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THE LANGUAGE OF THE CORPS

(or, How to Read This Book)

One of the most difficult concepts the civilian reader will have to deal with is the Marine Corps usage of the human voice as a tool to instruct and command attention. As a Drill Instructor’s voice rises in pitch and intensity, a Boot will in very short order understand that his DI’s words will say one thing, and the tone of his voice another.

 

It will rise from casual:

 

My Gran’daddy was a horse Marine

 

To yellow alert:

 

ALL HE WORE WAS MARINE CORPS GREEN

 

To red alert:

 

HE ATE STEAKS TEN INCHES THICK

 

To ballistic:

 

PICKED HIS TEETH WITH A GUIDON STICK!

 

The Corps traditionally has employed the terminology of the Navy and developed a language of its own which is used almost as a second language to convey the Marine Way of doing things. Motivated individuals are given nic-names. Descriptions of places become place names and so forth. To the uninitiated it can be very confusing, so I will attempt to use it minimally.

 


 

PROLOGUE
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THE UNITED STATES MARINE CORPS



WE STOLE THE EAGLE FROM THE AIR FORCE,

THE ANCHOR FROM THE NAVY,

AND THE ROPE FROM THE ARMY.

ON THE SEVENTH DAY, WHILE GOD WAS RESTING,

WE OVERRAN HIS PERIMETER AND STOLE THE GLOBE.

WE'VE BEEN RUNNING THE SHOW EVER SINCE.

WE LIVE LIKE SOLDIERS,

TALK LIKE SAILORS,

FLY LIKE EAGLES,

AND CAN SLAP THE HELL OUT OF ALL OF THEM!

MARINE, BY GOD!

ALWAYS A MARINE BY HEART!

SEMPER FIDELIS.


          —author unknown

 

RUNWAY 12
NOVEMBER 10, 2029

 

On a warm November morning in the year 2029, a Malacan ship visited a small green planet in an otherwise barren solar system. Due to a 'slip up' in paperwork some 3500 years earlier, an order of statues had been deposited  on Easter Island and had to be reclaimed for delivery to their proper owners. Much to the surprise and (to some extent) terror of the grounds crews at Port Newark Airport, the little beggars had circled twice and requested permission to land (in Old English, no less—a problem caused by a slight calculation error by the ship's navigator in the space & time continuum flow which had caused them to arrive not only in the wrong year, but on the wrong side of the planet), and dropped down on runway twelve. Despite the fact that updating the language translators would take almost a full day, having been spotted on the radarscopes of virtually every major nation on the planet, it seemed the proper thing to do.

Needless to say, the Army was called in.

The Army sat there for several hours watching what they were certain was the beginning of an invasion. It seemed to most that the thirty or forty three-quarter sized visitors were securing a perimeter, as boxes and all manner of strange items were rapidly unloaded in strategic areas around the circumference of their strange craft. The Army, with a stroke of strategic brilliance, decided that surrounding them was the way to go. As more and more firepower arrived for the Army, their alien counter parts pulled more and more boxes from their ship. At one point the visitors appeared to initiate some sort of large, rectangular device. As slabs of a strangely-colored rubbery material were thrown inside, it began to emit an odor that could only be equated to barbeque. For the next hour, the pace became more and more furious on both sides. Then, almost as if at a predetermined mark, all activity stopped and for the next several hours, both the ship's crew and the military stood facing each other at the ready.

Finally, a young Marine Lieutenant named Griffen, fresh out of the Quantico's Officers Candidate School, despite roaring Army protests, walked calmly from the Evac Chopper he was in charge of up to what seemed to be the leader of this rather sedate invasion force. For the next forty-five minutes, both he and the alien Captain waved fingers, hands, feet and legs at each other—whatever it took to get their respective meanings across. Finally they shook hands and the Lieutenant walked calmly back to the officer in charge, having swapped a Swiss Army knife and an old Zippo lighter for a wrist watch (from some place that had 28.7 hours in its day) and three pairs of socks made from a wool-like material (which, twenty-five years later, Griffen still hadn't worn out). It was the start of a "beautiful friendship" and the opening of a door to the greater scheme of things.

The young Lieutenant approached the Commanding Officer, waving the weaponry down, and still pensively examining his acquisitions.

"Sir," he said absently as he examined his new possessions, "I think we've expected too much of outer space. I dare say Buck Rogers is dead!"


 

PHASE I
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"There are only two things Marines do! Either they're training to fight, or they're fighting. And like the old saying goes, if there's no enemy to fight, then you fight amongst yourselves!"

 

— CPL. R. Osterman
USMC, Ret., Vietnam Era


 


RCT. S. L. CHRISTOPHER

SS# 237-44-9013

PLATOON 8141

2nd BATTALION, M CO

POB 130706

PARRIS ISLAND, S.C., U.S.A., EARTH

MCRD 29905, 13006

Saturday, May 5, 2086

Dear Sam,

I'm certain by now both you and your Drill Instructors have had a load of laughs over those two dozen roses I sent you. Just keep telling  yourself, "I needed those extra pushups!"

Scuttlebutt around here is that your old man is still bent all out of shape because of your enlistment. He'll get over it! And I'll take as much of the heat for you that I can. But enough of the bullshit. Let's get down to business.

You've now completed Phase Two. Two thirds of the Battle of Parris Island is done. By now, 20% to 30% of the recruits you went in with have been "honorably" asked to blow the hell out. Back in my day, "casualties" ran 55% to 65%. You've had your head shaved, your ass kicked, learned that the single most important function in the universe is stripping and reassembling your 6 46 Anti-Personnel Weapon blindfolded, snapped it in a million times, and been asked a million ten times, "What makes you think you're good enough to join my Beloved Corps?" by a lunatic wearing a Smokey Bear. Talk about your good times! As crazy as it may seem to you now, I miss them.

Because you're in Phase Three, I'll assume that you've got about twenty minutes 
a day to yourself, so I'm shipping this stuff to you. I had to call in a few markers to get this package past the regulations, but I really thought now was the time to get this done. Call it a pre-graduation" gift.

I always felt you'd be the one to carry on the family tradition, which is why you're getting this stuff and not the Marine Museum. Feel honored—they asked! So I gave them a few choice pieces, but this stuff is family! And it's all on the "Q.T.!" Nobody is to know you've got it until well after I'm dead and gone. I don't mind being shot at, but Christ! I hate being nagged! 
And that's what this is all about, I suppose.

Your aunts—my "dear" sisters Queen Kong and Ming the Meaningless—refuse to let me spend my retired years hunting, fishing, chasing women of my own advanced age and drinking beer in peace unless I make up a Will. God forbid the State should get to the pie before they do!

So I did.

I never realized how much I'd put together in all those years. Don't forget. I was out in the fleet thirty of the forty years of my tour. I never really looked at how much got stored up in those years, and how little of it I need now. So, when the time comes, they can have what they want of it and I'll go out buried in my Dress Blues—I was always proudest of the Blood Stripes. The brass will turn over every ten years or so, but the red stripe down a Sergeant's pant leg has been around almost three hundred years. I think it was my realization that I was "good enough" to join my D.I.'s "Beloved Corps!" Finding out stuff like that is your responsibility now! I expect you to see that it happens.

Sam, there are important parts of a person's life that can't be put into a will. The memories, the friendships, the feelings—forty years of being a Marine. A Christopher has been part of the Corps since 1913 and all things considered, I'm glad you've taken this turn instead of letting the line be broken.

