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Chapter 1 – Proverbs
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ON THE FRINGES OF THE Galactic Kingdom, ruled by Queen Victoria IV, was a dismal ball of dust known as Dayton IV. Most of its lands were barren of vegetation and void of life. Stretched across the sandy dunes and desert valleys were the skeletal remains of a vast industry. One that had once fueled the kingdom’s economy for centuries. Those too poor to travel elsewhere in Her Majesty’s Realm had been forced to stay on the forsaken world.

Large shielded domes, owned by corporations and the military, protected any resemblance of what the planet once was. Some corporations preserved their slivers of the tropical paradise for rich tourists who sought a remote location to relax. Other corporations, such as weapon manufacturers, preserved their slivers of paradise for their clients to enjoy while conducting lengthy negotiations. 

A few people were lucky to get a job inside one of the domes and live in the servant quarters. Others, however, scrapped up what resources they could to build shelters, farms, and anything else to help them become a self-sustaining community. 

Some communities had also formed militias to protect themselves from the gangs of raiders that lived in piles of rubble that were once thriving cities. Other communities, like the little town of Haven, achieved a modicum of success when they had been established near a tourist dome. 

It was a gamble because the town’s fate entirely relied on the dome’s fate. If the company that owned the dome failed, then the town failed as well. Even though the risks were great, the rewards were worth it. 

Paramilitary forces that secured a dome’s perimeter kept the raiding gangs far away. The townspeople provided cheap labor to the dome in exchange for food, electricity, and water. Sometimes doctors, who usually tended to clients within a dome, provided basic services to the townspeople free of charge once a year. 

Richard Eniola admired the glow of the dome that towered over the little town of Haven, as if it were imposing its will on the community beneath it. The shimmering hemisphere of light caused his mind to wander about a life far away from the miserable world he lived on. His smile was concealed under the mask that protected his face from the sand blown by Dayton’s howling winds.

He returned his focus to his work, humming to himself as he secured a container – roughly the size of casket – to the rusted bed of a cargo transport vehicle. The transport had a busted head light, a cracked windshield, and a small puddle of oil beneath it.

He tied the case down and wiggled it to see if it could withstand the journey to the tourist dome. It would be a short trip down the town’s only paved road. The asphalt was faded and riddled with potholes.

A group of his peers, whose faces were cracked and blistered from being exposed to the sand and winds, teased him as they watched him tighten another load strap.

“Better put on another load strap there, boy,” one of them shouted. “You wouldn’t want to risk that fancy costume falling off during your two-minute journey!”

“Yeah,” another one of the blistered-face locals shouted. “Better watch out of those potholes. They’re really bad this time of year.”

The group burst out laughing at the ignorant joke. A gust of wind kicked up a large cloud of dust, and carried with it the scent of cinnamon mixed with burnt plastic. Richard shook his head at the junkies wasting away on Zestora.

“SITREP,” barked Douglass, Richard’s grandfather. The old man inspected each loading strap as Richard reviewed the inventory of everything that had been loaded onto the transport.

They were to deliver three suits of knight’s armor to clients who enjoyed competing in the ancient jousting tournaments. Richard and his grandfather had spent two weeks repairing the suits of armor and cleaning them. Everything was perfect; however, the armor would be scuffed if their protective cases weren’t secured properly. 

Though that scuff wouldn’t be a problem for the client – Richard would be punished dearly for it. He put on a few more loading straps to ensure that his meals, for the next two days, wouldn’t be just bread and water.

“Finished yet,” Douglass snapped. “We ain’t got all day, boy.”

Richard quadrupled checked the straps. “Good to go, sir,” he announced as he hopped into the passenger side of the transport.

“We better be,” Douglass growled as he glared at Richard with a look that could freeze a lake in the middle of a heatwave. “Not unless you want another lesson in attention to details.”

“Lesson learned, sir.”

Douglass mumbled something, and fired up the ole workhorse. Alarms blared their usual warnings about systems that needed to be updated. They were silenced when the old man smacked the dash board.

“Always trying to sell you something instead of working,” the man mumbled as he released the parking brake and pressed on the accelerator.

The transport’s engine spat and sputtered as it struggled to move down the road. Its suspension squeaked and groaned in protest when Douglass hit a cluster of small potholes.  

Richard looked behind him at the case he had loaded – it hadn’t budged at all.

“Thought you said it was secured,” Douglass barked. “Or are you concerned about my driving? Surely it can’t be that. There’s nothing to hit out here except junkies, dust, and a few potholes.”

“Just maintaining situational awareness, sir.” Richard hoped that would work. It probably wouldn’t, judging from his grandfather’s attitude that morning. It was going to be one of those days it seemed. A kind of a day that if a fly farted then Richard would be in trouble for it.

“Maintaining situational awareness is a good thing.” The old man nodded. “Being a hundred percent certain of what you’re doing is even better! Are you one hundred percent certain about those load straps?”

“No,” Richard thought himself – but he wouldn’t dare to say that out loud. “I’m one hundred percent certain, sir.”

“We’ll, see,” the old man shook his head, and mumbled something about a group of junkies who stood in the middle of the road.
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They delivered the armor, and Richard was relieved that there wasn’t a scratch, smudge, or anything on them that would upset his grandfather. The clients were ecstatic to see the outcome as well. They took numerous pictures of the finished product, and shared the images with their friends and followers on social media. 

One of them hugged the resort’s managing director. “You are amazing,” the client said to the director cheerfully. “I’m going to make sure my company books its retreat here. You people know how to make someone feel like royalty.”

The resort’s managing director rewarded Douglass with a little extra money for his hard work. Richard’s reward for a job well done was that he got to tidy up the workshop and sweep the floor without a time limit. His grandfather also let him listen to the radio as long as he remained productive. 

A few hit songs Richard liked played before a news report rambled on about various protests. None of it mattered to Richard. He was too far down the social structure to even care.

