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It had been a long six months. Duncan and his negotiating team had been constantly on the move for the whole of that time. 

The Interplanetary Council had recognized his peoples skills in negotiating peace treaties, and over the past five years, his team had not only been instrumental in stopping conflicts, but also in resolving them before they escalated into shooting wars. Not that they could stop them all – the Mercenary Guild was kept busy.

At first, Karl and some of Duncan’s officers had agreed to reorganize and run the Guild. Then Bishop tired of the constant bickering of the Oaken leadership and, resigning his commission as the overall commander of the planet’s army, joined Karl in running the Guild’s affairs.

The Marauders and the PIGs were constantly employed, and half of the Wind Riders were usually deployed with them. The Black Shirts were stationed at home in Stanista to provide security for the province and the planet, as well as to train the new recruits. 

It had been five years since the province had been established. Peace had seen Oaken prosper, but Stanista prospered faster. The reforms that had been instituted had proven sound. The people were happy and prosperous. Now the first crop of colony members would be finishing their five years of mandatory service, and many would be starting their new lives with their new lands or businesses. Some would stay in military service full time, but most would not.

Despite the success Stanista was having, the other provinces refused to adopt Statista’s methods. Losing many of their best minor nobles and common people to Stanista, they refused to allow any more of their people to move there, erected barriers across the border, and instituted export and import taxes for goods to and from Stanista.
People still found a way in, and despite the increase in price caused by the export tax, Stanista goods and foodstuffs were still in high demand. The import tax had risen so high that it was now cheaper to import raw materials and goods from other planets, especially the devastated Arial, which desperately needed not only the goods and foodstuffs, but also the market that Stanista provided for their goods.

Arial had participated in the rebellion that had seen the Wind Riders summoned to Oaken and had been punished severely for it. Not only had half the planet been scarred heavily by a short and decisive attack by the Wind Riders and the PIGs, but the residents had had to pay very high reparations for their participation. Arial was nearly bankrupt. The combination of loan payments, the loss of half of their transportation fleet, and the loss of reputation had hurt them badly. The trade with Stanista was a godsend.

Close links between Arial’s leadership and Statista’s had seen Arial adopt many of the reforms that Stanista had implemented. They had not only copied the manufacturing and agricultural reforms, but also the constitutional monarchy model of government. So now, while the other regions of Oaken stagnated due to their refusal to modernize, Arial and her people prospered. Other planets had noted the close ties Stanista and Arial were forming and, at first tentatively and then in droves, were demanding more of Arial’s goods and raw materials.

The Interplanetary Council had noticed all of this activity and the success the Wind Riders enjoyed in not only stopping conflicts before they became problems, but in stopping them quickly and efficiently. They had asked the Wind Riders to take possession of a small planet located in the middle of the Federation. The Wind Riders gladly took this one, as it would reduce the travel time required to reach any part of the Federation.

The new planet was roughly the size of Earth’s moon and was uninhabited. It was too small so nobody wanted it. That was the main purpose of this trip – to establish the new planet’s status in the Federation. CT and half the Wind Riders were quickly establishing a base on the planet and were undertaking surveys of the land for resources. Now Duncan would have to negotiate their permanent release from Oaken. He did not anticipate any problems. He had a very good relationship with the ruler of Oaken, and, in any case, the move had been made at the request of the Interplanetary Council, which would overrule any local resistance.

Strangely, all communications between the new planet and Oaken had been cut off, except for the ones necessary for navigation. Duncan and his band of returnees from the new planet had been curtly told to land at the small landing area just outside of Statista’s HQ instead of the much larger commercial spaceport or even the one at the military base. No communications with the troop of Wind Riders left on Oaken or with the Black Shirts had been possible, and the limited capabilities that CT or Duncan currently had, would not allow them to override any security measures in place. Now that he was a day out of Oaken, Duncan hooked his trusty laptop up to the transport’s communications systems and tried to make contact with his people on Oaken.

He was unable to gain direct access to his people, but found an open link that got him in touch with a Black Shirt major on a training mission. Things had changed radically while he had been gone, and not for the better. All of the Wind Riders’ communications and computer specialists were with CT on the new planet setting things up, and it would take Duncan far too long by himself to override things. So he contacted CT and had him focus all his efforts on regaining control of their systems on Oaken.

Then he activated a Trojan he’d inserted into the government’s computer systems, and what he found was extremely disturbing. He called an immediate meeting with his people and the transport’s officers.