Be that as it may, as I was taking inventory I pulled these out of an old sea bag. These were the logbooks from my first non-earth tour of duty. Well, one of them is. The other is the log from the Ship's Captain, maWHA coHLI. The third folder is a collection of Memos, Directives, Wizzers, and letters from that period—most of them were classified then, but now are just keepsakes long forgotten by the powers that be. They'll help you understand why I stayed for forty years. And if you put 'em all together, you'll get a really good idea of what it was like back then in the stone age, when space flight was a gamble and, as usual, us Marines got the dirty end 
of the stick. But hell! That's the job we signed up for…


 


MAY 11, 2055

To: maWHA coHLI

SHIP'S CAPTAIN

MALACAN CHAKI VESSEL phEY-QUAD

PORT KENNEDY, FLORIDA, U.S.A.

 

Sir,

As per our conversations of 4-24-55 and 5-2-55, have obtained permission for formal escort personnel. As is traditional, Sergeant ROBERT S. CHRISTOPHER, USMC, will be assigned as your personal guard.

It is with regret that we cannot offer further assistance, as priority on sanitation and recyclable cargo hauling is low and current demands in other areas are great. I can assure you that Sergeant Christopher is most capable, as I have personally known both him and his family for nearly thirty years. In regards to the other matter, American Army General R.B. Kruasner has given permission for you to proceed to the Picatinny Arsenal in Dover, New Jersey and clear all Marine Corps storage huts (G-6 through N-9) and utilize all non-functional materials, scrap metals, and other debris as per our contract for nuclear & non-nuclear waste removal. We regret that at this time we have no fissionable materials for your removal and usage.

 

Sincerely,

Abe Griffen

COLONEL A.L. GRIFFEN

UNITED STATES MARINES CORPS, Parris Island

South Carolina, USA, Earth

NON-TERRESTRIAL AID PROGRAM


 


It hadn't hurt either Griffen or the alien captain, a rather strong willed fellow by the name of coHLI. Griffen found himself behind the stick of a FAA-33 Stinger again, with his strange 
visitor in the co-pilot seat chomping at the bit to take over the controls. With coHLI's small crew of one hundred and forty safely being entertained by the United Nations, there had been plenty of time for he and Griffen to begin to understand each other as primary life forces.

The greatest level at which minds met were the problems surrounding their organizations. The universe was not expanding, but had stymied at trade routes that had been well established and were relatively safe. But coHLI wanted to expand outward, to see for himself just exactly who else was out there. He was willing, even if his benefactors weren't, to lobby for contact, for expansion. He had ground his way through the regiments of a nearly caste-like society to attain the rank of ship's captain. He had not been assigned to a major transport, but rather a small pick-up vehicle shuttling mistakes around the outer fringes of the known galaxy.

It hadn't taken coHLI all that long to grasp the value of what the historic Marine Corps could offer. And he was willing to make a deal!

Griffen, on the other hand, was perplexed by the traditional problem that faced his small, well-disciplined organization—the dismantling of the Corps by Congressional decree. There was too much history involved to abolish them in one stroke, so the numbers constituting a Corps were driven lower and lower. Funding followed suit. Peering down the road, Griffen could see a final absorption by the Army. This would make them Marines in name only. It would be the ending of a great era. Massive air power and two short sighted presidents were eliminating on paper the need for specialized military organization such as the USMC, regardless of what the truth of the matter might be.

Congress had already cut them free from the Department of the Navy and assigned them maintenance duty as the Army flexed its muscle. There was an ugly rumor flying around that the Corps' mainstay, the Infantry, was about to be abolished in exchange for two tire pullers and a car jockey to be named later.

But as Griffen cracked the cap on their second quart of Jack Daniels, the faint glow of hope was appearing in the distance. The little fellow sitting with his hands folded on his lap and grinning ear to ear had been hinting all afternoon about some sort of deal in the making.


 


OFFICE OF THE COMMANDANT

MCRD, Parris Island,

SOUTH CAROLINA

MAY 12, 2055

T.O. 7800-09

SERGEANT ROBERT S. CHRISTOPHER

- 2361308 - 9003

 

YOU ARE HEREBY HONORABLY RELIEVED OF YOUR DUTIES AS SENIOR DRILL INSTRUCTOR, N COMPANY, AND ORDERED TO REPORT TO MALACAN CHAKI VESSEL phEY-QUAD AS CAPTAIN'S GUARD.

YOU WILL ALSO ASSIST AS MARINE LIAISON AND METHODS INSTRUCTOR FOR CARGO TRANSPORTATION FROM PICATINNY ARSENAL TO CHAKIAN LOCATIONS DESIGNATED BY SHIP'S CAPTAIN.

YOU ARE REMINDED THAT EVEN THOUGH THE phEY-QUAD IS CONSIDERED A FULL-SIZED CRUISER, ALL RULES PERTAINING TO WEIGHT AND CONTENTS OF PERSONAL ITEMS ARE IN EFFECT.

 

A.L. Griffen

COLONEL A.L. GRIFFEN

UNITED STATES MARINES CORPS


 


It had been a left-handed victory. Both Griffen and his old friend coHLI knew that for a fact. Over the last two decades, they had advanced their positions, but their causes were still very much in question. Griffen was now officially the head of the number one contact organization for Extra-Terrestrial Relations—but the political powers were still tightening the screw on the Corps. He had slowed the process when the Malacan Chaki had begun trading and shipping under Marine supervision. 
But more than one political feather had been ruffled in the process.

coHLI had, after a number of years, been given his full-size cruiser. It wasn't what he had had in mind. They had buried him in transport. As long as his profit margin was high enough, though, he still had a job. If it flagged, he'd be back at home pushing papers over some desk in a back room. His affiliation with certain enterprising earthmen kept him floating in new and unique merchandise, however, so he made it a point to visit the small planet as often as possible.

There was a uniquely defiant strain that ran through both of these individuals, and a whole lot of plain, old-fashioned luck. They had put their heads together on more than one occasion and beaten the odds—but things were getting out of control again. The time had come for a final assault.

There was another factor coming into play. Age. The years had begun to slip by for both Griffen and coHLI. It was becoming time to turn the shop over to new keepers.


 


From the desk of STAFF SERGEANT ROBERT S. CHRISTOPHER

 

May 12, 2055

Dear Mom and Dad,

Just a quick note to let you know that within seventy-two hours I'll be on my way into space! I've been assigned a post as Captain's guard and Marine attaché and instructor to crew! Imagine me marching around a small Army of those little guys! The ship's name is phEY-QUAD, pronounced PEA QUAT. For some reason, the name is familiar but I can't recollect where I've heard it before.

Anyway, it's a full sized cruiser. Mom, the ship has a "Classified" status so I won't be able to mail a letter off till we reach a port, but don't worry, I'll keep out of trouble. I'll have to! Griff pulled my bottom stripe again. Dad, it's the damndest thing. Griff pulls my stripe and then assigns me to the post I've been literally begging him for the last three years! My Orders didn't give me too many 
details. I don't know how many of us are aboard or where we'll finally be posted, but I'm ready. I've got to run now; Protocol is giving me a run-down of these folks we'll be working for. I'll write soon.

 

Bob

 

P.S. - Dad, if you talk to Griff, thank him for me. I was so excited about the assignment, I think I forgot. And don't worry about the stripe; I'll earn it back—sooner or later.


 


"GOD DAMMIT, CHRISTOPHER! HER HUSBAND'S A FULL BIRD ARMY COLONEL! A FULL-FRIGGIN'-BIRD-FRIGGIN'-COLONEL… AND BY GOD, WE'VE GOT ENOUGH PROBLEMS WITH THE ARMY! THEY'RE TRYING TO EAT US UP, AND YOU'RE OUT THERE PLAYING "HIDE THE SALAMI" WITH THE WIFE OF A FULL-FRIGGIN'-BIRD-FRIGGIN' COLONEL!"

"Yeah, but Griff, I didn't even know she was married. No ring, no—"

"THAT'S COLONEL GRIFF, 'SERGEANT' CHRISTOPHER. You see these funny little SILVER THINGS I'M WEARING. Or did you forget what they're all about too?"

