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Synopsis

Jamie Gwynmorgan doesn’t believe in prayer. She
doesn’t believe in anything much. Except that people can’t be
trusted—certainly not anyone she’s ever met.

But Jamie knows some things. From experience. She
knows if she died, nobody would give a damn. Nobody would even
notice. She knows the better she can fight, the safer she’ll be.
That’s why she can’t resist the sleek, dark lethality of the
weapon—and the recruiter’s promise that yes, if she’s strong
enough, good enough, she’ll get to fire that weapon in combat. She
doesn’t care about the uniform. And screw the pretend-camaraderie.
Only Safe matters—and if she can do combat, then maybe she can
fight her way to Safe.

Jamie expects a grueling fight that she might lose.
What she never expects is to win love.
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Chapter One

I cannot go back there

“Swamp’s got gators, y’know.”

She didn’t. Joe had never mentioned alligators. To
her left, faraway small-town lights glinted off the vast expanse of
black water, tempting her gaze away from the seatback in front of
her. She’d heard about the swamp. A salt marsh, actually, now
succumbing so fast to the Broad River tidal channel and Port Royal
Sound that a few more storms would take what little was left of the
island at the end of the causeway.

But alligators? Sure as shit I woulda remembered
about alligators.

Flicking her eyes rightward, only her eyes, she
glanced at the thick, blond, baby-faced boy-man next to her in the
aisle seat who knew about the alligators. She noticed his nose
first, how it heralded the fight that once broke it. His hands
gripped his thighs and he stared straight ahead, still as a statue.
Like he never whispered anything at all.

Somewhere on the bus in the seats behind them sat
another blonde. Proud by the look of her. Strong. The only other
woman on the bus, picked up at a stop in southern Virginia. Jamie
had watched the woman come down the aisle, watched those dark eyes
probe, assess, and then lock on to hers.

For just a second, her clit punched a double flip
that reverberated into her belly. Maybe the woman would sit next to
her and, once the drone of the bus engine resumed, murmur a name or
a comment. Maybe they’d end up in line together, maybe go through
the whole thing together.

But it was the boy-man who had taken the seat next to
her, and the woman walked on.

Boy-man blinked. They had only seconds left now.

“I’m Arnoldt,” he whispered.

“Gwynmorgan,” she whispered. “Jamie Gwynmorgan.”

Whereupon what remained of Parris Island pummeled
them.

She couldn’t quite believe her eyes or her ears as
she hurried to disembark. Backlit by assaultive klieglights, a
small herd of mostly men wearing Smokey the Bear hats and combat
utilities charged toward the bus screeching pseudo obscenities at
the people ahead of her. Drill instructors in full rut.

Oh christ. Her stomach spasmed at the sight of
so many DIs. This is what he meant.

Joe had warned her. Now his warning reverberated in
hyper fast-forward. The rules of normal behavior will be suspended,
he said. Everything she was accustomed to would be ripped from her
by the DIs.

“Ripped” was the word Joe had used more than
once.

“Ripped” didn’t scare her then.

“Ripped” sounded okay then because, hell, she needed
to be ripped from the way she’d lived since Alby left. And Joe had
gotten her ready, right?

“Move your ass, maggot!” one of the DIs roared at the
guy who’d been sitting across the aisle from Arnoldt. Now just
ahead of her in the bus doorway, the guy winced but didn’t scamper,
which provoked the DI to loom into his face, millimeters from his
nose.

“You deaf, puke?” the DI shrieked.

“No, sir,” Puke answered, his voice too quiet, like
he dared consider himself a normal human being. Still wincing, he
started to run. But too late. Way too late. The DI stayed with him,
nose to nose, toe to toe.

“Wha-at? You talking to me, puke?”

Puke hesitated, afraid to speak, afraid to move.

“Did I tell you to halt your ugly butt,
puke?”

Hey! Behind Puke, forehead suddenly humid with
revolt, Jamie jumped off the bus. Just wait one fucking minute!
I didn’t sign up for this! All of Joe’s fearsome tales
notwithstanding, these guys in their perfect uniforms and arcane
hats weren’t at all what she expected. Her stomach wrenched its
warning and she slit her eyes to see beyond the onslaught, to find
its limit. Thirteen weeks, that’s all.

She counted in her head as if a refuge could be made
of counting. Thirteen weeks—less than a quarter of the
fifty-seven weeks since… Thirteen divided by
fifty-seven…that’s twenty-two point eight percent…

Off to her left, another DI approached, his animal
eyes glued to her.

Oh shit. An intense band of heat tightened
around her head. Just gotta make it to January
twenty-eighth…

She tried to ignore the No! rising from her
gut and got ready to blindly obey. In her last second as a regular
person, Jamie wondered why, why she didn’t feel this No!
before now and understood her doom. It couldn’t be undone. She had
signed her name on the papers, given up all rights to No!
Now No! meant disobeying a lawful order. Insubordination.
Now No! could be court-martialed and land her in a Marine
Corps lockup.

“You eyeballing me, asswipe?”

“Sir-No-Sir!” This she shouted, just the way
Joe taught her. Never look them in the eye, Joe had said more than
once. She took a couple of steps, preparing to run. Certainly he
wanted her to run.

“Who told you to move, suckface?”

“Sir!” She halted, riveted her eyes straight ahead,
tried to remember what Joe had told her about assuming the position
of attention. “I’m sorry, sir!”

Oh shit. Just one tiny word. How she wished
she could grab it out of the air and squish it out of existence.
Shit shit shit shit shit…

“I?” the DI bellowed, eyes bulging outrage off
to her left. “You are a worthless buttbrain attempting to become a
United States Marine! How dare you speak the word
‘I’! You are less than human. You are less than maggot. You will
get on your face and give me your pathetic excuse for pushups.
Right now, Recruit Suckface!”

