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      The Destroyer Gemini slowed as it approached the massive asteroid. The support fighters raced away from the Gemini and took up flanking positions. Alone and this deep in space, there was always the present threat from the Chitins. The destroyer activated the deflection laser and began nudging the asteroid off its collision course with the populated planet, Eros.

      The first flash came from the shadows on the surface of the asteroid as the Chitin craft fired a plasma spear. The second came from the furthest fighter as the plasma spear vaporized it. Two more flashes from the Chitin weapon quickly destroyed two more fighters.

      Within a nanosecond of the first flash, the Gemini’s artificial intelligence targeted the point on the asteroid where the Chitin weapon blasts had originated and launched a salvo of combat drones. At the same time, the forward battery of guns each fired a thousand rounds of high density metallic shot in a wide spread over the target area.

      The Chitin craft lifted off the surface, spreading its tentacles while charging its primary weapon, avoiding the mass of shot from the Gemini that slammed into the surface of the asteroid, vaporizing the ice and tearing through the rock.

      The combat drones identified the Chitin craft as it lifted off the asteroid and automatically targeted the central body of the craft within the mass of black, writhing tentacles. The drones accelerated toward the Chitin craft, the magnetic field around the antimatter payload timed to deactivate once in effective range. The Chitin craft fired its arcing plasma flares. Dozens of seething orange strands, each reaching across the space around the craft, sliced through the drones, transforming them into small, short-lived stars that lit up the battle space.

      Having reached full power, the high energy laser on the Gemini activated. The beam slammed into the Chitin craft, piercing the tentacles that wrapped forward across the central body in a protective shield.  The laser moved slowly and cut across the tentacles, slicing through one and sending it spiraling off into space. The orange liquid interior spilled out from the severed tentacle as it tumbled through the void.

      A focused plasma arc erupted from the Chitin central body and slammed into the forward section of the Gemini. The composite hull cracked and fractured, biomech flesh and fluid spewing out and boiling away into space. A second plasma spear sliced clean through the five hundred meter long craft, erupting out of the aft engine assembly.

      Automated distress calls from the Gemini died before the ship’s complete log could be transmitted, but as the destroyer burned in the empty interplanetary void, the military command on Eros was receiving the most significant points: the Chitins had struck again and destroyed another major military vessel in a battle that had lasted a fraction under seven seconds.
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      Jack Forge sat in the lecture theater watching the hands on his small silver pocket watch tick across its shimmering pearl face. The latest grades would be revealed in a few moments. The room was silent as the students counted down the seconds.

      Attendance at his brother’s funeral had been authorized, so he had been free to leave his studies and attend. Jack knew missing time would count against his grade, but he was on top of his studies and his grades were excellent. He could afford to drop a few points and still maintain his two-plus student rating.

      The recruiting sergeant stood at the front of the theater next to Professor Bowen. One of these men wanted the students to maintain their two-plus, the other did not. His classmates watched the seconds tick down on the large display. Jack watched on his small family heirloom. It was all he had left of his family.

      The second hand reached the top of its final round. Jack heard the ripples of distress and gasps of horror as the students whose grades had dropped realized they were now the property of the military.

      Jack looked up to the display. He picked out his name. He saw it there pulsing on the screen in red, a pattern that could only mean one thing.  He scanned across to his grade. Two. Only two. The plus was missing for the first time in his three semesters.  Three other names pulsed. Jack knew them all. He’d studied with them, socialized with them, laughed with them. He would most likely never see them again.

      The sergeant barked out transfer orders to the first name on the list. Jack watched as the second hand ticked along. He was only seventeen seconds into his new life when his name was called out by the recruiting sergeant.

      “Jack Forge. Fleet Marine training.”

      Jack looked up from his watch. He looked at Professor Bowen. The old man was slumped in a chair, his eyes averted as his class was further reduced in number.

      The doors to the lecture theater opened and military police entered. Jack had seen this before. Students had complained and argued, fought and resisted their removal from university to the ranks of the military or some war production facility. The arguments were familiar to Jack. He heard the most common of them now from across the lecture theatre.

      The students being drafted into service promised to pull their grades back up. They argued that it was only a small drop. They argued that they were too smart to be sent to the military. The arguments and complaints descended into shouts and screams as the former students were dragged away. Friends shouted their good-byes. Lovers kissed and cried. As a guard came toward Jack, he tucked away his watch and stood. With a nod to his escort, he walked down the steps at the side of the lecture theater toward the open door.
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      The passenger deck on the transport vehicle was dark and dirty, the air filled with the stench of putrid bodily excretions. A Marine sergeant was pushing the recruits toward the seats that ran along either side of the deck, a small tazer in his hand. The cover on Jack’s chair was covered in dark smears. He sat uncomfortably on the sticky surface.  The floor in front of his chair was covered with a caked-on splatter of vomit.

      A sudden eruption of gas and steam from a vent above the seat opposite Jack brought gasps and shouts of surprise from the packed passenger deck, and somewhere in the stinking dark, Jack heard a burst of uncontrolled sobbing.

      Jack looked at the faces of the young men and women sitting in the seats along the deck. Most were nervous but they all looked like the usual military conscripts, a mix of the poor and stupid, unable for one reason or another to dodge the draft. As he looked along the line, he saw one face glaring back, the hard face and cold eyes of an angry and aggressive recruit.

      Jack averted his eyes from the hard stare opposite. The wailing and crying from further down the deck had grown to a wild yelling. It was the same excuses he’d heard in the lecture theater time and again; they shouldn’t be here, it was a mistake, they didn’t belong, they wouldn’t be any good as a soldier.  The deck lit up in a flash together with the fizzing of a tazer. The crying stopped, replaced by the creaking and groaning of the old transport.

      The gloom became darker as the massive doors to the passenger deck began to close, filling the air with a rushing hiss of pneumatic pressure. A claxon alarm sounded and then a loud, distorted announcement that was almost impossible to understand. The countdown was clearly understood.  Soon Jack would be blasted out into space to one of the off-world training bases.

      The acceleration hit like a hammer. Jack was pressed into his seat as the craft raced toward space. A wailing alarm pierced the ear and drowned out the noise of the rattling old ship. A red light flashed across the terrified faces. Shouts of panic and fear came from the new recruits. Jack felt it would be just his luck to get killed on his first flight on a military craft. No need to send these kids to the war, he thought. The military could save a load of time and effort and just incinerate them all in the atmosphere of Eros.

      A door at the end of the deck slid open with a hiss and the scraping of metal on metal. A Marine entered the passenger deck, opened an instrument panel on the wall above the row of seats, and began tapping keys and flicking switches. The alarm and flashing light stopped. The deck was still filled with ear-shattering noise from the engine and the wailing recruits. Jack looked across to the Marine who was shouting into a communication panel. He could just make out what was said; why was the transport still suffering from the same fault? Jack couldn’t hear the reply, but he guessed it was not acceptable by the way the Marine slammed the control panel shut.

      The Marine turned to look along the passenger deck.  Jack saw that the Marine was a woman, a tall, broad-shouldered woman.  Her hair was blonde and short, her face set with a grim expression. Gravity fell away and the Marine began to float. She grabbed hold of a rail running along the roof.

      “Listen up, hayseeds. Training starts now. I am Lieutenant Crippin. You may call me whatever you like behind my back. Cripple. Crapple. Pin head. Bitch. But to my face, you call me sir.  Do you get me?”

      Crippin shouted in the face of a young woman, no older than eighteen. The woman shuddered. Her lip wobbled. Crippin shouted again into the girls face.

      “Do you get me?”

      The young woman nodded.

      “Give the proper response, hayseed,” Crippin yelled. “Sir, I get you, sir.”

      The girl spoke quietly.  Crippin shouted again, “Sir, yes, sir.”  Crippin went to the next recruit, a young man so malnourished he retained his boyish features. Crippin yelled into his gaunt face. “Do you get me, hayseed?”

      The recruit shouted, “Sir, yes, sir.”

      Crippin straightened up and looked along the deck. “Listen up and you might live. Listen well and you’ll live longer than you deserve. Sergeant Hacker is distributing ration bars. This is today’s ration.  Eat it now.”

      The sergeant walked along the line of recruits, holding a sack in one hand.  He reached in and pulled out a small, silver-colored block. The sergeant began throwing the small blocks into the laps of the recruits.

      Jack watched the recruits tearing through the silver cover to the dark sticky mess within.

      “Some of you have volunteered. Some of you have been drafted. You are all military now. You are all the same to me. You are all hayseeds.”

      Sergeant Hacker threw a ration bar to Jack. He reached out for it, but a boot flicked up from the recruit opposite and kicked it up to the roof.  The block bounced off the grubby ceiling and flew down, toward the recruit who had kicked it up.  Jack reached out, but the block was just beyond reach. He looked across the person opposite, who reached out and grabbed it.

      Jack smiled and held a hand out. “Throw it over,” he said.

      “I can read people real good. Better than I can words. I recon you are a kravin' student. But you dropped a grade and got thrown in here with us. You ain’t so smart as you thought you was.”

      Jack held out his hand. “Come on. Give me my rations.”

      The recruit sitting to Jack’s left nudged him in the arm. “You won’t get that back from him. He’s a thief. I’m Bill Harts.” Harts held out his hand for Jack.

      “Jack Forge,” Jack introduced himself and shook Harts’ hand.

      “And he is Sam Torent.” Harts leaned forward toward Torent. “A thief.” Harts turned to Jack and spoke as if to take Jack into his confidence. “I was waiting when the police delivered him. He took military service instead of prison for persistent thievery.”

      Torent smiled and tucked the ration block into his jacket.

      “Listen up, hayseeds. It’s my job to turn all of you into something useful, something that can kill Chitin scum. But the Chitin wants to kill you, and they are good at it. Those of you who listen are more likely to survive. Then you will be able to spend more of your nasty little life killing Chitin scum. Do you get me?”

      Sam shouted out with everyone else.  “Sir, yes, sir.”

      “You, hayseed,” Crippin shouted into Jack’s face. “Why aren’t you eating?”

      Jack looked across to Torent, who glared back.

      “Sir, I lost my ration bar, sir.”

      “Unacceptable, hayseed. That ration bar is military property. It was your responsibility to see it was used in the correct manner. If the military gives you a pulse rifle and you lose that, how are you going to shred Chitin scum, hayseed? Next time the military gives you a piece of equipment, you look after it like it was your own nutsack. You get me, hayseed?”

      “Sir, yes, sir,” Jack shouted. And as Crippin walked on shouting about the limited duration of the training and the limited resources available, Jack looked across to Torent as he bit into his ration bar. The dark, sticky bar stuck to Torent’s teeth and he gave Jack a big, sticky smile.
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      The craft landed heavily. The deck was filled with alarms and eruptions of gasses from vents high on the walls.  One recruit further along the line started screaming as a jet of heated gas erupted from a fracture in the inner hull.  Crippin raced toward the stricken, wailing recruit, yelling as she went. “Clear the deck, hayseeds. Form them up on the landing pad, Sergeant Hacker.”

      Jack fell in line with the others as they marched off the transport onto the landing pad, where they were beaten into a straight line by Sergeant Hacker. The recruits fell silent as a stretcher was brought out of the passenger craft containing the pitiful, whimpering recruit, his skin burned and scalded so badly he was almost unrecognizable.