The good Colonel was now on "full burn" and the possibility of a bullet in the head to end the misery of the squirming Jarhead trapped in the hurricane's direct path was remote.

"But, Sir…"

"AND STOP SQUIRMING AND GET YOUR GA'DAMNED HANDS OFF MY DESK AND ON THE SEAMS OF YOUR PANTS—YOU'RE AT ATTENTION, MARINE!"

"AYE, AYE, SIR!"

The Colonel paused. There was some question in the Sergeant's mind as to whether the storm was past or if he had just floated into the eye of the hurricane, the calm before the storm really got underway. Griff pushed back into his chair, tilting it backwards into what Christopher was certain was a "launch" position. The blast was quick in coming.

The chair shot forward and the Colonel's palms impacted the desk with enough snap and pop to rattle the starboard portholes.

"THIS GUY WANTS YOUR BALLS, CHRISTOPHER, AND HE'S PULLING EVERY STRING AND PUSHING EVERY BUTTON HE'S GOT TO GET THEM! But I'm not gonna let him have them! And do you know why I'm not gonna let him have them? WELL, DO YOU, MARINE?"

"Sir, No, Sir!"

"BECAUSE YOUR BALLS ARE ATTACHED TO THE OTHER SIDE OF YOUR ASS—AND YOUR ASS IS MINE! YOU GOT THAT, JARHEAD? YOUR ASS IS MINE! AND THAT… IS THE… ONLY… THE ONLY REASON I'M NOT SHINING A SILVER PLATTER TO PUT THEM ON!"

"Sir, Yes, Sir!"

For a frozen second, Griff's upper torso hovered the desk. Christopher, unable to move an eye from "dead-on" forward, could not see him clearly, but he could feel it. There was no doubt about it. Griff might just shoot him, he was that pissed off!

The only other time he'd seen Griff this mad was when Christopher was a kid. On a hunting trip at his family's cabin in the Adirondacks—a remote spot known to Griffen and Christopher families as Common Ground—some poor bear had tried to make off with a pot of venison chili the Colonel 
had just spent three hours slaving over. Griff damn near "butt-stroked" the poor critter to death with the empty pot before chasing it a mile and a half through a swamp, swinging an empty chili pot in one hand and his kabar in the other. The bear, at every bit of 350 pounds, had the good sense not to turn and fight. It just kept running until darkness fell and it could give the Colonel the slip.

In this situation, unfortunately for Sergeant Christopher, it was eight o'clock in the morning. Age differentials not withstanding, it was doubtful he could outrun the Colonel for more than a few hours.

Abraham Lincoln Griffen was known throughout the Corps as a tireless old coot. His hard-core "pro-Marine" stands over the last two decades had already earned him not one, but two Presidential Reprimands (both of which he was rather proud of), effectively ending any advancement beyond his current status. The younger officers saw him as a throwback to the Marines of the First and Second World Wars. His attitudes were infectious throughout the enlisted and NCOs, and were a source of irritation in other branches of the military. He had seen Congress cut the ranks down well below the 100,000 mark, and only a "lucky" turn into the space program had enabled him (and the Corps) to dodge a rather large bullet. But the crap over the last year was that the Corps was near to being put under the 
total control of the Army—a fate worse than death by most historical Marine standards—as a prelude to disbanding.

This current turn of events was not what the Colonel needed. Unless he acted quickly and correctly he would lose an able, if not somewhat dense, Non Commissioned Officer and sustain a serious casualty in the war for survival. He needed every good man or woman the Corps had.

With a rush of escaping breath, he placed himself back in the seat and stared quietly out a window for a few seconds. When he began talking again, his face never left the outside view.

"What am I supposed to do with you?" His voice was calmer. "You've got a degree in communication electronics. You've been offered Quantico twice and turned it down twice. The number of stripes on your arm goes up and down like an Otis elevator. You turn out top platoons of new Marines, then you pull 'hair brained' stunts like this…"

"Sir—"

"Shut your trap, Marine! Right now you've got nothing to say that I want to hear. As of 09:00 hours you are relieved of your duties as Senior Drill Instructor. Start packing. If I can't get 
you out of town fast enough and get this asshole off both our backs…"
Griff broke off.

His face turned away from the window to some papers on his desk.

"Dismissed."


 

[image: * * * * *]

 


OFFICE OF MARINE INTELLIGENCE, WEDNESDAY, MAY 12, 2055

 

"You're not dealing with pro basketball material here. The tallest Malacan 
Chaki you're going to meet is five feet four inches tall. Well, I shouldn't say that…" Intelligence Officer Lieutenant Eustace Wiggert paused and took a drag off of the half-burned butt in 
his ashtray. He had never recognized the regulation for smoking bans in Federal buildings when addressing a rank of lesser stature. "There must be a region where they can grow to five-eight or five-nine… environmental causes or something, I guess. Maybe they cross-bred with another species. Who the hell knows, they don't waste much time talking about themselves. All business."

Christopher checked his notes over. "How long will it take me to learn their language?"

"Fifteen, twenty years. But that's if you're a whiz in linguistics! Those extended jaws of theirs create a lot of pops and whistles the human vocal system can't reproduce. They make this cracking sound… Don't even worry about it. After twenty-five years, the best the Colonel can do is extending a minor greeting or two. Stick with the collar translator. You'll be OK." Wiggert ran a 
nicotine-stained finger down his age-yellowed notes, looking for information his space-bound brother might find useful. "I've always thought it was 'strange.' Of all the species we've come to know in the 
last quarter century, the species we've known the longest, we know the least about. I wish I could tell you there was something 'mysterious' about it, but there's not. I guess they're just too busy organizing the 'Great Flea-Market' universe we've come to know to talk much about themselves."

"A dirty job, but somebody's got to do it?"

"Yeah. They're workaholics, friendly, curious and, luckily for us, not really aggressive. That's one of the mainstays of your job. We seem to rate as the number-one aggressive animal in this galaxy. 
We set their ships up with a few weapons, drive off what few pirates there are out there, and keep primitives from hacking them up on unexplored planets. Our government's been putting Marines on sailing ships for almost three hundred years now for the protection of crews and cargo. Now we're put on ships leaving the solar system. Remember, Christopher! These little buggers kept the Corps from having to have a 'going out of business' sale. Their insistence on our participation in the space program kept us floating. We owe them! The biggest break the Corps has had in the last hundred years was Griff's 
Zippo lighter. All that technology changing hands, and we were the only ones walking around with fire in our pockets! Goes to show you. It doesn't take too much to impress the universe. That's probably why Griff's sending you!"

It almost seemed unfair. For centuries, humanity had expected enlightened beings of vast technological advances that held out their hands to give mankind the meaning of life. What they got was a discount universe that humped along in its own unique way—20% off for cash substances, 
in God we trust/you pay cash, Buyer Beware—and trying to survive as comfortably as possible… just like mankind. Okay, some of them had gotten off the proverbial ground a bit earlier than we had, but hey! Everything at its own pace! The majority of beings in the universe held to that. The creature comforts got swapped around—but you were on your own to develop the technology to travel between stars. It kept competition to the minimum.

The lack of aggressiveness, which mankind in its own unique way had worked around, was almost universal. Almost—but not quite. There were "lower" species which, while they seemed not to 
be very good at it, intermittently went on a tear pirating whatever they couldn't manufacture, barter, or buy outright. Griffen had seen this, and worked out the first of a number of "deals" or "contracts" for the U.S. Marines to exchange security for a ship's crew and goods for merchandise of national importance. The biggest surprise to come out of this whole magilla was the incredible value of earth's… garbage. A good garbage dump could be remanufactured into heat, light, and (yes, that good old standard) electricity for a third of a planet too distant to be seen with the largest telescope on Earth. A near-perfect arrangement.