Jamie dropped like a stone and pumped as fast as she
ever had in her life while he screamed at somebody else. When she
was at twenty or so, she felt his hot breath on her face. Onion
breath. The brim of his hat bumped against her temple.

“What’re you doing down here, suckface? Get!
Up!”

Bawling sir-yes-sir, she leapt to her feet and
attempted to obey the DI’s staccato of contradictory commands. Left
suckface. Right suckface. About suckface. She messed up all of it.
An eternity passed before she was ordered to join the other dazed
recruits, each of them anchored to a pair of yellow footprints
painted on the blacktop, all of them desperate not to be
noticed.

“You are to stand at attention when you stand
on my yellow footprints, fool!” The blare came from right behind
her. “Shoulders back! Tuck that jiggly excuse for a chin!”

Twenty minutes ago, Jamie would never have believed
anyone except a prison screw could legally behave this way.
Jailhouse rule number seven: Never attract a screw’s
attention. She stopped breathing and zombied in on the tree
trunk–sized neck of the man in front of her; the DI passed her by
with merely a snarl. She dared a surreptitious inhalation—god knew
what one of these monsters might do if they caught her in the act
of consuming oxygen without permission.

Guess Joe left a few things out.

“Gonna be really tough, Jamie Blue Eyes,” Joe had
said when she boarded the recruiter’s van back in Hyannis.

He’d never called her that, never once gave a hint
that he’d done anything so gushy as register the color of her eyes.
She had tried not to show her surprise, her discomfort, and forced
herself to gaze back at him.

“But the training’s a lot more righteous now than it
used to be,” he continued a little too quickly. His words, his tone
had apology in them while his eyes drifted past her and he repeated
the warning she’d heard so often, the warning that sounded so
jarringly different this last time he’d have a chance to say it.
“Better by the time I was a DI. They’re not kind or anything, but…”
He stopped to study his boots, his face in an almost-frown. No
doubt about it—Joe never expected her to actually enlist. He was
upset. Maybe even disappointed.

She almost asked him then, confronted him: Why’d
you help me? He was just a guy from her part-time job, after
all. This older guy who used stories from his days as a Marine
Corps DI to get a smile out of her, to get her to talk some while
they loaded packages onto trucks.

It had taken a lot of Joe’s time, all that help.
Before they ever worked out together, she told him about Alby,
about getting arrested, and he convinced her not to do a runner,
reminded her that if she kept her head down until October twelfth
and showed up in court, the judge would expunge her record and then
she could join up. “You’re fucking smart,” Joe had said. “The
GED’ll be a snap for you.”

She’d scowled, of course, and early on she’d had her
suspicions. Hell, nobody ever cared if she talked, except that high
school librarian who left after her sophomore year. But she’d run
out of options and Joe always behaved while he showed her all that
Marine Corps stuff. He’d been a straight shooter the whole way, and
if there’d been more to his motives, he never let on. Not once in
six months.

She figured he needed the good-bye to be done with,
needed time to settle back into thinking of her as a friend, just a
friend. So, reaching out to brush his forearm, she said only,
“Yeah, more righteous now.”

She watched Joe nod, watched his eyes tense with what
she didn’t want to believe was regret. “You’ll be the one I call
when I get there, Joe.” She offered him an it’ll-be-okay smile.

It seemed to her that his face smiled back. A
reluctant smile, almost involuntary. She hoped he understood what
she didn’t say aloud: I cannot stay here.

That was twenty-one hours and almost eleven hundred
miles ago. Now, resisting an urge to flinch beneath the corrosive,
caterwauling belligerence of the drill instructors, Jamie
Gwynmorgan stood at attention on a pair of yellow footprints and
reminded herself—I cannot go back there.

The memories fluttered before her, an inescapable
gossamer over everything, each flutter carrying a different imprint
to stamp on the moment. Meaty hands squeezed her throat, slammed
fisted into her head. She yanked her mind away, but with another
flutter, handcuffs compressed her wrists, sparked an inferno low in
her gut, made her want to squirm and scream against the unyielding
restraint.

I cannot go back there.

Jamie double-timed up the steps to the Recruit
Receiving Center, chased by apparitional recollections spawned of
the smell of ocean air, crisp now in South Carolina’s November as
it mingled in her mind with odors of charred grass and gasoline.
They said her mother crashed the car, and the smell of ocean made
her wonder again: Did Alby die there? Or had it really been the
mother of all her mother’s many pharma-induced debacles? Was Alby
still out there somewhere, still lost in a fog fifty-seven weeks
later?

Joining a crotch-to-butt line of recruits, Jamie
shook off the haunts and waited for her turn to call “home.” As
fast as she’d be able, she’d recite the words she was supposed to,
the minimal script informing Joe that she’d made it to—

To the jaws of hell on Planet Mindfuck, that’s
where. Just thirty seconds to tell him. Tell him what? That
Woody here cuddled up to my backside needs some saltpeter and a
shower? That I’m shit-scared?

Marine Corps landlink in hand, Jamie zoomed through
the phrases on a placard tacked to the wall in front of her.
“This-is-Recruit-Gwynmorgan-I’ve-arrived-safely-at-Parris-Island-in-a-few-days-I’ll-textmail-you-thank-you-for-your-support.”

She risked a furtive glance around. No DIs within
fifteen feet, none of them looking her way. “Jeez, Joe,” she
whispered, “you didn’t tell me they’re all infected with frigging
rabies. And hey, what the hell does ‘fug’ mean?”

Joe chuckled. Yeah, good, he sounds okay. And
she heard his “Ooh-rah!” before a DI materialized next to her. She
squirted out the approved “G’bye-for-now” just as the DI ripped the
landlink from her hand and passed it along to Woody.