      Jack’s attention was jerked away from the stretcher by a yelp of pain from one of the recruits. Jack looked back and saw Sergeant Hacker walking through the lines, a small tazer in his hand. He jabbed the glowing end into the gut of the next in line.  The recruit doubled over with pain. The next recruit backed away as Hacker came close, the tazer held forward, a huge grin on the big sergeant’s face.

      “Sergeant Hacker!” Crippin shouted. Hacker came to attention.  “Are you tazering those recruits, Sergeant?”

      Hacker held up the tazer for Crippin to see.

      Crippin picked her way through the assembly to the two recruits lying and writhing on the ground.

      “Did Sergeant Hacker tazer you, hayseed?” Crippin asked one of the recruits gently.

      The recruit nodded.

      “On your feet, hayseed, or Sergeant Hacker will taze you again.” Crippin took position in front of the recruits.

      “Listen up,” Crippin shouted. “The training complex is ten kilometers in that direction. Sergeant Hacker will tazer every recruit not running. Demonstrate please, Sergeant Hacker.”

      Hacker jabbed the tazer into the ribs of the recruit standing next to him. The recruit yelped, crumpled, and fell.

      “And when you get to the complex,” Crippin went on, “I want to see you standing in two neat ranks, not this scruffy arrangement. If not, Sergeant Hacker will tazer you. Demonstrate please.”

      Another recruit collapsed under the tazer’s sting.

      Crippin climbed onto a small two-seat buggy and started the quiet motor. “Run, hayseeds,” she shouted and then sped off.

      Ten kilometers was no distance for Jack and he set off at a jog. Others sprinted past, all glancing back over their shoulders, looking out for Sergeant Hacker and his busy little tazer. Gravity on the training moon was high for its size. The moon had formed around a neutron star fragment, creating a gravity field on the small moon just above one-G. The atmosphere was thin but breathable.

      After what felt like an eight-kilometer run, Jack saw the training complex at the base of a small hill in the distance.  The buildings looked to be around four kilometers away. The extra gravity and the thin air was making the run more difficult than Jack was used to. He glanced back and saw he was leading the field.  The recruits were strung out over a distance of about a kilometer. Jack slowed to a jog. The runner coming up next was the recruit who’d taken Jack’s ration bar, Sam Torent. Behind Torent came a small bunch, jogging and puffing, red cheeks and sweating brows.

      Torent fixed Jack with a stare as he pushed on. Jack could see Torent was struggling to keep the pace but he was ahead of all the others and closing in on Jack.  The look was icy and hard with threat and menace. Jack guessed Torent was angry that a university reject was leading him in the race.

      Jack focused on the buildings of the training complex. It was still a long distance, but Jack knew he had the energy left to make it comfortably, even given the slightly heavier gravity.  It was too far out to sprint, but Jack knew how hard he could push himself.  He ran hard.

      Jack felt his lungs burn and his legs wobble as he ran the last few meters up the hill to a parade ground in front of the set of buildings. Lieutenant Crippin was waiting, sitting on her buggy. Jack smiled at Crippin and raised a hand in the air to claim victory in the race.  He slowed to a walk and approached Crippin.

      “Pleased with yourself?” Crippin asked.

      “That was a bit slow for me,” Jack replied, smiling.

      “Sir!” Crippin shouted.

      Jack came to attention. “Sir, sorry, sir.”

      “And will you always run and leave your squad behind, hayseed?”

      “Sir?” Jack asked, confused.

      “You have left a dozen of your squad-mates back there all getting tazered by Sergeant Hacker just so you could get here sooner.  What did you expect to find here?” Crippin climbed off buggy and approached Jack. “A warm and friendly welcome? A nice soft bunk? A glass of lemonade?” Crippin jabbed Jack in the shoulder. “Run, hayseed. Go help the squad. And if you leave your team behind again, I’ll tazer you myself. Run.”

      Jack turned and started jogging down the slope. Away in the distance, he could see the most distant recruits all panting for breath and keeping one step ahead of Hacker and his tazer. Jack paced himself carefully. This was turning into a longer run than he had first thought.

      Up the hill came Torent.  He’d fallen in with the small group that had been snapping at his heels. Torent grinned at Jack as they passed each other on the slope. Jack heard Lieutenant Crippin shout as Torent as his group came close.

      “Fall in, hayseeds. Two neat ranks. Hands by your sides. Eyes front. Do you get me, hayseeds?”

      And as Jack dug deep for his extra reserves, he heard the small group of recruits shout their reply.

      “Sir, yes, sir.”
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      Jack stood in the second row of recruits. Crippin stood to one side, calling out instructions to the recruits, instructing them on how to stand at attention in their ranks. Sergeant Hacker went along the lines, his tazer fizzing and ready for action. Jack wanted to sneak a look at his watch to check the time, but recruits that had been spotted making the most minor unauthorized movements had been punished for it.  He guessed he had been standing here for over an hour.  The sun seemed to hang on the horizon permanently, bathing the small parade ground in a weak twilight.

      Standing still for a prolonged period was harder than Jack thought it could ever be. He felt his legs turning slowly to jelly. He had already run ten kilometers and then doubled back to help the struggling recruits. It was all taking its toll and Jack felt sure his legs would give way under him. The last recruit to have collapsed had been treated to multiple stings from Hackers tazer. Jack would avoid the tazer if he could. He tried to focus on a distant point and recall a happier time.

      Jack thought of home. It had been a happy childhood and he had enjoyed the long, warm days in the fields of his island home on the planet Eros. But soon, thoughts of home reminded him of loss. He remembered his father leaving to join the military when the Chitins first made their presence in the outer system known. His father had been lost in the first conflict with the Chitins during the attempted blockade of the Chitin’s gas giant planet, Zelos.

      His mother had become a shadow after that. She neglected herself and the boys. And then one day, she was gone. The social workers who had come to take Jack and his brother away couldn’t tell them what had happened to her. Jack had asked if she was looking for his father. The sad smile from the social worker that answered Jack’s question blew away all hope. That was the moment that twelve-year-old Jack grew up.

      His childhood had crumbled and ended in a few cruel months. Jack’s brother became angry and then distant as he buried himself in virtual reality. He played the hero of the military and spent days on end fighting the Chitins in the various government provided training simulations barely disguised as games.

      Jack buried himself in school. It was an escape. It was a challenge. It was fun. Jack enjoyed numbers and the certainty they seemed to offer. He spent years in quiet calculation. At times, he wondered if he was avoiding calculating all he had lost.

      The sun dipped a fraction and the parade ground was plunged quickly and cruelly into a deep cold. The cold air burned Jack’s lungs. His legs felt the cold bite and his sweat-soaked shirt began to stiffen with ice crystals. The door to the bunkhouse slid open and spilled a bright welcoming light out over the parade ground.

      “All right, hayseeds.  Shower time.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lieutenant Crippin walked in through the open door. Sergeant Hacker stood at the open door and waved the recruits in. They marched in single file through the open door.  Jack was one of the last recruits in.  The door slid shut and closed the recruits into a long, bare corridor.  Lieutenant Crippin walked along the line with Sergeant Hacker marching behind.

      At the end of the corridor, Jack saw a small doorway. Crippin shouted along the line. “Strip, you hayseeds. We will wash away your civilian life and dress you in your military skin. You will leave the last of your old life behind in this corridor and step bravely toward your new life as a Fleet Marine recruit. You get me, hayseeds?”

      The recruits stripped reluctantly. A brief threat from Hacker’s tazer hurried those who showed reluctance.  Jack picked his watch out of his pocket. Maybe they would let him keep it if he told Crippin it was all he had left of his family. Somehow, he guessed he was being inducted into a new family and Crippin would take the small silver watch from him.

      He watched as the recruits stripped. Some were more willing than others to undress in front of a group of strangers, but none of them were quick enough for Crippin and Hacker. Resistance was clearly unacceptable and Jack saw a recruit tazered, pushed to the ground, and stripped by Sergeant Hacker.

      Jack held the watch in his hand.  It was hidden in his palm but only just. He pressed it into his armpit.  It was better hidden, but it made it very difficult to move freely and he certainly couldn’t get undressed while holding it there. The line ahead of Jack was shrinking by the second.  The recruits were becoming more comfortable with stripping as the pile of discarded clothes grew. Jack pushed the watch into his mouth.  It fit, barely.  It tasted of dirty silver, a tang of salt and acid.  It was the best place to hide it. He hoped he would not have to answer Crippin before he had a chance to hide it somewhere else.

      At the front of the line, Jack striped in a moment. He tossed his old shirt, his threadbare trousers, boots, and tatty underwear onto the pile of clothes and walked through the door to the sounds of running water.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jack was first sprayed head to toe with a foul-smelling soap before he reached the shower. The tepid water dribbled out of the tarnished showerheads in the ceiling of the shower block.  Jack forced himself to stand under the water and attempted to wash the soap away.

      He moved from the shower to the dryer. A cold blast of air chilled Jack. He rubbed away the water and dried his cold skin. Then he walked, shivering, toward another doorway.

      The doorway led to a corridor. On one side was a small hatch and Jack could see the cold, washed recruits picking up small bundles. There was a bright yellow uniform and a pair of black boots. The corridor opened out into a wide area where the recruits were hurriedly pulling on their new clothes.

      Crippin and Hacker were milling about the recruits and hurrying them to dress.  No recruit needed extra encouragement to quickly cover their nakedness.  Jack pulled on his pants. He spat his watch into his hand and thrust it into his pocket.

      “It’s the runner, Sergeant Hacker,” Crippin said, stepping up alongside Jack.

      “Sir, yes, sir.”

      “Sir, yes, sir,” Crippin repeated with a hint of approval. “You learn fast. Let’s hope you learn as fast as you run. You want a night run now, recruit?”

      “Sir?” Jack asked, feeling pretty tired but not wanting to say no while the sergeant and his tazer were so close by.

      “Sure you do,” Crippin said and fixed Jack with a smile. Then she shouted, “Listen up, hayseeds. Recruit Forge here wants a night run. Form up. We’re running the hill.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The cold and dark made the run up the hill hard. The recruits struggled, tripping on loose stones scattered over the dimly lit path. Sergeant Hacker’s tazer fizzed threateningly just behind the pack. Jack ran with the group. He didn’t want to leave anyone behind and be made to run back and help them. He stayed at the back, just ahead of the tazer, and encouraged the recruits who were falling off the pace. Jack felt the hostility from the group. He knew they all blamed him for this hard run. Jack knew it wasn’t his fault. Crippin had done it because she hated him, probably hated all university students. Maybe she was worried that Jack was smarter than she was. Whatever her problem was, Jack knew it wasn’t his fault that they were running the hill. Crippin would probably have made them do it anyway. There was a definite pattern to all this, the distribution of rations, the shower, uniform distribution, and now a run. Crippin probably did the same with all new recruits. Jack couldn’t think why, he didn’t understand the way the military thought. What he did know was that the military was struggling to find recruits.

      There had been a steady stream of volunteers to the military after the first Chitin attacks. Now that stream had slowed to a trickle. Jack feared one thing above all else--although they were told about all the great victories against the Chitins, Jack guessed that humanity was losing the fight.

      Jack spotted the dim light up ahead and the silhouette of Crippin.

      “Come on, hayseeds. Nearly there.” Crippin stood next to a small column. “Tap the top, hayseeds. Then get back to that bunkhouse.”

      Jack tapped the stone column. It was smooth to the touch, polished by thousands of hands of recruits who’d run up the hill. He turned to head back down, thinking of nothing but food. His stomach was empty and it hurt.

      “Not you, hayseed,” Crippin said.