Near-perfect. The Malacans, who had been visiting the Earth for centuries on the sly, were more than a little impressed with young Lieutenant Griffen. They, for whatever reason, rated him with the great Mayan Chieftains of old (a group who, despite their primitive nature, had worked out many a successful deal with the Malacans—silver, gold, certain types of wood and stones—for working calendars, architectural assistance, and other minimally valued items). A Presidential "Invite" 
had been refused by the Malacans, and interpreted as "we deal with Griffen only." Aye, there was the rub!

"They're likable enough," Wiggert continued, "but don't get them confused with drone bees. They'll work non-stop and right over you, but the bottom line is they're people just like you and me. Any questions so far?"

The Sergeant re-conned his notes and shook his head.

"Yeah! Right! Let's get onto the physical. Don't let their size fool you. They're hairy, short, fat, and ugly. Think of those Mayan and Aztec wall paintings you studied in college. For five hundred years everybody on this planet called them 'Impressionistic Art.' How the hell did we know they were photo-stats of business contracts! Anyway, the average Malacan Chaki is as smart as you and nearly twice as strong. From the belt buckle right up to those over-sized filler-ports they call ears, they're almost solid muscle. From the belt down? Well, runners they're not. The legs and lower back seem to be geared more toward lifting and hauling rather than running. They're cooperative and take directions well; team 
play is not a strong point. If, in the event you succeed in pissing off one of them, you'll know about it real quickly. Those golf-ball sized eyes of theirs will… I don't know how to explain 
it. Roll over backwards? Sink into their heads? Bottom line—the pupils of their eyes disappear. And like any other sailor, you'll find out just how many of the colloquially popular words of your 
language they've learned!"

"So they can speak English if they want… to?" Christopher realized Wiggert's attempt at humor seconds too late.

"Yeah. They can speak English a lot more readily than you can speak their language. They can understand it more quickly, too. So don't take it for granted that they don't understand what you're saying. If you serve with one or two of the taller Malacans, count on them to know at least a few sentences. I don't know why, but they always seem to. Here's another interesting point—you'd think the bigger ones would be better workers, stronger. But they get the lighter duties. Why? Maybe a religious thing? Who knows? We can't even figure out how they reproduce, and we haven't had the need—or maybe the nerve—to ask one of them yet. DON'T BE THE FIRST! Remember! You'll be as much a politician as a Marine."

"Why do I get the feeling my reputation pro—"

"Your reputation is something 'not up' for discussion, Sergeant. Not here, not in the fleet, not aboard ship! Which brings us to the final point. You are a United States Marine on board on a foreign ship. IT'S A JOB! NOT A FUCKING ADVENTURE! Keep it that way! You are on a classified vessel. UNC! Under NO Circumstances are you to communicate through any other means than Wizzers. If you have any personal messages of importance, use the 'Folds'—nothing else! From Colonel Griffen, it'll pass through the censors. No names, no dates, no locations. You know how it works in reverse.

"These critters work, eat, and sleep. Keep that in mind when choosing what personal items to bring aboard. You'll be provided with four months worth of foodstuffs. Count on being aboard for at least 
six months. Need I say more? Keep in mind, like most cultures in the universe, they have little or no concept of music, no video for entertainment. Their alcoholic beverages tastes like horse piss, and kicks like a mule. You don't want to know what their food tastes like. Try it and you'll understand why they'll travel thirty or forty light-years for a basket of Jersey corn or Georgia peaches!

"I need not remind you again. Mind your manners! I have Colonel Griffen's word that he'll find a 'yard arm' to hang you from at the first hint of trouble. Do I make myself… clear, Sergeant Christopher?"

"Is it getting cold in here?"

"Cold enough to freeze the eagle off your globe and anchor. Scuttlebutt has it, it's Griff's ass on the line as well as yours. And I personally know of 45,000 Jarhead Marines on this planet alone who'd be willing to throw you a 'party' of immense proportions if you screw up!"

With a final caution about logbooks being kept up to date, Sergeant Robert S. Christopher was "dismissed" with instructions to embark at Port Kennedy within twenty-four hours. Once Christopher was 
gone, Wiggert's face sank slowly onto the outstretched palms of his hands.

I got a real bad feeling about this, was the single thought in his mind as he nervously fished for another smoke.


 


FROM: maWHA coHLI

COMMANDER AND CAPTAIN: phEY-QUAD

PORT NEhi ne oa, MALAKA CHAKI

 

MY FRIEND GRIFFEN,

 

MANY THANKS ON BEHALF OF THE PEOPLES OF MALAKA CHAKI. YOUR INTERCESSION SHALL AGAIN BE FRUITFUL FOR BOTH OUR PLANETS. YOU'RE IMPLANTING OF SERGEANT CHRISTOPHER, MISTER ROBERT/S, IS MOST HOPEFULLY RECEIVED. HIS QUARTERS, AS YOU SUGGESTED, ARE ADJACENT TO THE WORKERS, BUT WHY WE 
STORE ONLY MINIMAL FOOD STUFFS FOR HIS USE IS BEYOND MY SCOPE. BUT IF, AS YOU SUGGEST, IT WILL HEIGHTEN HIS PERFORMANCE, SO IT SHALL BE. IF I MIGHT BE SO BOLD, COULD YOU PLEASE REQUEST OF SERGEANT CHRISTOPHER, MISTER ROBERT/S, TO OBTAIN ME SEVERAL PINTS OF LIGHTER FLUID, RONSOL IF POSSIBLE. I PROMISE YOU, HE SHALL RETURN WITH A NEW PAIR OF BA-nimols SHORT STOCKINGS FOR YOU.

 

LET THIS BE SEEN,

39th DAY OF sahjo Darhi.

 

To: COLONEL A.L. GRIFFEN,

MARINE AIR STATION AT BEAUFORT,

S.C., U.S.A., EARTH.


 


A full cruiser of phEY-QUAD's nature can only be compared to the wooden, masted ships of old—immense capacities for storage, capable of years away from port, running through seas of time and space as fluid as any ocean—and as in the ships of old, a never-ceasing repository of endless duties and constant repairs. As hands from one world held firmly onto those from another, many such ships crisscrossed each other in search of trade and commerce.

In the space of only slightly more than scant decades, Marines had become a precious commodity to be obtained on the galactic market. Yet, as could only occur on Planet Earth (as it was rumored), the greater the needs, the fewer Marines were to be had. By act of Congress and various political pressures, the numbers that constituted a "corps" were changed to lower and lower figures.

To most of the universe, "thoughts political" tended to be abstractions, as the actions of daily life were of top importance. There were speculations that this was an attempt to corner the market on salable security. This, to the main trend of thinking, could be the only rationale for reducing the most useful and willingly purchased or rented commodity. The rationale of humanity in general, though, tended to lose most non-Terrans.

When Flight-Grade Marines—those whose Military Occupational Specialty was 7513, Space Travel Transport—relayed to more non-aggressive cultures the stories of historical Marine figures like "Howling Mad" Smith or "Chesty" Puller, and such Marine history as Tarawa and Belleau Wood, alien heads would shake in disbelief. And although the concept or existence of war was not unheard of, the idea of a nation, during a planet-wide conflict, sending more aid and relief to the vanquished Italians than to Marine forces still fighting a raging war in the South Pacific was more than a little confusing. The concept of returning Iwo Jima, to an enemy who a scant ten years earlier had taken so many Marine lives, lost them completely. And yet, in a galaxy where most commodities in the universal market place were scarce, it enhanced the standing of these Flight-Grade Marines as beings worth knowing. Security anywhere is a prized commodity.

The history of the United States Marine Corps was a simple though repetitive one. Superior numbers or firepower had never been prerequisites of the job. "You're on your own" was an altogether too familiar situation. Having had a history of "too few," "too little," and "little help in sight," the Corps had reinitiated several policies it had found necessary to employ in the past to stave off the latest political onslaught.