*

Processing, they called it.

Examinations, questions, tests, more questions. “Have
you ever been treated for an RNA virus?” “Were you or any members
of your family quarantined during the pandemic?” “Have you ever
resided in a nation other than the United States?”

Hours of being poked, pumped, berated, and
quick-marched jumbled until Jamie found herself in a wide,
glass-walled hallway.

An arm’s length between her and anyone else—proper
marching distance—provided some relief, since Woody stood behind
her still. The line of recruits executed a ragged left-face, and
for a moment before being ordered about-face, she saw through the
glass a lanky, bald stranger wearing a combat utility uniform.
Familiar eyes gazed back at her. She risked DI wrath and hiked one
eyebrow. The bald stranger’s own dark slash of an eyebrow
anticipated her and moved, too. Yep, it’s a reflection. That’s
me!

With the three inches of rowdy brown curls shaved
away, her forehead seemed enormous, her cheekbones seemed bolder,
her jaw squarer. During last night’s quickie medical exam, she
measured seventy-three inches tall, a whole inch taller than
fifty-seven weeks ago.

She’d been awake for more than twenty-four hours and
had at least another twelve to go before she’d be allowed to sleep.
But she stood a little straighter in her very own cammies, thinking
she kind of looked like a marine.

The illusion didn’t last long.

Although she passed the Initial Strength Test with
ease, the cred she hoped this would give her backfired. How much it
backfired became clear once she and sixty-four men were formed into
Platoon 2128, Echo Company, Second Recruit Training Battalion, and
ownership of them passed to the senior DI and his two assistants,
the J hat and the kill hat.

Joe had called the DIs’ technique good-cop, bad-cop,
worse-cop, and at the time Jamie shrugged. That’s
twenty-something recruits per DI. How nasty can it be? But
three days in, she already thought of the arrangement as
dangerous-screw, demented-screw, diabolical-screw.

“Hey, Plah-too-oon! Looky, looky. We got us
here a special sistah,” the kill hat sneered an hour after
first laying eyes upon her. “Tested better than half you shrinking
dongs. C’mon, sistah, slide your sistah ass over here on my
quarterdeck and show me how special you are.”

Thus she devoted the evening’s precious hour of free
time to lunges, pushups, side-straddle hops, double-time running in
place, more pushups. But never fast enough. Never with acceptable
form. The kill hat gleefully declared Recruit Gwynmorgan a maggot
sistah.

Every day after that, at least twice a day, the kill
hat fried her. For Jamie, the recruits’ daily hour of free time was
theoretical only. And nearly every night, her name ended up on the
firewatch list, ensuring she wouldn’t sleep more than three hours
at a time, nor more than five hours a night.

It didn’t take long for Recruit Gwynmorgan to despise
the DIs, especially the kill hat. Nor did it take long for her to
notice that the only Echo Company platoon with but one female in it
was hers. She’d hoped the dark-eyed blonde would show up in Platoon
2128, but the woman had disappeared among the hundreds of other
bald would-be grunts, and none of the sixty-four guys around her
inspired anything like a double flip.

She couldn’t help but wonder if some higher power—a
god, a sergeant, a perverse computer program—had done this on
purpose.

A parade of rules maintained discipline in the co-ed
squadbays and dictated with excruciating precision who could be
where and when. No matter. Every morning in Platoon 2128’s
squadbay, sixty-four erect guys in their skivvies found ways to ape
the roles their gravity-defying members would play in the care and
feeding of a certain recruit’s under-utilized female body
parts.

“That’s it? That’s all you got?” Jamie scoffed back
in those rare moments when the DIs weren’t crawling all over them.
“Jeez, look—it’s starting to curl now. Like a itty-bitty
pretzel.”

No one she targeted could prevent himself from
checking out the state of his equipment, as did any others within
earshot. This diverted them—briefly—from her to each other. Often
it even elicited a laugh. But the men around her refused to buddy
up. Not even Arnoldt, who was in her squad but acted like he’d
never seen her before.

Jamie remained on the far side of a great divide, on
her own. Sixty-four to one. She told herself this was what she’d
expected all along. She told herself every morning, in the pseudo
privacy of the F-head, where she got to shit and shower alone while
a bullyragging DI always stood next to the doorway, counting her
down.

“Ten…nine…sixfive…four…two…” She learned damn fast to
be standing in the doorway at meticulous attention by the time the
count reached zero, ready to grab the bar some sadist had put
across the top of the F-head door frame and pop off pullups until
her arms and back melted.

Thus began each training day. Every other day brought
a new mindfuck. Like with the sandpits, those soggy, flea-infested
hells just outside the barracks where bouts of physical training
weren’t supposed to exceed five minutes. The DIs simply ordered
recruits to scramble from one sandpit to the other twenty feet away
for another five minutes of “incentivization.”

Not even the kill hat’s relentless demand for more
pullups faster, faster galvanized Jamie’s No! quite like
doing pushups in the sandpit. She, not he, would decide when her
body hurt too much and when she stopped.

“Sir,” she’d croak. “Can’t.” And she’d halt just shy
of the unequivocal exhaustion the DIs demanded, flattening onto her
belly. I am not a convict. I am not a slave. That’s all you
get!

Jamie tried to remember what she’d said to that damn
recruiter back in Hyannis, because a couple of weeks in the
platoon—during which she’d had maybe, just maybe three hours of
free time and not one single night of uninterrupted sleep—had
convinced her the DIs and the recruiters must be in cahoots.

She recalled telling the recruiter about how her
buddy Josh would sneak off with one of his cop father’s guns and
they’d go shoot up the dunes in Bodfish Park, about how she always
did better than Josh, who was older than her, bigger than her, who
called her Fucking Annie Fucking Oakley. She had hoped it would
help her get in, even though the Barnstable County Wheels of
Justice had almost made roadkill of her, even though she had only a
GED, even though she’d be enlisting just a day after turning
seventeen.

