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There was a small thud against the door. Then some voices. The four froze, not moving a muscle. A soft glow appeared on the door, then a puff of smoke followed by a stream of sparks. An acrid cloud of smoke seeped into the vault and eddied around the ceiling.
“Get down!” Gunny ordered needlessly. All four crouched behind the table, protected from the steady stream of sparks shooting into the vault. There were four simultaneous clicks as four safeties were flipped to “fire.” Sweaty hands nervously gripped the weapons.
A cut was being made at the very top of the door, attacking the heavy steel bar there. After a moment, the bar was cut, and the torch shifted to the locking bar on the floor.
There was a shout of triumph, then gloved hands came in to grip the door at the new opening. Gunny motioned to the other three, and they came up, weapons aimed. As the door was pushed open a crack, Gunny opened fire, followed by the other three a split second later.
At least one set of hands was hit as the other two sets jerked back. There was some furious shouting down the passage and footsteps running from further down toward the other offices. They could hear an excited exchange right outside the door. A hand appeared around the edge of the partially opened door and threw in a round object.
“Down!” shouted Gunny as the four crouched behind the table. A horrible four or five seconds followed, which stretched for an eternity. There was a deafening blast as the grenade detonated. Gunny and Van Slyke immediately sat up, weapons over the edge of the table. Three men tried to rush in, but their concerted burst dropped all three in their tracks.
“Good shot, you two. Thanks.” Loralee coldly looked down on the gunman.
The voices outside stopped. Gunny knew they were regrouping, ready to try and end it all right there in the bottom deck of the embassy. All four turned to the opening and raised their weapons.
Loralee Howard, diplomat’s wife and sister to a Marine, Private First Class Peter Van Slyke and Gunnery Sergeant Jacob McCardle, United States Marine Corps, and Michael Eduardo, President of the United States of America, lifted their weapons and faced their incoming fate.
(from The Few)
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The Military Reform Act of 2028, which merged most of the Marine Corps into the Army, consolidated the various service intelligence agencies, and brought logistics and procurement under one joint agency, was primarily passed as a means to lower the federal budget.
Without the Islamic Renaissance, however, it is unlikely that there would have been support to pass the act. When the leaders of all major branches of Islam, inspired by the efforts of such men as Prince Ghazi bin Muhammad of Jordan and Sheik Ali Gomma of Egypt, announced an end to terrorism as a means to promote religious causes, the US military seemed at once too expensive of a luxury to maintain.
The prime directive of the fatwa was that no violence could be conducted against innocents. That meant no more indiscriminate bombings, no more indiscriminate attacks, no more kidnappings, torture, and executions. Suicide was announced as a sure step into hell, as expressed in the Qur’an. Any Muslim who ignored this fatwah would be hunted down and killed as being false followers of the Prophet.
There were other parts of the Renaissance as well, such as the re-establishment of the university at Timbuktu (once the greatest university in the world), equal (if separate) rights for women, and a movement to the non-aligned sector of world politics. The rest of the world wondered if this was merely fodder for public consumption or if it was for real. Some Islamic religious leaders decried the fatwa and issued their own, but the public had grown tired of the years of violence and continued poverty when the rest of the world improved its standard of living. Western forces in Iraq, Afghanistan, and the Sudan drew back to their bases. Navy ships off the coast of Iran and Malaysia withdrew. The world watched as small flurries of violence erupted and as stubborn imams and their small forces were overwhelmed by local military forces joined by farmers, businessmen, students, and shopkeepers. A few weeks of spasms, and calm entered the scene. It seemed the Renaissance was for real.
Within a year, all US forces in the Muslim world were deployed back to the US, and the final cost of the War on Terror was being tallied.
That cost was high: years of deploying forces abroad, years of expenditures in equipment; years of military men and women coming home in body bags; years of increased security on the homefront. Years of politicians trying to justify the sacrifices.
With the removal of Islamic Extremism as an enemy, there wasn’t a strong, obvious reason to keep a large military to a public weary of years of fighting. Who was the enemy? Why keep such a large military? A resurgent Russia was not considered a military threat to the US, and China’s “threat” was economical.
Now, some politicians saw their opportunity to make their mark on the nation. A triumvirate of three legislators, Congressman Thomas Eddy (D-NY), Senator Katherine Brooke (D-MO), and Senator Michael Eduardo (R-CA) felt this was their opportunity. Although coming from different directions, all three had the same goal—a drastic reduction in the military. Congressman Eddy had always felt that violence was not the answer to anything, and that the show of military force always damaged the interests of the nation showing the force. Although he toned down his rhetoric somewhat to get elected, he was still an opponent of militarism. Senators Brooks and Eduardo thought that the vast expenditures made on the military could be used either in other programs or to reduce the budget.
Together, these three fairly junior politicians, with behind-the-scenes support from politicians in greater positions of power, were able to ramrod through the act. Large numbers of servicemen would be de-mobilized. Units were to be disbanded. Weapons programs shut down. Bases closed. And the Marine Corps? The Marines would cease to be.