As numbers began to be whittled down and their involvements with non-terrestrials increased, recruit numbers had actually grown steadily higher. The Corps raised its standards higher and higher, and the failure rate through Parris Island reached almost 65%. Those who would survive the Battle of Parris Island might not claim to be the best, but they left little doubt as to their ability to survive!

But political and budgetary pressure had taken its toll. The average enlisted Marine would usually last about one or two re-ups, then find such difficulties as trying to keep aircraft in the air with little or no replacement parts available too frustrating to deal with. They did their jobs, burned out, and left. It was an externally caused situation that worried men like Griffen to no end. Marine policy had dictated cutting from the top, so the longer you stayed, the more likely the possibility of having your contract terminated for the slightest infraction or failure to perform. It was common knowledge that retirement from a career in the Marine Corps was not likely. It was a hard, nasty job that could only leave an individual with a one in four chance of getting off the planet—and the right to 
claim the title of former Marine when they left. It had amazed Griffen to no end that so many had felt that was enough. It fired his determination not to fail. It was a quiet heartbreak to see so many leave early in their careers.

But some did stay.

Young Mister Christopher, who could trace his Marine ancestry back to the First Great War—the one that was to end all wars—was one. With no great desire to command, the status of Non Commissioned Officer was quite acceptable to him, plus or minus a bottom stripe or two. And now, after nearly eight years as a cog in the wheel, he was being released from his Drill Instructor duties to a cruiser, representing the Red & Gold as ambassador to the many great planets waiting to be met.

During the short plane ride from the Marine Air Station in Beaufort, South Carolina to Florida, Christopher tried to imagine what this great vessel would be like, and what his reaction would be upon seeing it. As is often the case, it was the first impression that's the lasting one, and most often tells the story!

"Ooohhh Shit! I'm riding 'shotgun' on a ga'damn garbage truck!"
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"…don't give me that bullshit, Marine, I'm still Colonel around here… No, I won't order your court martial and subsequent execution! Now, ga'dammit, Bobby, get your ass on board your ship and that's an… No! I don't think challenging an Army colonel to dueling pistols at sunrise is the answer… I have my reasons, believe m… No, No… Operator, we are… Wait! Operator, we are… Yeah, and so's your mother! And have a good flight, Jarhead!"


 


SHIP'S LOG

THURSDAY

55 - 05 - 13

ENTRY 1

 

Have boarded, 17:00 hours. Per current ship's orders—I AM THE ENTIRE MARINE CONTINGENCY! FOR THE NEXT six MONTHS TO A YEAR! I'M IT! Since no one but me will be reading this, I intend 
to take what liberties my own conversations will offer. Have ordered my personal effects weighed and inventoried to my list.

 

298 pounds total, the following items:

 

1 PAIR (ENTIRE) - DRESS BLUE UNIFORM

3 PAIR (ENTIRE) - STANDARD FATIGUES

7 PAIR (ASSORTED) - MATCHED STANDARD UNDERWEAR, SOX INCLUDED

35 VIDEO DISCS - 32 COLOR/ 3 BLACK & WHITE

1 ELECTRONICS - VIDEO/AUDIO DISC PLAYBACK UNIT

122 R&B AUDIO DISCS - AUTHORIZED ENTERTAINMENT

2½ GALLONS - JACK DANIELS, GREEN LABEL

ADJUSTMENTS - WINTER UNIFORM

ADJUSTMENTS - SUMMER UNIFORM

2 CHRONOMETERS - 1 CHEAP, 1 NOT

1 SWISS ARMY KNIFE - NON-TRADABLE

30 MAXWELL HOUSE - 2 POUNDERS

 

ALL MILITARY SUPPLIED EQUIPMENT STOWED PRIOR TO ENTRY, LIST VERIFIED.

 

Have not as of yet met the Captain. Definitely looking forward to that! Departure for Picatinny Arsenal at 06:00 hours.

Oh boy.
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The quarters were only slightly larger than the DI quarters attached to the barracks at the Island. They would be considered rather plush by Marine standards—no Olive/Drab anywhere (nor camy for that matter), carpeted floors, a small work/entertainment module 
complete with a coffee maker as requested… and a genuine shower that could draw almost four gallons of slightly more than lukewarm water a day. Only the military-style cot and tightly-placed footlocker lent an air of military concept to the room.

Hell! Christopher had expected a pile of straw by the boiler. This wasn't half bad if you didn't mind Ramada Inns! If only he could locate that intermittent tapping that had been driving him quietly crazy for the last twenty minutes!

The problem generated from the types of metals and alloys the Malacan used in their spacecraft was a simple one of acoustics! Simple in the fact that the audio tracts of Malacan ears could, for the most part, readily refuse to accept the vibrations telegraphing through the alloy beams and metal walls. The human ear, however, could not. The intermittent tapping was ping-ponging around the room. The 
systematic search from corner to corner to locate the maddening noise culminated at the doorway. Christopher opened the door.

Standing in front of him (actually, towering over him by a clean three inches or better) was a Malacan stevedore making chattering and clicking noises, somewhat reminiscent of the steam injectors on an old '39 Chevy.

"Hold… Hold on. WAIT A MINUTE!" The shout caused the stevedore to flinch and move back a step.

Christopher adjusted the translating device affixed to his collar. "Now! What!"

"maWHA Captain coHLI greets you. Dinner is at 12.03 - 19:00 hours, Mister Roberts."

"That's fifteen minutes from now! You guys do everything on short notice?"

"I've been here over one hour and one half hour, Mister Roberts, sir. You would not answer the knock Mister Roberts, sir, and I would not…"

"You've been knockin' at my chamber door for over an hour?"

"Yes, Mister Roberts, sir."

"Who the hell is 'Mister Roberts'?"

The stevedore pointed to a nameplate that had been placed on his door: "SERGEANT CHRISTOPHER, Mister Robert/S." And while to an Earthman it made no sense, to a Malacan stevedore being exposed for the first time it made perfect sense. Christopher just stared at the stevedore. There was no time to explain patrilineal ascendancy and the Republican Party now.

"12.03 - 19:00 hours, huh?"

"Yes Mister Roberts, sir. Would you like me to straighten your—"

"There's nothing to straighten. I just got here. I haven't even unpacked yet."

"But, Mister Roberts, sir…"

"Just set up the coffee pot, then get lost!"
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The phEY-QUAD could have brought in a higher price as an antique than a working 
cruiser. It was one of two remnants of a fleet of almost thirty such ships that had hopped from planet to planet, purchasing coal, lumber, ore… any bulky material that was more convenient to obtain in great mass units. What it said to Flight-Grade Marine Sergeants was, "we're in no hurry to get you from point A to point B, so settle in and make the most of it."

The heart of the ship was an engine that could convert almost any fissionable material—nuclear wastes or like byproducts—to energy for propulsion, life support… whatever was required. The ship was referred to as "friendly"—reliable, efficient. And what it lacked in speed, it made up for in dependability. Most importing planets had at least a few ships like it. It was looked upon as owning "sensible shoes." While it was capable of speeds many hundreds of times faster than any engine mankind had produced, it merely "lumbered" through space and time as far as the rest of the universe was concerned. But in a universe where nothing went to waste, it too had its place.

The inner compartments of the hull were immense, two rectangular units, side by side, each with the dimensions of a twelve-story building. Sitting atop that was a single space of almost twice that volume. Honeycombed throughout were almost countless smaller storage areas, fourteen sleeping halls—twelve for a crew of 877, the thirteenth and fourteenth for officers, dignitaries (although, as far as anyone knew, no dignitary had ever had reason to be aboard), or any other personage that required non-dormitory arrangements. The Malacans had even thought to provide what would be tantamount to conference rooms and several dinning areas of a more formal nature if giving a negotiation a nudge were necessary. From the outside it looked like a large, square box on stilts. Depending on the gravity of a given planet, ferries could be required to get it through an atmosphere and into space.