Those conversations, all informal and friendly, had
gone fuzzy in the sandpit, in the squadbay. Of course she’d
mentioned being asked by the coach to join the high school
gymnastics team all the way back in sixth grade. And she must have
bragged about that iron cross on the rings, about being the only
girl so far at Barnstable High School to do it.

Never attract a screw’s attention. But she’d
done twenty-six pullups during the Initial Strength Test—about
twenty too many.

That had to be it. Plus maybe she wasn’t so good at
hiding the how-fucking-dare-you that burned through her chest
whenever a DI voice called her maggot or fugger.

So, okay, she’d attracted the screws’ attention. But
she wasn’t the only one. The guides, the squad leaders and scribes
and other “special recruits” all got smoked plenty.

So, okay, it wasn’t entirely personal either. She
grasped, at least in principle, the idea that the whole squad or
even the whole platoon would be pounded for the fuckup of just one
person. It was supposed to encourage teamwork.

But Jamie didn’t trust teams. Not the kind where your
performance, your survival, depended on other people. Because other
people couldn’t be depended on. Certainly the guys in her squad
couldn’t be depended on.

Not even three weeks into training, and somebody had
mucked up her weapon so it didn’t pass inspection, swiped her
boonie hat so she wasn’t in proper uniform when it mattered to be
in proper uniform. Both times the whole squad got slammed and she
got the blame. If this is frigging teamwork, give me alone every
time.

The DIs, however, were merciless—like sharks who
smelled the possibility of blood in the water. Her blood.

Jamie came to Parris Island already too lean, too
stressed to menstruate. She never even bothered with an
ovu-suppress patch. Yet the DIs had other ways to make her bleed.
Although even mild derogations like “pussy” and “bitch” had been
banished from DI-speak, “bleed” remained acceptable, and it became
the kill hat’s favorite word.

“How come you’re letting your squad bleed like this,
Gwynmorgan? Whatsamatter, you got cramps? Need a lie-down,
sistah?”

“Sir-No-Sir!”

“Squad, on your foul faces and gimme another bleeding
thirty. ’Cept you, sistah. Recruit Gwynmorgan will rest her
delicate little heinie right over here next to me and keep count
for her squad. Sound off, sistah!”


Chapter Two

No holds barred

“Now?”

The whisper was so soft Jamie almost didn’t hear it.
She could only guess at the time. Maybe 0100 hours, maybe
later.

“Yeah.” Sheet and blanket rustled. A nearby bunk
creaked. “Let’s go.”

On her back in a bottom bunk, Jamie slivered an eye
open just enough to see one of the guys in her squad get out of his
rack and glance over at her. Then another squaddie got up. And
another. And another. Arnoldt got up last.

Somehow Jamie just knew. They had decided to throw a
blanket party.

Her blanket party, which likely explained the
just-your-imagination sidelong glances coming her way for days.

Ha! Just your imagination.

Alby used to tell her that. But it had never been
just her imagination. Oh no, it was a quite distinct phenomenon,
and it always began with a peculiar, unnerving chill that skittered
up her spine from the small of her back to the base of her
neck.

Then something would happen.

That chill needled up Jamie’s spine now as she
pretended sleep and watched the four men assemble.

Fucking knew it.

Jamie had always been a light sleeper, too easily
wakened by innocent sounds, since she couldn’t ever be sure: Is it
Alby stumbling home stratosphere-high with some creep? Or could one
of Alby’s degenerate junkie friends be coming around in the wee
hours to demand charity?

Early on, her mother plucked her from the bed and hid
her in the crawlspace under the cottage. In the beginning, she’d
pull herself up and crack open the crawlspace hatch to watch,
mutely begging the universe to keep her mother safe. Until the time
one of those “friends” beat Alby senseless and she decided she
couldn’t depend on the universe for safety any more than she could
depend on Alby for safety.

That’s when she learned: If the timing was right,
even a scrawny kid raging unexpectedly out of the shadows at an
intruder could take a hit and get up again and again to fight some
more. Fight not to win, for in fact she never won, but to
survive.

And she survived for just one reason: She had
something left after quailing in the dark. Something in reserve
that made her tenacious enough that the asshole du jour would
leave.

Who the hell’s on firewatch? Some recruit
should’ve been nearby, alert, walking the perimeter of the squadbay
with a flashlight. Jamie listened, looked through slitted eyelids
for the low sweep of light. Nothing. Nobody stomping out of the DI
hut, either—even though her bunk was close by, even though the
squadbay abounded with surveillance cameras.

Fucking knew it.

Diller, the biggest of the four, had begun to sneak
up on her left holding wide the blanket they planned to wrap around
her so she wouldn’t be able to identify them or fight them off.
Elias skulked toward her from the right, and George and Arnoldt
approached her feet. Diller and Elias were so close she could smell
their sour breath.

She thought she saw erections. Certainly, all four of
them exuded their testosterone-fueled conceit. They would beat the
crap out of her and show the dyke what men are for. She was
on her own for this one and they knew it.

Linebacker large, they stifled self-confident
sniggers and kept glancing at each other, which was why Jamie dared
to hope. Maybe they wouldn’t detect her feet inching to the edges
of the mattress, positioning themselves just free of the covers.
At least I can try to do a little damage before they swab the
deck with me.

As Jamie scouted for the signal that would launch
them, something happened to time. Quite suddenly, everyone,
everything except her moved in slow motion.

It had happened before. She’d been maybe nine or ten
the first time. But ever since the day that cop ratcheted handcuffs
on to her wrists, this skill or gift or whatever it was had
abandoned her. Now that it had returned, she couldn’t risk trusting
it.