The Marines might not have been on the skyline to get disbanded had it not been for Senator Eduardo. The Senator published report after report on how much savings would be realized without a separate Marine Corps. He pointed out that in the War on Terror, Marines and Army units had been used interchangeably. One Army Division, one Marine Division. Same mission. With only a handful of former Marines still in public office, it seemed as if Eduardo would succeed where Harry Truman had failed.
Although not a former Marine himself, Secretary of State Zachary Dischner’s father had been a Marine, and Zach remembered his father’s pride at being part of the “Frozen Chosen.” Truth be told, he also liked having his own military, in a sense, with the Marine Security Guards at his embassies. He approached then-President Holt and suggested that they shouldn’t let Eduardo gain too much traction with this. By keeping alive the Corps as the Presidential and Embassy Guards, they would seem in touch with the needs to reform the military, they would somewhat appease those who served in the Corps, and would be able to have their own praetorian guards, so-to-speak. President Holt liked the idea of a special presidential guard, but he liked more the idea of throwing a fly in the ointment of Eduardo’s rise.
When the Act was finally signed, the Corps was alive—barely. Reduced to a single regiment, one battalion was to serve as embassy guards around the world, one at the White House and Camp David. The Marines would keep Quantico and the museum at the Washington Navy Yard. The Marine reserves would be reduced to the staff at the museum and a very small IMA detachment. Of the 180,000 active duty and 120,000 Reservists, most would be either released or transferred to one of the other three services. A select few would be retained as Marines to man the regiment.
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Early Tuesday Morning, Marine House, New Delhi

––––––––
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Gunnery Sergeant Jacob McCardle, USMC, sat in his skivvies on his easy chair in his quarters and sipped his Thums Up Cola, savoring the cough medicine-like aftertaste that so many other Americans detested, but he sort-of liked, weird spelling of “Thums” notwithstanding. The cool air from the wheezing air conditioner rendered his room bearable, but only just. He glanced at his watch, and with a sigh, he realized it was time to get dressed.
He checked his dress blues blouse one last time as it hung on the hanger. On his blouse were the dual “toilet bowls” of a Marine basic marksman, the Marines’ lowest level of basic shooting competency. Twice, Gunny Mac had qualified sharpshooter, but both times, he had fallen back to marksman the next year on the range. Of the sixteen Marines in the detachment, only the Gunny and PFC Ramon were “dual stool.” Above his shooting badges were the ribbons denoting his good conduct medals (seven awards), his National Defense Service Medal, Global War on Terrorism Service Medal, Iraq Service Medal, and the ubiquitous Embassy Duty Service Ribbon. Not really that much for twenty-two years in service, he thought, but at least he kept the Marine uniform when so many others had not.
Satisfied with his blouse, he carefully took his trousers off the hanger, trying not to wrinkle them, and cautiously stepped into the legs and raised them up to his waist. He zipped them and fastened the belt, then slid into his shoes. Lifting his blouse off the hanger, he slowly put it on and fastened the buttons. The tightness of the fit around his belly was more evidence that he might be putting on a little weight. He wondered if he was going to have to finally give in and get the blouse re-fitted. Well within Marine weight standards, Gunny was none-the-less unhappy with the overall “softening” of his physique over the last couple of years.
Gunny Mac stepped to the mirror for one last check on his appearance. Getting ready for an inspection was always harder on the inspector. Each Marine getting inspected had one set of eyes checking him or her out—his. But he had each and every Marine checking him out as well. And for this inspection, the stakes were even higher. Although he had seen the former president many times while on White House duty, he had never seen this president, and he had never seen a president in another setting. Personally, Gunny Mac would never forgive the president for his part in the dismantling of the Corps while a senator, but the man was his commander-in-chief, and the office carried a solemn weight in its own right. And the fact that the company XO would be there as well only added to the pressure. Gunny Mac was up for one of the two E-8 slots open this year, and there were a lot of other gunnies seeking those same slots. If this didn’t go off well, he could kiss E-8 goodbye forever.
He took one last swig of the Thums Up then walked out the hatch and into the passageway. He looked at his watch—two more minutes to go. Down the passageway and out the main entry of the Marine House, he could see the ceremonial honor guard easing into position. The detachment had gone on a port and starboard watch to get ready for the visit, and the ceremonial guard was merely the planned off duty watch plus Lance Corporal Saad. Four Marines were in the color guard itself, and four were in the cordon. The rest of the detachment would be on post when the president arrived. Gunny had already inspected them and sent them off to relieve the honor guard so they could get ready. Normally, for a POTUS visit, the other detachments in neighboring countries would send augmentation, but there had been problems with the Indian government and entry visas, so the New Delhi detachment had to make do with the personnel on hand.
