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Freshly graduated and commissioned, Space Marine Lt. Carrie Piper, already contending with inter-service rivalry with the Navy crewmen with whom she serves, is tasked with retrieving an asteroid made of pure thorium from the asteroid belt and bringing it to Earth for use as fissionable material. She is opposed by agents of the Confederation of Peoples Governments, who will do anything, even risk starting an interstellar war, to seize control and take possession of the asteroid.
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One of Earth’s greatest achievements, an enormous space station, orbits a thousand miles above Earth. Its two wheel-like structures that are connected to a central shaft with spokes extending to each of the wheel’s five segments slowly spin to provide artificial gravity.

Lieutenant Carrie Piper, and her friend and classmate Lieutenant Amelia Scott have just earned their commissions in the Space Marines. They are waiting in the shuttle terminal for the boarding call. Their luggage and gear have already been checked in. Both have been granted a month’s leave planetside. Her first assignment, aboard the deep-space cruiser, Discover, is pending its arrival in two months. 

Carrie has been assigned to command a platoon in Special Operations Squadron Four. Her test scores are high, and she is a competent engineer, but... she lacks a commanding presence. It doesn’t help that her red hair makes her stand out among her peers. But what she lacks in brawn and size, she more than makes up with intelligence.

“As soon as I get settled, I am going to spend a week skiing at Pikes Peak. Coming?” Carrie says to Amelia.

“I wish I could. I am already committed to spending time with my family in New Angeles. My little brother is getting married, and my family wants us all together for a reunion before I ship off.”

She starts to speak, stops. Her eyes are drawn to a hunk of a man, a Hawaiian with dark tanned skin, muscular chest, broad shoulders, and tribal tattoos on the exposed portions of skin on his arms, and peeking out of his shirt collar on his neck.

Amelia sees who has attracted the attention of her friend, and rolls her eyes. “Carrie Piper, not in a million years. He is a noncom, and you are a commissioned officer. It is not allowed.”

“You know him?”

“By reputation. His name is Koa. He is about as tough as they come.”

Philip, another classmate drops onto a seat beside them. “What’s up?”

“Carrie is in love again.”

“Am not!”

“What else is new? This is what? The third time this week? I don’t get it. Why is she attracted to so many men? What does she see in them?”

“He’s a man, and he has muscles; that is all she cares about.”

“Man, and muscles, you would think her standards would be a bit higher than that.”

“Not our Carrie.”

“Hey, guys, I’m right here and can hear everything you are saying about me,” Carrie utters.

Philip gets off his seat, hurries to a viewport, and points. “Take a look at that!”

The girls get off their seats and join their classmate to see what has him so excited. He is pointing at the blue glow of a drive plume. It isn’t the yellow-orange of a chemical rocket. The blue glow is from a nuclear drive.

“It’s the SCN Scorpius. Word has it they were called in to pick up a special cargo. What it is, I don’t know. It is hush-hush,” Philip says. “They are going to transfer cargo to it without docking.”

A squad of space marines march double time past them, and form up on either side of the shuttle bay four airlock.

A voice announces, “Now boarding Earth shuttle, at shuttle bay two.” 

“That’s us,” Amelia says.

The squad leader, a lieutenant, begins calling a roll call. Lieutenant Piper’s name is called.

Amelia says to her friend, “You better answer the roll. I’ll hold your seat for as long as I can.” Then she hurries through the airlock to the shuttle bay two.

Carrie shouts, “If I miss the ride down, tell my parents that I will be down on the next shuttle!”

She hurries to the shuttle bay four airlock.

“Lieutenant Piper reporting!” she stammers.

The lieutenant ignores her and finishes calling the roll, then announces, “Buttoning up in twenty seconds. Blasting off in forty-five. Don’t bother with the acceleration harnesses. We’ll be blasting off using minimum thrust.”

The ten-second warning bell sounds. “Everyone, get aboard stat!”

Another announcement is made. “Piper, Lieutenant Carrie Piper, report to the commander’s office stat!”

“Hold the shuttle, I’ll see what the old man wants, and be right back.”

The squad leader says, “Get blasting! This tub leaves on time, whether you are aboard or not. We’re sealing the airlock—stat.”

