here on Tombstone and return to duty fairly quickly.  The rest would be shipped off to one of the Marine hospitals, probably Armstrong, and likely be reassigned elsewhere when they recovered.
A unit is an odd thing; it has a life of its own.  The traditions, history, and achievements create a culture that survives, even as the soldiers themselves come and go.  The men and women die or get reassigned, but the unit goes on, remaining much the same as it was as long as it doesn’t lose too many people too quickly.  With about half of the personnel still standing or likely to return soon, I was confident the platoon would remain the place I’d come to think of as home.  Especially with the lieutenant.  I knew he’d make sure it stayed the same place.
He was about ten meters from me when it happened.  He was facing in my direction, walking right toward me.  He was very hands on, and he wanted to see firsthand that each of us was OK.  He was just passing a section of the rocky wall that dipped low, forcing him to crouch further down to stay in cover.  I saw it all, and to this day I remember it as it were in slow motion.  
He turned suddenly.  I don’t know if someone from behind commed him and he instinctively turned or he saw something on his scanner, but he spun around, and when he did he came up out of his crouch.  It was careless, a small slip made by the most careful and consistent man I’d ever met.  That one time he lost his focus, let his guard slip.  One small mistake that 99 times out of 100 would have been harmless.  But that day it was tragic.  
I saw his head snap back hard.  His body seemed suspended in the air, though I know that is just my memory of it.  He crumpled and fell, sliding down the slight embankment and landing on his back.
I rushed over, screaming into the com for a medic as I did.  I can’t remember if I kept my own head down in my panic, but if I was careless, my fortune was stronger that day than the lieutenant’s.  He was lying with his head on the low side of the slope.  I reached over and cradled his upper body, lifting his head as I did.  
The sniper’s shot had struck him in the neck, tearing a huge gash in his armor.  The suit’s repair circuits had managed to patch the breach with self-expanding polymer, and while it didn’t look too secure, it was keeping out Tombstone’s heat and toxins for the moment.
But the wound itself was mortal.  In a hospital he could have been easily saved.  If I could have opened his armor, a medic could probably have kept him alive until he was evac’d…even I might have managed it.  But opening the suit would kill him on the spot, and the wound was just too much for the suit’s trauma control system, which was damaged by the shot and only partially functional.
He turned his head slightly to look up at me.  “Darius…”  His voice was throaty, labored.  His lungs were filling with his own blood.
“Yes, sir?  I’m here.”  My heart was pounding and I was in shock, but I was determined to be strong for him, as I knew we would be for me.  “What can I do for you, sir?”
“Tell the men and women.”  He was rasping, coughing up blood, trying to get the words out.  “Tell them I am proud…”  He coughed again, trying to continue speaking through the gurgling sounds.  “…proud of them.  Tell them I was honored to lead them, and…”  More coughing.  “…and, tell them I know they will always make me proud.”
“Yes, sir.”  I was fighting back a sea of tears, but there was nothing more important to me than to be there for this man in that place.
“Darius?”  He turned his head.  “Darius?”  He was slipping away, not sure where he was.
“I’m here, sir.  It’s Darius.”
His voice was weak, almost inaudible.  My AI automatically cranked up the volume so I could hear.  “Tell them I’m proud to die here with so many of our brothers and sisters.”  He went into another coughing spasm and he started speaking incomprehensibly, hallucinating about something, though what I couldn’t tell.  I had lots of chatter on my com, from others in the platoon, from the medic I could see trotting over…but I shut it all down except for the lieutenant’s line.
Finally, he stopped the random talking and his coughing subsided.  He turned his head slightly, further in my direction, and he said, “The Corps forever.”  He was silent after that, and I knew he was gone.  The medic knelt down, but I told him it was too late.  A great Marine was dead.
His last thoughts, dying painfully on a hellish world far from home, were for us, for the platoon he’d loved and protected and led with such dedication.  People speak of duty and devotion, but the lieutenant had lived it to his last breath.  He was a good man sent to an impossible place, and I can’t even count how many of his soldiers he pulled through that nightmarish campaign.  We lived, many of us, to leave Tombstone, but we left him behind, having given his last full measure to the Corps.
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2253 AD
Armstrong Medical Center
Armstrong Colony
Gamma Pavonis III
 
I'd like to say I left Tombstone triumphantly, amid victory parades and celebrations, but that's not how it happened.  I didn't march out at all; I left as a casualty, unconscious and kept alive by machines.  I'd come through the battle of McCraw's Ridge, fighting non-stop for three days without a scratch, but it was a tiny skirmish three weeks later that took me down.  My squad was on a routine sweep of the perimeter when my luck ran out.  We encountered an enemy patrol and exchanged a few shots before both sides broke off.  Nobody had a stomach for a serious fight, not so soon after the Cauldron.