What did catch Richard’s attention was a young woman about his age. She let her scarf hang around her neck since the winds had settled down. Her angelic face displayed a warm wholesome smile that lifted his spirits. He had done business with her a few times and knew that she was a good person who was loving and caring.

He allowed his mind to contemplate a life with someone like her in it. Someone that was sweet, sincere, honest, and tough enough to handle the challenges ahead.   

“Looking at mermaids, huh?” Douglass’ voice caused Richard to slightly jump. “Want me cut your heart out for you?”

Richard rapidly shook his head. “No, sir.”

Douglass gestured toward a laser cutter. It was covered in chipped paint and scratches like the rest of tools that hung on the wall with it. “Are you sure? It will be a real quick procedure. And, I might add, a lot less painful than the way she’ll do it.”

Richard listened as his grandfather explained how women, like the young woman he was infatuated with, would rip his heart out – or worse. Foolish people who had attempted to win their love usually ended up dead.

“If you want to hate me for busting your bubble then go ahead,” Douglass said. “Like I always tell you – hate me now, love me later. But I’m telling you here and now that girl is only interested in people who can get her off this ball of dirt.”

A man who wore a cheap suit, stained with dirt, approached Richard and his grandfather. The man’s jacket was adorned with several campaign buttons. He smiled as he held up a colorful flier.

“I’m a representative of the Old Faction,” the man said as he offered the flier to Douglass. “Our mission is to give people like the two of you a voice. A voice that will be heard by your political leaders.”

“If you don’t get this treasonous junk out of my face,” Douglass growled as his hands curled into fists. “I’m going to make sure you choke on that flier.”

“The Old Faction is trying to bring back democracy, sir,” the man replied with an even broader grin. “There’s no need to be loyal to someone who will never be loyal to you.”

Douglass snatched the man by his collar and yanked the man toward him. A few fliers fell to the ground. “Don’t preach to me about loyalty,” the old man roared with a ferocity of a lion. “I’ve sworn an oath to Her Majesty Queen Victoria IV, the ruler of the universe as we know it, and gave her my allegiance!”

The man’s eyes darted to Richard who was frozen by uncertainty. “I’m not an enemy, sir,” the man stammered. “I’m on your side. I’m here to help you get a better life.”

“No, you’re not!” Douglass’ voice echoed off the shop’s walls. Even the people down the street stopped to watch what was going on! “You’re just here to start trouble, and I’ll gladly end it. Right here! Right now!”

“Okay, okay, I get your point.” Large beads of sweat slid down the man’s face. “I’ll leave you alone, and I’ll never come back here again.”

Douglass released the man, shoved him away, and slammed the shop’s bay door shut. “Insufferable fools!” He shook his head and looked at Richard. “People like him are always on your side when they need you to do their bidding for them. I promise you this. You will be right back where you started as soon as they get what they want. Come on, let’s get something to eat.”
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Another reward the resort’s managing director gave to Douglass and Richard was complimentary steak dinners they could enjoy at their home. He also tossed in dessert and even gifted Douglass a newspaper – a rare item to find outside of the dome. 

Douglass heated the food up just enough to knock the chill off. The sound of sizzling meat would’ve been an open invitation to trouble. That stuff was worth its weight in rare metals on Dayton IV – junkies would do anything to get it.

They ate in silence as they devoured their meals – they left nothing on the bone. When they finished eating, they tossed the bones in a recycling unit that erased all the evidence of the divine meal. All that was left were two thick slices of cheesecake.

Douglass’ eyes sparkled with a mischievous delight when he saw Richard eyeball the dessert. “What is the policy that Is informally known as The Doctrine of Mercy?”

“Sir, that would be the Ákros Directive, sir,” Richard quickly replied. That question was too easy. So, he prepared himself to answer some nasty trick questions his grandfather had in store for him. 

Douglass’ eyes narrowed. “What is the directive’s purpose?”

“Sir, the purpose for the Ákros Directive is to ensure that all subjects in the Galactic Kingdom, regardless of what their rank is in the caste, has a chance to advance, sir.”

“Who wrote the book ‘My Life of Service’, and why is that book mandatory reading for all members in the Royal Armed Forces?”

“Ah, there’s the trick question,” Richard thought to himself. There were four books titled ‘My Life of Service,’ that were written by different authors. Either version was required reading for a specific branch of the armed forces; however, his grandfather wanted to know which book was required reading for every branch of the military.  

“Sir, Field Marshal McComber wrote ‘My Life of Service’. All members in the armed forces, in every branch of the military, must read it as specified by the Royal Supreme Commander’s Reading List. And that’s because McComber served in every branch of the military, sir.”

“Field Marshal McComber wasn’t the only one to serve in every branch of the Royal Armed Forces. What makes his life of service so special?”

“Sir, Field Marshal McComber has earned numerous medals of valor while serving in each branch, sir. He was one of the most decorated soldiers of his time, and has developed strategies that are still in use today, sir.”

The corner of Douglass’ mouth slowly lifted into an almost barely noticeable smile. “What’s the highest medal to be awarded for valor in combat?”

“Sir, The Royal Cross of Valor is the highest honor any member in the Royal Armed Forces can earn, sir.”

“What are recipients, or their surviving family, entitled to receive when they’ve been awarded with such an honor?”

“Sir, recipients of The Royal Cross of Valor are entitled to a social promotion, if applicable. If the recipient is already ranked high enough in the social caste, then they’ll have the ability to establish a colony in Her Majesty’s name. They’ll also receive a percentage of the profit’s said colony generates, sir.”

Douglass interlaced his fingers as he glared at Richard. “But it’s not that easy. Is it?”

“Sir, no sir. General Victor Dayton, the man for whom this world is named, was the reason Statue 21 was added to the Ákros Directive. Since the military is the only way people of a low status can move up in this society, those on the top didn’t want to make it too easy for those on the bottom to get rich.”

The expression in Douglass’ eyes intensified, but then softened. He let out a loud sigh and shook his head. “What’s an M-6 in the caste system?”