      Jack felt Crippin’s hand on his shoulder. He watched the other recruits tap the plinth, turn, and struggle back down the hill.

      “Last one to the bunkhouse takes first watch,” Crippin shouted. She pulled Jack’s shoulder and turned him to face her. “And that last recruit will be you, hayseed,” Crippin said. “Get me?”

      “Sir, yes, sir.”

      Jack ran down the hill. He heard the recruits ahead in the darkness. He saw the distant lights from the bunkhouse. He heard the fizzing tazer and the heavy footfalls of Sergeant Hacker just behind him.

      Jack was cold, tired, and hungry. Only twenty-four hours ago, he was in his university dorm room feeling sure that he would have the grades to continue his studies. He’d never dropped a grade before. His brother’s death had affected him more than he realized. He cursed his brother for dying. He cursed Professor Bowen for not fixing his grades. He cursed Torent for stealing his ration bar. He cursed Crippin for making everyone hate him. He cursed his bad luck.

      He tripped and fell forward into the dark. The ground slammed into him hard.  He heard the fizzing of the tazer come close to his ear. He felt the kick from Sergeant Hacker. Jack struggled to his feet and ran on into the dark.
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      Jack woke. He felt tired. He felt hungry. He felt cold. Lieutenant Crippin was shouting.

      The recruits were climbing out of beds that Jack was sure were just as uncomfortable as his own.  Jack checked that his watch was safe in its new hiding place, tucked inside the thin mattress through a split in the stitching. Then, having satisfied himself that the watch was safe, he slipped out from under his rough blanket and stood on the cold, stone floor. Sergeant Hacker was walking along the line of bunks, throwing a silver-wrapped ration bar onto each bunk. Jack grabbed his immediately. He wasn’t missing out on what might be his only meal of the day.

      “Eat, you hayseeds,” Crippin shouted. “We’ve got a long day ahead. We are going to start training for war. It is my duty to train you to kill Chitin scum and not get killed by Chitin scum. Form up on the parade ground. Ninety seconds, hayseeds. You get me?”

      Jack shouted his reply through a mouthful of the sticky ration bar. It tasted sweet and meaty, with a bitter chemical aftertaste. Jack felt an immediate burst of energy both physical and mental. He dressed and was out the door before the last bite was in his stomach.

      The recruits were marched off the parade ground and up The Hill. The march was easier in daylight and on a full stomach with the energy provided by whatever secret ingredient had been included in the dark, heavy ration bar. From the top of the hill, Jack could see the training ground--a series of small hills all topped with small metallic fortifications.

      Between the hills lay a series of well-trodden paths and obstacles of various kinds. Some obstacles were designed to be climbed, others to be crawled under. Many were lined with coils of barbed wire.

      “Today is just to warm you up,” Crippin said. “You will run the course and complete the exercises. If anybody falls too far behind, they will wish they hadn’t.”

      Crippin led the recruits off the hill toward the start of the course. She lined up the recruits at the start point. “You can’t get lost,” Crippin said. “You can’t avoid any exercise. You start when I tell you. You stop when I tell you. Move these hayseeds out, Sergeant.”

      Hacker started shoving the recruits forward one at a time until the whole squad got the message and started moving down the hill toward the training course.

      It was exciting at first. Jack enjoyed the open running between obstacles. The various obstacles were easy at first. Whether he was climbing or crawling, Jack threw himself at the obstacles with enthusiasm. He had never had much time for crawling in the dirt. He had always enjoyed less strenuous activities, but today, he was pumped.

      The run between each obstacle was the easiest part for Jack and soon, he was leading the field. The ration filled his stomach but didn’t weigh him down, and the chemicals rushing through his veins kept him focused and enthusiastic.

      Jack ran toward a rifle range. A number of rifles lay chained to a table. Beyond the table stood a line of targets, each one further away, at two hundred-meter intervals.

      Crippin stood to one side of the table, a small case of ammunition at her side. She handed out magazines to each recruit.

      “You have five shots, hayseeds. Hit your targets or I’ll have Sergeant Hacker hit you. The military doesn’t have bullets for you to waste on poor shooting. We have got to save all our ammunition for killing the damn Chitin scum. Hit your targets.”

      Jack snatched up a rifle. It was lighter than it looked. It was formed from the same composite as the hull of a spacecraft. Jack looked down the sights to the first target. The telescopic effect of the rifle sight made the target appear within arm’s reach. The furthest appeared a mere stone’s throw away.

      “Load your weapon, hayseed,” Crippin shouted. “You are not here to enjoy the scenery, though I know it is a beautiful sight. This is where we turn hayseeds into Chitin killers. Load your weapon.”

      The weapon was simple by design. It was easy to understand and easy to use. The place where the ammunition was to be inserted was clearly marked. Jack rammed the magazine home and took aim.

      The rifle kick was enormous. It powered back into Jack’s shoulder. The force pushed Jack backwards through the dirt. He recovered himself and looked down the sight at his target. He’d hit the bullseye.

      “Good first shot, hayseed. But there will be more than one Chitin out there for you to kill.”

      Jack fired his next shot at the target four hundred meters away. Another bullseye.

      As Jack was sighting the next target, a recruit came running up to the range. Jack heard the panting of someone running hard. Just as he was about to pull the trigger, someone bumped into him. His finger touched the trigger and the rifle fired. It slammed awkwardly into his shoulder. The rifle was not sitting true when it fired and the butt of the rifle sent a sudden jolt of pain shooting through Jack’s shoulder. Jack looked to see who had bumped into him. He looked over to the grinning, grubby face of Torent.

      “I’ll show you how to shoot, Forge,” Torent said.  He quickly loaded his rifle, sighted his target, and pulled the trigger, all in an instant.

      “Bullseye, hayseed.” Crippin was looking down range through her small set of binoculars.

      Torent looked at Jack and grinned. He fired his remaining shots in quick succession, then dropped the weapon and was off running.

      Jack took aim at the next target. He fired his shot.

      “Another bull, hayseed,” Crippin shouted. “You missed one. Don’t miss another. We haven’t got spare ammunition for you to miss, hayseed.”

      Jack took careful aim at the next target. Even through the sights, it appeared distant. A strong heat haze made the target wobble. Jack relaxed and fired.

      “No bull,” Crippin said, “but at least you hit the target. If that had been a Chitin’s massive head, you would have hit it alright.”

      A group of recruits came panting and puffing to the table with the rifles. In a moment, every rifle was taken and shots were being fired every couple of seconds.

      Bill Harts came up to the table and grabbed the rifle next to Jack. He loaded, took aim, and fired. “Missed,” he said.

      “Just relax,” Jack said. “Take aim. Breathe in. And then fire.”

      Bill took aim again. His response told Jack what he needed to know. Bill had missed again.

      “Take a bit more time to get your sights in. Relax. Don’t jerk the rifle when you fire.”

      “Concentrate on your own targets, hayseed,” Crippin shouted. “If we need rifle training officers here, we will request them from the military command. But they won’t be sending us any. All soldiers who can shoot are out there killing Chitins.”

      Jack heard the familiar buzz of Hacker’s tazer close by. He put the noise out of his mind and took aim. Jack completed his rounds and recorded three bulls. If it wasn’t for Torent, he would have had a clean sweep.  Jack dropped his rifle and ran off, determined to catch and overtake Sam Torent.
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* * *

      The extra gravity on the small moon started to take its toll. Jack saw Torent up ahead. He looked to be struggling too. He glanced over his shoulder. Jack saw him put his head down and put in an effort to run harder when he saw Jack was catching him.

      Another few minutes and Jack was coming level with Torent. Jack kept his eyes on the path ahead. The next obstacle was only a few strides ahead. He pulled away from Torent easily and approached the obstacle.

      Barbed wire was strung across the path, leaving a small gap underneath. The ground was littered with sharp rock fragments the size of Jack’s fist. A sign on either side of the path warned of live gunfire. Jack saw the automatic gun battery on one side of the obstacle. Jack dropped to the ground and began crawling.

      The barbed wire was low but gave Jack enough room.  He picked his way around the sharp rocks, taking care not to hurt his arms as he crawled along. This was not as tough as it first looked. And then the gunfire started.

      The guns fired a two-second burst. The bullets tore through the air and made a strange fizzing sound as the air around the bullets boiled. The bullets thumped into the dirt mound on the opposite side. Jack stopped crawling and pressed himself to the ground. He felt trapped by the wire above him. Running was one thing, firing a rifle was exciting, but this? Being shot at with rapid fire automatic weapons was terrifying. And then the whole experience started to feel like a horrible dream. He should be back in university. He shouldn’t be here. He wasn’t cut out for this sort of thing. This had been a huge mistake. Just on the point of getting to his feet and declaring the whole thing a huge mistake, another burst of gunfire erupted.

      Torent scurried past Jack. The gun spat out one short burst after another and while Jack pressed himself closer to the ground, trying desperately to get away from the terrifying sounds of bullets above him. Then he saw Torent look back as he got to the other side of the wire.

      Seeing the smirk on Torent’s face as he looked back through the wire spurred Jack into action.  He started moving again and picked his way gingerly through the rocks and flinched at every crack from the huge automated weapon. Other recruits were making it to the wire and Jack heard their voices ranging from worry to fear, and then he heard the shouts from Lieutenant Crippin and the zaps from Sergeant Hacker’s tazer. The sounds of worry and fear turned to yelps of pain and cries of distress as the recruits were forced to move forward.

      Jack reached the end of the wire with cuts on his hands and a huge gash on his elbow where he’d caught the sharp point of a rock. Torent was running but struggling. Jack knew he could catch him.

      Jack judged the distance to Torent and paced himself. And then further up ahead, Jack saw Crippin sitting on her buggy. It looked like a finish line.  Jack had been running and crawling and dodging bullets for several hours. He was sure it was time for a break. Crippin was pushing them all to breaking point, but Jack was sure she didn’t want to actually break them. Recruits were not easy to find.

      Jack spotted the small pile of silver ration bars and water cooler on a trailer hooked up to Crippin’s buggy. It was either a cruel joke or it was time for a rest. Jack decided to be optimistic. He decided Crippin was going to let them rest. But before he could rest, he had to beat Torent to the finish.

      Jack put his head down and gave it everything. No point leaving anything out on the course when he could burn all his reserve and beat Torent. Jack would show that thief. Jack was going to steal first place from him.

      Jack’s legs burned. They wobbled. He pressed on. He kept upright by strength of will. He would win. He looked up to check his progress. Torent had slowed to a walk but was still moving forward, and he was still ahead. Jack put his head down and ran. He would pass Torent with a hundred meters to spare.

      Jack closed in on Torent and found an extra burst of energy with the joy of beating the thief. He turned and looked back at Torent just in time to see Torent stick his foot out. Torent’s foot tapped Jack’s ankle. It was the slightest of touches, but it was enough to unbalance him.

      Jack’s fell forward, sprawling over the sharp rock fragments. He cut his hands, knees, face. His head spun, and blood burst out of his nose and ran into his mouth. He watched Torent run off toward Lieutenant Crippin. Jack tasted blood as he climbed to his hands and knees. The dark sand on the ground felt cold. He felt a hot flush and dizziness.

      The horizon and the darkness of space beyond the surface of the small moon wobbled. Jack looked up and saw Torent reach Crippin and the pile of ration bars. And then behind, he heard the rumble of footsteps as the rest of the recruits came running.
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      Jack sat on his bunk and treated his many cuts. A small package of medical supplies had been thrown on each bunk. Jack picked through the small collection of bandages to find the best fit for the largest of his cuts. He readied the bandage and then splashed on some of the antiseptic wash.