The honor guard had been practicing for a week. Every one of the actual guard had already served at the White House and had performed honor guard duties time and time again for visiting dignitaries and ceremonies. This should have been no problem. However, no matter how much the Corps had changed, some things never did. So they were instructed to practice and practice for their thirty seconds when they might be in view of the president.
The hatch to the duty office swung open, and Captain Leon-Guerro walked out. The Company C executive officer had been hovering around for three days, trying mightily to let the Gunny do his job but worried that some detail would slip through the cracks.
Gunny knew that Captain Leon-Guerro was a Guamanian, a third-generation Marine. His grandfather had been a general, and it was accepted among the other Marines that that had been a major factor in his getting into the Corps. Slots for junior officers after the dismemberment were very hard to get, and Captain Leon-Guerro hardly looked like a stereotypical 8th and I Marine. At 5’4”, the captain was one of the shortest male Marines in the company. But he wasn’t a small man. His chest and arms were huge, and his legs were like logs. No one who saw him doubted his raw animal strength. It was common knowledge that he had played for the American Eagles Rugby team as a loosehead prop while in school, and it wasn’t hard for Gunny Mac to imagine him charging down the rugby pitch in search of a victim.
The company headquarters was located in Nicosia, so the captain (or any officer, for that matter) was not normally at the detachment. Due to the presidential visit, however, he had come to watch over things. Gunny thought the Captain was OK, if somewhat prone to worrying. And he appreciated that the captain stayed mostly out-of-the-way and let the gunny do his job. Major Morrisroe, the company commander, might have come instead, but he had chosen to go to Amman to oversee that stop in the president’s itinerary. Gunny rather preferred having the captain come, if I had to be anyone. Major Morrisroe was rather demanding and hard to please, and he just didn’t want to have to deal with that particular stress-bomb along with the rest of the rigmarole.
Captain Leon-Guerro seemed to have a permanent warrior’s scowl on his face, but he was actually quite soft-spoken. He had the habit of chewing his fingernails when under stress. As he spied the gunny and walked over to him, he was chewing away.
“Gunny Mac! I need to talk to you.”
Gunny came to almost-attention and faced the captain.
“I just got a call from Major Ingersoll in Amman. You aren’t going to believe this. The advance team told him that the president did not want the Corps Colors in the color guard. Only the US Colors. They had to ditch the Corps Colors at the last second.”
Gunny Mac’s mouth dropped open. “You’ve got to be shitting me, sir?”
“No, It’s true. Lieutenant Colonel Duhs told him to call us and give us the word. No Marine Colors today.”
Gunny Mac felt as if he had been poleaxed. “That doesn’t make sense, sir. We had the Marine Colors at the White House and Camp David. We’ve used them here. What’s going on?”
“I don’t know. But we have the word from CO. We’ve got to lose the Colors.”
“So, we go with three Marines? The US Colors and two honor guards?
“That’s what they want.”
“Aye-aye, sir,” Gunny Mac said as he came to full attention, performed a left face, then marched down the passageway to the awaiting team, scowling as he went.
Opening up the front hatch, Gunny walked out onto the parking lot where the Marines were in a semblance of a formation. Staff Sergeant Child brought them to attention.
“Guard, atten—HUT!”
Gunny Mac decided to inspect them first, then give them the news. He marched over to Staff Sergeant Child who saluted.
“Honor Guard formed and ready for inspection!”
“Very well.”
Gunny Mac looked at Staff Sergeant Child. Joseph Child. A modern day Marine hero, of sorts. The only living Marine of the modern era to receive a silve- star when he was the lone survivor in his detachment of the attack on the embassy in La Paz. At 6’3” and 220 pounds of muscle, it wasn’t hard to imagine him dragging the ambassador into the crypto room and holding off the attackers with a chair until the Bolivian police arrived to restore order. Walnut-colored skin, square jaw, and now with a slight scar from the attack crossing his chin, he was the poster-book Marine. Literally. He was the Marine currently on the posters still used by recruiting. Enlisting weeks before the dismemberment, he was technically “Old Corps” even if he didn’t hit the fleet until after the dismemberment. He was the only Marine in his San Diego boot camp class to keep the Marine uniform. Brighter and more intelligent than just about everyone else, his future looked promising. Many thought him to be on the track for Sergeant Major. Gunny Mac tended to agree with that thought.
As usual, Staff Sergeant Child was immaculate. Gunny Mac nodded at him and said “Precede me.”
Stepping in front of Sergeant Tony Niimoto, Gunny felt a small misgiving. Sergeant Niimoto was to bear the Corps Colors today. Gunny Mac felt a little outclassed intellectually by Korea Joe (a nickname he had picked up in bootcamp by a drill instructor who obviously did not know the origins of his family name.) It wasn’t that he showed off his intelligence. In fact, he seemed like any other Marine, if rather talkative and prone to break out in a loud, donkey-like laugh at the slightest provocation. But he was a graduate of Stanford, and that daunted the gunny a bit. He was also the best marksman in the detachment, if not the company. While at Camp David, he had been on the depleted Marine team that won the National Rifle Championship trophy at Camp Perry against all the other service and civilian teams. Now, on his chest, he had the gold-colored distinguished shooter medal.