“Tanya has been overthrown,” he said. “Her oldest son refused to take over, and her youngest son has been made the ruler in name only. A regent and council of nobles is ruling the planet. All of our people have been arrested, and we will be as well as soon as we touch down.”

Bedlam erupted in the wardroom as everyone started talking at once. Duncan let them go on for a few minutes, then slammed his hand on the table to get their attention.

“Our allegiance is to Tanya and her descendants,” Duncan said, “not a regency council. Right now, we are on an embassy mission from the Interplanetary Council. That means we are not subject to any local rulings or laws. This vessel is subject to that immunity. I expect all of you to defend it to the best of your abilities. Any move to board or take control of this vessel is to be dealt with aggressively. Is that clear?”

“I have informed the Interplanetary Council of developments on Oaken, and they have appointed me their ambassador. When we land, I will disembark, alone, from this vessel. If I am killed, you are to leave immediately, using any and all deadly force to make that happen. Luckily, half the PIGs are on stand-down on Arial right now. They are being brought to active duty right now and taken out of Guild control. They should be in orbit in three days. The Marauders not committed are also on their way, but they are weeks away. Before you ask, no, I do not know the status of the Black Shirts at this time.”

The rest of the day was spent in readying people and the ship for possible hostile action. Duncan spent his time trying to gain contact with the Black Shirts, to no avail. As they prepared for landing, the video feeds showed a battalion of heavily armed Black Shirts surrounding the landing pad. Duncan had no doubt the ship would survive, but the carnage on both sides would be great. As they came to a halt and the loading ramp began to lower, the Black Shirts assumed defensive postures, weapons trained on the ship. Duncan walked down the ramp alone and unarmed. Five Black Shirts, armed but not pointing weapons at him, approached.

“Nice welcome home for your commander, General Isabell,” Duncan said. “Or is it Commander Isabell now?”

“My lord Kovaks,” she said, “you are under arrest. I am to escort you and your people to the Supreme Leader and to confiscate this vessel.”

“As I am the ambassador for the Interplanetary Council, you have no right to arrest me or to confiscate my vehicle,” Duncan said. “You can try, though.”

As he finished speaking, turrets and ports all along the ship’s surface became active – high caliber cannon and machine guns pointed at vehicles and troop formations.

“You will lose an awful lot of good people if you do, General,” Duncan said. “Now, you may escort me to the Supreme Leader, or I can walk. Your choice.”

He started walking toward the nearby palace complex, and a hasty escort surrounded him . The general walked beside him.

“You disappoint me, Marlene,” Duncan said. She did not respond, and not a word was spoken the rest of the short walk to the palace, where Duncan was handed off to a large group of local troopers who roughly grabbed him and shoved him along to the throne room. His feet were kicked out from under him, and he was forced to kneel in front of a very frightened teenager sitting on the throne. Leaders of the other provinces flanked the room.

“Duncan Kovaks,” the man next to the throne said, “you have been convicted of treason. Your titles and lands have been confiscated. You will be held for execution at our earliest convenience. What say you?”

“As ambassador for the Interplanetary Council, I do not recognize your authority to arrest or punish me,” Duncan said, still on his knees. He keyed his throat mike and gave the prearranged signal. A loud roar could be heard as the ship took off.

“Three battalions of PIGs will be in orbit tomorrow afternoon,” he continued. “Three troops of Wind Riders are already on the ground and beginning operations as we speak. One battle group of Marauders will be in orbit in five days’ time. Arial has pledged her full support, as has the Interplanetary Council. So, execute me at your own peril, gentlemen.”

Duncan stood up and addressed the young boy directly.

“Your Majesty,” he said, “I have been asked by the Interplanetary Council to negotiate a peaceful solution to this unpleasantness. I fear that any harm done to my embassy will result in disaster for Oaken and her people, Sir. If Your Highness wishes, he can put himself under my and the Interplanetary Council’s protection.”

“Wind Rider One, Wind Rider Six Four One. Packages are secure, over.”

“Wind Rider Six Four One, Wind Rider One, acknowledge packages are secure.”

“Your Highness, your mother and brother are now under my protective custody and are being moved to a secure location. You may join them if you wish.”

“Exactly how are you proposing to do that by yourself?” one of the council members said.

Duncan spoke a code word, and all the monitors in the room came alive with a picture of him in the center of each.