“Sir, an M-6 is the member of the Arkoúda class, sir. They’re the second highest member in the middle-class group. The M-7 or the Aetós class are the highest in their group.”

Douglass softly grunted and nodded. “Get your dessert, boy. You can have both slices. You should call your mother too. They say she’s having a good day. I’m going to bed.”

Richard savored the rare moment of peace as he enjoyed his dessert. He was hesitant to enjoy both slices, but figured his grandfather had something nasty in store for him the next day. Nothing like a little morale boost before chaos was let loose.

He sighed when he looked at the phone. It hung on the wall in the small kitchen that was only big enough for a few people to be in it at once. He finished the first slice of cheesecake, and called his mother, Najoua Eniola. There was some sort of accident that had damaged her brain, and doctors had no clue what was wrong with her. She was aware of her surroundings, but communicating was a problem.

“Strtql!” Richard’s mother said excitedly when she heard his voice. “Uplada, day good you? Swneask, uplada, endtql.”

Richard sighed and nodded. “It was a good day,” he replied slowly and clearly – just as the medical team had instructed. “Grandad and I made some clients really happy. They gave us a great dinner for a reward, and they even gave grandad a newspaper.”

Richard’s mother giggled. “Master task daddy mean – sometimes a lot.” His mother chuckled. “Later me hate, me now love.”

“That’s right. I heard you’re having a good day. I’m glad to hear that.”

“Them, you, me, body every three. Dock workers and purses reel rock suns. Tanks leaf clover picking string. Later we meet, always you now love. Strtql!”
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Richard cried himself to sleep that night. He wanted to be rich enough to hire all the best doctors there were in the kingdom so they could cure his mother. He was tired of the life he was born into. He was tired of living on a ball of dust that’s only purpose was to be a playground for the wealthy, or to be a place where weapons got tested.

“I want off this planet,” he said to himself as warm tears rolled down his cheeks. “I want off this planet.”

He had no idea what time he finally went to sleep. A shaft of light peaked through his bedroom’s curtain. Its presence meant that Richard had overslept – he was supposed to be up before sunrise! His heart pounded into his chest as he hopped out of bed. He quickly made the bed exactly the way his grandfather had drilled into him.

“Why isn’t grandad kicking my door down right now?” Richard wondered. “Did the reaper finally take that old man away?” He shook his head. Even the Reaper wouldn’t dare to disturb that old war bird in his sleep.

Richard saw his grandad eating cereal in the kitchen, and reading the newspaper he had been given.

“Bout time you got out of bed,” the old man said as he glared at his newspaper. A headline about a military recruiting event could be seen on the front page. “Put on your best clothes. We’re going to town.”

Richard complied in an instant. Even though he didn’t want anything to do with the military, they were still one of the few organizations that offered a legitimate way to get off Dayton IV. He threw on a pair of coveralls he seldom wore. They may not have been the most stylish thing to wear, but they were free of holes, rips, and stains.

“Recruiters for the Royal Marine Corps are heading here to evaluate what the locals have to offer,” Douglass said as he fired up the old transport vehicle. He mumbled how he knew something horrible was about happen. “Military got to be desperate for cannon fodder if they’re coming to this ball of dust to recruit folks.”

Richard was a just a small child the last time he remembered the military recruiting people from Dayton IV. The Kingdom had gone to war with an enemy that made everyone scared to even mention. That was also about the time his mother had been stricken with her illness.

“If you do well.” Douglass’ words interrupted Richard’s thoughts. “The military will take you. If not, I’ll kill you myself.”

“The irony,” Richard dared to think to himself. “If I’m accepted into the military, then chances are I’ll be getting killed on the frontlines!”

“I hear those little mental cogwheels of yours turning, boy,” the old man said. “I know you want off this pile of dust, and the military is the best way to do it. If you can’t hack it in the military, then your only other option to get off this ball of dust is to be a criminal. And that will not happen on my watch!”

“No, sir,” Richard replied as he stared straight ahead at the old asphalt road. He wished their old beat-up transport would move faster.

“One more piece of advice,” the old man growled. “No one is interested in being your friend. Don’t even think about trying to make any. This isn’t summer camp. Your so-called fellow recruits will do anything to sabotage you so they can look good and stay on top. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Let’s hope so.”
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Chapter 2 – A New Challenge
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A CROWD OF TOURISTS gathered and watched as nearly a thousand locals arrived to the military recruiting event. Tourists sat under colorful tents and had their every need catered to. They also placed bets on the locals they thought would be selected for military training. 

Dayton IV’s sun assaulted the hopeful recruits that stood in long lines that wrapped around the recruiting kiosk like a boa constrictor. It seemed to Richard as if every able-bodied individual from all the regions on Dayton IV was there to participate in the event.

“It’s been fifteen years since they were last here,” someone next to Richard said as they spoke to their friend. “We’ve got to do everything we can to impress the recruiters.”

“We’re alive, we’re human, and we’re desperate enough to do any job for the military,” their friend replied. “What more do they want from us?”

“A lot more than that, I’m afraid. They only want the best because they’re not going to waste fuel hauling worthless dusters around.”

Richard waited in line for over an hour until it was his turn to complete the administrative tasks at the kiosk. He was pleased to know that he performed well on the initial tests; however, the harsh reality of rank in the caste system limited what he could do in the military.

He was a Skóni̱, which meant that he was near the bottom of the Kingdom’s caste system. Therefore, the three jobs available to him were bulk fuel processing, culinary services, or systems scout.

“Good for you,” one of the recruiters said with a smile. “You got the option to be a systems scout. You should take that job.”

Richard’s puzzled expression prompted the recruiter to answer the obvious question.

“People don’t last long in bulk fuel processing,” the recruiter said grimly. “Most get vaporized in an explosion, others will have severe respiratory issues – and will die, and a few get maimed. We have robots for that job, but low-ranking members of society are cheaper to use.”

Richard glared at the recruiter who acknowledged the cold stare with a slight shrug and a nod.