Gunny Mac nodded at Sergeant Niimoto and moved on to the next Marine, Corporal Samantha Ashley. Corporal Ashley was taller than Gunny Mac, slender and hard. In uniform, she seemed to have a runner’s body, but in the weight room, she revealed corded muscles that could push a surprising amount of iron. Quietly competent, she did what was asked of her in a determined and thorough fashion. She rarely joined the rest for a beer or cards, but spent most of her time reading or working out. She went out in town to worship at a local Christian church, and she had been taking Hindi lessons. Gunny Mac could never get a feel for her. Not overly attractive, she had pale blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. The rest of the detachment often speculated about her—her background, her goals, even her sexual orientation—but since she pulled more than her own weight, they let matters lie.
Next in line was the other rifle bearer, Corporal Seth Crocker. Corporal Crocker loved two things in life—the Red Sox and Sam Adams beer. He somehow convinced someone at the embassy to have his Sam Adams piggybacked in with the embassy’s booze shipment, and he kept that as his private stash. Technically against regulations, the previous detachment commander had chosen to ignore it, and when the battalion commander joined Crocker for a brew on one of his visits, Gunny decided to let that dog lie. Corporal Crocker also had Lance Corporal Steptoe take his PDA and hack past the subscription firewalls for the Sox games. A good Marine, he still needed to be watched. He should have received office hours for listening to a game while on post, but he had gotten off with a warning. Gunny Mac still kept track of when the Sox were playing and checked up on Crocker if he was on post at the same time.
On a sudden impulse, Gunny Mac turned quickly, without warning, to see if he could catch Staff Sergeant Child unawares. Child smoothly executed his own right face as if physically connected to Mac. The gunny almost smiled, struggling to keep on his game face. He wasn’t going to catch Child that easily.
Stepping in front of the first member of the cordon, Gunny wiped the hint of the smile from his face. Lance Corporal Saad had his usual nervous look on his face. This was his perpetual countenance. Lance Corporal Mahmoud Saad was actually part of the other watch, but he was in the cordon to make the numbers right. A logistics specialist, he was a natural linguist. Speaking English, Spanish, Farsi, Arabic, Chinese, Hindi, and who knows what else, he was the duty dictionary. Now he was studying Bantu. He was also the detachment pool shark. Many modern era Marines were athletic and fit enough to max out the PFT, but Saad could crank out 120 situps in two minutes and do 50 dead-hang pull-ups. He had trouble maxing out the run, though. Saad would offer smirking encouragement to Gunny when he was struggling to get his 20 pull-ups, so Gunny took a perverse satisfaction on running him into the ground during detachment runs. He knew it wasn’t professional, but driving Saad in the humid New Delhi heat until the guy literally puked gave Gunny a small degree of satisfaction. But he could find no fault with Lance Corporal Saad’s uniform, so he moved on.
No one would take Lance Corporal Harrington Steptoe for the twisted genius that he was. Tall and big, he had a look of softness about him and a dull expression which might make some think he was the village idiot. The Marine Corps got it right when they gave him the 2831 MOS, Digital Wideband Systems Maintainer.  Steptoe was a genius with anything electronics. In another era, he would have been a master hacker. Now, he merely invented ways to make his life and that of his peers easier.
An African American, he had a small splash of freckles across the bridge of his nose. This caused him no end of grief from other African American Marines who pulled his chain constantly about how that proved he wasn’t really black. When he finally gave up defending himself and began his own jabs back, the teasing on that aspect faded away. However, one aspect did not fade away. Lance Corporal Steptoe had a serious case of hero-worship. He looked in awe towards Staff Sergeant Child. His feelings were so obvious that the other Marines started calling him “Stepchild.” He took it as a badge of honor.
Then there were the two newbies, Privates First Class Ramon and Van Slyke. Both on their first duty station. Both going to see the president for the first time.
Gunny Mac stepped in front of PFC Ivy Ramon, known as “Princess” by the detachment. Princess was short, about 5’2” with a cute, very young-looking face. But there was nothing child-like about her figure. Her Alphas seemed to strain to contain her rather large breasts. Gunny Mac did not know where to look when inspecting her. He looked down at her while she stared straight ahead into his chest. As he looked down, his eyes were drawn to the swell of her chest. He looked away quickly, but then felt his eyes being drawn back.
Truth be told, Gunny was rather attracted to PFC Ramon. From the second she marched into the duty office to report in, he felt something stirring inside him. He really hadn’t had a serious girlfriend in years, and seeing this pert, smiling woman with an amazingly curvaceous frame brought to the surface longings he thought he had suppressed. But Gunny Mac was a professional, first and foremost. She was a PFC in his command, and he would not step over the boundaries set by years of tradition in the Corps. So, no matter what he wished, he tried to treat her like any other Marine.