Carrie hesitates. The shuttlecraft will leave without her if she leaves. It isn’t an empty threat. She will be counted absent, maybe even AWOL, not a good way to start her first command.

Philip says urgently, “You better get blasting. Keeping the commander waiting will be worse than missing your ride. They can get you to the Scorpius on a scooter, if needs be.” Then he hurries to airlock two, and goes through it.

Carrie takes off running. The people in the corridor move to the side to give her a clear path. She swipes the red wavy locks from her face, a nervous habit. Her records have been cleared, leave approved, and assignment to SOS Four pending. Maybe not, with her name being on the roll for the SCN Scorpius. What is that about? She can’t figure out why the commander would want to see her. But the announcement had called, stat, which means he wants to see her urgently.

She turns down the nearest spoke shaft, still at a full run, and hurries to the central core where the commander’s office is located. He is standing at the door, staring at his watch.

“He grumbles, “Took you long enough. What did you do, stop for tea on the way?”

She halts, one meter in front of him, panting heavily, stands at attention, and salutes.

“It is customary to report in uniform, not wearing a civilian dress.”

“My uniforms, all my clothing is stowed away on the Earth-bound shuttlecraft.”

“I’ll have to see about requisitioning new uniforms for you. There isn’t time to retrieve yours.” He motions that she should enter his office.

She hurries into the office and stands at attention in front of his desk.

Commander Jorgenson sits behind his desk. “At ease, Lieutenant. I’ll keep this short.” The Danish space navy commander has been in command of the space station since before she was a cadet in the academy. He speaks into a computer microphone. Transcribing software converts the words to text files. They are printed and distributed to the commanders in the personnel office, the Special Operations Headquarters on Earth, the deep space cruiser, Discover, that was to be her first assignment, and to the captain of the newly arrived SCN Scorpius.

Carrie listens spellbound.

“Piper, Carrie, Lieutenant, Special Operations Squadron. Assigned Engineering Division SOS Four. Serial number seven-nine-nine-seven. Change orders, effective immediately. Cancel Earth-leave. Subject officer will report to Commander, SCN Scorpius with detachment of nine men. Senior non-commissioned officer and second in command, Koa, Ikaika Sergeant-Major, SOS One. Serial number two-nine-five-one. Commander SCN Scorpius will transport detachment to coordinates classified, Top Secret, delivering coordinates by classified courier. Take full steps for maximum security. This is Federation top priority.

Carrie swallows hard. What has she gotten herself into? Federation Top Priority is as high as it gets. Her Earth leave has been canceled. Not only that, the cruiser which she has been reassigned to is instructed to follow maximum security procedures.

Commander Jorgensen looks up at the Lieutenant. He snaps, “Did you get all that?”

“Sir, yes, Sir.”

He rummages through his desk drawer and pulls out a single sheet of paper, a requisition order. He checks several boxes for new uniform blouses, skirts, pants, shoes, a spacesuit, and full kit of tools. He stamps it, signs it, and hands it to her.

Carrie takes the order.

“You will get written copies of your orders on the cruiser. Now get going, collect your uniforms, men, and get aboard. The Scorpius leaves in ten minutes.”

Carrie runs, forgetting to salute. The realization hits that she and nine enlisted space marines are the precious cargo that the cruiser has stopped at the space station to collect.

The lower gravity in the core of the space station helps her run the hundred meters to the personnel office in what must be record time. She hands the requisition order to the supply clerk. “I need these items stat! My ship leaves in less than ten minutes.”

The clerk collects the items on the list, checking them off one at a time. When he is finished, he hands the Lieutenant a box containing the items on her requisition order.

She squeaks, “Where do I find nine men?” Dang blast my voice, always breaking up when I get excited. I squeak like a mouse when it does.

The supply clerk, a member of the space navy, looks at her vacantly, and says, “Have you got a requisition order for them too?” and holds out his hand expectantly.

Dang blasted squids! “Never mind the requisition,” Carrie snaps. “I have got to find nine marines and get them aboard the SCN Scorpius before it blasts off.”

“Oh, you mean Koa’s detachment. They left here a few minutes ago. You best hurry, your ship departs in two minutes.”

“Where did they go?”