Yet she continued to speed up while the rest of the
world slowed down. The four men coming for her seemed almost at a
standstill, and she had the time she needed to anticipate, to plan,
to prepare.

Please, please let me be strong enough.

Before Diller and Elias finished exchanging a nod,
Jamie pumped her legs upward and wide apart, arching her body off
her elbows to invigorate the reach and force of her kicks.

She had aimed well. The heels of her feet pounded
hard into the genitals of the two nearest men. They grunted and
folded, gripping themselves as they ricocheted noisily off the
neighboring bunks. A low rumble of murmurs rippled through the
squadbay.

Jamie vaulted off her rack into the narrow space next
to it and hopped over Diller even before he thumped to the deck.
Pivoting on her right leg, she plowed her left heel into George’s
crotch.

Aw-right. One to go. Steeped in an
otherworldly calm, she spun into one more long step to face off
with Arnoldt. Up on her toes, she was eye to eye with him. He gaped
at her, still as a tree stump. The squadbay went abruptly
silent.

“Anything I can do for you, Arnoldt?” Jamie stood
close enough to kiss him. Even though she kept her voice quiet, it
seemed to have a will of its own. She noted how it reverberated,
liked its glacial edge.

Arnoldt blinked once, twice, but he didn’t seem to be
breathing. Then, as if released from a trance, he blinked again,
inhaled, and blurted, “Um, uh, no, I-I’m, uh, just, uh, y’know,
goin’ for an oh-dark-thirty dump.”

Yeah. Sure.

Jamie squinted at the blob between his legs.
“Whaddaya do in there with that stuff, anyway? Just let your balls
hang down in the shitter and get splashed? Or do you hold on to ’em
real tight?”

His mouth opened, but no sound came out.

“Don’t work too hard, Arnoldt. That was a rhetorical
question.”

He had two inches and at least thirty pounds on her,
but she trusted an atavistic impulse and turned her back on him
before he began his retreat.

*

In the light of day, none of Jamie’s attackers could
meet her relentless stare. She’d spent the remainder of the night
listening for the retaliation that never came; at reveille, she
understood—no one in the platoon would be fucking with her anymore.
Because, no DIs stopping them, no holds barred, four guys failed to
beat a girl.

No holds barred.

All day, those three words badgered her for attention
she had no time to give. Not until hours later when she was getting
bled yet again, out in the sandpit yet again sounding off a pushup
count yet again while the kill hat bawled colorful descriptions of
her innumerable inadequacies. Yet again.

This time the five-minute limit to sandpit
incentivization passed unrecognized by the kill hat and his
henchmen, the feasting sand fleas. This time something had changed.
The kill hat was escalating. So tired she could taste her craving
for sleep, Jamie girded.

Push—drop—tap tits. Push—drop—tap tits.

“Sir! Fif’ three ’shups, sir!”

Push—drop—tap tits. Push—drop—tap tits.

“Sir! Fif’ four ’shups, sir!”

At sixty-four, she was weakening past tolerance, past
retrieval. If she didn’t stop now, there would be nothing left, she
would forfeit all ability to protect herself. You prick, gimme a
break! This was how she’d always done it, how she’d been able
to survive. Like last night, dammit! Where the fuck were you
last night?

“Faster, Gwynmorgan! This ain’t the freaking Magic
Kingdom!” hollered the kill hat, shoving his boot under her nose.
“And get your grody ass outta the ozone layer! Now!”

One more’ll be sixty-five. One more’s gotta be
enough. Just one more’s all you want and you’ll back off, right?
You owe me that after last night, okay?

“Sir!” Pushing, pushing, Jamie tried to shout,
“Faster and getting this recruit’s grody ass outta the ozone layer!
Aye-aye, sir!”

Slowly, she made her harrowed arms straighten, got
her shrieking lats and glutes and abdominals to pull her butt into
line. Her arms quaked but they held, exacting only a groan from her
before they managed to bend and halt just as her chest grazed the
sand. Then, groaning anew, she repeated it all to achieve one more
Marine Corps pushup, trying not to think about the fact that one
Marine Corps pushup equaled two of anybody else’s.

“Sir! Six’ five ’shups, sir!”

She paused, her tits teasing the sand, waiting for
the kill hat to keep the bargain she’d invented, waiting for his
boot to depart. I gave it to you, so say it. Say I can stop.
Please. But his boot, so close she could lick it, demanded
more. She inched her head leftward, just the littlest bit leftward
for relief from that evil boot.

And there at the periphery of her vision, perhaps
fifty feet away, stood Platoon 2128’s senior drill instructor. Cold
and ferocious, he said nothing, but he communicated with the kill
hat—Jamie could tell. She slid her eyes toward him and beheld a
Look she hadn’t seen before, a Look she could read like a neon
sign: Now—take her down now. And then the senior DI turned
about-face and walked away.

You let that happen last night. Watched them on the
goddamn surveillance screens in the goddamn DI hut and let it
goddamn happen!

He had abandoned her, just like everyone else.

Like Alby who never came back from a car crash and
Josh who forgot her when his father shipped him off to Dublin so he
wouldn’t get busted and even Joe who’d never replied to any of her
textmails. A yelp clawed at her throat and escaped into sound,
filling her ears at the same instant the thought filled her
mind.

Who am I kidding? Give it up and just let them NOB
me. Noncombat-Oriented Basic Training. Cunt camp. For the duds,
the washouts. The thought ruled her, coursed through her body,
oozed into her jagged breathing.

“How stupid are you, Gwyn-moron?” The kill
hat’s tone kept her burning, doddering arms from surrender. “Only
way you get outta here is through me. No NOB for you.”

She squinched her eyes shut against the implacable
noise of him, against the tears flooding her eyes. “Please,” Jamie
wheezed. I…can’t…do…this.