But Princess was not like any other Marine. How she made it through boot camp was a topic of much discussion. Princess always seemed to just get by. On her first PFT, she barely passed. She barely passed her marksmanship training. She barely passed her drill. She had been counseled about laughing when on post. She picked up her nickname because of her obsession with her appearance and living quarters. She lightheartedly complained about any training that messed up her nails or hair, then would rush back at the first opportunity to give herself a manicure. She shared a room with Lance Corporal Wynn, but there was little doubt as to whose rack was whose. Princess had a stuffed pink dog, a frilly pillow, and a pink comforter on her rack and a poster of some young movie star-of-the-moment (Gunny didn’t even begin to recognize who it might be) posted above her desk. She was like a high school girl suddenly transported into wearing the Marine uniform.
Gunny Mac looked down at Ramon. He was surprised to see that her marksmanship badge was off-kilter. The surprise was that Staff Sergeant Child had not corrected it. He started to reach for it, but then stopped. He wasn’t sure how he should fix it lying as it was on the platform of her left breast. He decided to ignore it for now and make sure it was fixed before the president’s arrival.
Private First Class Peter Van Slyke stood awaiting inspection. A Maine Military Academy graduate, he was a legacy Marine. Five generations of Van Slykes had preceded him. His great-grandfather had been awarded the Medal of Honor in Vietnam, and his father was killed in Iraq. Van Slyke wanted to be an officer, but family tradition required that he serve as an enlisted Marine first. Of average height and with flaming red hair, Van Slyke had an earnestness about him that made the other Marines back off of riding him about his desire of being an officer. He had been pretty impressive so far in his short time on station.
Gunny Mac stepped away from PFC Van Slyke and moved slowly to the front of the formation, giving Staff Sergeant Child enough time to get in position. He stepped up to Child.
“They look good. As always. I need to talk to them, though. Have them form up in a school circle.”
“Aye-aye, sir! Detail. Fall out and form up ’round the Gunny.”
The Marines each took a step backward, executed an about-face, then moved forward to gather around. Gunny Mac looked at each one before beginning.
“OK, Marines, you look good. For most of you, this is not big deal. But for you newbies, this is your first time with POTUS. Remember what they taught you at Quantico, though. He is not here to see you. You don’t exist. You don’t look at him. You are a statue. Once it is over, you can e-mail home and say you were two feet from the President of the United States. But until then, just do exactly as we’ve rehearsed over the last week. Nothing more, nothing less.” He paused a second. “And there is a change. We are not going to have the full Color Guard. Only the US Colors will be presented.” He looked at Sergeant Niimoto.
“That’s bullshit, Gunny!” cried out Corporal Crocker. “We always have a full guard. Always!”
The grumbling started up in echo of Crocker’s outburst.
“First he fucks the Corps, then he fucks us. Spits on us.” That was Saad. He understood just where the decision had been made.
“I say fuck this piece of shit. He can march in with his Secret Service. He doesn’t need us.”
Gunny knew he should have stopped it right away. But he wanted to vent, too, and he let them vent for him. After a few moments of this, he considered it to be time to stop the complaints.
“OK, zip it. I don’t want to hear about it. The Battalion CO is over in Amman now, and he gave us the word, and that came right from the president himself. He doesn’t want the Corps Colors. Period. We go with the National Colors and the two honor guards.” Gunny glared at the Marines around him.
Sergeant Niimoto looked up. “What am I supposed to do, Gunny?”
“Well, you aren’t going to be in the guard. Just make yourself scarce. I’m going to watch from the Cultural Affairs office. Why don’t you join me there? Or go to Post 2 and hang out there.” Gunny Mac looked around. “Any more questions?”
The Marines stirred, but no one spoke.
“Staff Sergeant Child. Take charge. I want everyone in place by 1400.” With that, Gunny Mac wheeled around and walked back into the Marine House. He could hear Child speaking behind him as he entered the building. Captain Leon-Guerro stood in the passage waiting for him.
“How’d they take it?”
“Like shit, sir. How’d you think they’d take it?”
“Yeah, I know. I’m taking it the same way.”
Gunny Mac didn’t reply but walked past him and into his room.
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Tuesday Morning, Marine House, New Delhi
––––––––
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When Gunnery Sergeant Jacob McCardle enlisted into the Marines, he entered a Corps which was a full member of the US military. Three active duty divisions, three air wings, and three FSSGs formed the offensive power that had served the nation so well over the years. Another reserve division, wing, and FSSG augmented the active forces, and had been in combat in Iraq, Afghanistan, and the Sudan since the turn of the century. The Commandant was a full member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. One Marine, General Pace, had even served as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.
Jacob had been a cross-country star in high school in Billings, Montana, earning All-State honors. Looking ahead past graduation, he didn’t see much of a future for guys who could merely run fast. When his cousin, a soldier in the 101st Airborne Division was killed in Afghanistan, Jacob decided that he needed to step up. So, he marched down to the Army recruiting office.