      “You were really good out there today.”

      Jack looked over to Bill Harts, who was lying on the bunk next to Jack.

      Jack nodded. “Thanks,” he replied.

      “I can’t believe Cripps made him squad leader.”

      Jack peeled the back off a bandage and placed it over one of his cuts. Torent was sitting on the other side of the bunkhouse, showing off his new badge and enjoying the attention from the recruits who were trying to ally themselves to the new squad leader.

      Jack looked at Torent. It was not as though Jack had wanted the position of squad leader, but it seemed unfair of Crippin, stupid and shortsighted even, to select Torent.  She had based her decision on the results of the day’s exercise.  Torent had beaten Jack to the finish, but unfairly. He had scored higher in target practice, but again, only because he had caused Jack to miss.

      And Jack had helped Bill Harts on the shooting range. Crippin had said he should help the others in the team; it had been her first lesson to him. Torrent had cheated his way to the head of the group. Jack watched him preening and showing off his little badge, enjoying the attention.

      Torent caught Jack’s eye. He smirked at Jack, a familiar expression now, and one that sent Jack into thoughts of violence and revenge. He imagined how he would hurt that damn thief. He was undeserving of the position. Jack knew he was a better choice. He was fitter, faster, and he had an education. He was a more suitable choice and he knew it. Crippin must be an idiot if she couldn’t see it too.

      “Did he trip you right in front of Cripps?”

      Jack grunted and gave the slightest nod.

      “She should have had Hacker taze him, not give him that badge.”

      “He can keep it,” Jack said. He gathered up the medical supplies and put them back into the small package. He guessed he would need to use this again. He was going to put it out of sight. His footlocker was the obvious place for it, but it was also the most obvious place for thieves to look. He could hide the medical kit with his watch.

      Jack glanced around as casually as he could, making sure no one was watching him. He slipped his hand under the threadbare sheet and his fingers searched for the small opening.  He pressed his fingers inside and felt for his watch.

      Panic suddenly swelled inside him. Jack felt the hot, prickly heat of fear. The watch was gone.  He forgot furtive action and looked at the small hole in his mattress.  He tore at it with both hands, the bandages peeling away as he searched inside for his watch. His watch. He reached deeper inside feeling for the familiar metal casing. He couldn’t lose his watch.

      Jack climbed off his bunk and looked at the small tear.  He looked inside.

      “What you doing?” Harts asked casually.

      Jack felt all over the top of his mattress, pressing his fingers into the thin padding, feeling for his watch.

      His watch.  He had to find his watch. How could it be gone? Had Crippin come and searched the bunkhouse while they were out training? She had not been present for the whole day. It had been Sergeant Hacker who had kept the recruits on course with only his tazer and the threat of its sting to motivate them all.

      His watch.  It was gone. Taken. Stolen. Jack looked around the bunkhouse at all the unfamiliar faces, people he had been thrown in with, people he had only just met, people he could not trust. People he did not like.

      “Is something missing?” Harts asked. “I saw Torent looking at your mattress. Right there. That corner.”

      Jack fixed Harts with a fierce look. “When?” Jack asked.

      Harts backed up slightly under Jack’s harsh stare.  “When you were in the bathroom, just after we got back.”

      Jack looked over at Torent. He was sitting back on his bunk, picking at a small wound on his hand.

      “Then I saw him doing something with the corner of his mattress. I thought he was checking to see who had the most comfortable bunk.  He checked them all.”

      Jack walked across the bunkhouse and straight over to Torent. The thief barely looked up.

      “What do you want?” Torent said, his voice as cold as the bunkhouse floor.

      Jack grabbed the corner of Torent’s mattress and felt for his watch or a tear in the stitching.

      “Hey, get the krav out of here.” Torent stood up and squared off against Jack.

      Jack stepped back. There was no watch or any cut in the mattress. He looked back toward Harts, who was watching with a worried expression. Harts made the slightest gesture and indicated that Jack should check the other side.

      Torent’s allies were getting off their bunks and moving slowly toward Torent and Jack, drawn by the noise and the distraction.

      Jack moved quickly to the other side of the bunk and grabbed the corner, feeling again for a hole.

      “Get your kraving little claws off my bunk, Forge.” Torent followed Jack and grabbed him by the collar.

      Jack felt his watch. He felt the cold silver on his fingertips. He wasn’t going to let Torent take it from him.  Jack jerked away from Torent’s grip. He dug his fingers into the mattress and pulled the watch free. He turned and faced up to Torent, the watch held up accusingly.

      “You touch anything of mine again...” Jack said.

      “I didn’t put that there,” Torent replied, his familiar smirk plastered over his face.

      “You are a thief, a kraving thief.” Jack held up the watch again.

      Torent laughed a cold, humorless laugh. “I didn’t take that crappy piece of junk.”

      “You stole my rations. You stole my watch. You stole the lead today.”

      Torent’s face turned dark and hard. He stepped forward and closed in on Jack. “If I want your damn watch, I will take it. If I want your food, I will take it. If I want your blood, I will take it.” Torent shoved Jack.

      “You keep out of my stuff,” Jack said with as much venom as he could muster.

      “Get the krav out of my face, Forge.” Torent sat on his bunk.

      Jack walked back to his bunk. He knew he needed to find somewhere else for his watch. He would have to keep it on him and just take care not to bash it. He picked up the small medical supply pack and started to work it into a protective case for his watch. He felt the adrenaline in his body, the sweat on his face, and his heavy breathing.  His hands were shaking as he tried to secure his watch in a protective packet. He glanced over at Torent. The thief was resting easy on his bunk, his hands behind his head. He seemed totally unaffected by the accusation and the altercation.

      Only a thief could be so calm, Jack though.

      Jack tucked the wrapped watch into the pocket of his pants. Then the double-door at the end of the bunkhouse burst open. Sergeant Hacker came walking down the aisle between the bunks. He pushed the few recruits who were standing toward their bunks with one hand while the tazer burned in the other. They got the message. It was time for lights out.
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      “Listen up, hayseeds.” Crippin paced in front of the recruits on the parade ground. “Today, we run the course proper.”

      Jack ached from the previous day’s exercise. His cuts stung and his legs were stiff. He’d run the course again and this time, Torent would be left in his dust.

      “We played nice yesterday. Today, you are going to work hard. Fall too far behind and you will be tazed. Miss your target on the rifle range and you will be tazed. And if you are standing here in the next five seconds, you will be tazed. Do you get me, hayseeds?”

      Jack heard the recruits shouting, “sir, yes, sir,” but he was already running toward the hill.

      “What are you waiting for, hayseeds?”

      The hill was easy. Jack looked back to measure his lead. He was on the top before his nearest rival was halfway. Torent was jogging along with a group of his new cronies.

      Jack looked down to the course. The small hills with the forts on top and the familiar paths that he’d run and crawled over the day before. The sound of panting breath and heavy foot falls behind told Jack that the rest of the recruits closing in.  Jack ran down hill. He could run as easily downhill as he could on the flat. He knew he wasn’t strong, but he had balance and stamina. He could keep this up all day. He was sure Torent would struggle after a time. The thief might be good at crawling through tight spaces, probably practice from housebreaking, and he might have some practice at running, probably from the police, but Torent was a kravin’ gutter chit. Jack knew Torent could never match him.

      The first obstacle was the wall and Jack was able to leap and grab the top. He scrambled and struggled and made the top of the wall.  The thief would probably be better at shinning up walls, all part of the housebreaker’s craft, but Jack was still ahead of him. Jack turned to lower himself down the other side.

      Jack ran between the hills, following the path that thousands of recruits had run before him. The next obstacle was a series of raised beams surrounded by thick mud. He ran across the beams, leaping from one to another, and finally jumped to the firm ground on the other side. A quick glance back and he saw Torent still running with his group.

      Jack climbed and ran, and crawled and ran, and every now and then glanced back. He was pulling away from Torent. Today, he was going to stay ahead.

      The rifle range was next and Jack prepared his weapon quickly. He took his time to breathe and aim, but he only needed to hit his target, a bull was not essential. Jack fired his rounds quickly and scored all hits and all bulls. He was a competent and confident shot. He didn’t need to think about it. He let himself admire his marksmanship for a few moments before setting off at a jog for the next obstacle.

      The next path was clear and Jack ran on. He knew the military had drafted dozens of students who had dropped a grade in the last few months. He knew they had all been brought to one of these training bases. This one was completely empty. The only people he had seen in the last few days were Crippin, Hacker, and those who had arrived on the transport ship with him. Where was everyone else? There must be other training bases in the system, Jack thought. This was a small moon and he could probably run around it in a day or two, but there could be another base here that they just hadn’t seen.

      Jack spotted the next obstacle, a series of hanging ropes that Jack had to hang from and work his way over the dark, sticky mud underneath. Some ropes hung vertically and some horizontally. He grabbed hold of the first and started off. The vertical ropes were the hardest to hold and move between. The horizontal ropes were easier. Jack hung from one, looking at the next.

      Reaching out for the next rope, Jack heard recruits reaching the obstacle.  He turned, hoping it wasn’t Torent. It was two other recruits, part of Torent’s little gang. One was skinny and fast, the other ugly and brutish. The burning in Jack’s arms threatened to overwhelm him. He looked down at the sticky mess below. There was no way he was going to let himself drop into that. He looked to the next rope. He had no time to spare.

      The sounds of the rest of the squad running toward the rope obstacle caught Jack’s ear. Torent was surely still in the pack. Jack looked at the next rope and grabbed it. Arms burning and lungs gasping, Jack cleared the ropes. Looking back, he saw that the skinny recruit and the ugly recruit were catching up. Setting off at a fast pace, Jack ran off along the next empty path.

      It was a short run. Jack knew he was starting to slow. He glanced back and saw that the two recruits on his tail had almost caught him. Jack could see they were almost exhausted. He could pull away from them over the next few hundred meters, they didn’t look to have the strength to keep up their pace to the end of the day. They would collapse any minute and get tazed by Hacker.

      The skinny recruit ran alongside Jack and grabbed him around the shoulders, pulling him to the ground.

      “What the krav?” Jack shouted. “Get off me.”

      The skinny recruit said nothing, just held Jack tightly. Then the ugly recruit came and dropped a knee on Jack’s back.

      “Got you,” the ugly one said and twisted his knee in Jack’s back. “Go and tell Squad Leader we got him.”

      “No kravin’ way,” said the skinny one. “I ain’t got another squirt of energy in me.”

      Jack realized what was happening. Torent had sent his cronies ahead to stop him. Now Torent could take the lead and cruise to a winning finish again.

      Jack heaved suddenly and broke out of the hold. But before he could get to his feet, the recruit with the knee on his back grabbed Jack’s collar.

      “You’re not going anywhere.”

      Jack struggled to get away, but the two held him down.

      Another recruit came running around the corner. She was red-faced and breathing hard, but she had enough energy to smile. She slowed to a jogging pace and went on by.

      “Not too fast,” the ugly recruit called out. “Squad Leader wants the win.”

      The girl stopped. She put her hands on her knees and breathed heavily, sweat dripping from her face onto the ground next to Jack.

      “No,” she said. “He just wants him to come last.” She smiled and then winked at Jack before taking off at a jog toward the next obstacle.