The naval clerk shrugs, the comings and goings of marines are not his concern.

There isn’t time for further discussion with the inept clerk, not if she is going to get to her ship on time. She sprints, holding the box stuffed full of her requisitioned items in front of her, heading back the way she came.

She takes a worried look at her watch. She has less than one minute remaining. Hopefully the sergeant major has the sense to be waiting for her at someplace sensible. 

Carrie turns right from the spoke into the topside main ring. The seconds are ticking off, she is nearly out of time. She fears that the Scorpius will depart on time, whether she is aboard it, or not.

Her squad is nowhere in sight. The open airlock door is ahead of her, the dock worker standing next to it is getting ready to close and seal the door.

“Hold the hatch!”

She sprints for the opening and through it at top speed. She crashes head-on into the safety officer. He is driven across the shuttlecraft’s deck, arms pumping for balance. He grabs the nearest handhold, which happens to be the cruiser’s deputy commander.

Carrie, you are not off to a good start for your first command, she chides herself.

The airlock door closes, the docking clamps release the shuttlecraft. It blasts away from the space station, heading to the SCN Scorpius’ open docking bay.

Koa and his squad are aboard. They’ve made it! The over two-meter-tall Hawaiian appraises the entangled bodies of the new lieutenant, the safety officer, and the deputy commander. He says with a crisp commanding voice that all can hear, “I’ll bust the head of any grunt, or squid that laughs!”​
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Chapter 2
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The deputy commander and safety officer extricate themselves from each other. Neither says a word, but they glare at the marine lieutenant who has caused the calamity.

Carrie tries to make herself as small as she can, and blend in with the rest of the squad. It is an impossible task with her wearing a bright red dress, and having red hair, among the troops wearing black uniforms. She turns red with embarrassment. Her entrance, especially for an officer on her first assignment, is undoubtedly the worst first impression to be made in space marine history.

The shuttlecraft enters the cruiser’s docking bay. Docking clamps lock it in place, the door closes, and air is pumped into it. The captain of the SCN Scorpius doesn’t wait for the shuttle passengers and crew to come aboard and get settled. He gives the order to get under way. Time is critical, there is none to waste. They are already ten minutes behind schedule.

Liquid methane is pumped through the reactors. The thorium fuel rods superheat the propellant and convert it to gas which is released through the drive tubes, and out the nozzles propelling the ship with greater efficiency, and at over twice the thrust as the best chemical rocket drives.

Carrie struggles to make her way to where the members of her squad are seated, braced against the acceleration with their backs against the wall of the shuttle bay. Not the sergeant major. Koa is standing with his arms crossed, and his back against the wall, waiting for her to join him. He is grinning—The beast!

She joins him, and sets her package on the floor. Why does he have to be such a hunk? She looks him over carefully. Dang—his muscles are larger, and shoulders broader close up. Down girl, he is your second in command, and a relationship with him, being an NCO, is taboo. His face is good-humored, but he has a jaw that is tough enough to chew nails when necessary. And there is his size. Big men usually don’t go to space; they are too prone to space sickness. Koa must be special case—yes special. Having him as my second in command would be a lot easier if he wasn’t so... handsome.

Carrie sticks out her hand. She can feel the strength, and gentleness in his big fist as it closes over her hand.

She squeaks, “Carrie, Carrie Piper.” Dang, Girl. Get hold of yourself.

If the sergeant major noticed the squeakiness of her voice, he doesn’t mention it. “Koa. Ma’am, that was the best example of a takedown tackle I’ve seen a person make since banning football.”

She turns red with embarrassment, as if she isn’t red enough wearing a red dress—civies at that, and having red hair. “What is football?”

“Only the greatest sport ever played! Too bad, it was banned in the twenty-first century after the Covid nonsense—Too many athletes dying on the field. Opposing teams would try to tackle whoever had the ball before they were able to score a point for their team. Then they would switch sides and do it all over again until one team was declared the winner.”

It sounds barbaric! Carrie smiles, to hide her disgust. “I didn’t know that I was going to football tackle those officers. It isn’t the way I usually enter an airlock. I suppose I ought to report to someone in command.”