The Army recruiter had stepped out of the office to use the latrine. With Jacob standing waiting, looking at posters of “An Army of One,” he felt a tap on his shoulder. He looked to see a Marine Staff Sergeant standing there. Staff Sergeant Woleski smiled and escorted Jacob into the Marine recruiters’ office. Thirty minutes later, Jacob was signed up as a Marine.
At the Marine Corps Recruit Depot, San Diego, recruit McCardle fared well. Being a natural runner gave him a certain degree of “cred.” He performed well enough to be assigned as recruit squad leader, a position he held until marksmanship training at Camp Pendleton’s Edson Range. Recruit McCardle just couldn’t shoot well, and when he had to endure marksmanship extra instruction, he lost his billet.
What was strange about his shooting abilities, or lack thereof, was that he excelled in other weapons. During the mortar orientation, he found he could hit any target at will. One spotting round, and he could call for fire for effect.
Recruit McCardle qualified with the rifle with his platoon—barely. During the Gauntlet, his recruit squad leader was injured, and Recruit McCardle was promoted back up. Standing on top of Mount Motherfucker, looking down at the mountain he had just humped, he felt a lump in his throat. Exhausted as he was, he had just become a Marine. He had joined a brotherhood.
With the War on Terror, most new Marines moved into a combat MOS. Recruit McCardle hoped to become an artilleryman, or if going infantry, a mortarman. But he had also shown an ability to write. So the powers that be decided Recruit McCardle would become a Public Affairs Marine.
All newly graduated recruits attended a four-week course at the School of Infantry. One precept of the Marines was that every Marine was a rifleman. That is the prime purpose of any Marine, be they aircraft mechanics, cooks, or computer jocks. All of that is secondary—being a rifleman is primary. So Private McCardle became a rifleman. He also became known just as “Mac.”
Private “Mac” actually preferred to be called “Jake.” He thought the name had power, an élan. “Mac” was so common. It seemed like every Marine with a “Mac” or “Mc” before their name became known as “Mac.” He told several fellow Marines to call him “Jake,” but names either stick or they don’t. “Mac” stuck. “Jake” did not.
Four weeks later, Private Mac was off to Fort McNair, Maryland for the Public Affairs Specialist School. This was an intense twenty-week school, and Private Mac was the junior person in the class. Normally, most services, including the Marines, sent to the school students who had already served a tour of duty in another specialty first. Private Mac and Airman Cynthia Conners were the only two students right out of basic training. Other students ranged up to E-7. Understandably, both Mac and Conners got pretty much every shit detail.
But Mac liked the school. He learned structure to his writing. He learned how to look at things in the way others might view them. And the proximity of the school to Washington, DC made liberty enjoyable. A Marine sergeant, John Willis, was also a student. Newly back from Iraq, Sergeant Willis had a car. On their first liberty, Sergeant Willis ordered Private Mac to get it. Private Mac had never been east of Montana before, so he had no idea where they were going. When the car finally stopped near a small, heavily windowed apartment building surrounded by trees, Private Mac still didn’t know where they were. Until he stepped out of the car and turned around. There, down a slight rise and across an open expanse of manicured lawn, stood a statue of five Marines and a Navy Corpsman raising the US flag: the Iwo Jima Memorial. Mac felt a lump in his throat. This was the Marine Corps. This was his history now. Sergeant Willis didn’t say anything. He let the moment speak for itself.
An hour later, at Boomerangs in Georgetown, Private Mac bought a beer for Sergeant Willis. He figured it was a small price to pay for that gift. Boot camp, Mount Motherfucker, graduation—all hinted at what it was to become a Marine. The Iwo Jima Memorial cemented what it was. And Private Mac knew then he wanted to be a Marine for life.
After graduation from Public Affairs Specialist School, now Private First Class McCardle was given orders to the Second Marine Expeditionary Force (Forward) at Camp Fallujah in Iraq. Assigned to the MEF newspaper, The Globe, PFC McCardle began penning articles. Some of his articles made it as far at Leatherneck and The Stars and Stripes. He began to make a small name for himself. As the junior Marine in the office, he had also been sent to driver’s school during work-ups and received his government license. His extra duty was to drive Colonel Parks, the MEF Public Affairs Officer (the PAO) or sometimes visiting dignitaries. Colonel Parks was an infantry officer who was now assigned to Public Affairs. A platoon sergeant in the First Gulf War, and a company commander in Iraq for the invasion, he was now back—but not as a regimental commander. PFC Mac knew the colonel would rather be holding the point of the spear, but he did his best shepherding VIPs around. Although technically in charge of the newspaper as well as the television station, Colonel Parks spent most of his time babysitting visiting politicians and public figures. He knew he didn’t know the first thing about running a television station, but he also knew that he could shoulder the burden of every VIP Division threw at PA and let the PA experts do their jobs with the paper and television programs. PFC Mac rather admired the colonel for that.