“People of Stanista,” he said, “the Interplanetary Council does not approve or acknowledge the change of government on Oaken. As such, all members of the active and inactive reserves are placed on active duty immediately and are to report to their barracks armed and ready for combat. All active duty members are ordered to secure all transportation hubs and critical infrastructure. All commerce is suspended with the rest of Oaken as of this moment. A Company, 1st Battalion Black Shirts is to report under arms to the throne room immediately to provide security for the crown prince and myself. Further instructions to follow. Wind Rider One, out.”

“Does that answer your question, Sir?” Duncan said to the man, as one hundred heavily armed Black Shirts entered the throne room and dispersed around it.

As red dots from laser sites appeared on all the men’s chests, the fifteen-year-old prince jumped off the throne and sprinted to Duncan’s side.

Duncan turned and, with the prince beside him, walked up to the Black Shirt captain.

“Transport the prince directly to Wind Rider barracks,” he ordered. “Then I want a meeting of all field grade officers in the Wind Rider boardroom immediately. Have a platoon take custody of these gentlemen. They and their staffs are to be transported out of Stanista immediately. To the border will be sufficient.”

One platoon surrounded the prince and led him out, another the nobles. The rest followed Duncan out of the palace complex. The prince was already being driven away when Duncan reached the courtyard, and a command vehicle with an LAV in front and behind was waiting for him. Marlene and her staff were standing beside the center vehicle.

“I thought I issued orders, General,” Duncan said to her. “I have a big enough escort thank you. See to your troops.”

Duncan got in the front passenger seat of the G-Wagon. Two troopers got in the rear, one manning the roof-mounted machine gun. The rest of the platoon entered the LAVs, and they were soon driving toward the barracks complex on the edge of town. Everywhere, singularly or in small groups, heavily armed and uniformed troops were making their way toward the barracks complex. Different-colored berets and unit crests showed it was a full callup of every battle group. The defenses of the base were fully manned and armed, and units already deploying to pre-planned positions by the time Duncan stopped in front of the complex. Two troops of Wind Riders were manning the perimeter, and another was stationed in Cougars, blocking the entrance.

Duncan got out of his vehicle, and all three then headed back to the Black Shirts area. He strode directly to his room and changed into his field uniform, complete with loaded Sigsauer 1911 pistol in a shoulder holster, mounted high on his left side. Marlene and her people were just scrambling to their chairs in the board room as Duncan marched in and stood behind his chair at the head of the table.

He pointed at the Wind Rider major. “Report.”

“Sir,” Dianne said. “Her Majesty and both boys are in the married quarters, unhurt and secure, Sir. Communications with the rest of the division have been re-established. Release of incarcerated Wind Rider members has been effected and casualties are being treated in the hospital, Sir.”

“General,” Duncan said, addressing Marlene, “I want a full written report of what happened here by the time I return from the hospital. Major, you and one of those Cougars out front will take me to the hospital right now!”

“What the hell happened here, Dianne?” he said once they were in the Cougar and headed to the hospital.

“As near as I can tell, Duncan,” she said, “they hit us right at breakfast time. We only had thirty troopers here, as you know. They hit us with more than a thousand troops. We got a few, but it happened too fast, Duncan. We didn’t have a chance. I don’t know what the story is with the Black Shirts.”

By then they were at the hospital, and Duncan was being ushered in to where his people were. The injuries for the most part were minor, but there were two broken arms and one broken leg. Heavy bruising was still prevalent on almost every face, and some were nursing bruised ribs. Duncan made a few jokes about how the bent noses and black-and-blue faces actually enhanced the looks of them, and then he headed back to the barracks.

Reports were coming in fast and furious about deployments and areas being secured. Air defenses were fully operational. The PIGs were in orbit, and most of them were deploying to the border area to the west. The command group would be arriving soon to be briefed. A battalion of Arial troops would be in orbit the next day and the Marauders two days after that. The rebel leaders had been unceremoniously dumped off at the border. All border crossings were closed and armed. Troops were being deployed to the border as they talked. Only minor enemy activity had been spotted in the border region. There was enough ammunition and fuel to conduct full-scale operations for two months. Offensive operations could commence at any time.

“Until we ascertain the status of the Black Shirts, we will concentrate on defense,” Duncan said. “Once the Marauders arrive, that will change. I will have to consult with Her Majesty before I commit to offensive operations, though. We have planned and practiced for this. I want preliminary deployments readied. Wind Riders are to be ready to deploy as soon as possible. Ah, I see my errant battle group commander has arrived. Clear the room and have General Isabelle report to me in my office.”