      Jack felt fury. He waited until he felt the hold on him relax and fought suddenly to break their grip. It was a waste of effort. He needed to conserve his energy. Once Torent went by, Jack would be able to throw everything into the run and catch up. Jack relaxed and waited.

      Soon, Jack heard a group coming near. They were running and someone in the group was counting and keeping pace. They came around the corner, the whole group of Torent’s cronies. And there in the middle was Torent. He looked down at Jack and smiled as he jogged by.

      Jack seethed, but he admired the thief’s smarts.  He’d got the entire squad to work together, sending some ahead to catch him and using the rest as pace-setters.

      “Keep him here,” Torent said as he jogged by.

      “How long for?” the skinny recruit asked.

      “Until Hacker gets here,” Torent said with a wink.

      “But we’ll get tazed,” the recruit complained.

      Torent just shrugged and jogged on. “It don’t hurt too bad,” he said.

      Jack wriggled again and struggled to get free. “Just let me sit up, for krav sake,” Jack said calmly.

      “You run and I’ll hurt you,” the ugly one said.

      But Jack didn’t have chance to reply. Hacker came jogging around the corner. The three recruits sitting in the dirt looked up at the big sergeant. The tazer fizzed and blasted out a wide beam that slammed into the three of them. Jack felt the blast hit every cell in his body at once. He tasted the energy flowing over the saliva in his mouth. His arms and legs jerked about as if they had been set free from Jack’s body and given life of their own. He felt the pain of them slamming into the ground as they flapped around. And then as the energy gathered in the base of Jack’s skull, he felt consciousness slip away.
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      The noise of the bunkhouse filtered into Jack’s consciousness. He woke on his bunk, the taste of the tazer still on his tongue. Then the events of the day came back to him. He’d been cheated and beaten by Torent again.  Jack’s hand went to his pocket. He touched his watch. The feel of it against his fingers calmed him. Then the sound of Torent laughing with his inner circle of recruits spoiled Jack’s momentary calm and his heart filled with anger once again.

      Jack lifted himself up on his elbow.

      “Don’t strain yourself, Jack.” Bill was sitting up on his bunk. “It takes a while to get over your first tazing.”

      “Did Hacker get you too?” Jack said.

      “I didn’t make it half the way. Missed my first target at the rifle range and got tazed.”

      “Sorry, Bill,” Jack said, lying back on his bunk. “Should have waited around for you and helped out.”

      “Don’t know how you could help, unless you killed Hacker.”

      “Don’t let him hear you say that.” Jack settled into his rough blanket. “Threatening a sergeant is a flogging offence.”

      “There are a few people around here I would like to see flogged.”

      Jack looked over at Bill, who was staring at Torent. It was a hard thing to wish on someone. Flogging was painful and brutal.

      Then the doors at the end of the bunkhouse burst open and Sergeant Hacker walked in. Torent jumped to his feet and shouted at the recruits.

      “Sergeant on deck. Stand by your bunks.”

      Jack struggled to climb out of his bunk.  Hacker walked over and pressed Jack back. There was a gentleness behind the big sergeant’s rough hand. Hacker stepped away and turned to Torent. With a brisk wave, he indicated all recruits to bunk down.

      Torent shouted, “Lights out. In your bunks, recruits.”

      The bunkhouse was briefly a buzz of activity as the recruits jumped onto their beds. Torent was the last one standing. Sergeant Hacker walked over to Torent and grabbed him roughly by the collar.  Jack watched as Hacker pressed his hard face close to Torent’s. Hacker pressed Torent toward his bunk, pushed him back toward it, and held him there. The sergeant let out a low, guttural growl before letting go and walking out of the bunkhouse.  And as the doors swung shut, the lights went out.
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* * *

      Standing on the parade ground in the cold morning, Jack felt fresh and ready for another chance to beat Torent.

      “Listen up, hayseeds.” Crippin was standing in front of a stack of crates all branded with the Fleet Marine seal. “Today, the Fleet is letting you have a go at being proper Marines. Although you don’t look ready for it. Today, you get to meet your last best friend. Today, you get to carry a Fleet Marine pulse rifle. You will look after this rifle and it will look after you. You will carry this rifle forward to the Chitin scum and the rifle will carry you through. And if anyone is seen mistreating this fine piece of equipment, they will discover that Sergeant Hacker and his tazer is a most gentle treatment. Mistreating this equipment is seen as an act of treason in a time of war. The penalties are severe. Squad Leader, bring your squad forward to receive their rifles.”

      The rifle was cold and light. Jack turned it over in his hands. It was clean and new. Every item of equipment Jack had seen on the entire training moon from Lieutenant Crippin’s buggy to his bunk blanket was tattered and broken. But this rifle, the Fleet Marine Pulse Rifle, was new and in excellent condition.

      Jack had heard so often during his semesters at university that the best of everything was reserved for the military. The university was a rundown, once grand building. The entire population of Eros struggled with an austerity that few could endure with good humor. The store shelves were bare of luxuries. Food was scarce and families planted every patch of ground they could to supplement their rations. The war against the Chitins was consuming the best of everything. And now, here in Jack’s hands, was the evidence. The military had the best of everything and they were starting to give it to him.

      “You hayseeds are going to fight like proper soldiers. Today, you are going to meet and kill Chitin scum. And here is your first.” Crippin pointed behind the assembled recruits. They all turned and looked.

      The first thing Jack saw was the teeth. The long head of the Chitin was extended forward, the round mouth ringed with pointed teeth lunged forward at the assembled recruits. The gasps and cries of horror and surprise rippled around the recruits. Jack felt himself tingle with panic. The writhing tentacle-like limbs thrashed the floor and propelled the creature forward. Jack tripped and fell backwards.  He scurried away, staring up at the teeth dripping saliva and slime. The antenna-like structures all around the smooth head twitched and whipped around, feeling and tasting the air.

      “That’s enough, Filth,” Crippin said calmly. She walked through the recruits toward the massive Chitin. She held out her hand toward the creature. The Chitin fell silent.

      “Easy, Filth,” Crippin said and touched the smooth head. She turned to the recruits.

      Sergeant Hacker was dragging recruits to their feet and shoving them back into line.

      “This is Filth.  This is the first Chitin scum you have ever seen.  If you work hard on your training then the next one you see won’t be the one to kill you. This is a flesh drone built to look and behave like a Chitin, except this one won’t rip your intestines out through your back, not unless I tell it to. Down there--” Crippin pointed to the training ground, its paths and hills. “--is a squad of Chitin scum. You will go down there and kill every last one. Take them down, Sergeant Hacker. Take them down.”

      Sergeant Hacker ran the recruits down into the training course.  He kept the squad in a loose formation with Torent running at the front alongside him. Jack jogged along at the back of the formation, but looking down on to the obstacle course, Jack spotted movement in the paths between the many small hills. Dark shapes keeping just out of sight.

      Once down on the plain at the edge of the training ground, the view was confined to only a few meters in front as the hills blocked line of sight. Within the labyrinth of paths were the Chitin flesh drones.

      Sergeant Hacker went through the recruits and pushed them into two groups, one for Torent to lead and one for Hacker.  The sergeant stepped up to Jack and looked down at him with a twinkle in his eye. Jack felt like the big, silent sergeant was friendly toward him, which seemed strange after the tazing he’d given him. Hacker grabbed Jack and with a smile, pushed him toward Torent.
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* * *

      The sounds of rifle fire soon filled the training ground. Jack spotted his first active Chitin flesh drone and opened fire. The rounds ripped away chunks of flesh, but failed to drop it.

      Torent was facing another direction when he opened fire. The sound of the rifle next to Jack’s ear was frightening. Turning to see what Torent was firing at, he saw a Chitin flesh drone take a hit and scurry off.

      Jack stood next to Torent. “We need to concentrate our fire,” Jack said.

      Torent wiped sweat from his forehead. “No,” he said. “We need to draw them out into the open. Take two of the squad and flank left.  Draw them to you and we will take them out.”

      “We shouldn’t split our force, Torent,” Jack whispered, looking out for the Chitins that lurked just out of sight.

      Torent grabbed Jack’s shoulder and shoved him hard. “Don’t refuse my order, Forge,” Torent shouted.

      Jack spotted the sudden movement of a shadow falling over the path ahead. He brought his rifle to his shoulder and aimed at the edge of the hill. “Here they come,” he shouted as the first Chitin came on.

      Jack fired a burst into the first Chitin.  The slime spurted out from the holes the pulse rounds tore through the rubbery flesh.  The Chitin fell to one side, the tentacles thrashing on the ground, but it kept coming in a lurching, scuttling pace. A second Chitin appeared and scurried over the wounded one.

      “Open fire,” Jack called. He knelt, aimed, and fired another burst into the second Chitin. And then came a third and a fourth.

      Torent stood next to Jack and fired. “Take them down. Open fire.”

      The rush of Chitins overcame the fire laid down by Jack, Torent, and the recruits. They were quickly overrun, disarmed by the flailing tentacles, and carried away by the Chitin drones.
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* * *

      The recruits were taken away by the Chitin flesh drones and dropped into a pit. A sign was staked out at the edge of the pit that read, ‘Killed by Chitin scum. Welcome to hell.’

      “You should have flanked right when I told you to,” Torent said bitterly.

      “You shouldn’t have shouted out. You brought them all down on us. Now the other squad is going to win the exercise.”

      A hill with the Chitin flag was taken down, signaling that the other squad had beaten the Chitins and won the day.

      “Should have flanked right,” Torent mumbled.
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* * *

      The squad stood in line. Before them stood Jack and Torent. Lieutenant Crippin paced in front of them.

      “Forge,” she said. “Your squad leader tells me you disobeyed an order.”

      “Sir, it was a bad order, sir.”

      “All orders are bad, hayseed. You follow them all the same. Maybe you think you should be squad leader.”

      “Sir,” Jack shouted, “no, sir.”

      “And why not?” Crippin paced behind the pair.

      “Don’t want to be in the military at all, sir.”

      Crippin stopped behind Jack. She leaned close to his ear. “Yet you are countermanding a squad leader’s orders and suggesting your own strategy. Don’t split the force, did you say?”

      “Sir, yes, sir. I wanted to win the game.”

      “This is not a game, hayseed. You get me?”

      “Sir, no, sir. It is a game. We were fighting drones. These are not real Chitins.”

      “No, they are not. Do you want me to throw you into action against Chitin scum without practice?”

      “Sir, no, sir,” Jack shouted. His brother had been killed by the Chitins and no one had more reason to hate them that Jack. But Jack wanted to study, not fight.

      “And why not?” Crippin resumed her pacing.

      “I don’t want to fight Chitins at all, sir.”

      “Coward, are you?”

      “Sir, no, sir. I don’t think we should be fighting them at all, sir.  We came to this system. We colonized Eros and Ares, we took all the moons and then we started pumping H2 out of their home planet’s atmosphere. We attacked them. They are only defending themselves, sir.”

      “Sergeant Hacker,” Crippin shouted. “Take this traitor to the punishment ground.”

      Hacker grabbed Jack by the collar and hauled him off the ground. Jack’s feet barely touched the ground as he was dragged away.

      The punishment ground was a small patch of beaten earth at the rear of the squad bunkhouse. A post was planted in the ground and stood four meters tall. Straps hung from the top with loops at the end.  Hacker pushed Jack’s face into the post and pulled the loops over Jack’s hands. The straps were pulled tight and lifted Jack up onto his toes.