“And the culinary service job is just a fancy way of saying you’ll be working with garbage.” The recruiter let those words hang in the air. “You’ll be an amputee within the year most likely. Well, maybe not you – you look smarter than most of those people out there.”

The recruiter extended his big meaty finger toward the last option. “Being a systems scout means you’ll be fixing combat drones while getting shot at. But it is a job that will give you some combat time.”

The garbage sounded safer to Richard. He didn’t care about glory – he just wanted to get off Dayton IV.

“I know you’re thinking the culinary services job is better.” The recruiter chuckled. “But it isn’t. Being a systems scout will give you a better chance at advancement within the Corps, and in the caste.”

Richard carefully considered the recruiter’s words. Having a better chance at moving up in the caste system was appealing. But a chance is no guarantee.

The recruiter looked to his left, his right, and slightly leaned toward Richard. “You’ve got the smarts to do more than what the Corps is offering you right now,” he said in a low tone. “Our culture is steeped in combat – not fuel processing, not garbage detail – combat. Being in combat ain’t going to make you a noble, but you won’t be a Skóni̱ forever.” 

Richard signed the contract to be a systems scout.

He was given a number and told to wait for further processing. A few of the local candidates used that waiting time to put on a show for the military staff and the spectators. They conducted push-up contests, ran races, performed marching drills, and did other things that impressed the crowd of tourists.

Richard heeded his grandfather’s instructions and did exactly what the military staff told him to do, and nothing more. 

Richard patiently waited in line as he watched people leave their spots to join the contest. When they did, a woman with a few stripes on her sleeves ordered the others to move up. 

“You there,” she said to Richard when he finally reached the front of the line. “Go wait in the staging area.” She pointed to a large blue tent that had red and gold trim. 

The insignia for the Royal Marine Corps was displayed on the tent’s roof. A pair of laurel wreaths surrounded a phoenix perched on an anchor. Its open wings followed the curvature of the wreaths, and its wing tips pointed toward a crown. Beneath the anchor was four stars, and under those stars was the phrase ‘Per Marine Per Terram Per Stellum’ a large ribbon bore another phrase that read ‘Semper Fidelis’. 

“Anyone else not interested in the games can join him!” the woman said loud enough to be heard over the commotion.

Richard complied with the order, and enjoyed the shade provided by the tent. A large metallic box, with a cluster of nozzles in its center, blew cold air across the seating area. A small cargo drone, that looked like a mobile ice chest, rolled by and offered Richard a bottle of water which he graciously accepted.  

The woman entered the tent once it had been crammed full with candidates who had completed their initial processing.

“We’ll be going to the evaluation center in a moment,” she announced to those present. “Are there any questions about what’s going to happen next?”

No one had any, and the woman ordered everyone to board the transport that would take them to the only military base Dayton IV had. 
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Richard had never seen a military base before. He looked around for tanks, fighter craft, or any other cool piece of equipment the military had. All he saw were a couple of large buildings that were plain and utilitarian. He also saw a few cargo transport vehicles similar to the one his grandfather had.

The military candidate evaluation center was a small brick building packed with medical staff. They scanned candidates for every illness known to man, performed eye exams, and issued glasses if necessary.

Once the medical exams were complete, the candidates were taken to be physically assessed. They had to run on an obstacle course, perform push-ups, sit-ups, pull-ups, etc. Everyone who had participated in the contests at the recruiting kiosk failed the initial assessment. They lacked the energy for the real tests and were dropped from training. Those who made the cut were sent to Dayton IV’s military training center located on the other side of the base. It was a cluster of grey buildings that were isolated from everything else. 

A mob of Drill Instructors greeted the new recruits with the aggression and ferocity that was often shown in the action movies. Drill Instructors wanted everything done with speed and intensity. If a recruit did good one week, they had to do better the next week. Stagnation and underperformance were not tolerated. “Move up or die,” was drilled into everyone’s mind.

While the other recruits were terrified, Richard felt right at home. His grandfather’s brutality was nothing compared to the intensity the Drill Instructors had. Shoot, in Richard’s book, the Drill Instructors simply talked in a really loud tone of voice. They were even kind of enough to repeat themselves a couple of times. His grandfather would simply mumble something once and dang near knock him out if he messed it up.

The Drill Instructors even had a funny nickname for Richard, too. He was called Ebola since it rhymed with his last name Eniola. He had no idea why he found that name to be funny, but he did. He learned, from someone else’s mistake, not to laugh at the Drill Instructors. So, the usage of his silly nickname also helped him master how to maintain his military bearing.

The first few weeks were easy; however, there came a time when the price of failure meant getting recycled to another training platoon that was in an earlier phase of the cycle. And getting recycled didn’t look good on someone’s record.

Most of the training was physical, but recruits did attend classes on things about understanding the rank structure, and learning about military history – especially the Royal Marine Corps history. The RMC traced its lineage back to the Old Earth – centuries before the Kexidross had destroyed it.

“In every major fight,” a Marine instructor said. “The Marines were always there. From the ashes of the Old Earth to the rise of the Galactic Kingdom.”

Richard hung on the instructor’s every word as they discussed how the British Royal Marines Corps, the United States Marine Corps, and the Republic of Korea Marine Corp worked together to combat the Kexidross. Four major battles, symbolized by the stars in the RMC’s insignia, marked the vital turning points in the war. Those victories had helped lay the foundation for what the Galactic Kingdom had become.   

“And to this day,” the instructor said. “We still uphold the key values of our ancestors. Such as the fact that every Marine is first an infantryman.”

That news caught Richard and the others off guard! To be in the infantry meant combat, and combat offered a ladder to climb up the social structure. It was a slippery and shaky ladder, but it was still a ladder nonetheless. And Skóni̱ usually aren’t given ladders.  
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The Marines didn’t want timid people in their corps – Drill Instructors often drove that point home. The most aggressive recruits were rewarded, while the others were punished for not being aggressive enough. DIs eventually turned a bunch of lambs into ravenous beasts that executed orders with the speed of a Haynanian Cheetah and the ferocity of a Mayros Lion. 