But those few shots were enough.  One of the rounds caught me in the shoulder, and as far as I know, I was the only one hit.  It wasn't a bad wound, but it impacted at a strange angle, tearing a large chunk off my armor.  On a more hospitable world it would have been minor, but we were on Tombstone.  The repair system in my suit tried to restore atmospheric integrity, but the hole was just too big.  The corporal managed to get a manual patch over it, but not before I'd breathed a half a lungful of Tombstone's noxious atmosphere.  It was as if I'd inhaled fire; the pain was unbearable.  It was like suffocating and burning to death both.  I could feel the blood pouring out of my nose and welling up in my throat.  It was only a second or two before the suit's trauma control kicked in and flooded my system with painkillers and tranqs, but that instant stretched out like an eternity, and it was nothing but relief when the darkness finally took me.
As I faded away I was sure I was done, but they got me out of there and into a med unit back at base.  My lungs were a total loss; the unit would be doing my breathing until I was evac'd to a facility with regeneration capability.  My suit’s trauma control had put me out on the field, and the medical AI kept me in an induced coma, so my last view of Tombstone was the one I had just after I was shot.  When I finally came to it was weeks later and in a much more hospitable environment - the Marine hospital on Armstrong, surrounded by doctors and med techs.  I woke up and took a painless deep breath, and it was a minute before I'd regained enough presence of mind to be surprised by that fact.  
My chest was a little sore from the transplantation surgery, but my brand new lungs, exact copies of the ones I had before, worked perfectly, and my shoulder and other injuries had long since healed.  I had a few weeks of observation and physical therapy ahead of me, but then I was on my way to a month's leave and a new posting.  
The Corps tried to return wounded soldiers to their original units, but with the time and distances involved it just wasn't always feasible.  Although I wouldn't miss Tombstone, I was sorry I wasn't going back to my old platoon.  They were my brothers and sisters; I'd shared the danger and death of the front lines with them, and they had carried me back when I got hit, when even I had given myself up as lost.  They'd saved my life; they were there for me when I needed them.  Just like Captain Jackson had told me more than six years before.
I hated leaving for another reason.  A unit is like a living organism; it can wither and die without the support it needs.  When I left, the platoon was still reeling from the loss of the lieutenant.  The wound was still raw, the grief palpable.  They'd get a new CO - they probably had one already - but it would be a long time before anyone filled the void left behind.  
The platoon is a dynamic entity.  It's pride, its battle history, its traditions - they remain.  But the men and women come and go.  Soldiers die, they get wounded, they get promoted or transferred.  Slowly but steadily, the living memory of the lieutenant would fade.  He would become less the source of raw pain and loss and more the honored entry in the unit's history.  
For me, though, the memory would always be there, and it would never fade.  Up to that point, no one had impacted my life as strongly as the lieutenant had, and I can't begin to list the things he taught me.  I only knew him for the six months I'd served under him, but he was the first person who truly won my unreserved respect.  I can't think of anything more meaningful to say than this - Lieutenant Brett Reynolds was a truly good man in a universe that had very few of those.  I resolved that my career would be a tribute to him.  I would live up to his expectations; I would become the type of Marine he had been, the kind he wanted me to be.
I wish I could say that the years long struggle on Tombstone ended in glorious victory, but I can't.  When the war became official, the Caliphate hit the planet with thousands of new troops, backed up with a naval task force.  Cut off from resupply or reinforcement, our units on the ground held out the best they could.  One by one the enemy captured our firebases and mining settlements, pushing our people into an ever-shrinking perimeter.  As far as I know, none of the troops posted on Tombstone when war was declared ever made it out.  My old unit had rotated off-planet long before then, so I didn't know any of the men and women who were sacrificed there.  But they all hurt.  They were all my brothers and sisters...all Marines.
The soldiers that had been lost there over a decade were expended wastefully, sent by a government that was too greedy to share the wealth of the planet and too cowardly to fight hard enough to win.  The politicians had viewed the monthly loss rates on Tombstone as a cost of doing business.  That sort of calculus repulsed me, and for the first time I thought – really thought – about how the Alliance was governed.  The ultimate futility of if all only made the suffering and waste that much more bitter.
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2257 AD
AS Guadalcanal
En route to Tau Ceti III
 
The wardroom of the Guadalcanal was sparse, just a few bare metal tables and about a dozen chairs.  She was an older ship, a fast assault vessel of the Peleliu class, and she showed her age.  My last posting had been on the Gallipoli, one of the first ships of the new Ypres class, slated to replace the old Pelelius.  The newer ships were no more spacious - real estate on a spaceship was always at a premium - but the common areas were definitely nicer.
I'd bounced around to several units over the last few years, the result of my unfortunate streak of getting wounded in each of my first three assignments.  After my third wound I got another transfer and my promotion to corporal.  I made two drops as the junior two-striper in the squad and then I was transferred here to take over my own fire team.  Just about half my military career had been spent in the hospital, and each time I got the best care possible, just as Captain Jackson said I would.
The war that everyone had been anticipating while I was on Tombstone finally became official.  The Third Frontier War had begun, and we were fighting both the Caliphate and the Central Asian Combine.  We had our hands full, outnumbered and facing more threats that we could effectively counter.  