When Diane escorted Marlene into Duncan’s office, he was sitting behind the desk. His back was to the door and his head was down and his shoulders slumped. He stayed that way when Marlene reported.

“Major, stay put,” Duncan said. His voice low, almost a whisper. After a few seconds he raised his head, squared his shoulders, and spun the chair around to face them. His face was calm, but his eyes were narrow and full of fire. Diane had seen this before, and when he began to speak, his quiet speech betrayed that he was not pleased. Not pleased at all. Marlene had never seen this in him before. Shelly was waiting at the door with a report, and she had seen this look before.

“General Isabelle, you are relieved of your duties as commander of the Black Shirts,” he said. “You are confined to your barracks and will hold yourself ready for a court of inquiry by your peers. Major, inform Colonel Bonchance that he is in temporary command of the Black Shirts. He is to have them stack arms in the armoury and confine them to barracks. Reserve troops that have been called up are to assume the defense of the complex. Arial troops are to take control of the border posts until the Marauders return. PIGs are to prepare for possible offensive operations here at the base.”

At that point, Tanya and her two sons came into the office, and she made to speak but Duncan held up a hand.

“Whatever loyalty I had to you, Ma’am, has been all used up,” he said in the same quiet cold voice. “You disregarded intelligence that was supplied to you warning of this coup attempt well in advance of it. Then you used your influence to have General Isabelle break her oath of allegiance to her overlord. You placed yourself, your sons and the people of Stanista in jeopardy, to prove a point, knowing the Wind Riders would take care of the problem for you. As such, my oath of fealty to you is broken. I, and whosoever of my people who wish to join me, shall be leaving Oaken as soon as possible.

“Major, take a fire team and escort their highnesses and the general to the Black Shirts barracks. Dismissed.” He swung his chair around, turning his back to them` all.

With two armed Wind Riders in front, another two behind, and Shelly and Diane on each side, the three royals and Marlene walked through the barracks, every eye on them. Jane followed them outside and moved up beside Diane.

“I’ve seen Duncan angry before, but not like that,” Diane said.

“I have,” Shelly said, and faster than anyone could react, she shoved Marlene hard against the barrack wall, grabbed the lapels of her tunic, and held her up as high as she could.

“The last time I saw him like that, he scared the hell out of me, and I didn’t see him for two years,” she said. Jane came to stand beside her.

“The only time I’ve seen him like that was when he had that Sig of his pointed at my daughter’s head, ready to blow it off,” Jane said. “He thought she had betrayed him and gotten a bunch of his friends killed. Lucky for you, nobody got killed, or you would be dead, Isabelle, and not one of us would have lifted a finger to help you.”

“Let the dumb shit go, Shelly. She’s not worth it.”

Shelly slammed Marlene against the wall again, then let her go, but not before spitting on Marlene’s boots.

Just before they walked into the Black Shirts barracks, Diane stopped both women. Many Black Shirts were watching.

“He gave both of you everything he had,” Diane said. “He proved his loyalty to both of you, put his life on the line for both of you. No more so than today. He, and we, rescued your sorry asses, even after you had betrayed him. At least I was armed. He went into that throne room unarmed, willing to be killed for you, Tanya. He kept his word to you, even though you betrayed him.”

Then she turned around, not giving a salute, and marched away, not returning the Black Shirt salutes she was given.

Duncan had an Arial transport ship and its troops take Tanya back to her own palace and, once she was in safe hands, he returned to the border. Tanya was on her own. She would have to use her own army to quell the rebellion.

A communique had been issued to all the people of Stanista outlining everything that had happened: that Duncan had renounced his oath to Tanya and Oaken, that he had relinquished control of Stanista, that anyone who wanted to come along to the new planet was welcome. Those who wished to stay would be released from their oaths to Duncan.

Once the PIG and Marauder contingents arrived, Duncan mustered them on the main parade ground, then had the Black Shirts marched in. They were placed in the center, flanked by the other two, smaller groups. All of them were in regular uniform. Then the one hundred Wind Riders on the planet marched in, armed and wearing combat kit. They formed up in their troops  facing the Black Shirts.

Duncan marched up the stairs of the reviewing stand to the microphone. Like the rest of the Wind Riders, he was in full combat kit, his rifle slung across his chest, barrel pointed down, and his right hand on the trigger guard.