Performing well on the rifle range was paramount, because failure to shoot well meant a recruit couldn’t be a Marine. Richard was again thankful for the lessons his grandfather had taught him, because that man’s lessons helped him excel on the rifle range.

Other recruits formed “study groups”, to help each other excel in training, and Richard was given a chance to join several of them. He refused because he held onto his grandfather’s words of warning about making friends. Besides, what was there to study in basic training? How to march? How to make a bed? Do exactly what they were told? How not to choose the answers on the tests that have nothing to do with the question? Surely they knew a M-2164 fired high velocity brass encased plasma rounds instead of spaghetti, or lettuce.

Richard didn’t see the point in the “study groups” until he saw several recruits getting in trouble for failing inspections. And not just any recruit – the top performers! He paid attention to how the “study groups” operated, and learned that they targeted the top performers that weren’t in their group. So, Richard started to perform well enough to stay below their radar – and out of the DIs kill box. 

“Do you take me for a fool, Ebola?” Drill Instructor Caster roared one day when Richard deliberately provided the wrong answer to a question.

Richard didn’t dare to say anything while he stood at the position of attention. He knew the rank insignia of a lieutenant colonel was displayed on the holoscreen. It was a crown above a silver oak leaf. Richard had said it was the insignia for a second lieutenant. A second lieutenant’s insignia was simply a four-pointed “bath” star. There was no way to confuse them, but Richard had to roll the dice. He had heard a few study group members mention his name, and figured they’d target him next.

DI Castor’s eyes narrowed, and he chuckled softly. “I know what you’re doing,” he said in a soft, conversational tone. A tone which indicated that man was about to remove Richard’s soul from his body. “Let’s try this again, Ebola,” DI Castor said with a warm smile. “What is the rank that is being displayed on the holoscreen?”

Richard gulped and decided he’d rather take his chances dealing with a study group than angering a combat veteran. “Sir, that is the rank of a lieutenant colonel, sir!”

“You are correct, recruit.” DI Castor nodded as he glared and smiled at Richard. “Does anyone else feel like playing games!” he roared with the ferocity of a pride of lions.

“Sir, no, sir!” the recruits shouted in unison.

DI Castor’s face turned into a deep shade red and the veins on the side of his neck protruded as he cussed everyone out with the grace of a poet. He and the other DIs made everyone do push-ups and other exercises as he continued his lecture. His swear words flowed together extremely well with a slew of insults that too were works of art. His voice seemed to have emanated from the overheads, bulkheads, and the deck.

“We know about your little study groups!” Castor’s roar seemed to have shaken the whole planet. “What you have done is betray your fellow citizens and recruits! You bunch of disloyal scum think that’s funny! Well, here’s something funny for you!”

DI Castor explained that the base’s commander, Colonel Savannah Louis, was aware of the “study groups” and had launched an investigation. Investigators knew who all the participants were, who their targets were, and who their next targets were going to be.

“Your precious records have been stained with your misdeeds,” DI Castor’s voice boomed. “And as for the people you targeted? Their records have been cleared! So, you did all of that work for nothing! Nothing! Why aren’t you ignorant souls laughing? That’s funny to me! Ha! Ha! Ha!”

DI Castor continued to explain why Colonel Louis was furious about the study groups. 

“We have wasted resources on recycling recruits that didn’t need to be recycled in the first place! Wasted! But, rest assured, you sorry souls will pay back everything you owe!” DI Castor bent down over a recruit covered in sweat. “Everything you owe!” he roared into the recruit’s ear.

DI Castor walked around for a few seconds before he checked the time on his watch. “On your feet!” 

Everyone snapped to the position of attention.

DI Castor made everyone march to the base’s cargo shuttle hangar that was also used as an auditorium. Every recruit on base was there and every DI looked ready to snatch someone’s soul from their body.

The room came to attention when Colonel Louis entered the area. She took the stage, and her glare could’ve turned Dayton’s sun into a ball of ice. She identified everyone who was a study group member and ordered them front and center.

“Let’s give these recruits a round of applause,” Colonel Louis said as she smiled and clapped her hands.

A few DIs barked orders, and a light round of applause could be heard as the recruits nervously clapped.

“It’s okay.” The colonel’s smile and the crazed look in her eyes clearly stated otherwise. “Come on, give them hand.”

The clapping steadily intensified.

“That’s better.” The colonel chuckled. “Okay, enough of that.”

Silence.

“These recruits are being transferred to the Royal Army.”

Richard heard someone cough fifty meters away.

“It’s called a Service-to-Service transfer,” the colonel continued. “This is also their last day in basic training as well, and they are now soldiers in Her Majesty’s Royal Army.”

An Army transport shuttle landed outside, and a group of Army Military Police exited the rear of the craft. The study group members nervously traded glances among themselves as they watched the MPs form a perimeter.

“Don’t be scared,” Colonel Louis told the study group members. “The Army has plenty of opportunities for you.”

“Doing what?” one of the study group members boldly asked.

Richard could’ve sworn that time itself stopped.

Colonel Louis chuckled. “You’ll be doing whatever the Army asks of you until you retire as a fifty-year-old private. The Royal Marine Corps invested a lot of time, money, and effort into your training.”   

The colonel explained that every study group member was going to pay back what they owed. Just as DI Castor had said. Colonel Louis said that she had placed the recruits into a lifetime commitment contract with the Army. Doing so allowed the Marine Corps to get all of the money back it had spent on their training. Each recruit had the right to refuse the transfer, but then they’d go to prison for treason, which was a life sentence. 

“You’re dismissed,” Colonel Louis said as she gestured for the Army MPs to take the study group members away.

Once the new Army privates had left, Colonel Louis announced that everyone else would be allowed to take the Advanced Placement Test. It was an exam that was offered once a training cycle. It helped the Marine Corps assess who was smart enough to receive more technical training – regardless of someone’s social rank.

“If you pass, you’ll go to an advanced education facility after you complete basic training and the School of Infantry,” Colonel Louis said.