Koa shakes his head. “No use in doing that, Ma’am. You can’t move about very well while the ship is accelerating. You have to wait until it reaches brennschluss. Besides, you won’t find any spacers who will talk to you.”

“Why not?”

“Because we are dirt grubbers invading their territory. When they are ready, they will give us the treatment. They always do. When the captain of this space bucket is good and ready, he’ll send for you. Until then, try to relax. He pulls a twist of tobacco from his pocket, chews off a piece, then offers it to her. “Have some chew. It will make breathing easier.”

It is a disgusting habit! Does he know what it does to teeth? The stains! Gross! And what do you do when you have to spit? Swallow it and chance getting sick? I’m sure the crew of the Scorpius will appreciate that as much as cleaning up the spit stains. Work with it, Girl. You can do it. But be nice; the ape is trying to be polite.

She says shyly, and with less squeak in her voice now that she is getting over her nervousness being around him, “Thank you, but no.”

Carrie thinks, the sergeant major seems firm in his belief that the spacers will give them a rough time. “Aren’t there any spacemen who get along with Special Operations Squadron marines?”

“Never met one.” Koa chews his wad of tobacco. He swallows the juice—gross! “And I was aboard the Achilles when the whole fiasco got started.”

No way, he can’t possibly be that old. That would make him old enough to be my father—another chunk of his appeal gone! The rift between the space navy and the SOS Marines had started about twenty-eight years ago when the cruiser Achilles had taken the first SOS Marines to Mercury.

She thinks back on what she has heard of the expedition’s history. The spacers job had been simple, transport a detachment of the newly created SOS Marines to the planet, and land on it. The marines were tasked with exploring it.

Somehow, the orders got confused. The Achilles’ officers and captain later reported that they had been instructed to land on the sun side of the planet, and feared the ship would be destroyed. As if Mercury, without an atmosphere, gets that hot on the sun side. Its sun-side temperature only gets to four hundred thirty degrees Centigrade, not even close to the melting point of steel.

The SOS Marine commander denied giving such an order. He said his orders had been to land as close to the sun side terminator line as possible. In the shadow, not the sun side. Carrie wholeheartedly believes the SOS version of the story.

The crew of the Achilles mutinied, or at least they tried to. They made the landing with SOS Marine guns pointed at their heads. Both commands tried hushing up the story, which made it worse, and created the growing rift between the Navy and the Marines. Trigger-happy jarheads, dirt grubbers, grunts, and much worse the spacemen called them, and continue to do so today.

Likewise, the SOS Marines came up with nicknames for the Navy spacers, most commonly calling them, squids. Major Barris once told her class, “Everything in space belongs to the Navy. The Marines own everything solid in it, including the methane fuel and thorium needed to fuel the spaceships.” 

The SOS Marines are specialists—in science, exploration, colonization, and yes, fighting. It is the Navy’s job to carry them wherever they need to go, keep them supplied, and handle their comm traffic. The Marines, grunts, do all the hard work, or so they believe.

To enlist as a Marine, a recruit has to pass rigid intelligence, physical, aptitude, and psychological examinations. Fewer than fifteen percent of the applicants are chosen. Then it is two years of training aboard the space station and moonbase. Only a handful of the graduating students are selected for the additional testing and training for Special Operations.

For Marine officers, the requirements are tougher. Only one out of every five hundred applicants is accepted to Officers Training School. For them it is six years of training, both in school and in the field, training them for exploration, hostile environment survival, combat, navigation, and a science specialty on top of their assigned profession. Fewer than ten percent graduate, with most either failing to make the cut, or cracking under pressure. They don’t wash out into the enlisted ranks. It is either make the cut, or you’re out of the service. In Carrie’s case, she has been trained as an engineer and her science specialty is astrophysics—a very rare, almost unique, combination.

The sergeant major continues, “That business aboard the Achilles started the conflict, but both sides have been feeding it ever since. Admittedly, we SOS Marines lord over the spacemen as if we are lords of the cosmos, so they get back at us with dirty tricks while we are aboard their ships. We command on the planets, but they rule space. And they sure get a big kick out of commanding us to do the grunt work!

Carrie gives him a wry smile. “We’ll take whatever grief they hand us, and pretend we like it. She gestures to the rest of the squad, all young men. It is not unexpected with the vast
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