“All of you swore an oath to your commanders and through your commanders to me. In turn, I swore an oath to protect all of you, your families, and the people of Stanista. Some of you chose to ignore that oath. Chose not to protect the people of Stanista when they needed your help. It could be said that you were only following orders. That it was your commander and not you who chose not to protect the people of Stanista. Thirty Wind Riders, clerks and computer technicians, chose otherwise. Outnumbered and weaponless, they did their best for the people of Stanista. That all of them were not killed is a miracle.”

He stood looking over the whole assembly for a few moments. There was not a sound on the parade ground.

“The Wind Riders,” he continued, “all of the Wind Riders, will be leaving Oaken. I have renounced my oath to Oaken, as have they through me. You were told when you joined us that you could leave anytime you wanted. You still can. I will have no one with me who does not want to be. When we leave, we will be taking everything with us. There will be no ammunition or weapons factories. We will leave none of our communication equipment or facilities. Oaken will be just like every other planet in the Interplanetary Alliance. We will support any faction that pays us enough and that suits our ideals, just like every other planet in the Alliance.”

“If you choose to stay, you will stay in your units. The only changes will be that you will no longer have the royal designations you have now. The PIGs may choose another name for themselves if they wish. We begin transport to our new home in two days. Make up your minds by then.”

Without another word, he marched off the platform and, followed by the Wind Riders, marched back to barracks.

That afternoon, Marlene in her regular uniform was marched into the base’s main officers’ mess boardroom, where she came to attention. Jane, the general representing the Wind Riders, Bishop, the general of the Marauders, Kurt of the PIGs, and Bonchance representing the Black Shirts were seated at a long table before her. Bishop, as the highest-ranking of the generals, was seated in the center.

“My Lady General Marlene Isabelle,” Bishop said. “The evidence against you has been reviewed and a decision made. Your removal from command of the Black Shirts is confirmed. All rank is stripped, and you are discharged from duty. At My Lord Kovaks’ request, you will be given the choice to remain a member of our community as a common citizen or to renounce your oath. What say you?”

Other than to swallow several times, Marlene betrayed no emotion as she absorbed what she had just heard.

“I would stay a member of the community, Sir,” she said quietly.

“Very well, Citizen Isabelle,” Bishop said, “you start with a clean slate. All seniority is lost. You will leave this room and report to your barracks, where you will surrender all uniforms and equipment. You will then report in civilian clothing to the main transport facility, where you will join the rest of your recruit training group. Once you have arrived at our new home and are processed, your seniority will commence. Like every other recruit, you will complete basic training and evaluation and then be placed in whichever branch of the service you qualify for, except for the Black Shirt battle group. Once you have satisfactorily completed your initial five years, you will regain the monetary rights you were granted previously. Do you understand?”

“The recruit understands, Sir!” she said.

“Dismissed,” Bishop said, and Marlene spun around and marched out of the board room.

“She’d have been better off if Duncan had shot her,” Bishop said.
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arlene was the only recruit with no luggage. She was just wearing the clothing she had on. The only difference between her and the rest of the recruits was that she was a little older and had a scar on the left side of her face. Where the others were excited and chatty, she was quiet, her shoulders slumped, and her hands in her pockets. Once they had taken off, she began to cry.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” the girl sitting beside her asked. “My sister just finished basic, and she said it’s not that bad.”

Marlene just cried harder. The girl put her arm around her, pulling her head onto her shoulder and stroking her hair.

If I find out who that son of a bitch is that hurt her this bad, I’ll beat the shit out of him, she thought.

Marlene let the tears flow when they cut her hair short, like most of the other women, but for a different reason. It was after the haircuts that the indoctrination began. As they left, they were marshalled first in groups of five, then ten, twenty, and finally one hundred. At that point, escorted by five drill instructors, they were marched over to a large warehouse where they were once again separated into groups of twenty. This is where Marlene began to stand out from the other recruits. She automatically walked in step with the person in front of her, walking erect, with her arms swinging freely. When they entered the warehouse, they were told to remove all jewelry, watches, and clothing down to underwear and to turn over all personal property to waiting clerks. Marlene had served co-ed for many years, and not having any outer clothing on around others was nothing special for her. This was not so for many of the other females and some of the males, who were self-conscious. She also had better muscle tone than all the other females and most of the males, and in addition to the scar on her face, she had a burn scar on her right shoulder, down the back of her left leg and across her abdomen from laser hits.