The colonel explained that scoring well on the test helped people like Richard move further up the chain of command. Otherwise, they’d be stuck near the bottom of that chain for the rest of their career. That’s because their social status wouldn’t allow them to attend the schools needed for promotion to sergeant and beyond.

Colonel Louis leaned forward and pointed at everyone. “The only study group I better be hearing of from now on are people preparing for the APT. If I find out you’re betraying someone, I’ll kill you myself.” 
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The APT preparation course was taught during the “off week” that was provided during basic training. A period in the training schedule that gave the recruits time to re-coop and prepare for the next training phase. APT prep classes went well beyond the standard education most of the recruits had received, which was equivalent to a 10th grade education.

The advanced placement test was a monster of an exam that took most of the day to complete. Recruits were allowed to have a short meal break, and two restroom breaks. There were also questions on the exam about topics that were not taught in any of the APT prep classes.

Richard was again grateful for his grandfather’s teachings. That man had taught him more than what the APT instructors did! He was able to answer every question on the test, and was confident that all of his answers were correct.

He was summoned to the base commander’s office a few hours after he had completed the test.

“You’re a filthy cheater,” a captain said to Richard. “There are questions on the test that I know you don’t know the answers to. There’s no way for you to know these answers unless you have a microchip installed in your head!”

Richard’s heart seemed to have stopped beating. He felt light headed and dizzy as if everything were rapidly spinning around him. The captain had his mind made up and Richard had no way of defending himself from those baseless accusations.

Drill Instructor Castor shook his head. “Books can be read by anyone, sir,” he said to the officer in charge of the APT program on Dayton IV. “Dusters can’t afford to get a microchip.”

“Medical exams revealed no microchip during the initial screenings,” Colonel Louis replied evenly as she glared at the captain who had accused Richard. She held up her hand to silence the officer when he pointed at Richard and started to speak.

“Captain, I was a duster myself. I can tell you here and now that your microchip theory is flawed. I understand that you’re a Carcharia and that your honor is on the line; however, you’re wrong, and I’ll prove it.”

Colonel Louis ordered Richard to take another exam. This time there were things on the test he didn’t understand at all. A few of the questions were just plain ignorant. His mother’s gibberish made more sense than the questions he saw.

It was late into the night when Richard finished the new exam he had been given. He knew he failed the test and felt betrayed. They didn’t even give him a fair chance!

“He passed,” a major announced to all who were in the colonel’s office. “He got every answer right. It seems to me that he found a solid education out there in desert.”

Richard’s bewildered expression betrayed his thoughts.

“Private Eniola,” Colonel Louis said calmy. “A microchip would’ve re-arranged those nonsensical questions in a way you could understand them. We just proved that you don’t have a microchip.” 

“But,” DI Castor stated as he glared at the captain.

Colonel Louis shot the captain a nasty look of her own. “Command is aware of the situation, and we must fail you from the APT program.” She spoke those words as if vomit were on the tip of her tongue. “You’re dismissed.”

“It’s not the end of the road,” DI Castor said to Richard as they walked back to the squad bay. “Be assured that even though you lost this battle, you still haven’t lost the war.”
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Chapter 3 – The Ákros Directive
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Richard, and eight hundred other privates, marched across the parade deck as proud members of the Royal Marine Corps. Families that were able to attend clapped and cheered as a small band played the RMC hymn. Brief speeches were made, and prayers were said, before the new Marines were dismissed and allowed to mingle with friends and family.

Richard was surprised to see his grandfather.

“Well,” the old man growled. “Now you know how to march like a Marine. Now stand still so I can take a picture for your mother.”

Richard and his grandfather chatted about the shop, his mother, and the challenges to come until it was time for the new Marines to return to their squad bays. 

DI Castor ordered everyone to gather around the moment he charged into the squad bay. He announced a major contest that each of the Marines could participate in – if they were up to the challenge. The reward for winning the contest was similar to what the APT program offered; however, it was more permanent as stipulated by the Ákros Directive.

“In the simplest terms,” DI Castor said loudly to the assembled Marines. “The APT program is a fancy waiver to allow a low-ranking citizen in the caste to advance in the military while still retaining their social rank. The Ákros Directive can and will permanently upgrade your social status.”

A collective gasp was heard from the Marines.

“You won’t become an Āerius,” Castor said. “But you won’t be stuck on the bottom either. Now here’s the challenge!”

DI Castor explained that a ceremonial suit of knight’s armor would have to be cleaned to exacting specifications. The project would require a lot of teamwork, dedication to details, and determination. Ten of the top performing participants would be socially promoted and taken to a premier military training academy.

“Questions?”

No one had any, and DI Castor explained that anyone who did not wish to accept the challenge could get a day pass, and enjoy a little R&R at a nearby resort before they went to the School of Infantry.

Cleaning armor was something that was right up Richard’s alley, and he looked forward to that challenge. The others were eager to get started too until they saw what needed to be cleaned. Their suit of armor looked as if it had been found on the bottom of the ocean. It was covered in dents, scratches, several deep gouges, and large patches of rust.

“This is going to be a nightmare to clean,” one of Richard’s squadmates said as they held up the helmet. “I’m not even sure if it can be cleaned. Man, we should’ve known they would do something like this to keep us down.”

The other recruits agreed with their outspoken friend. Richard tried telling them that the suit could be cleaned, but no one wanted to listen to him. They all made plans to visit the local resort, get drunk, and hopefully end up in bed with someone attractive. They even tried to convince Richard that he was wasting his time, but he didn’t care.
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Richard was thoroughly engrossed with his work and had no sense of the passage of time. He had the armor broken down to its individual parts so he could easily repair the damage and clean the pieces using the methods his grandfather had taught him. Getting rid of the rust was the hard part. A number of things could have easily gone wrong that would have damaged the armor further.

Sure, he had tools available to him that could get the job done faster, but they wouldn’t get the job done well enough to satisfy his grandfather’s standards. The final steps of the cleaning process hinged on how well the rust removal step was done. It didn’t matter how shiny something was either. His grandfather could always tell where the rust was.

