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      Gunnery Sergeant “Gunny” John Doe reached his huge hands toward the ceiling and stretched. Several vertebrae popped, as did his knees, elbows, and, to his surprise, his eyebrows. The automatic drying unit evaporated the water from his muscled form using technology he didn’t understand and didn’t care to.

      A few moments later, he stepped from the shower into his one-room berth aboard the Big Stick and admired his body in his full-length mirror. He studied the girth of his neck, curled his huge biceps, and noted the rope-like muscles coiled beneath his tanned skin.

      His eyes moved down to his pecs. He flexed them one at a time, causing the ring on his left nipple to sparkle and flash. Gunny became concerned, though, and he leaned forward to get a better look. Yup, he thought, the left one is bigger than the other. How did I manage that? I hope nobody notices.

      Standing straight again, he admonished himself for his momentary weakness and for the crimson spreading across his face. I’ll have to figure something out.

      Then his eyes traveled down his reflection, past his well-defined stomach muscles, until they reached his groin. He frowned and squinted before a moment of panic set in. Bending at the waist, Gunny thrust his hips forward to get a better look. The digital readout on the wall indicated the temperature in his room was 68 degrees Fahrenheit. He released the breath he’d been holding in a huff.

      That’s all it is. It’s just cold in here. That’s all. No way it’s the steroids.

      His eyes continued traveling down his body, caressing each crease, bulge, and hairless inch… until they got to his left ankle.

      Gunny felt a frown curl down the corners of his mouth and his throat grow a little tight. His light blue eyes welled up with tears as he cocked his left leg inward to get a better look. A scar. Hard-won and earned. A horrible mark on his otherwise god-like body. A scar that might as well be a mustache scribbled onto the Mona Lisa.

      Gunny turned his head to the small table next to his bunk. On top was a small vial of nanobots. I could fix this scar before anyone notices. Or, I could fix my left pectoral muscle in short order. He thought hard about it, then stopped. Thinking hard sometimes gave him a headache.

      Turning back to the mirror, he glanced between his pectorals and the scar. Nope, the scar was still more obvious. He turned to the left. Nobody could see the scar at all… but he couldn’t always keep people on his right when it was exposed. He turned to the right and had to avert his eyes, so terrible was the assault on them.

      With a resigned sigh, he picked up the small, glass ampule, broke the tip off, and poured the microscopic robots onto his ankle. The treatment would do nothing for the psychological wound of having to go a whole day with uneven pectoral muscles. He’d have to wear a shirt to make sure nobody noticed. How embarrassing.

      A few seconds later, the pain set in, and he welcomed it. The little robots began separating cells, urging others to grow. The scar started sloughing off one microscopic piece at a time. It felt like his leg was on fire. It was almost more than he could stand. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead. The tendons stood out on his neck. He held his breath.

      Technically, scars weren’t a proper use for nanobots. The microscopic robots were provided to heal battle wounds, but since the pharmacy was allowed to dispense one vial per day per Marine, he decided that he could use them for whatever he wanted.

      The nanobots, apparently, had collectively decided that what the scar tissue really needed was a good dose of heat. Gunny hissed at the new sensation and reminded himself pain was just weakness leaving the body. A few moments later it was all over, and the scar tissue hung from the healed spot on his ankle like a thick, peeling sunburn.

      After carefully removing the dead cells and used nanobots, he deposited the pieces into the room’s trash tube, which sucked the mess away. Then he inspected their work. His leg was flawless, and he felt a big, perfectly-white toothy smile spread across his tanned face.

      Then Gunny had an idea – a way to fix his pecs. It wouldn’t take long, and it was something he could do on his own. He examined each of the muscle groups closely, studying them in detail. He bent at the waist, flexed, and bent backwards in an attempt to find exactly which of the muscles needed the most work. In the end, he decided that one-arm push-ups while having his feet elevated on his bed was the best method. One hundred one-arm push-ups and a few minutes later, hardly breaking a sweat, the fix was complete.

      A few nanobots must have still been swimming through his veins from the last application, because the muscle was already healing and the burn from the lactic acid was almost gone. He admired himself for another minute before folding the mirror back into the wall, leaving nothing but a dull, gray, metal panel in its place.

      His small rack was already made and was tight enough to bounce a coin off, naturally. He loved being a Starhead. Although he hadn’t seen any major battles in over a year, he also loved the small skirmishes he got to be involved in when pirates decided that Stick looked like it might be easy prey. To his dismay, it didn’t happen often enough.

      After he pulled the covers back, Gunny climbed in and tried to tuck his feet up so they wouldn’t touch the cold, metal wall. His bed was more than a foot too short for his seven-foot stature and the room hadn’t been designed for someone so tall. He was used to it, so he wasn’t bothered.

      His thoughts turned to the real enemy he’d enlisted to fight but hadn’t seen in his nearly twenty years of service. Their red and white ships – obviously designed to be intimidating – along with their black and white uniforms, dangerous close-quarters weapons, and kinetic strike capabilities were what he’d been looking forward to. He was born to fight. The Space Corps suited him well.

      The enemy, the Amish Theocracy, was ruthless, organized and single-minded, much like a colony of ants. Each ship was crewed by a single-family unit who’d trained together for years, possibly generations, before being allowed to travel outside their home system of New Pennsylvania. The larger the family, the larger the vessel. As the family outgrew their ships, the entire population of New Pennsylvania would work together to build them a new one, some as large as Super Battlecruisers. Gunny’s mouth watered at the idea of fighting an Amish Super Battlecruiser.

      Their motivation, ironically, was to purge the universe of what they considered to be unholy technology. Things like nanobots, whorebots, and automatic flushing toilets were abhorrent to them. Yet they’d somehow managed to create spacecraft and had obviously learned to embrace violence.

      Even simple things like electric ground transportation or nano-manufacturing were considered taboo. The Amish cooked their meals, like, with fire. Nobody did that anymore. Nobody.

      In their perfect world, all communities would be united in a cause for the common good. Nobody would be more important than anyone else. Nobody would be stronger, smarter, faster, be able to jump higher or grow old before having at least a dozen kids. To Gunny it sounded a lot like commies. Damn commies.

      He consoled himself by counting sheep, dressed like communists, jumping from a cliff into a huge blender. Seventeen… eighteen… nineteen… It wasn’t until he woke to the sound of an alarm klaxon that he realized he’d slept at all.
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      For a few seconds, Gunny wasn’t sure where he was, if the she-devil in his dream, the one with no gag reflex, was real or not. He didn’t know what time it was and wasn’t even sure who he was. Once his brain caught up to his senses, he spat out his drool-soaked pillow and shot to his feet.

      A blood-red glow illuminated his room. It set deep, crimson shadows in the corners, of which there were four, and set the proper tone and mood for a fight. There was only one reason for sounding klaxons and activating the red lights, but he didn’t want to get his hopes up. He couldn’t stand the disappointment if he was wrong.

      He took a few more seconds to study his surroundings, taking it all in. He could hardly believe what was happening. Excitement flooded his veins, followed closely by adrenaline which sent the last surviving nanobot careening through a vein somewhere near his puckered butthole.

      “Battle,” he whispered into the small, empty room.

      “Attention all stations,” a voice announced over the ship’s intercom. “General quarters, general quarters, general quarters! This is not a drill!”

      Gunny could hardly believe it. He squealed, dancing back and forth on his feet and clapping his huge hands together while trying to remember what to do first. It took him a moment, but he was able to gather his wits and run through the procedure in his mind. The first step
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