“Oh yeah, sweet cheeks, we’re keeping you,”
the kill hat crooned. “I’ll be working you real good ’til you learn
that. And if thirteen weeks ain’t enough time for your pea brain to
embrace your future, Gwyn-moron, we’ll be real happy to cycle you
through thirteen more.”

She believed him so unreservedly that her arms held.
But how could she push again?

Then, from right behind her, where her neck met the
base of her skull, she heard a faint voice, a woman’s voice, and
she thought it said, “You can do it. Push!”

Her eyes snapped open, her clit pounded into high
alert, like somebody had pinched it.

“No!” Jamie sobbed, pushing. “Holds!” She dropped.
“Barred!” She stayed her enflamed arms so her tits tempted the
fleas while her tears tumbled into the sand.

All of her hummed, a scorching vibration that
demanded her scream. Resisting the scream felt like suicide, like
she would disintegrate. She squeezed her eyes shut once more so she
wouldn’t have to hate the kill hat’s boot, so her pushing would be
for her, for her alone.

“No!” Pu-ush! “Holds!” Drop.
“Barred!” Tap tits. “Sir! Six’ six ’shups, sir!”

When she got to seventy-four, she opened her eyes.
The kill hat’s boot had disappeared. Her clit whirred wildly,
pitching higher, faster. At eighty-three, she realized her aching
arms and shoulders no longer threatened failure. She lilted—an
invisible hand lifted her crotch, soothed her electrified clit,
relieved her of caring about what happened next.

“Sir! Eigh’ eigh’ ’shups, sir!”

At one hundred, the kill hat interrupted his off-key
improvisation of a new jody call that featured “No Holds Barred” to
order her out of the sandpit.

As she double-timed into the squadbay, the senior
drill instructor sent her to the F-head for a shower. And she heard
him tell the scribe to remove Recruit Gwynmorgan’s name from that
night’s firewatch list.

*

Training day thirty. Fifty-three training days to
go.

“Jeez, stinks, huh?” Arnoldt scrunched his nose.
“What’s that smell?”

CS gas and eau de vomit, Jamie concluded, but said
nothing.

“Fucking stinging my skin,” said Diller. “And my
eyes!”

“So, maggot!” Having snuck up behind Diller,
the kill hat now trumpeted in his ear. “Guess you won’t be needing
that mask in my gas chamber.”

Diller jumped. “Sir! No, sir! Uh, yes—No!” His face
paled. “Sir! Please, sir, this recruit needs a gas mask, sir!”

The kill hat ordered them to don their masks and make
sure the seal was unbroken—all except Diller, who was ordered to
wait long enough before the kill hat yielded that Jamie forgot her
own apprehension and actually felt sorry for him.

Once inside, instructors clad head to toe in chemical
warfare suits taunted them as the doors slammed shut and the tear
gas activated. The room quickly filled with a noxious fog.
“Side-straddle hops, boys and girls,” yelled one of the
instructors, and they did jumping jacks until their sweat
intensified the sting of the gas on their arms and necks.

“Now bend over like you like it, boys and girls, and
shake your skulls. C’mon. Back and forth. Good and fast.”

It was a surprise. The seals on their masks held.

“Heads up! Eyes shut!” Everyone had to break the
seals, allow in gas. With the order to don and clear, they
repositioned their masks to reseal them and then blew hard to force
out the gas inside the masks. Not so bad since they’d been able to
hold their breath the whole time.

But the real test was yet to come.

“Now you will remove your masks entirely and hold
them at arm’s length until instructed otherwise. And remember your
knowledge.”

They held their breath again, pulled off the masks,
and waited for the order to don and clear. And waited.

Knowledge. He said knowledge. Jamie struggled
for recall. Around her, recruits coughed and choked. A few
whimpered. Somebody screamed. She heard more than a few throw
up.

Finally, Jamie remembered. Supposed to relax.
Relax and inhale just a bit during a CS attack. She tried it,
got some air. It wasn’t pleasant, but it worked. Eyes still closed,
she signaled the instructor with a thumbs-up. Then somebody bumped
into her.

Through stinging tears, she beheld Arnoldt. He hadn’t
yet taken a breath and had lost his balance. Several others were
already on their knees. And the instructors’ tactics had become
obvious. None of the recruits would be allowed to don their masks
again until all of them exhibited sufficient self-control and
presence of mind. Teamwork would be the quickest way out of the gas
chamber.

“Gotta breathe just a little, Arnoldt,” Jamie
panted.

Arnoldt peeked at her. “Fucking A. You
nuts?”

“Just a little, like they told us.” Jamie’s lungs
burned, her eyes burned, tears streamed down her face. But she
inhaled again, then blew thick mucus out of her nose. “See?”

The fear in Arnoldt’s eyes abated with his tentative
breaths. Jamie grabbed the next squaddie’s arm. “C’mon, man,
breathe. Do it.” Soon they followed her lead, straightened, and
signaled the instructor.

All except Diller. The panicked leader of the blanket
party made a dash for the door.

Jamie caught his arm as he stumbled by her and got
dragged several feet before she could trip him, sending them both
to their knees on the vomit-slimed concrete deck. She yanked on his
cammie blouse and rasped into his ear, “Diller! You’re okay. Just
gotta take small breaths.”

He looked at her like she was a lunatic, then tried
to put on his mask. Jamie stopped him.

“You want to spend the rest of your life in here,
man? Small breaths!” This time it was a command, and it sank
in. But he couldn’t obey. He stared at her, desperate, and she
realized he was stuck, frozen.

“C’mon, shallow breaths—in—out. C’mon, dammit!
In—out. In—out.”

At last, Diller allowed his breathing to imitate
hers. Soon he and Jamie stood together and Diller turned up his
thumb.