Richard was in the middle of inspecting his work when DI Castor strolled into the squad bay. “Where’s the rest of your team?” he demanded.

“Sir, they all went to the resort, sir,” Richard replied as he maintained his focus on the breastplate he held. It looked good enough to proceed with the rest of the cleaning process.

“You’re telling me you did this all by yourself?” Castor’s incredulity could be heard in his tone of voice as he inspected all of the items that were repaired and mostly free of rust. “No one is helping you at all?”

Richard focused on mixing a cleaning solution together. “Sir, it’s no problem, sir,” he replied as he eyeballed the measurements for the cleaning agent he had been taught to make. “Sir, I cleaned suits like this all the time at my grandfather’s shop, sir.”

DI Castor watched as Richard tested his cleaning solution on a small piece of armor that looked dull and slightly rusty. A streak of rust-free metal appeared when Richard wiped the solution off the test area. 

“So, everyone left you alone,” DI Castor covered his mouth, shook his head, and left the squad bay.

It took Richard eleven hours to get the armor restored to its former glory. He slept on the floor while we waited for a few machines to finish their work. They woke him at 0300 when they played their chimes to announce the completion of their tasks. 

Richard stretched, rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, and inspected the work the machines had done. He was pleased to see his own weary visage in the reflection of the armor pieces. He applied three more coats of his homemade cleaning agent on everything until his reflection was clear.

“That would make grandad happy,” he said to himself as he finished his inspection before taking a shower.

He was surprised no one came back from the resort yet. He shook his head as he envisioned the trouble they were headed for. Their orders said they needed to be back on base by 2200 the previous night.

“Good, you’re up!” DI Castor said when he strolled into the squad bay at 0400. “I uh,” his voice trailed away as he saw the squad bay’s light sparkle and dance across the polished surface of what used to be a hunk of junk. “You were not kidding about cleaning these things.”

Richard smiled and shook his head. “Sir, there is another cleaning solution that needs to be used. If you think this is clean now, wait until you see it later, sir.”

DI Castor checked the time on his watch. “Judging starts at 0900 in the main shuttle hangar. Which means you got four and half hours to get this done,” he spoke in a stern tone. “Will you get it done?”

Richard nodded and happily continued his work after DI Castor left. He cleaned the suit’s carrying case while he waited to apply the final polishing solution. He also made sure that the case would pass his grandfather’s inspection too. 
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DI Castor, and two other DIs marched into the squad bay a few hours later. “Time is up—” the man’s jaw hit the deck when he saw the finished product. The armor looked like a humanoid mirror. He muttered a few swear words but quickly regained his bearing as he continued to inspect Richard’s work.  

Castor, and the other sharp-eyed combat veterans, couldn’t find a single thing wrong with the armor. One of them reached out to touch the armor where a deep gouge used to be, but jerked their hand away. They didn’t want to smudge Richard’s hard work.

DI Castor grunted and nodded. “Alright, get that thing loaded up, and let’s go.”

Richard carefully placed the highly polished armor into its transport case. He also wrapped the case to protect it from the elements, and made sure it was well secured to the push cart. 

He followed DI Castor, and the other DIs, to the hangar where the competition was held. It was cool that morning, so the temperature inside the colossal facility was pleasant. DIs watched as their newly minted Marines put their suits of armor up on the display stands. A few of them bragged about how the Marines they had trained performed their assignment.

All the bragging stopped when everyone saw Richard set his armor up for display. Most of the teams simply slathered cleaning agent on their armor and followed that up with a horrible polishing job. A few suits of armor appeared to have been properly cleaned, and that fact got Richard worried that he might lose the competition.

Colonel Louis strolled through the hangar to take a quick peek at the armor displays. She wished luck to those who did a subpar job on polishing their suits. She told those who did well how good of a job they did. One group received some outstanding praise for their hard work.

“Woah,” Colonel Louis said when she stood in front Richard’s display. Her eyes narrowed as she leaned forward to closely inspect every inch of the armor. She turned to her aide. “I want this suit of armor in my office when this competition is over.”

A shuttle set down on a nearby landing pad five minutes later, and Colonel Louis greeted a group of high-ranking officers as they exited the craft.

Richard was expecting to see a bunch of old grumpy looking people. Instead, what he saw were young people who seemed thrilled to the be judging the suits of armor that were on display. The judges chatted people up, asked them some questions, made their observations, and moved on.

When the group of judges approached Richard’s entry, he was able to see the aviator wings on their uniform jackets. “Ah, you folks are fighter pilots,” he thought to himself. “That explains how you ranked up fast.”

“Are we missing some people?” a lieutenant colonel asked as he looked at Richard and then at Sergeant Castor. “Where’s the rest of the team, sergeant?”   

“Surely you don’t expect us to believe this young man did this outstanding job all by himself,” a female major added with a smile.

“Private Eniola’s squad mates helped him out when they went to the resort yesterday and left him alone,” Castor replied. “Private Eniola did this kind of work prior to military service, ma’am.”

“Interesting,” the major replied. “I’m thoroughly impressed by what I’m seeing here.”

One of the officers stated that it was only fair that Richard be judged to the most extreme standards due to his background. Another officer, who had an extremely keen eye for details, did most of the heavy lifting. He could actually see where all the deep gouges used to be in the armor!

“I really can’t fault you on these slight imperfections,” the captain replied as he continued his examination. “It’s still an impressive effort considering the tools you had available to you.”

The major narrowed her eyes and looked at the same spot as her colleague. “I don’t see anything other than a stunning pilot.” She tucked a few loose strands of hair behind her ear.

“I was thinking the same thing,” the lieutenant colonel said as he studied his reflection in the armor and adjusted his tie. 

The others laughed at the remark, but Richard maintained his bearing.

The captain walked around the armor one more time and nodded. “This private put in a serious amount of work on this,” he said and smiled. “Even a master craftsman would be pleased with the outcome given the tools that were available to him.”