      “Recruit Forge is guilty of insurrection.” Crippin stood in front of the assembled recruits. “We are fighting for our lives. We cannot tolerate traitorous comments from any of you.  Forge will receive three lashes. From each recruit. Squad, line up.”

      The first lash stung like a hornet and snatched his breath away. The second stung like a swarm. After the third lash, Jack gasped for air before he screamed in pain.

      The beating was fierce and Jack slipped out of consciousness. He was jolted back to life by a mild sting from Hacker’s tazer, a low yield shock designed to revive rather than stun. Finally, Torent himself stepped forward and delivered three of the heaviest lashes.  Jack yelled in pain. He felt the straps slacken and heard Crippin call out for Torent to assist Jack.

      Jack fell to the ground. He heard Crippin call out to Hacker as she walked closer. “Sergeant Hacker.  Administer the final lashes.”

      Jack fell to the ground and looked up, pleading for mercy, but then he saw Hacker grab Torent and fasten him against the post.  A short whip was in Hacker’s hands.  He quickly delivered three sharp lashes. Torent yelled out at each one and cried out, asking why.

      “You ask why?” Crippin said to Torent as he crumpled to the ground.  “Because you refused to listen to good advice when it was given and brought the whole pack of Chitin scum down on your group with your shouting. That’s why. A good squad leader listens to his squad.”
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      Jack woke in his bunk, his cuts from the flogging covered in a sticky ointment that stuck to the rough bed sheets.  It peeled away with a scratchy, scraping pain as he sat up. It was the start of a day of rest and recuperation for the squad. Hacker had delivered a stack of ration bars. Crippin had delivered the news that they were free for one day.

      Torent stood at the side of Jack’s bed and pushed him back down. A group of Torent’s allies stood around.

      “You are trouble, Forge,” Torent said.

      “Give him another thrashing?” one of Torent’s gang said.

      Torent stared at Jack with murder in his eye. “No,” Torent conceded reluctantly. “Give him a chance to recover. I need my squad fit if we are going to beat those Chitin scum tomorrow.”

      “But he don’t want to kill no Chits,” the ally said. “He’s a coward.”

      “He’s a good shot,” Torent said. “He can help us win.”

      “If he decides to fight.”

      “He will,” Torent said, pushing his fist against Jack’s shoulder and pressing him down to the rough bunk. “He will or I will snap his kraving fingers off.”
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* * *

      The bunkhouse was rowdy, the recruits inventing games and blowing off steam. Jack carefully pulled his recruit uniform on over his lacerated skin. He left the bunkhouse to wander around the complex.

      Crossing the parade ground, Jack walked toward the hill.  He climbed to the summit and looked around the entire camp for the first time. The training ground below was empty and still. The complex of buildings around the bunkhouse included the small buildings that served as Crippin’s residence. And the last building in the complex was covered in antenna and was most likely a communication office.

      Jack spotted one other building set away from the training ground and the small complex. It was not far off. Jack could have made it in a few minutes at full sprint if he had been fit, but in his worn and battered condition, he knew it would be a long yet manageable walk.

      The training moon was barren in every direction. In the hour it took Jack to wander over to the building, the terrain didn’t change at all. It was all rocks and dust, the same dark, barren rock. No life except for the recruits, Crippin and Hacker, and whatever other vermin the transport craft had brought to the small moon.

      The building was rundown like everything else Jack had seen, apart from the brand-new pulse rifle he’d been fighting with the day before.  The walls of the building were the same composite that the military spacecraft were made of but it was pitted and cracked. Jack rubbed his hand over it and its surface flaked off and crumbled away to dust.

      Walking around the perimeter, Jack came across a window, a transparent section of the same composite material.  It was also cracked and flaking away to the touch.  Inside, Jack saw a series of workbenches. There were dust covers thrown over some hidden piles of what looked like machinery.

      This had been a maintenance shed, or maybe a mechanic training shop once. Now it was a forgotten casualty of a war that had cost mankind everything except their tenuous existence. Jack moved around the building, looking for a way in.

      The door was shut but unlocked. Whoever had mothballed and closed this facility had not expected anyone to come and interfere with it.  Jack slid the door open.

      The air inside was musty. It was dark and dusty, shards of light cutting through the dust that swirled about, kicked up by Jack’s boots.

      Throwing aside one of the covers, Jack found a black military drone. He recognized the model from his brother’s virtual reality games. It was a weaponized reconnaissance drone used to scout ahead of the main force. Its hull was cracked and dusty.  Similar drones had been used by university campus security and by local police forces, before they had all been requisitioned to assist in the fight against the Chitins.

      Jack walked around the drone to the service hatch. He pressed and clawed at it. He knew this model of drone and it would be a moment of escape from his brutal military training to investigate this machine.  The panel popped open.

      The biomech circuitry was putrid.  It spewed out over the side of the hull and onto the toes of Jack’s boots.  It stank of rotten meat and sour milk.

      Backing away from the drone and the stink, Jack threw aside more of the dust covers, looking for any abandoned equipment. There were several small surveillance drones, a supply delivery drone, and parts for the weaponized reconnaissance drone. Jack picked through the parts for anything usable.  He realized that it was the remains of at least two other reconnaissance drones that had been stripped for parts.  He found a section of hull that showed signs of energy weapon damage. The composite hull was blistered around the entry wound and the edge was bubbled to a brittle foam. It looked like the work of a Chitin plasma spear.

      Jack found a collection of power cells for the drones. All were spent, but at least one was clean.  Jack cracked open the seal and took a sniff.  It was healthy, even though it was unpowered.  Jack dug around and found some cleaning equipment and set about cleaning the putrid biomech circuitry of the military drone.

      Sitting in the dust and debris of the workshop, Jack lost himself in the work. He cleaned and primed the reconnaissance drone. He studied his work in the failing light. It looked good. He’d found the parts he needed. He really wanted to check his work. All he needed was a power supply, and he knew where he could find one.

      The door to the workshop slid open.  The rattling noise and scrapping surprised Jack. He turned and jumped to his feet.

      “Lieutenant Crippin, sir,” Jack said. He stood at attention.  He was going to get tazed for this, at the very least.

      “I guessed it would be you out here. Stand at ease, recruit.” Crippin looked around the workshop. “I had to flog you,” she said, walking around the cleaned and repaired drone. “You are right, of course, we attacked them first, but I can’t have you saying that stuff in front of everyone.” Crippin opened the service hatch on the drone and looked inside. “We used to be so sophisticated.  We’ve thrown everything at these Chits.  We’ve lost mech and manpower. We are falling back all the time.  They are just too difficult to hit and they find it too easy to hit us. We lost the Destroyer Libra today.”

      Crippin walked toward the door. She hesitated.  “My last group of recruits was on that ship.  Go to bed, Forge.  Busy day tomorrow.”
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      The bunkhouse was bustling when Jack entered. Bill, sitting alone, stood up and walked to Jack’s side.

      “You’ve been away all day. Where’d you go?”

      “Just out.”

      “You missed rations. Hacker brought them in and threw them to our bunks. Torent took yours.”

      Jack looked over to Torent. One of his cronies was smearing lotion over his back where he’d taken his lashes. Torent spotted Jack and pushed away from his cronies.

      He walked over to Jack, shirtless. There were gang tattoos on his chest and arms, old knife wounds, and one large scar across his stomach. He squared up to Jack.

      “You been absent, Forge.”

      “I had free time.”

      “I want you to let me know if you are going to disappear again. You get me?” Torent turned his head, pointing his ear toward Jack.

      “Okay.”

      “Answer correctly, Forge.”

      “Screw you, Torent. You are not an officer.”

      “I will be, so you’d better get used to treating me like it.” Torent held out his hand and one of his groupies produced a ration block.

      “I need my squad at full strength. Eat.” He pressed the silver block into Jack’s hands, then slung an arm over Jack’s shoulder and walked along the bunkhouse. Jack spotted Bill attempting to follow but being held back by Torent’s cronies. “I can read people, Forge. Read you right, didn’t I? Annoying, and smart. And I can read him too.” Torent jabbed a thumb back toward Bill. “Watch out for him.  He’s real trouble.” Torent pushed Jack onto his bunk.  “Now eat and rest. I want you ready for action tomorrow.”

      The siren’s wail surprised Jack and Torent as it pierced the noise of the bunkhouse. Torent looked around, trying to understand what it meant. Then the first explosion shook the bunkhouse.

      Jack crouched down as dust fell from the roof. Recruits were screaming, many cowering under their bunks. A second explosion shook the ground.

      Torent alone stood in the middle of the bunkhouse.  “On your feet,” he shouted. Torent walked along the middle of the bunkhouse shouting. “On your feet.  Get your jackets buttoned and your rifles loaded.”

      The doors burst open and Sergeant Hacker charged in.  He went to the far end of the bunkhouse and began waving both his arms wildly, waving the recruits out the door.

      Crippin was crouched on one knee on the parade ground.  She was fastening on a jacket with pouches for ammunition clips.  Her rifle was propped up against her. She waved the recruits over.

      “Take a knee and listen up. This is not a drill. A Chitin craft has been detected approaching the training moon. We’ve already lost contact with Training Base Delta. We are going to defend ourselves. The Destroyer Scorpio is on route with a battalion of Fleet Marines on board. But believe me when I say we are on our own. We must fight or die. Do you get me?”

      Sergeant Hacker dragged a trolley with ammunition packs out into the parade ground.

      “Remember when these were just a bunch of hayseeds, Sergeant?”

      Hacker began handing out ammunition.

      “They grow up so fast.” Crippin primed her rifle and tested the sights.

      An explosion in the distance lit up the sky. “We will take a defensive position on the hill. Follow me.”

      Crippin set off toward the hill. She moved fast and stayed low. The recruits followed. Jack checked that his rifle was ready for action. He was certain this was some training exercise. Some around him also seemed unconvinced, while others were terrified. Another explosion in the distance set up a ripple of noise that spread through the recruits.

      “Quiet,” Crippin called in a harsh whisper.  “Squad Leader, keep your squad quiet.”

      Crippin moved quickly and Hacker brought up the rear, urging the stragglers on. Jack kept up with Crippin, Torent not far behind. They reached the summit of the hill and had a wide view of the surrounding ground.  A fire was burning just over the horizon beyond the training ground of small hills and pathways.

      “We could take cover in the training ground,” Torent suggested.

      “We’ll be separated by the hills. We won’t be able to fire as a unit. It’ll reduce our fire concentration and we’ll be too easy to break up,” Jack said.

      “Forge is right again, Squad Leader,” Crippin said. “We will set up a firing line here and hold them off until the Scorpio’s battalion arrives.”

      “Where are they?” Torent asked.

      Jack looked down his sights and scanned the horizon.

      “Delta Training Base is twenty-five kilometers in that direction.” Crippin pointed to the horizon beyond the training ground, toward the fire that lit up the sky. “If they come for us, we will see them from up here.”

      The last of the recruits came to the top of the hill. Sergeant Hacker dropped next to Crippin and scanned the skyline through his rifle sights.  He nudged Crippin and pointed to the far horizon.

      Jack looked and saw a sudden flash. A faint line arched into the sky and came slowly toward the hill. Jack looked through his sights and saw a Chitin flying through the air, a jetpack flaring and creating the faint streak.

      “Reconnaissance soldier,” Crippin said. “Forge. Shoot that scum out of my sky.”

      Jack aimed at the small flash of the jetpack. He breathed easy and fired a single shot. The arching soldier tumbled in midair, tentacles flailing. The jetpack flared again and brought the Chitin soldier even closer.