The drill instructor assigned to her platoon took notice of all this. He was an older veteran of the PIG battle group, with almost twenty years of service, mostly as a highly skilled and decorated member of the SAS back on Earth. If the scars on her body hadn’t given her away, her body tone and the way she moved would have. While some of the young women were embarrassed and others angry at the rude comments some of the males uttered, this one ignored them. One of the men in her section was becoming aggressive in his comments, and as the drill instructor was about to intervene, the scarred women turned around and just looked at the mouthy man. That’s it, just looked at him, right in the eyes. After ten seconds the man lowered his eyes and no more was heard.

The next stop after the physical examinations was the inoculation station. This was where the barcodes tattooed on each trooper just below where the neck joins the shoulders and over the spine would be scanned for the first time. The drill instructor positioned himself so he could read the computer monitor as her bar code was scanned. Her name was Marlene Isabelle, she was twenty-eight years of age, and her inoculations were all up to date. That was all the data on her. No place of birth, no educational background, no military background, no history at all. Yet she was clearly a veteran and had seen combat.

At exactly five the next morning, the drill instructor snapped on the lights in the barracks and blew constantly on his whistle. All but a few of the recruits tumbled out of their bunks, looking around dazed.

“Half an hour, in front of the barracks in PT gear!” he yelled, then walked back out.

Isabelle was at the line painted on the ground in front of the barracks at parade rest at exactly the half-hour mark. Some of the recruits were early and on the line as well. Most of the others were late. She was the only one kitted out properly. The latecomers were made to do thirty push-ups. Once they were finished, the drill instructor made the ones not kitted out properly do twenty, and that included the people who had just finished thirty. During it all, Isabelle stood at parade rest staring blankly in the distance.

Three recruits noticed how Isabelle was standing and copied her, sort of. One of them was the girl that bunked beside her.

“I am Master Corporal Conrad!” he said. “I am to be your drill instructor for the rest of the cycle. I am god. Your mommy and daddy cannot help you now! You will form up each morning equipped in PT gear, in line and at parade rest by five-thirty each morning. Now you are going to form two lines. When I tell you, you will face to the left. Then we will take a little run. I will tell you when to stride with your left foot. All of you will do that.

“Left face! By the left, march!”

Conrad kept the pace easy, and he ranged up and down the two lines haranguing almost everyone for being out of step or too close to the person in front. Isabelle was the only exception. She was at the proper distance to the recruit in front of her and matched that trooper’s pace, no matter how erratic it was. He only ran them around the block this time, a total of half a mile, yet over half the recruits barely made it, and most were out of breath. Again, except for Isabelle, who was not even breathing heavily.

“Ten minutes!” he yelled once they were lined up in front of the barracks again. “Back in line in ten minutes in fatigue uniform! Move it!”

Marlene was already dressed, her PT gear neatly folded and in her footlocker, while the girl next to her was still trying to figure out what to wear. Marlene tossed the proper gear on the girl’s locker, and as she clothed herself, Marlene quickly packed her locker in the proper manner, then made her bed properly. Both of them made it to the line in time – just. Now there were two of them not doing push-ups. They formed up in two lines, then were made to trot to the mess hall.

“Match my pace,” Marlene said only loud enough for the girl running beside her to hear. “My left foot, your left foot; my right, your right. Keep your strides as long as mine.”

“Do I hear somebody talking in my line?” Conrad yelled. “No talking! If god wanted recruits to talk, he would not have given them a drill instructor to do their talking for them!”

They were given twenty minutes to have breakfast and told which bench they would occupy for meals. Marlene shepherded her bunkmate through the line, showing her what and what not to eat. Then, by example, how to shovel the food as fast as possible into her mouth and be back in line outside on time. Then they were marched over to the parade ground and, along with the other raw recruits, were shown how to properly line up. Over and over again for two hours.

After that, they were taken to a classroom and shown how to properly make up their bunks and pack their equipment in their lockers. Then back to the parade square for more practice in lining up, now with rudimentary commands to come to attention or at ease. Left face, right face, about face. Conrad, with the three foot-long riding crop he kept under his left armpit, was quick to smack an offending body part not conforming to his command.

It was almost dark when they left the mess hall after supper, and they were given half an hour of free time before lights out.

“Thanks for the help today. My name is Shandra Kensky,” Marlene’s bunkmate said. She stuck her hand out for a handshake.