The judges casually examined the rest of the suits as if they were window shopping. They’d stop and ask a couple of questions out of fairness, but it was obvious to Richard that the competition was over.
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Chapter 4 – New Florence
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RICHARD WASN’T DECLARED the winner of the competition because it was for teams instead of individuals. However, the judges did admire his determination and willingness to complete a difficult task – even by a skilled craftsman’s standards.

A few shuttles arrived several hours later and the new Marines were ordered to board them. Their next stop was the School of Infantry. It was located at a space station far away from Dayton IV. Richard was fortunate enough to get a window seat.

He looked out of the window as the shuttle rapidly increased altitude and entered the abyss of space. He saw a depressing sphere of brown with a few specs of green on it protected by the shielded areas. The rest of Dayton IV was covered in craters, sand dunes, and murky waters. He looked away, closed his eyes, and hoped that he could get his mother off that world too.

It took their transport nine hours to arrive at a station referred to as Old Glory. It was a glorified hunk of junk that threatened to fall apart at any moment. It orbited a planetoid located far away from any resemblance of civilization.

Richard and four thousand other new Marines spent ninety days learning about surface combat, basic zero gravity combat, and ship-to-ship combat. They learned how to use armor, advanced rifles, pistols, knives, and grenades. They also learned how to do basic repairs on most of the automated defensive or offensive drone units.

Those that were going to be doing surface combat went to another facility that provided Marines advanced training on how to fight on different types of planets. Likewise, those that were going “star-side” went to facilities that taught Marines more about ship boarding and zero-gravity combat.

Richard finished inspecting his armor when a staff sergeant approached him. “The old man wants to see you,” the sergeant said. “Now.”

Richard dropped what he was doing and followed the sergeant to see the station commander. For what reason he didn’t know. They went to the office of Brigadier General Thomas Aakster. The man had a touch of grey in his hair, and sat behind a large oak desk. Marine Corps memorabilia adorned his office’s bulkheads along with awards and other citations.

“I called you in here so I could tell you this wonderful news myself,” General Aakster said when Richard had reported to him. A slight smile formed on the man’s visage. “Your next stop will be in New Florence.”

Aakster explained that someone in high command had put Richard’s name on a list of those to be socially promoted via the Ákros Directive.

“You’re now in the Anó̱teros Class,” the general said. “And you are now entitled to all the privileges associated with that class. Congratulations, Marine. Your shuttle leaves in an hour. You’re dismissed.”

Richard wasted no time getting packed. He crammed his personal belongings in his sea bag. A couple of his squad mates helped return his rifle, armor, and other supplies to the station’s logistic center. Molasses moved faster than the supply clerks until a sergeant came in and lit a fire under them. Richard had just minutes to spare when the clerks had finished checking in his gear.

He charged into the station’s shuttle bay and looked around for his transport. Beads of sweat slid down his face as his eyes darted from sign to sign to find his ride.

“Over here, Private Eniola,” a major said as she waved her hand high in the air. It was one the judges from the armor contest!

Richard bolted toward her.

“Whoa,” the major gestured for him to slow down. “Take it easy. I’m not going to leave without you.”

Richard slowed down to a walk and rendered a salute along with the proper greeting of the day to the major when he was close enough.

The major returned the salute. “Well, are you ready to start a new chapter in your life?”

Richard nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” He stopped himself from asking if she were the one who had something to do with him getting socially promoted.

The major smiled and chuckled. “I think I know what you’re about to ask me,” she said. “I had nothing to do with it; however, I did hear an interesting story that could explain what happened.”

Richard listened to the major as they boarded a small executive transport shuttle. It had a plush interior, high quality snacks, and ice-cold beverages.

“The story goes that a field marshal dropped by to visit Colonel Louis,” the major said as she prepared the shuttle for takeoff. “He saw the armor you had cleaned on display in her office and was impressed by how well you did.”

Richard recalled that Colonel Louis had said she wanted the armor he had restored in her office.

“The field marshal wasn’t too thrilled that you had lost the competition,” the major continued. “Sure, the rules are the rules; however, the rules are also whatever a field marshal says they are too. So, here we are.” 
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Several hours later, they arrived at a paradise world called New Florence. Its surface was covered in lush green valleys, snow-capped mountains, and deep blue bodies of water. Large flocks of birds could be seen migrating as the shuttle continued its scenic trek toward Piermont Military Academy.

The major landed their shuttle in the courtyard of the academy which looked like a royal palace. Richard wondered how long it took to construct the complex that housed over fifty thousand students in the lap of luxury.

A little ceremony was held to celebrate the social promotion Richard and a few others had received.  They were officially members in the Anó̱teros Class, which was at the center of the middle-class rankings in the caste system. They completed the necessary paperwork, got their IDs updated, and enjoyed a little cake as well.

Their new positions in society gave them plenty of new opportunities and social obligations, such as serving in the military, voting, etc. Richard learned that most Anó̱teros were extremely patriotic and supportive of those in their class. He also learned that a large percentage of the members in the military were Anó̱teros. 

Some of the other aspects of Richard’s new status required him to learn a little more than what he had been taught in the APT classes. He, and the others, were placed in Piermont’s Advanced Education Program. It was an insanely rigorous program that condensed a four-year university education into one year. They could earn a credential equivalent to a bachelor’s degree if they survived the academic crucible.

Once again, the lessons Richard’s grandfather had taught him helped him perform well in all of his classes. Otherwise, he would have been struggling just as hard as the others.

Richard also got access to improved medical care as well, and those benefits could be extended to his family members too. Which meant Richard’s mother was able to get better medical care – even though she was still on Dayton IV. 

An administrative error caused an issue with her transport to New Florence; however, there was a bit of good news Richard wanted to personally share with his mother.

“Strtql,” Richard’s mother muttered when he called her. “Uplada, day good you? Swneask, coneask, dwnlada, veramo.”

“They said you can be moved to New Florence sometime next week
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