It was after his tour in Iraq that the world according to the Marine Corps changed. The Muslim World rocked the planet, and the US military lost radical Islamic terrorists as a foe. Then the Military Reform Act of 2028 regulated what became known among the Corps as the “Dismemberment.”
Much to his surprise, Corporal Mac was selected to remain a Marine. He didn’t think he stood much of a chance, so he was already planning his transition to the 1st Civ Div. When his notice came in, his joy was tempered by an almost sense of guilt. No one else in the PA office was selected. In fact, upon his arrival at Quantico for school, he found out he was the only Marine with a Public Affairs MOS to remain.
Over the following years, Gunny Mac served at the embassies in Tokyo, Phnom Penh, Buenos Aries, Quito, Vienna, and Helsinki. He served tours at Camp David and the White House. Now, he was assigned as the detachment commander in New Delhi. And his detachment was on the skyline with the planned arrival of the 48th President of the United States, the former Senator Michael Eduardo: the man who had gutted the Corps.
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Gunny Mac left the briefing room where Diplomatic Security Agent Thomas had given a last-minute briefing to the embassy Regional Security Officer and the Agent-in-Charge of the U.S. Secret Service detail. Now they wanted the cordon backed up to the main entrance to the embassy. The Secret Service had wanted to eliminate it altogether, but Major Defilice, the Army assistant attaché, had stepped in and mentioned that after all their preparation, it would hardly seem fair to deprive the young Marines of their chance to see the president. Agent Thomas relented and agreed, but only if the Marines were back off the courtyard (read—where they would not show up on photos of the president’s arrival.)
Gunny Mac was pissed on principle. However, he did not envy Agent Thomas his job. Part of the State Department advance team, he was to get the president from the airport through the streets to the embassy in a nation where the US had been becoming increasingly unpopular. The Secret Service had wanted the president to helo onto the embassy’s roof, but this was President Eduardo’s second trip abroad, and he wanted to be seen. So, this resulted in super headaches for the DSS, the Secret Service, and the RSO.
Gunny passed Post One on his way to the courtyard. Sergeant Patricia McAllister (“Little Mac” to the detachment upon the arrival of Gunny Mac) nodded. Private First Class Jesus Rodriguez was standing beside her, nervously adjusting his blues. Other than the Standard Operating Procedures doubling of the posts for a VIP visit of this magnitude, PFC Rodriguez’s main mission was to open the hatch for the president and his entourage after Sergeant McAllister buzzed it open. From the look of him, this was akin to lining up on the forty-yard line to kick the winning field goal with four seconds left on the clock. He looked terrified.
Little Mac winked at the gunny. For a second, he had the perverse fear that Sergeant McAllister would take the advice of the other Marines who’d told her yesterday that she should ask the president for his ID, and if he didn’t have it, refuse him entry. That would be something to see, but Gunny rather doubted that neither he nor Little Mac would be around much longer after that. Little Mac had a streak of the ornery. An Arizona honest-to-goodness cowgirl, she had no fear. So, if anyone would do it, she would.
Gunny started to turn back to her. She winked again. With a sigh, he turned back around and walked out. He knew in his heart she was digging at him.
Walking out into the bright afternoon sunshine, Gunny had to admit that the new embassy really looked good. The front courtyard was paved in granite brought in from New Hampshire. Entering by vehicle or by foot through the front gate, the huge circular courtyard drew the eyes to the vast embassy itself. In reality, the embassy was nothing more than a squat, square building. However, the architect, in what Gunny felt to be a spasm of creativity, added awnings, mirrors, and abutments so that the whole building looked like it was almost ethereal. There was a helicopter pad on the top of the building, but that fact would not be evident to the casual observer. Windows in the outer offices were also mirrored, and it was hard to tell where the windows actually were, where the windows began and the embassy walls ended.
Gunny glanced to the left. The consular building, on the other hand, looked like it belonged in another era. Over the fishpond at the edge of the courtyard, and over a lawn, it rose with columns like a Southern plantation house. Gunny wondered which government agency gave the OKs for the two buildings. It had to have been two different agencies, because no single source could possibly have approved both. They just clashed too much. Separate from the consulate, adjacent the embassy walls and near the street, was a communications tower, disguised poorly to look like a bell tower, or a campanile, as the embassy guide termed it. Oh, there was a bell in the belfry, but it wasn’t fooling anyone. Under the bell, there was a platform that gave technicians access to the equipment in the tower’s cupola, and there were several rooms below the cupola with more equipment in them. The Marines of the detachment liked to go up there and sit. This was probably not allowed, but since the view and breeze were nice, it fell under the don’t ask for permission rule. And until someone said anything different, the Marines would continue to use it.