“Don and clear!” ordered the instructor.

*

“You know the drill, recruit.”

Jamie had already practiced this for a week, but the
patient coaching helped. “You’ll load the ammo stack with your left
hand and flip the safety switch with your left hand, too,” the
instructor said. “That way your right hand’s always positioned at
the trigger.”

“Aye aye, sir.” Jamie planted her feet shoulder wide,
pointed her toes toward the target, and followed instructions. In
seconds, she had the rifle snugged into her right shoulder and
gazed through its smartscope.

“Lower your elbow some. Good. You’ll ID your target
and calc it by pushing the button at the top of the trigger. The
laser in the scope will show you range first, followed by wind
speeds and air density between you and your target. Then it’ll
automatically adjust for elevation and atmospherics. Remember, the
scope only does the math and shows you where you want to
aim—you do the aiming and the shooting. A miss is
your bad, recruit—not the scope’s, not the rifle’s. To nail
your target, you have to find that zone in your head while you’re
sighting.”

The chance to shoot an E19X4 assault rifle would have
seduced Jamie into enlisting even if the Marines hadn’t
abolished the female bucket-style hat so that everyone wore exactly
the same uniform. Nevertheless, the prospect of popping off live
rounds with it had her nerved up. All her Fucking Annie Fucking
Oakley experience had been just guessing about how to hit a bunch
of beer cans with an old nine-mil pistol and a nearly antique
bolt-action twenty-two.

The instructor’s voice became softly hypnotic. “You
want to breathe slow, smooth, calm. You get into your zone and the
rest is easy. Once you’re in your zone, you want to keep the calc
button depressed while you match up the crosshairs with the center
of the concentric circles in your scope. Nice and steady. Soon as
those crosshairs light up green, you’ll squeeze the trigger.”

The challenge, of course, came in lining up
everything fast enough, smooth enough. Jiggle the weapon or wait
too long and the calcs had to refresh, so the shot was lost.

Squinting through the smartscope, Jamie exhaled and
let her breathing cease while she pushed the calc button. That’s
when she saw it: A phantasm that looked exactly like Bob
Baines.

Bloated, brutish Bob Baines. That Fucker who was the
reason she joined the Marine Corps in the first place. Because if
she’d stayed there, he’d be dead now. She’d have killed him.

Before the crosshairs went green, her finger twitched
hard on the trigger and she nailed him. She also bull’s-eyed the
target, which she figured had to be dumb luck since she couldn’t
remember moving her scope’s crosshairs where they were supposed to
go.

But when his image filled her scope the next time she
took aim, she nailed him—and the target—again. She nailed him from
every firing position—standing, kneeling, prone, sitting. She
nailed him with slow fire, with rapid fire. She nailed him at every
distance, known and unknown.

During Combat Firing, oblivious of the clumsy gas
mask and outdated night-vision gear, she saw multiples of Bob
Baines running and nailed him. You’re dead, you fucker!
Dead!

After that, the ghost of Bob Baines disappeared from
her scope, but Jamie had already found her zone—a kind of bubble of
effortless, instinct-driven acuity in which she knew exactly what
to do, when to do it. She bull’s-eyed again and again and again—and
every time, she did it before her scope’s crosshairs lit up
green.

Jamie’s scores earned her an expert marksman badge.
And a nod from the senior drill instructor. “Getting there,
girl.”

Girl? Not maggot?

“Sir!” Jamie shouted. “This recruit is extremely
grateful for the senior drill instructor’s help, sir!”

He glared at her, ramrod straight just a centimeter
from her nose, and Jamie prepared for yet another smoking,
contemplating how many pushups she could do today before she
crumpled into the Carolina mud.

Instead, the senior DI winked and walked away without
another word.

She gaped into the space the man occupied only a
second before, suddenly breathless and slightly dizzy. Oh god,
this is gonna be really bad. The Parris Island Mindfuck, Phase
Nineteen.

Later, the senior DI called her to the DI hut, where
she stood at rigid attention three feet from the desk, her eyes
fixed on the wall behind it.

“Know what it means to be impeccable, recruit?” the
senior DI asked.

“Sir?” Here it comes.

“Being impeccable means you always do the very best
you are capable of, every moment of your life, no matter how
mundane the task, no matter how pointless your efforts may
seem—even when no one’s watching you. Especially when no
one’s watching you.”

“Sir! Yes! Sir!” Jamie hoped her bewilderment didn’t
show.

“Recruiter signed you up for infantry, right?”

“Sir! Yes! Sir!”

“Your marksmanship scores are way up there,
Gwynmorgan. Which is saying something, since we’re now qualifying
on mobility and speed of fire as well as much greater kill
accuracy. Means you got a solid chance to go straight from here to
Scout/Sniper School. But you will have to be impeccable.”

“Sir?”

“Scout/Sniper School, recruit,” the senior DI barked
while Jamie repelled a powerful desire to look at him. “Just what
part of that don’t you understand?”

The man’s grin showed. Jamie could see it hovering
just above the tip of her nose. What the hell is happening
here? She opened her mouth to speak, since she was supposed to
say something, but how did one talk to a grinning senior DI?

Speak, dammit! “Sir! Th-this recruit—” Jamie
sucked air as fast as she could. He said Scout/Sniper School,
right? “This recruit understands and…and this recruit wants to
go to Scout/Sniper School, sir!”

“Good.” Grin extinguished, the senior DI shoved a
piece of paper across the desk without another glance at her.
“Here’s what you’re gonna need to do to get your ass in.
Impeccably. Pick it up and go to work, recruit. Dismissed.”

“Sir! Aye-aye, sir!” Jamie’s heart slammed
against her chest as she whisked the paper off the desk, whirled
into a crisp about-face, and marched out of the DI hut. Jeezus,
he did say Scout/Sniper School!