      “Kill it, now,” Crippin shouted.

      Jack got up on one knee and took aim again. Torent copied the stance. The two began firing. Jack saw the Chitin coming closer, and that round after round were slamming home, tearing chunks out of it. A tentacle fell away, ripped off by multiple hits, and then the jetpack exploded.

      The explosion lit up the sky and the ground in a brilliant white light. The ground in the distance seemed to seethe and writhe. The ground looked alive.

      Jack spotted the look in Crippin’s eye as she looked at Hacker. Jack knew it was not good.  Crippin and Hacker both took all their extra ammunition packs from their pockets and placed them on the ground before them.

      “A line,” Crippin shouted and pointed along the summit of the hill.  “Pick your targets. Hold your fire.”

      The sounds of fear rippled through the squad.  Then the first recruit ran.

      It was a young woman, short hair and long eyelashes. She ran back in the direction of the bunkhouse. Hacker was on his feet.

      “Leave her,” Crippin said. “I am going to need you here, Sergeant, more than I’ll need her.” Crippin crawled to the front of the line. “Listen up, squad. If you run, you will die. If we run, we will get picked off one by one. If we stay together, we have a chance. Pick your targets. Hold your fire. Wait for my command. We are going to kill a whole bunch of Chitin scum. They are coming fast. They will be here soon. They don’t know what we’ve got waiting for them. We are going to shred them all. You get me?”

      Another recruit began to scurry away. It was Torent’s ugly ally. Torent was on him in a flash. He grabbed him and dragged him down in between him and Jack. The smell of urine was apparent. Jack watched the Chitin advance and made a promise not to piss himself.

      “Get ready, Marines,” Crippin shouted. “Here they come. Open fire.”
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* * *

      The crackle of rifle fire rippled across the summit of the hill. Jack saw through his sights that the rounds were hitting the Chitins as they rushed forward. They came on in a tightly packed bunch and it was impossible not to record hits. But the damage inflicted was low. Jack picked his target and aimed for the round mouthpiece of the Chitin soldiers. He saw the teeth splinter and get shot out of the mouths of all his targets, but still, they came on. Jack targeted the smooth head and fired several rounds into another Chitin soldier.  The bullets smashed into the head, throwing up spurts of thin orange liquid.

      “Keep firing,” Crippin shouted.

      Jack saw the front of the advancing mass of soldiers pause. A strange hum began and then Jack saw the pulsing plasma growing on the tips of the weapons the Chitin soldiers held.  The hum grew to a high-pitched whine, then the plasma spears shot forward.

      Jack was mesmerized by the lights that flickered toward him. The orange and white threads of plasma arced upwards before flicking forward. The plasma spears lashed at the summit of the hill. The rock in front of Jack exploded in a burst of red-hot dust. The recruit next to Jack was lacerated and split in two from his left shoulder to hip. The blood that spilled out boiled. The smell of charred flesh filled Jack’s nostrils.

      A recruit along the line shrieked in terror. He dropped his rifle as he stood and turned to run. He was caught by the tip of a plasma spear. The tip lost its focus and frayed into a number of finer, dimmer plasma threads.  The frayed ends scraped across the screaming recruit. The threads ripped away clothes and skin. Then the recruit fell forward toward the plasma spear and was sliced in two.

      “Keep firing,” Crippin shouted.

      Jack fired a number of shots into the head of his target. The Chitin thrashed about and fell and then scurried away under the tentacles of another who came forward to take its place. Jack fired another short burst, smashing into the smooth head and toothed mouth of this new front-line Chitin.

      Then the plasma spears leaped forward again.

      The light on the opposite horizon grabbed Jack’s attention. He saw fire leaping into the sky.

      “Alpha Training Base,” Crippin said. “We’re surrounded.”

      “We need to get mobile, sir,” Jack said to Crippin. “If we get surrounded, we are done for.”

      “But we’ve got the high ground,” Torent said.

      “All that means is we’ll all die on a hill,” Jack said.

      “Jack’s right. We need to move.  We have to avoid getting surrounded, hill or no hill. But we have no way of knowing where they are.”

      “Air reconnaissance,” Jack said. “We can spot them from the air.”

      “We don’t have air power, Forge. Scorpio is still too far out.”

      “Not the Scorpio, sir.” Jack pointed toward the workshop down the hill. “If I can get that drone airborne...”

      “Nice idea, Forge, but there are no power cells,”

      Jack held his rifle side on. “Here, I can use the power cell in this rifle.”

      Sergeant Hacker looked at Jack and then at Crippin. They both shrugged.

      “What harm can it do to try? Go, Forge, and take Torent with you.” Crippin fired off a quick burst. “And if you can drop any ordinance on that Chitin scum, that would be a plus. Go. Now.”

      Jack scurried back from the summit as another spread of plasma spears scorched the summit.

      Jack ran and dismantled his rifle as he went.

      “What are you doing with that rifle, Forge?” Torent called as they ran.

      “The Fleet Marine Pulse Rifle is powered by a micro fusion reactor. It should have enough power to get that old reconnaissance drone off the ground.” Jack threw the parts of the rifle away and found the power cell.

      Jack and Torent ran into the workshop. Torent moved around the building, rifle raised, as he searched the area.

      “Clear,” he shouted.

      Jack rushed to the front of the old drone and searched out the access panel for the power cell.

      “It doesn’t fit.”

      “Wedge it in, Jack. We got to get them off that hill.”

      “I can’t just wedge it in. I need to fix it in somehow.” Jack picked his way through the debris of the workshop. He found an old solder iron. “This could work. But I need some soft metal to fuse the cell to the craft.”

      “So find some,” Torent said. He walked quickly to the door and looked through it down his gun sights. “Get it working, Jack.”

      “I’ve already been through every piece of junk in this place. There’s nothing I can use.”

      Torent walked up to Jack and grabbed him by the shoulder. “You’re supposed to be the smart one, right? Don’t suppose Chitins care whose brains they melt but I’d rather they didn’t melt mine, so use your brains and fix the damn power cell in there and I’ll keep watch.”

      “Watch,” Jack said, his voice failing.

      “Yes, I’ll keep watch.” Torent scanned the view outside the workshop.

      Jack picked out his small package from his pocket and unwrapped his family silver watch. “My watch.”

      “Whatever you are going to do, do it fast. Chitins at twelve o’clock.”

      Jack snapped the back off. He popped out the mechanism, with its creamy face and fine hands. The solder iron was hot in a second. Jack held the power cell in place and carefully melted the silver case of his family watch.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The sound of Torent’s rifle fire startled Jack. The Chits were close. Jack activated the power supply and the craft lurched upwards.

      “They’re coming,” Torent said.  “Send that thing.”

      “I need a way to pilot it,” Jack said. It was a remote reconnaissance drone and needed some human input. A spare user headset was found in one of the broken pieces of equipment. It took a moment to calibrate the headset to the drone.

      “This should do it,” Jack said.

      “So do it.” Torent laid down a sustained fire.

      “It’s dangerous. I haven’t got a neural processor. I need to buffer the information. I might get overloaded.”

      “You’ll be dead for sure if you don’t try something.” Torent closed the door and stepped back into the workshop, taking cover behind a workbench.

      Jack put the headset on.

      A mass of information flooded Jack’s mind. There was reconnaissance information and the drone had at one point been linked to the training moon’s many surveillance systems. All the information that had ever been collected on the moon flooded into Jack’s mind.

      It was an impossible mix of information. Jack watched recruits arriving on transport vessels, coming in as raw hayseeds and leaving as newly qualified Marines. The training time had been longer in the past. Recruits were coming in smaller numbers and being shipped out after shorter and shorter training programs.

      Jack saw his brother. He had trained here too. And there was Crippin, shouting into his face.

      Jack was suddenly present in Crippin’s office. A fleet captain was visiting. Crippin was being told that the Chitins were powerful. Humans were being pushed back. Destroyers were being lost at an unsustainable rate. A carrier had been destroyed. The war was being lost.

      Jack saw himself arrive at the moon training base. He looked sad. He looked alone.

      Then Jack saw his watch through the bunkhouse surveillance. It was being taken from the hiding place in his bunk and was being placed in Torent’s bunk. The data showed Jack who had moved the watch: it was Bill Harts. Bill had hidden his watch in Torent’s bunk. Jack saw the dispute between Torent and himself over the watch and there was Bill Harts, sitting back on his bunk and enjoying the show.

      “Jack!” Torent shouted. “Jack. Wake up or I’ll put a round through your messed-up brain.”

      “I have control,” Jack said. He wiped away the trickle of blood that dribbled out of his nose.

      The drone leapt up and smashed through the roof.  The targeting display picked out the advancing Chitins. Jack accessed fire control. The drone was minimally armed but it should be enough to destroy the few Chits outside. The drone’s cannons purred and the Chitin’s bodies burst as the incendiary rounds burned them from the inside out.

      Then Jack was flying, skimming the craft centimeters above the rocky surface.  He was at the hill in a moment.  Jack saw the line of recruits still firing down the other side. Jack skirted around the hill and came up on a position flanking the line of Chitin soldiers advancing on the hill.

      The canons purred again and scorched the front line of the Chitins.

      The plasma whips flashed toward the drone.  Without a neural processor, Jack could not handle all the information. He was slow.  A plasma lance sliced through the port side of the drone. Jack pulled away, firing a hail of bullets from the small store of kinetic rounds. They tore through the Chitins as he retreated.

      The signal was received by the communications office and routed through the drone to Jack. It was from the Destroyer Scorpio.

      “Attention all personnel. Evac from Beta Training Base parade ground in five minutes.”

      “We need to get to the hill,” Jack said to Torent. His speech seemed slow and slurred. “Evac inbound. We need to tell them. We only have a few minutes.”

      “We can’t get there in that time.”

      Then the drone crashed back in through the hole in the roof.

      “Climb on,” Jack said. “And hold tight.”

      The drone arrived at the hill. Crippin was walking behind the line of recruits, who were all in the dirt laying down a well-ordered and disciplined fire.

      “That’s it. You’ve got them dug in now. They don’t want this hill as badly as they first thought.”

      Torent dived into the dirt amongst the recruits and opened fire. Jack gave Crippin the news.

      “Evac?” she said. “Thought I would serve out my time on this hill.” She patted Jack on the shoulder. “Good work, Forge. Scout the route back to the parade ground. Make sure there are no Chits waiting for us, then secure the landing area.” As Jack ran off down the hill, he heard Crippin shouting orders. “Sergeant Hacker, take this squad down the hill. Tactical withdrawal.”

      The recruits came running toward the parade ground. Jack scouted the area ahead with the drone. The Chitins were closing in on all sides around the training complex. Crippin and Hacker were falling back toward the training complex, firing as they went. The few remaining Chitin soldiers were approaching more cautiously, but they were lashing out with their plasma spears.

      Sergeant Hacker yelled in pain as his right leg was ripped off by a spear that coiled around his knee.  Crippin grabbed the sergeant and dragged him backwards, firing her rifle one-handed at the Chitins as she went. A spear flashed out and took her rifle arm at the elbow.

      Jack piloted the drone between Crippin and the chits.  He faced off against the chits and fired the last few remaining rounds. Kinetic rounds, incendiary rounds, and finally a mid-yield explosive that threw up rock and dust and Chitin flesh.

      The rescue craft came down on the parade ground. A gun on the upper hull was firing bursts, hundreds of rounds per second. In the distance, Jack saw the rocky surface of the moon throwing up clouds of dust as the rounds struck. An officer ran out of the rescue craft and called the recruits aboard.