“Marlene Isabelle,” Marlene said shaking the hand. Then she started polishing her boots. “The DI will be inspecting our gear tomorrow. Make sure your shit is stowed away properly and your bed made properly before we hit the line in the morning. He’ll go easy on us for a couple of days, then the punishments are going to be worse. Get in the habit right now.”

“Ya, my sister warned me about that,” Shandra said. “What are you doing here? It’s obvious you’ve done this before.”

“Different army, different place,” Marlene said. “Most of the stuff is the same, but they do things a little differently here. Don’t worry, I’m going to screw up at some point, too.”

“Why are you helping me?” Sandra asked.

“Because you helped me,” Marlene replied.

Then the lights went out.

As Marlene predicted, after breakfast the next morning, the DI inspected the barracks and dumped lockers and beds on the floor, scattering the contents of any that did not meet his approval. All but two. Three other recruits noticed that the two women never got “special” treatment and started to copy what they were doing. The bully from the first day did not like the way everyone was deferring to Marlene, and he and his two buddies decided to do something about it.

An hour after lights out, Marlene heard them get out of their bunks and start walking her way. She slipped out of her bunk and softly went across the hall and crouched down beside the two beds across from hers. The three men had a sock with something in it swinging from their right hands. They surrounded not Marlene’s bed, but Shandra’s, and as they swung the socks over their heads, Marlene sprang into action.

She rapid-punched the man at the foot of the bed in the kidneys, then vaulted across the bed and slammed both feet into the belly of the man on the left, knocking him on his back on the next bunk. Then she spun around and grabbed the last one’s arm as the sock was descending and twisted it as she punched him in the solar plexus.

The one on the bunk sprang up. He was the bully and a good twenty pounds heavier than Marlene. The lights came on just as she punched him in the belly, knocking the wind out of him and dropping him to the floor.

Conrad and two of his DI buddies blew on their whistles and yelled for everyone to come to attention.

Conrad came right up to Isabelle, who was standing at attention in front of her bunk, and started yelling at her as loud as he could. He called her every name he could think of and made her drop and give him fifty.

“Get those three idiots over to the infirmary and have them checked out,” he ordered the other DIs while Marlene was doing her push-ups. He made Marlene’s job harder by pushing down on her back with his right foot.

“There will be no fighting in my barracks!” he yelled. “My recruits will only fight when I say they fight! Is that clear Isabelle?”

“Yes, Master Corporal!” Marlene gasped out as loud as she could.

“The only discipline handed out will be mine, is that clear?” he yelled.

“Yes, Master Corporal,” she yelled again.

“When this idiot has finished her push-ups, she will be taking two laps around the camp perimeter,” Conrad said. “The rest of you idiots will do push-ups until she returns. My friend Corporal Jenkins will stay and make sure you do. All right, Idiot Isabelle, out the door! Move it, move it!”

She was barefoot and only in her underwear as he made her run to the fence line and then stopped and come to attention.

Nose-to-nose with her, he asked normally, not yelling, “What the hell was that all about, Isabelle?”

“Must have been dreaming, Master Corporal,” she said. “It won’t happen again, Master Corporal.”

“Ya right,” Conrad said, then he moved back from her. “At ease, relax, Isabelle.”

She came to parade rest, and he shook his head and shrugged his shoulders.

“We were waiting for those three knuckle heads to do that,” Conrad said. “We didn’t figure you would handle it yourself. You going to be a problem for me, Isabelle?”

“No, Master Corporal,” she said in a normal voice.

“I don’t know what your story is, Isabelle,” he said. “It’s pretty clear you know your shit, so you must have pissed off somebody pretty high up to get here. Your records are not just sealed, Isabelle, they have been wiped completely. The people in charge obviously think you are savable. That being said, this will be the only time you get off easy. I’m going to ride your ass, Isabelle. You and the whole platoon. You screw up, they all get punished. They screw up, you get the same punishment as the screw-up. Clear?”

“Yes, Master Corporal,” she said.

“Next time you discipline that idiot, I want to see him pissing blood, not those little love taps you gave him. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Master Corporal,” she said.

“All right, get your ass back to bed,” he said.

True to his word, the next morning Marlene had to do as many push-ups, and other punishments, as often as others in the platoon were given. Not only that, but the three bullies, along with Shandra, were assigned as her fire teammates.
She never had to discipline them, and the rest of the platoon soon got the picture and started coming to her for advice on how to do things. There was always some minor detail that was overlooked, but in a short time, the punishments were few and far between. Conrad started handing out platoon leader duty on a rotating basis, but never to Marlene.