*

“…And his leg’s in a fugging cast, so it’s your squad
now, Gwynmorgan,” said the kill hat.

Training day sixty-two, less than twenty-four hours
before the Company Commander’s Inspection, and now she had charge
of fourteen men.

The squaddies called her “twat leader” and the DIs
were seriously tensed out. The Company Commander’s Inspection
tested instructors as much as recruits, and the DIs made clear that
they expected perfection.

“Any of you meatheads fugger this up and all of you
will sleep in the pit for the duration,” declared the kill hat. “In
your fugging skivvies.”

“They can’t do that!” Arnoldt said when the kill hat
was out of earshot. “Can they?”

No one wanted to find out. But after sixty-two days
of training and several clandestine study nights in the M-head,
neither Elias nor Arnoldt could yet recite all eleven general
orders and the code of conduct.

On training day sixty-three, the captain who served
as the company commander marched down the middle of Platoon 2128’s
squadbay. Too many recruits to stop and examine each one, but the
captain made sure to poke at each squad. Jamie wanted him to pass
her by, but she, like the rest, truly dreaded that he might decide
to query Elias—or, worse, Arnoldt.

In front of Jamie, the captain halted and executed a
neat left-face.

“Recruit Gwynmorgan, sir,” said the J hat, who was
scribing for the stern-faced captain.

“Ah yes.” The captain examined every inch of her.
“You’re the one with those marksmanship scores. What do you know
about the fifth general order, recruit?”

“Sir! The Fifth General Order of a Sentry is to quit
my post only when properly relieved, sir!”

“And what does the second article of the United
States Marine Corps Code of Conduct state?”

“Sir! When questioned, should I become a prisoner of
war, I am required to give name, rank, service number, and date of
birth. I will evade answering further questions to the utmost of my
ability. I will make no oral or written statements disloyal to my
country or its allies or harmful to their cause, sir!”

The captain right-faced and marched out of the
squadbay. Behind him, Platoon 2128’s three DIs didn’t bother to
contain their relieved smiles.

That night, Jamie couldn’t get into her rack. It had
been short-sheeted. “What the hell is this?” she protested in a
high-pitched whisper.

Titters—soft, almost squealy, unequivocally
male—spilled out on her right, then her left, then above her.

“Jeezus, guys.” But she giggled and kicked her feet
free. “I’m not used to this terrible ill treatment, y’know. And now
I gotta frigging pee.” Since nobody could leave their racks for
fifteen minutes after lights-out, Jamie had to wait before
scampering to the F-head. “I call first dibs, fellas.”

When she returned, her rack had been remade.
Perfectly. For the first time on Parris Island, Jamie felt
camaraderie.

In the days that followed, the squad drilled
snap-crackle-pop to the kill hat’s new, improved “No Holds Barred”
jody call. Just in time for Final Drill, after which the kill hat
only scowled, sign of the squad’s success.

Then they faced the culmination of Marine Corps Basic
Training—the Crucible, recently intensified into an arduous
102-hour test of field skills, teamwork, and endurance that
included 120 kilometers of full-pack marching on little rest or
sustenance.

It started with a night march and quickly intensified
into a chaos of exhausting live-ammunition combat events alternated
with ever more complex problem-solving tasks. They did everything
except sleep, eat, and hydrate. Sixty-odd courses in all, but
everyone in the squad made it through. Because failure meant having
to do boot camp again. And nobody wanted to endure boot camp—or the
Crucible—twice.

She had done it. Hungry, thirsty, sore, and very
tired, Jamie mustered to attention with her squad in a chilly
morning drizzle.

“Congratulations, Marine,” the senior DI said when he
placed the coveted Eagle, Globe, and Anchor pin in Jamie’s hand.
“I’ve got a rep for picking out winners, Gwynmorgan. I picked you
out when you jumped off the bus. You had me worried there for a
while, so I’m real glad to welcome you to the Corps.”

“Sir—”

“Call me Staff Sergeant, Marine.”

“Thank you, Staff Sergeant.”

Jamie’s victory was short-lived, however.

A brief textmail waiting for her back at the squadbay
told her Joe was dead—killed on a road, in a car, just like they
said Alby was. Healthy and alive one instant, dead the next. It
happened three days after she stepped on the bus to Parris Island
and explained why Joe never answered any of her messages.

Jamie stared at the screen, absorbing the
implications of this new reality. She’d thought of herself as
pretty close to Joe, but she never was, not really. The textmail
came from a son she didn’t know Joe had, a son who wasn’t aware of
her until he got around to cleaning out his father’s place and came
across her unanswered messages in Joe’s inbox.

Now she had no one at all.

The day before graduation, when almost everyone else
spent the afternoon with family, Jamie sat at the squadbay comlink,
remaking plans for her ten-day leave. Everyone else was going home,
so she had pretended that she’d be going home, too. For a while
early on, she’d hoped Joe would reply in some kind of okay way to
one of those carefully constructed just-friends messages she sent
him. And maybe he’d even decide to come down to Parris Island to
see her graduate and hang out with some of his old DI buddies…

His unbroken silence suggested to her that he
couldn’t do just-friends, and that left her in a quandary—go back
to Hyannis and at least say hi and thanks and look-I-did-it and
hope he didn’t try to grope her, or just—? Just what? She’d become
accomplished at not thinking about it, at telling herself to just
wait a little longer.

Others came through the squadbay with family members.
She got introduced, she got congratulated. She smiled—heartily, she
hoped, she tried—when they talked about how much they looked
forward to going home, and she always said yes, it was a long way
back to Massachusetts, ain’t it always like that.

She gazed at a map of the eastern seaboard, trying to
decide what to do, wondering if
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