      “Lieutenant Crippin,” Jack shouted.

      “Get in, Jack,” Torent shouted from the ramp. “Get in,”

      Jack piloted the drone to the stricken sergeant and lieutenant. He hovered the drone low to the ground and let Crippin and Hacker climb aboard. Carefully and as quickly as he could, Jack brought the drone and its human cargo to the rescue craft.

      “We’ve got incoming,” the rescue craft officer shouted. He grabbed Jack by the collar and dragged him aboard. Jack watched through the drone sensors as a plasma spear struck from orbit. A huge Chitin craft appeared and eclipsed the distant sun. The massive plasma spears scoured the moon surface, throwing dust and rock into the thin atmosphere.

      Jack gripped his head. His eyes burned from the inside as the information from the plasma spear strike flooded his brain. And then he lost contact with the drone. The sudden end of the data stream was as disorientating as when he first accessed it. Exhaustion hit and Jack collapsed, unconscious.
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* * *

      The first thing Jack noticed when he came around was the noise, the distant hum of the fusion drive. The second thing was the cold of the deck. He looked about and saw he was in a hangar deck aboard a destroyer. The hangar was neat and clean, except for the ragged recruits covered in dust and blood. An officer walked in front of the assembled recruits.

      “At ease, trash bags. Welcome aboard the Scorpio. You have had the shortest and most brutish training any squad in the Fleet Marine Division has ever been through. You have all proven yourselves in the face of the enemy. It’s my duty to award you your Fleet Marine stripe.”

      Jack nudged Torent. “You still think they will make you an officer?”

      Torent held out a hand and pulled Jack off the deck. “You still think you’re too smart for the Marines?”

      Jack fell silent as the officer came up to him. He struggled to stay on his feet as he saluted. Torent held him steady as the officer pinned a Fleet Marine stripe on his chest. He’d never wanted to be a soldier, but now he knew the only way out was either in a bodybag or by beating the Chitins. Next time he met them, he would be ready.
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* * *

    

  


  
    
      
        THANK YOU

      

      Thank you so much for reading Recruit, the first book in the Jack Forge, Fleet Marine series. I am so excited you took the chance to read it and I really hope you liked it. If you could leave a review for me, that would be awesome because it helps me tell others about my books.

      If you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up our Science Fiction Newsletter. We have several fun things planned that will only be available to newsletter subscribers and can’t wait to share those with you too. To start with,  you will get a free short story from the Niakrim War series. It tells the story of Cyrus Jones, one of the main characters in the series, and how he came to be part cyborg. All the information is on the next page.

      

      I have also included a preview of Discovery which is the first book in the Niakrim War series. After you read the preview, you can download the book on Amazon.

      
        	Get Discovery here: amazon.com/dp/B071NJBNH4

      

      

      
        Thanks again. I hope you like what I’ve written!
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        And don’t forget to check out the free preview on the next page.
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      Space is so boring!

      

      This was certainly not what Violet had expected space travel to be like. She had dreamed of this since the first time she looked up at the stars in the sky, but none of those dreams had included endless days of nothingness. The only excitement she had experienced during the first days of the journey was when an occasional piece of space debris penetrated the warp field forcing the pilot to take evasive action. Even those potentially deadly encounters were brushed aside, as if they were no more bothersome than a fly buzzing around the room, by the Krim Sprinter's legendary pilot, Cyrus Jones, who was as much machine as man.

      The captain had assured her that the Krim Sprinter was the fastest ship in the fleet, which made it the fastest ship in the known universe, when he reluctantly brought her on board the week before. The problem with space travel was the incomprehensible distances between planets. Even at three hundred times the speed of light, the travel time to Proxima was listed as seven days. The captain had assured her that they would be there in five. When she asked what they would do on the Proxima outpost for two days while they waited for the rest of the crew to arrive, Captain Mitch Cooper had just smiled and walked away.

      After four days of watching countless specks of light stream past in a blur, Violet wished her childhood dream had involved something less monotonous...like being an accountant. She was wondering if it was possible to actually die of boredom when the ship violently lurched, throwing her from her chair. She froze in the air momentarily as the warp drive was forcibly shut down, dropping the ship back into real time, before being slammed into the navigation console. Everything went black.

      When she came to, the ship’s bridge was in total chaos. Warning sirens were going off. Red lights were flashing. Captain Cooper was rushing from station to station, assessing damage and muttering to himself. She had a pretty good idea of what he was saying.

      "What the hell just happened, Cyrus?"

      "We were hit by a photon torpedo, Captain," he answered calmly as he stared at the seemingly empty space in front of the ship.

      "That's impossible!"

      "Yet here we are."

      Captain Cooper looked ready to explode. Instead, he took a calming breath as he ran both hands through his grey hair. "Did you drop us out of warp before we tore the ship apart?"

      "Of course," Cyrus replied without taking his eyes off the still empty space in front of the ship. "Belzaire's not gonna be happy, though. There's no telling how much of the warp system we tore up shutting it down that quickly."

      Violet had pulled herself to her feet and was using the navigation console to steady herself. "So what just happened?"

      "Somehow, we were hit by a photon torpedo while traveling at warp three," the captain muttered.

      "How is that possible?"

      "It's not."

      The captain raised his hand to head off further questions. "We'll talk later. Can you find your way to engineering?"

      "I think so."

      "Get down there and help Belzaire. There's bound to be damage of some sort."

      She was leaving the bridge when Cyrus quietly said, "There's something out there, Captain."

      "Where?"

      "Right in front of us."

      "What is it?"

      "I don't know," Cyrus answered. "I can't see it."

      "If you can't see anything, how the hell do know something's there?"

      Cyrus just shrugged.

      The captain pointed at Violet. "Get to engineering. Tell Belzaire to get that warp drive back online."

      "I'll do what I can."

      The last thing Violet heard as she headed to engineering with a renewed sense of urgency was Captain Cooper telling Cyrus to put everything they had into the shields. All their lives might depend on it.
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* * *

      As Violet rushed into the warp room, she was confronted with a scene straight out of her nightmares. Glowing green warp fluid squirted everywhere. Steam leaks sprouted like geysers. Blinking red and yellow beacons were the only discernible source of light. When a huge man with deep red skin and jet black hair rounded the corner screaming curses, she thought, just for a moment, that she had been transported to Hell and was facing the devil himself.

      "What are you doing here?" the large, angry man growled through gritted teeth.

      "I...I...I'm here to help," she managed. "Captain said to help you get the warp system back online."

      "Oh," he said with a sudden smile. "Glad to have you. I'm Belzaire. Come with me. We've got a lot of work to do."

      Belzaire turned and walked straight into the chaos, not even bothering to avoid the steam blasts or leaking warp fluid. Violet followed tentatively, doing her best to avoid both. When she caught up to him, he was in the process of sliding a very heavy looking cabinet to the side, revealing a trapdoor in the floor.

      "What's in there?"

      "Warp fluid," he replied nonchalantly.

      Before Violet could ask why the warp fluid was stored behind a hidden trapdoor, Belzaire pulled the door open to reveal a deep chamber with hundreds of clear cylinders full of glowing green fluid. There was easily ten times the legal limit of warp fluid in there.

      Belzaire answered her unasked question with a mischievous smile and started pulling out cylinders. "We lost almost two hundred liters before I got the system shut down," he said. "I'll fix the leaks while you refill the system."

      "Two hundred liters is more than a ship this size needs for the entire system," Violet sputtered, finally coming to terms with what she was seeing. "Not to mention twice the legal limit of reserves allowed on a ship like this."

      "I've made some modifications," was all he said while he continued to pull out more cylinders of the precious liquid.

      When he had retrieved twenty-five cylinders, Belzaire stood up and looked at Violet, who was staring at him with wide eyes, trying to comprehend what was going on. "Now, look," he said firmly. "If the captain sent you down here to help, something is seriously wrong. We need to get this ship back up and running. You deserve an explanation, but now is not the time."

      Sensing the gravity of the situation, if not the cause, Violet nodded slowly. "What do you need me to do?"

      Belzaire smiled reassuringly and pointed across the warp room to the half-empty tank of warp fluid. "We need to refill the reservoir. Can you do that while I fix the leaks?"

      "I think so."

      "Good. Just put a cylinder on the fill pad and hit the green button."

      Those were the only instructions he gave before turning away and heading to a pipe leaking warp fluid on the far wall. Violet looked around the room briefly, wondering what she had gotten herself into, then started transporting the cylinders to the reservoir.

      It took far longer than she had anticipated because she was constantly stepping over debris and around puddles of warp fluid, which she learned the hard way were very slippery. By the time the last cylinder had been sucked into the tank, Belzaire had finished repairing the leaks and was gathering the empty cylinders and putting them back in the hidden compartment. When she attempted to ask about them, Belzaire simply said, "Later," and closed the trap door and slid the cabinet back into place.

      With the compartment of warp fluid again hidden, Belzaire turned to Violet and smiled warmly. "Thank you for your help," he said. "You should head back to the bridge. If something goes wrong, that's the best place to be."

      She wanted so say something, ask questions, or try to figure out what exactly was going on. Instead, Violet simply said, "Okay," and headed out of the warp room, back to the bridge.

      As soon as she turned to leave, Belzaire hurried to the control console and pushed the intercom button for the bridge. "Captain, we've got the system ready to power back up. We should be ready for warp travel in about five minutes, but we won't have full capacity until I can do a more thorough repair."

      "Got it," came the captain’s disembodied reply. "Call me when you're ready."
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* * *

      Back on the bridge, Violet sat in the chair she had previously been thrown from, looking out into space. She was trying to piece together everything she had seen. Did the captain know there was enough illegal warp fluid hidden on his ship to get everyone on the ship executed? She thought it was likely that he did. And what did Belzaire mean by modifications? Nobody knew how warp travel really worked, it just did. Making modifications to something you didn't understand, and could kill you, was crazy. But then again, much of what she had seen and heard since coming aboard the Krim Sprinter was a bit bizarre.

      The captain's voice brought her back to the apparently tense situation. "Is it still there, whatever it is?"

      "Yes, it is, Captain."

      "And you still don't know what it is?"

      "Nope."

      Violet expected the captain to be angry, but he simply nodded, seeming to accept that there was something invisible, and possibly dangerous, just outside. Yep, things were definitely a bit crazy aboard the Krim Sprinter.

      "Captain, the warp system is online and ready to go," the intercom suddenly blared. "Tell Cyrus to keep it to warp one, one point five max. But preferably warp one."

      "You heard him, Cyrus. Warp speed one point eight."

      Cyrus looked at him with a disapproving glare, but simply asked, "Where to, Captain?"

      "Anywhere but here."

      A moment later, Cyrus reported, "We're ready when you are, Captain."

      "Drop the shields and engage the warp field as fast as your robotic arm possibly can," the captain said as he leaned forward in his chair, staring intently at the still empty space in front of the ship. "Three, two, one, go."

      Everything happened so fast; Violet could barely comprehend what she was seeing. She could hear the click of the shields dropping and feel time freeze momentarily as the warp field formed and the ship jumped into warp speed. And in the same instant, she saw three photon blasts appear out of nowhere, heading straight for them. She squeezed her eyes shut and grabbed the chair, bracing for an impact that never came. When she managed to pry her eyes open, all she could see was the emptiness of space streaking past.

      Maybe space wasn't going to be so boring after all.
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* * *
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