Christopher's assessment of the vessel as "garbage truck" was, if not flattering, certainly accurate.
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maWHA coHLI had been an Officer for longer than Christopher had been alive. His crews often wondered if he had some strange illness that made him forget where his wife lived. In truth, he was a curious old bugger (his words) who could not consume new experiences quickly enough to leave him satisfied for long. He had found the universe a great library full of strangely alluring peoples and places. While he was not yet satisfied, he had seen more than most sailors in any place at any time. He had seen so much in the past it often enabled him to see into the future. But it did not take a fortune teller to see this Marine Sergeant was not at all pleased to be on board.

"Sergeant. I might suggest you finish your steak. Soon it will be a memory at best. The ship's galley prepares little unprocessed food. Perhaps… perhaps it is not? To your…"

"Sir, the food is quite acceptable…"

"Umm." coHLI had learned long ago not to try and pry information out of a creature you had to live with for who-knew-how-long? It was better to trust Griffen's judgment than to exercise his own at this moment. Griffen had often told him how "golden" silence could be. coHLI estimated that through the course of this meal, he had gathered and stored at least his own body weight in the yellow stuff. But he was one who could equate minor victories with major ones. It pleased him when the Sergeant finished his meal. At least this dejected young man, who was trying so hard not to breech protocol, was 
open to suggestion.

Dishes were cleared. The same stevedore that had patiently stood at Christopher's doorway reappeared and, much to the Marine's surprise, poured both he and the captain two fingers of Johnny Walker Black. It induced a raised eyebrow, which did not escape coHLI's glance. It was the opportunity he'd waited for.

"The first time your Colonel and I… how does he say it? Got 'bombed' together, it was Mister Walker here who… opened the bomb bay doors?" coHLI smiled faintly. "I tell you. It was Mister Walker's doing as much as Griffen's that those first trading contracts were reached! We must have been some sight; sitting cross-legged on the engine room floor, too blasted off to speak clearly. We jiggled, shook and grunted like two children, consummated our deal with another bottle, and tried to talk about women in sign language! It never occurred to either of us to turn our translators on! That's when I knew I liked your Colonel Griffen and his Mister Walker." coHLI studied the liquor in his glass for a moment then, to Christopher's further surprise, blasted it down in one toss.

"Well! Now there is work to be done! Acquaint yourself with the ship and crew." coHLI paused. For a second the young Marine looked alarmed, perhaps worried another blast of Walker was coming. It didn't.

"I will not hold you to official duties until we have reached your Picatinny. That is in… New Jersey, United States of America, no?"

"Yes sir. Dover. New Jersey. America. Yes sir."

"Ah. Yes. Dover! Good. At that time will I begin to outline the duties for which you were 'lent' to us." The captain paused and, with a deep breath, picked up the nearly full Scotch bottle and pointed the label at Christopher.

"My crew wonders why I seem to like your planet so much," coHli explained, as he turned the glass container. "On Malaka Chaki, there is a place much like your own New York City. If there is a vice to 
be had, it can be had there. But I cannot get a taste of this there for all I possess at any bar or bistro there. Sad! We have nothing even close…"

"Sir, I've heard that Malacan liquors are—"

"UGH! Griffen is correct! They all taste like horse piss and kick like mules!"


 


SHIP'S LOG

FRIDAY

55 - 05 - 14

ENTRY 2

 

Preparing to embark for Picatinny Arsenal, in Dover—New Jersey—America. 
Since Dover can't accommodate a vessel of this size, we'll have to use the barges to carry the cargo to the storage docks. Leave it to the Army. They turn a Marine Reserve Unit into a junkyard, then leave us no way to get to it.

Had dinner with the Captain last night. I don't know what Wiggert was talking about! They don't have much to say about themselves? The little bastard wouldn't shut up! It seems our Captain has a fondness for liquor and ladies, if I read my drinking stories right. Well, you've seen one sailor, you've seen them all! I've got a few gallons of Tennessee's best and can talk all night about… huh! I wonder if their hanger is on the same runway as ours?

Judging by the conversation last night, I don't believe my main function here will be to guard the captain. By the looks of the ship's cargo itinerary, we're clearing garbage sites from one end of infinity to the other!

Have been assigned a private stevedore. Lieutenant Wiggert was right—the bigger they are, the less they're assigned. I now have a 6'3" House Mouse. It's Boot Camp all over again. Likeable enough. 
Since the translator doesn't equate names from one planet to another, and I found I couldn't pronounce the poor bastard's name, I issued him a new one. "Friday"! In honor of a butler I saw in an old black & white movie disc. It seems Friday has the same problem with my name—and likes to talk a lot. Because of the nameplate on my door, I have become "Mister Roberts" to what little of the crew I've met.

Dover may be my last exposure to Marines of any sort for a while. I've got some buddies to look up in the few hours I'll have loose. I'm hoping this will be a good crew. I'll know in about two hours!


 


phEY-QUAD LOG BOOK

maWHA CAPTAIN coHLI

41st DAY OF sahjo DArhi 027.8

 

Had dinner with Sergeant Christopher last evening. A man of few words, no doubt. We said nothing all evening. I will trust Griffen's instinct in this matter and accept the sergeant as "best choice." I think I have met my first Marine who does not drink! It makes me uncomfortable!

We leave for Dover within the hour. I am hoping all is going to go well, but I am thinking things may not go well. Have given my crew chief orders to clear out and be gone as quickly as possible. 
There are very few Marines at Dover. If Griffen has done his job, they should all be too busy to notice we've even been there.

This is my last chance to find lighter fuel.
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To get to Dover from Port Kennedy, the phEY-QUAD would merely go straight up and hover. It would take fifteen or twenty minutes—not much time to familiarize yourself with a crew, but for Sergeant Robert S. Christopher it was to be the release of the white rat into the maze. At least, that is the way he himself would look upon it several years later, safe with the knowledge that watching a rat run through a maze doesn't tell you where the rat's head is at, merely the heads of those who watch.

But the problem at hand was not rats; it was mice. Three teams of forty-five per, juggernauting along at full throttle to invade the Marine garbage dump and waste depositories at Picatinny Arsenal in Dover, New Jersey. In less than fifteen minutes, three teams of ninety hands prepped barges, cleared storage rooms, and stowed hauling gear—without so much as breaking a sweat! The extent of Christopher's familiarization with the ship and crew was to press as hard against a bulkhead as possible to avoid getting trampled, while calls of " 'Scuse us, Mr. Roberts" and " Watch out, Mr. Roberts" went whizzing by. It was perhaps the most depressing fifteen minutes of his life.

By the time the crews boarded the barges to launch for Dover, Christopher had begun to think of himself more as 'Cargo' than as 'Cargo Officer'. The Malacans obviously didn't need a Marine trainer; the captain didn't need a Marine guard—who the hell needed a guard on a garbage truck?! What could possibly happen? "STICK 'EM UP! YOUR GARBAGE OR YOUR LIFE!"

Christopher pushed his sweaty palms into his face and shook his face behind them in disbelief as a young Malacan strapped Christopher into his seat for launch. As the Malacan pushed across him to tighten a strap, the pocket translator he was wearing nearly tore the Marine's nose off. It was now clear to Christopher that Griff had decided to shoot him—he just wished it were in the head, not into space! What was it Griff had said? "If I can't get you out of town fast enough?" Well, you don't get much faster this—seven light-years an hour on a shit-shipper like this one.