I was waiting in the wardroom to meet the platoon's senior corporal, who was going to help me get acclimated and introduce me to the four other members of my fire team.  I needed to get them comfortable with me quickly, because we were on the way to an assault, and it was a big one.  Tau Ceti III was the Caliphate's largest and most important colony world, and a major strategic hub.  We’d been pushed back in the first two years of widespread fighting, but now we were taking the offensive; we were taking the war to the enemy.  Operation Achilles would be the biggest assault in the history of warfare in space, and every reserve, every logistical asset that could be scraped up had been committed.  I was anxious and hopeful, determined that my fire team would be among the best in the entire operation.
My thoughts were interrupted when the hatch slid open and a man in a slightly rumpled set of duty fatigues walked in.  He was around my age, maybe a year or two younger.  His brown hair was closely cut but still somehow just slightly messy.  I'd become very "by the book" military, and I was always meticulous with my uniform and my appearance, a trait I obviously didn't share with my new acquaintance.
"Corporal Jax?"  I got up as he walked over.  "I'm Erik Cain."  He extended his hand.  "I'd like to welcome you to the platoon."
I clasped his hand and we shook.  He was fairly tall, but when I stood up I towered over him.  "The pleasure is mine Corporal Cain."
"Please, sit."  He motioned toward the chair where I'd been seated, and he dropped into the one next to it.  "You are taking over a good team, one of the best.  I know, because they were mine."  He was friendly, but I could also tell he was taking his measure of me.  As I was doing with him.
"I can promise you I will do my best to look after them, Corporal Cain."
He smiled and leaned back in his chair.  "I appreciate that.  And it's Erik, please."
"I'm Darius."  I relaxed a bit in my chair, though my posture was still better than his.  "I want to thank you for taking the time to welcome me into the unit.  I know how closeknit a group a good platoon can be.  The troops can be a little apprehensive when they get a commander from outside rather than one promoted from within."  
He nodded approvingly; it was clear he had similar thoughts.  "I completely agree."  He was looking right at me, his eyes boring into mine.  "I've read your file, Darius.  I'm sure you'll be a great addition.  But if I can help get you off on the right foot with the troops, it's the least I can do."  There was a soft buzzing sound - he was getting a message on his earpiece.  "Excuse me, Darius, I just have to attend to something quickly."  He was getting up as he spoke.  "I shouldn't be more than ten minutes, and then we'll go meet your team."
"No rush.  I'll be here when you get back." 
He looked back over his shoulder.  "Help yourself."  He pointed toward the dispensers on the far wall.  "Believe it or not, the coffee's actually pretty good."  The hatch slid open.  "I'll be right back."  He walked out into the corridor, and the door slid shut behind him.
I didn't know it then, of course, but I had just met someone who would be very important to me, a colleague and my closest friend.  I had respected the lieutenant and some of the other troops I'd fought with, but Erik was the first real friend I ever had.  We would fight side by side for years, and climb the ranks together.  He would save my life more than once, and I would save his, and the two of us would make face challenges neither of us could have imagined sitting in that wardroom.
But looming ahead of us before any of that was Operation Achilles.  Morale was good; we were anxious to get at the enemy, to end the war in one bold stroke.  Of course, that wasn't to be.  Achilles turned out to be a bloody mess, a disaster that almost lost us the war then and there.  We had some dark and difficult days ahead of us.
My first few years in the Corps hadn't been easy and, though I didn't know it yet, the next few to come would be even more difficult.  But as I sat there and took stock, I came to realize that I had indeed found a home.  Yes, we fought and struggled, and some of us died, but there were things on the frontier worth fighting for.  When I was discharged from the hospital on Armstrong I spent my month's leave on the planet.  I had the time to just look around, and what I saw amazed me.  The people were busy, industrious...and free.  
They were having local elections when I was there, and half a dozen candidates were running.  I stood one day and watched a live debate in the main square.  I was mesmerized - they were actually arguing issues and hurling pointed questions at each other.  It was nothing like Earth, where the elections were a farce and the government controlled every aspect of its citizens' lives.  These people were building a future, for themselves and for mankind, and we were here to protect them.  
It made me think about Earth and wonder why the people accepted the system that oppressed them so badly.  It was a nightmare, a grotesque, a hideous perversion of the human condition.  But it worked, after a fashion.  The Cogs were ruled by deprivation, by the need to focus solely on the basics of survival.  The middle classes were governed by the fear of losing what they had.  They could see how the Cogs lived, and to them, not born to such deprivation, it was a terrifying prospect.  Part of me resented that they, mostly educated and vital to the functioning of society, meekly accepted the system when they could have agitated for change.  I wanted to despise them as cowards and blame them for the plight of the Cogs, for the reality that my parents were forced to live.
But it is easy to make such judgments, and far more difficult to be honest with yourself.  If my father had been offered a middle class life, if we’d been able to live in an apartment in the Louisville Downtown or the Washbalt Core instead of some miserable leaky hut on the farm…I’m not so sure I wouldn’t have been ruled by the same fear of losing it.  I like to think I would have fought for change, but I’m not so sure.  I would now, of course, but then, never having seen what was possible?  I just don’t know.
But none of that mattered anymore.  By a bizarre road I had found my path.  For the first time I felt my life had purpose and I knew the sacrifices were worthwhile.  I was finally home.
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