Post 2 was in the consular building. Staff Sergeant Harwood and Sergeant Chen were at the post right then. Harwood was the Sergeant of the Guard and should actually be at the embassy checking Post 1, but Gunny Mac knew he was probably trying to stay away from the procession. In days gone by, he would be leading a react force, but the DSS and USSS now took over that function. Gunny would have to speak to him later about hiding out at Post 2. He didn’t have time now.
One of the Secret Service agents went up to Crocker and Ashley, asking to see their weapons. Crocker rolled his eyes but handed his M27 over. The agent checked to see that there were no magazines in the weapons, then checked the chamber. As the agent stepped away, Crocker held up four fingers and mouthed to Gunny Mac that this was the fourth time he had been checked. Gunny smiled back. He also had been checked three times so far, and although he had no round in the chamber, his three magazines were full. Regulations, he told both the Secret Service and the DSS. They chose not to make an issue of it.
Gunny Mac went up to the cordon and had them move back almost to the embassy’s front entrance, under the awning. Two on one side of the walkway, two on the other. He checked out Princess. Her marksmanship badge was straight now. Someone had fixed it. Standing further back was cooler, at least. The overhead covering that provided protection from the elements kept the sun off of them. Staff Sergeant Child and the two honor guards were stuck standing out in the full brunt of the late morning sun’s heat.
He walked down the red carpet that had been laid an hour ago,, and approached Child. “Everything OK?”
“Sure, Gunny. We’re ready.” 
Staff Sergeant Child didn’t even look like he was sweating, unlike Crocker who had a dark patch forming between his shoulder blades.
Gunny looked out at the street through the Embassy’s main gates. There were a couple hundred protesters milling about out there, listless without someone upon whom to focus their attention. Lance Corporal Shareetha Wynn was manning the front gate with a DSS agent. Although in reality the purview of the Indian security employees, Captain Leon-Guerro had suggested a Marine be at the gate when the president arrived, and since the detachment was on a temporary port/starboard watch, there was the manpower to do it. Lance Corporal Wynn had just reported for duty two weeks earlier, so she got the job with the easiest requirements—come to attention when the president drove through, salute, and go back to parade rest. Of course, coming from Camp David, this was old news to her, thought Gunny Mac.
Looking back at the protesters, Gunny remarked, “Well, I guess he isn’t getting a popular reception.”
“No, I guess he wouldn’t,” responded Child. “His campaigning on bringing jobs back to the US and his stance on the Kashmir issue sure wouldn’t have won him any friends here.”
Gunny looked up at Child. He really didn’t know much about that issue. Oh sure, he was briefed about the decades-long problem in the Kashmir, but jobs? What was that all about? Child continually surprised him.
The shoulder mic of the Secret Service agent standing at the head of the red carpet came to life. “Grizzly turning onto Sadar Patel Marg. ETA five minutes.”
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“Grizzly turning onto Sadar Patel Marg. ETA five minutes.”
Staff Sergeant Child looked at Gunny Mac. The Gunny obviously had not understood his comment about the president’s popularity in India, or lack thereof. Gunny was a good Marine, a good guy. But for someone who had been a reporter, he really did not seem to follow the news or world events much.
Staff Sergeant Child straightened up. “Well, here we go.”
“I guess I had better get out of the way. You’ve got it.” Gunny turned and walked back up the red carpet and into the embassy.
“Crocker, Ashley, let’s form up.” It felt a little strange to be standing there without the Marine Colors to his left.
Staff Sergeant Child had been in more than a few Color Guards in his career. And, God willing, he would serve in many more. So, standing there with only the National Colors and flanked by two riflemen felt disjointed. But he could adjust. He always did.
Joseph Child came from Detroit, from an area where, if pressed, he would admit was “perhaps not the best.” That was an understatement. He lived with his mother and father in a small tenement, where electricity was seemingly out off more often than it was on. He walked to school past the corners, amongst pushers and hoodlums, past gangbangers and hookers. Yet even then, there was something about him that made him special. People knew he was going somewhere, he was going to be somebody, and they left him alone.
His teachers knew it, too, and they felt validation for long hard hours in trying conditions when they saw Joseph (never “Joe,” always “Joseph”) soak in the knowledge. By high school, he knew more about certain subjects than his teachers. They knew he was destined for college where he would shine.
So, it took them all by surprise when he enlisted into the Corps. How could he waste such an opportunity to become a mere soldier? That was OK for other kids who needed to escape the ghetto, kids with no other choices. But not for Joseph.
But Joseph was more than a child of the classroom. He was more complex than that.
Joseph’s father, Will Child, had served in the Navy as a young man. He hadn’t seen combat, but he had participated in a humanitarian relief effort in Bangladesh. When his tour was up, he got out and returned to Detroit where he was never able to land a good, steady job. He regretted leaving the Navy, and he let young Joseph know that. He also instilled in Joseph a love of the country. Even though Will never seemed to get the break he wanted, he never blamed anyone else for that. He insisted that the US was the land of opportunity, and it deserved the love and support of all of its citizens.
Joseph was a bright kid with a quest
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