The Corps has always stood by one hard and fast rule: "Every Marine, A Rifleman." To fail on rifle range or in combat is to fail as a Marine—Corps and Self are not served. Christopher had been 
handed a rifle with no firing pin, a weapon with no ammunition. He was being allowed to look like a Marine, but that was all. The end was surely in sight. At the conclusion of his term, his re-enlistment would probably not be accepted and he would be discharged. This was the "serve-out" Griffen was giving him.

What remained now was Duty to Corps and Country. The post would not be abandoned until proper relief had come. Through the portal, Christopher could begin to make out the landing areas at Picatinny Arsenal. There were several "markers" down there that could be "called in." This job would require at least another three cases of Bourbon, and maybe a case of Tequila to back it up as a chaser.
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"So, Griff made you Mother Hen to the 1st Division midget Marines, huh pud-pull?" Andersen swung his size ten off the desk. "HEY, WILSON!"

The Corporal running by the door of the supply hut froze in his tracks. "Get down to the chow hall and bring us back a jar of mustard," Andersen ordered. "Sergeant Christopher here just took a bite of the 'Green Weenie'!"

"They ain't midgets and they ain't Marines!" Christopher said. "And if you don't stop busting my balls—"

"Hhhun-ga! A Gyrene with an attitude! Well sit yourself down, Space Ace, and we'll—HEY, WILSON, GET YOUR ASS BACK TO WHATEVER THE HELL YOU WERE DOING OR I'LL FIND SOME REAL WORK FOR YOU TO DO!— hmmm , will you look at that boy move! The little asshole'll make sergeant someday… probably not in our life times, though." Andersen looked back with the same shit-eating grin Christopher had come to appreciate as far back as their time at the Island.

"You know what the difference between you and me is?" Andersen leaned back in the swivel chair he was jockeying for the time being, and casually started polishing the three-up,one-down on his shoulder 
while carefully studying the three-up on Christopher's sleeve. "Son, you may get 'em faster—but I keep 'em longer!"

"Look, all I want to know is do you or don't you have a couple of—"

"Don't worry, Bobby-boy, they're on board already. Gone With the Wind, Buck Privates, Rocky—1, 2 and 3! All The King's Men, twenty-six John Wayne movies, including Back to Bataan… and if times really get tough, you even got Randolph Scott in Gung Ho! The absolute best that the last century had to offer. All the Star Treks, video and movies, Alien, Avatar, Star Wars… Do I take care of my friends or what? Semper Fi, Butthead!"

For the first time since boarding the "Death Ship," Christopher was starting to relax. There was something consoling about knowing that while you were about to be "gone," you weren't about to be "forgotten." Andersen was fidgeting inside a bottom draw with the proper amounts of blasphemes and "Proper Burial" Marine Pomp and Ceremony as befitted the former rank of his departing friend.

"Ga'damn Bobby-boy, I know… it's in here somewhere… Aw'rhight! And dam'near eight years—aged in glass!" Staff Sergeant Andersen was engineering a one-man send off for his "fallen" 
comrade. He produced an ancient bottle of "homemade" and two heavy shot glasses that slammed down ceremoniously on the desktop. "I keep this around for sentimental reasons. Ol' buddy, your skinny ass is on duty, so I'm gonna do it for the two of us."

"Christ! Now ain't you a friend!"

"Lad. Today I got your butt by a bottom stripe—tomorrow? Who knows? Here's to the chubby black guy with all that silver on his shirt that's getting you shot out into space, old Abe Griffen." Andersen whacked down the first of the two shots. "OOOHHH LORD! Man, you know that stuff'll soften your teeth! Hell, I… Holy shit! Look at that!"

Christopher's eyes darted out the open doorway. A team of Malacans had not only emptied hut K-4, but were now taking it apart, bolt by bolt, to bring it along, too.

"Bobby-boy, I may be wrong, but I DO believe these little cheese-dicks are planning to take the white lines right off the road in front of that hut. Lad, you'd better get your balls unbunched and—"

But Christopher was already up and running.


 


SHIP'S LOG

SATURDAY

55 - 5 - 15

ENTRY 3

 

It was like breaking through a wall and finding it filled with cockroaches. No! Make that army ants. They defoliated twenty-three huts and eighteen storage facilities in fewer than five and a half hours. 14,270.9 tons of debris went in five and a half hours. Moved, virtually by hand, 
loaded onto the barges, and stowed in main deck C without so much as a coffee break. The little bastards ran my ass into the ground! Marine protocols be damned. They blew through Picatinny like a typhoon, packed up our troubles in their old kit-bags and hit the highway so fast we pulled three near-earth space stations four light-years into space with us.

Now, by sheer chance, I find out it was "captain's orders" for a top speed withdrawal. "Orders" to whom? The little prick coHLI didn't say word one to me! Must remind myself to give Friday a raise.

Have now been in transit for almost two hours. At 08:00 hours, will start breaking down materials obtained from Dover. It'll be my first "real" chance to meet the crew. To what end, I have no idea!

High point of the day: Found several crates of Uncle Sam's vintage "C" & "K" rations in the scrap cargo from Picatiny. Have decided that I'll mess in quarters tonight. I've never had a 
one-hundred-and-twenty-year-old cracker before. I wonder if they had fifty-two holes in them back then? I think I'm experiencing "culture shock."

Andersen, speaking of old crackers, was better than his word. Have located a box of laser discs with nearly 500 classic movies—and this from a guy who once thought that a "quiet night at home" required a six-pack and a box of condoms… Actually, I don't want to know where he got them from! I wish I had heard of half these movies. But it's going to kill a lot of down-hours. Out here, those down times are the greatest enemy of the human mind.

When and if I ever get back, I may only knock his front teeth out. The bastard tied tin cans and old shoes to the rear bumper of my jeep when I left Picatiny for the Malacan ship, and had a whole work detail throw rice at me as I drove by!

I wonder what The Terminator is about?


 


RCT. S. L. CHRISTOPHER

SS# 237 - 44 - 9013

PLATOON 8141

2nd BATTALION, M CO

POB 130706

PARRIS ISLAND, S.C., U.S.A., EARTH

MCRD 29905, 13006

 

Saturday, May 5, 2086

Sam,

I can't tell how much of my sanity was saved by Andersen and that box of old Hollywood films. When the entertainment world went to the 
3D holograph format in the '20s, it was impressive, but! It was 
form with no substance—and man, did you need equipment to create it 
in the living room! It wasn't expensive, but to carry a three-dimensional 
holo-disk imager, even a small one, would have been half of my weight 
allotment. And what was there to watch?

Cinema was pretty played out by the time I got launched. Hollywood had 
forgotten what people wanted to see in a movie during the twenty-five 
years they'd been more interested in form than substance! Well, 
it instigated a mad search for films, especially from the 1980's and 
90's, the Hollywood "Golden Years." They had made so 
many movies, there were plenty to re-release! And since all the 
actors were dead, they didn't have pay royalties! But it set off 
a fad for period pieces like you wouldn't believe. Guys were paying 
big bucks for old video players, film projectors, anything that could 
project a two-dimensional image onto a laser disc the size of your palm. 
You could put forty or fifty hours of viewing on just one side of a 
three-sided disc.

And then, music! Records, tapes. Hundreds of hours of a mono-quadraphonic 
loop no bigger then your thumbnail. When Earth people went into 
space, they took their music with them. It opened their eyes and 
the universe's ear. You won't believe how many places there are 
out there with no concept of music!

When your Uncle Griff shot my butt into the "Great Beyond" for 
the first time, I thought there'd be six or seven other Jarheads with 
me—nope, not a one! Not a human face for months was what I was 
facing. Those old films with Schwarzenegger and Eastwood and John 
Wayne were what I needed to keep my sanity.