In their time off before lights out, the other platoon members bitched about it, but Marlene quieted them all down. She didn’t want it, she said.

One morning Brock was handed the duty, but he refused it.

“Master Corporal,” he said, “I believe Recruit Isabelle has missed her turn, Master Corporal. I have already had mine. Master Corporal.”

“When I give an order. I expect it to be carried out. Recruit Brock!” he yelled. “Drop and give me fifty! Isabelle, give me a hundred.”

Brock sat beside her at their mess table.

“Shit, sorry, Isabelle,” he said. “It’s not fair. You need your turn, too.”

“Nothing fair about the army,” she said. “Follow your orders as best you can Brock. I am.”

Rapidly, their platoon became the best in the company. Then their company began to match them, and they were the best company in the training cycle. That became very clear when they were issued their rifles. Their platoon qualified on the range by the second day, and Marlene’s fireteam all qualified expert, as did more than half of the platoon.

All of her section and two-thirds of the platoon were selected for advanced infantry training, and the five of them were kept together as a fireteam. Conrad joined them as their section leader.

It had been a long and tiring eleven weeks. This was their last week. Each fireteam would have a week to complete a task, on their own, with only the equipment they could carry on their backs. The fireteam leader was handed a sealed set of orders to be opened the next day, and they were sent off in different directions at different times.

The next morning, Brock, the designated team leader for this exercise, opened the sealed package. It had a map, a compass and a printed order sheet.

“Fan-fucking-tastic,” he said. “We have a week to go thirty miles in this shit and take out whatever observation posts we can find.”

He handed the orders and map to Marlene. She took a fast reading on the compass and placed where they were on the map.

“Piece of cake,” she said. “Two days max to the area. The hard part is going to be finding them without getting our asses handed to us.”

Two days later, they were sitting under some trees a mile short of the operating area, which was dominated by three large hills overlooking low flat lands. There was little cover once they broke the tree line.

As the designated sharpshooter for the fireteam, Marlene had a rifle with a scope, which she used to scan the hilltops. It took her an hour to spot the first observation post. It was located at the crest of the hill on the right. Shandra spotted the next one on the left hill, also at the crest.

The one on the center hill was located just below the crest overlooking their side. Now they sat and watched the targets. Mapping out where each team member was located. Each night they crawled out on the flat land and came back with armfuls of vegetation. On the fourth night, they started crawling toward the center outpost.

By daybreak, they were halfway up the hill and concealed in a formation of boulders. Shandra, scanning their back trail, spotted another fireteam at the edge of the tree line, half a mile from where they had been. Just at dusk, Marlene broke radio silence and reported in.

“We will be in position in five hours,” she said. “Have our assets prepared by then.”

She took a fast reading of the other fireteam in the treeline, then they started crawling up the hill again. The hint of dawn was on the horizon, but it was still dark when they reached their point of attack. Everyone but the one sentry at the observation point was asleep, and the sentry kept nodding off.

The sentry was sitting on a rock, huddled close to a fire. Marlene crept silently behind him, then sprang, placing him in a chokehold and dragging him onto her. When he passed out, she let the chokehold go and rolled him off quietly, making sure she had not killed him.

The rest of the team picked a sleeping bag, and at a signal, punched the bags with their rifle butts.

“Bang,” Brock said. “You’re all dead.”

They used lengths of cord to secure them all in their sleeping bags, then Shandra glassed the other positions and saw they were still asleep, as was the other fireteam down on the tree line.

“Base One, Charley Five,” Marlene said into the radio. “Fire mission. What assets do we have?”

“Charley Five, two fast movers and four 105s.”

“Roger, Base One. Two painted targets on ridge 805, copy?”

“Two painted targets on ridge 805, copy.”

“One gun target. 111.1 by 906.93 GPS actual.”

“Copy, Charley Five, one gun target 111.1 by 906.93 GPS actual. Fast movers, six mikes, guns eight mikes.”

“Copy, Base One. Fast movers six mikes, guns eight mikes. Charley Five, out.”

“Shandra, paint the left target, John the right. The rest of us, form a perimeter and shoot anything that approaches.”

Shandra and John lit up their targets with their laser devices, and five minutes later, high-speed engines were
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