But the music? My BB King and John Lee Hooker, all those old blues 
guys—boy, did they pay off big time for me…
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During the Second World War—the second War to End All Wars—advanced Marine Raider units fighting on Japanese terrain would dig holes in the ground to sleep in. Half a century later one would reminisce, "You think—how men (can) sleep! You got a hole in the ground. You'd dig the hole—you'd be surprised. It's never hard. And we use to sleep with our .45's between our 
legs! With no safety on! And go to sleep. But! The wind blows and you wake up!" Such was the nature of combat in those days.

Christopher had dug his hole to sleep in. It was somewhat softer than he was accustomed to, but he wasn't fooled. The enemy was all around him. Every minuscule noise would bombard his sleep and leave him tossing and turning for hours on end. Engineering teams "stoking old Bess" a quarter of the ship away took on dimensions of stampeding herds of rhino. A small galley crew four tiers over prepared a 
breakfast concoction which Christopher was certain required several fire trucks pumping gallons of water into empty garbage cans. Even the very cot he lay on was enemy against the cause of sleep. 
Around 2:00 AM, he rose and dressed in fatigue pants and a tee-shirt to wander, lost as the Flying Dutchman.

It was quite discomforting to see the extreme lack of security. It was perhaps unnecessary, but years of habit are impossible to shuck in one day. The need to see and touch and hear and smell familiar things was becoming overwhelming. Perhaps a midnight recon was in order—well, hell! The military equipment had been verified on paper, but he hadn't actually seen it for himself.

The dormitories and sleeping quarters were amid ship. To get to the equipment storage areas he would have to travel nearly half the length of the vessel. Malacan night crews worked on quietly as he passed 
by through the minimally-lighted halls and storage bays. It took him nearly twenty minutes at what the unsuspecting Malacans would have considered a "quick pace."

The only room on the entire ship which did not share a common security key was the martial equipment bay, which was solely Marine property. To Christopher, who had been dramatically alienated by the day's events, it was the sights and sounds of home—a small stack of three Anti-Personnel Weapons, the oils and solvents of war, combat fatigues, body armor, and a crate of ammunition. Kabars, sheathed in new leather rubbed and polished to shine even in the low light of phEY-QUAD's artificial night. Rows and rows of wizzers, glistening and sized and waiting to be blown out into the eternal night of space, the messengers of the gods of war. For the first time in almost forty-two hours, there was air to breathe.
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Young Lieutenant Griffen was a clever rascal back in the old days. He had understood clearly and quickly the "let's make deal" mentality of his new alien friend. He realized even more quickly how a small idea in one place could mushroom into fortune in another. As simple and meaningless a thing as a cigarette lighter was a source of great value as a tool to those who didn't possess it. But what to trade for?

The hard and fast rule of the universe was not to trade off the mechanisms of inter-stellar travel to those who hadn't developed it themselves. Yet universal dealings in transportation crafts were as common among planets as car dealerships were on Earth. And since you couldn't carry sixteen different kinds of spacecrafts from nine different manufactures with you, you took scaled-downed model engines mounted in canisters that were perfect working replicas of the products they represented. A few switches thrown and off they went, dramatically illustrating the practical functions of these scaled-down wonders.

Griffen saw in these miraculous little items the greatest security and communication device since the invention of the smoke signal. With universal laws being what they were, however, it seemed at first to take them out of the realm of fair trade items. coHLI at first refused to even consider 
them, regardless of what might be offered in return. Griffen had to work nearly a full five minutes to convince his counterpart from another planet that he was in no way going to use these devices for the transportation of living organisms through the galaxy—hell, he wasn't even going to use them for personal gain, merely to ship mail to Marines who might possibly be stationed at some remote point. Besides, the laws that coHLI had expressed were, at best, loose in nature. It didn't say you could get in trouble for selling these items, only for using them to adapt the employed technology for travels through space and time. That was the heart of the law. That was what was hard and fast.

In a strange way, it made sense to maWHA coHLI who, with the aid of the Walker brothers (Johnny black &Johnny red), realized that:

1. Since "they" didn't understand the technology and couldn't take them apart because they were sealed units, there were no "hard-and-fast laws" to be broken.

2. Since only Marines were going to even know about them, the odds of getting caught breaking any "hard-and-fast rules" were low.

3. Since he had about 10,000 or so antique models tying up his storage bins, this was a fabulous chance to unload worthless merchandise!

It was agreed. After a quick conference with then-Marine General Hardling (and some additional help from the Daniels brothers—Jack green and Jack black), a deal was struck. Allocating funds for the project was a simple matter. Hats were passed at 138 duty stations worldwide, then raiding parties were sent out to buy every liquid- and gas-operated "portable friction-actuated lighting and heating mechanisms" that could be scrounged. "Griffen's Charge," as it was to become known when recorded in Marine chronicles, would wipe out lighter stocks from every gas station and drug store from Georgia 
to Virginia. The rest was simple.

Cannibalizing the guidance systems from some twenty-year-old hand-held ground-to-air missiles stockpiled in a nearly-forgotten warehouse, each faster-than-light canister was fitted with one—and the "wizzer" was born. Every Marine squad boarding an alien ship was given a homing device with a frequency lock. With the help of some "antique" signal boosters coHLI had in his bins (and another hat-passing for liquid and butane lighter fuel refills), launched canisters would zero in on the homing devices and could be easily retrieved. Since the canisters were sealed and couldn't be refueled, and each launch was a one-time-only deal, traveling units were fitted with additional units for return messages.

The damned things launched at such velocity as to be undetectable by radar, and since there was almost no weight to push, and little mass to transfuse through the time bends, the transit time from point A to point B was a minute fraction of that required by the ship it pursued. Simple, low-tech ink-and-paper messages placed in the upper portion of the canisters arrived unnoticed and without the possibility of being intercepted by unwanted
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  	Unknown thumb buster!

  	Hold trigger & pump shotgun slide, will fire continuously.

  	Twenty units, bayonets attached, plus 36 M-1918 28-round shell pouches.







  	2800 fps, 43.2", 8.69 lbs w/ oiler attached.

  	25 Marine modified sniper models w/ 10x scope attached.

  	five-round bolt-action, three clips per weapon.

  	68 units in total.







  	3250 fps, 39", 6.3 lbs (w/o 20-round magazine).

  	Gas operated.

  	Cycle rate of 700 - 900 rounds per minute (RPM).

  	On auto, mechanism is capable of 600 to 1000 RPM.

  	720 units.







  	Detachable grenade launcher for M16A1 (see above).

  	52 units.







  	2770 fps, 45.87", 9.5 lbs.

  	Ten-round rotary magazine.

  	Recoil-operated automatic!

  	LOTS of moving parts.

  	241 units—still in the box!







  	2805 fps, 47.8", 19.4 lbs.

  	Gas-operated, auto only.

  	311 twenty-round detachable magazine.

  	Skid type bi-pod.

  	Slow auto will cycle 300 - 450 RPM.

  	Fast auto will cycle 500 - 650 RPM.

  	21 units.







  	2800 fps, 53", 32.5 lb unit (w/ 14 lb mount).

  	Browning recoil-operated.

  	Automatic will cycle 500 - 600 RPM.

  	Six 250-round fabric feed belts and a load of disintegrating metal link belts.

  	6 units.







  	920 fps, 29.8" (w/ extended stock), 7.65 lbs.

  	Blowback-operated automatic.

  	Thirty-round detachable box magazines, 43 extras.

  	8 units.







  	919 fps, 35.7", 6.75 lbs, selective fire.

  	Delayed blowback-operated automatic.

  	Five 12-round & twenty-nine 20-round detachable box magazines.

  	Auto will cycle 550 RPM.

  	32 units.







  	2840 fps, 56.25", 61.51 lbs (plus mount).

  	Recoil-operated, on linked belts.

  	Slow auto cycle of 450 - 500 RPM.

  	Fast autocycle of 1050 - 1100 rounds (more or less).

  	2 units.
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