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COVERT OPERATIONS

Mission 13: Quantico (Training)

CHAPTER ONE

EPISODE 1
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Miami was a couple of months ago and I have been at Quantico for a while doing my OCS or Officer Candidate School. They wanted me to be quick on my decision making as an officer of the Marine Corps. I am so out of shape and I had no outside help. Always dirty from training drills in The Quigley, so no one had a social life here in training. It was messy and smelly and I was ordered to keep my uniform on at all times as I was being deployed in Syria in a year. They were hard on me and I did not want to fail them. A lot of times I swallowed the pond water or swamp water that everyone called the Quigley. It was a quagmire with snakes and other fowl things that a lady does not delve into. My phone was taken because I kept being distracted and called the hospital that my husband was in a coma in every few minutes.

His mother would not let me know what was going on and I kept seeing lawyers at Quantico trying to get me to sign an agreement to annul my marriage to my husband. Other recruits tried to take advantage of my situation and if I responded the wrong way they sent me to a shrink or what everyone called the Psychoanalyst. She helped people cope and I was suppose to be removed from civilian duty and integrate myself into the military life. I took a shower at great risk, because the commanders wanted me to get used to how it was in Syria where the women did not have any rights whatsoever. They might have had them back in 2019 or even 2020, but this was 2037 and I get deployed there in 2038 and 2039.

Here I am training to lead and making quick accurate decisions that will carry out our missions in the best way possible, without hesitation. On the battlefield my orders would be questioned in Syria and other places that we would have to fight because I am a woman. They did not even see me as a person let alone let me have a shower without being accosted. Some of those in leader training with me were crass because they felt that they could be that way because that is the example that leaders were setting with regards to women. I am a Marine first and I should not have to deal with this crap. Yes, I was worried about my husband, but that should not mean that my commands were any less worthy.
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THE QUIGLEY WAS THE easy part, although quite smelly. Being organized and having men listen to you when they knew that all of us would be in Syria and not the US, was hard. Being deployed in hostile areas was what us as Marines were to do, but it did not mean that we had to be harassed for not wearing the hijab. It was a terrible thing to wear, especially while in The Quigley. It made me eat bugs, and I did not like to eat bugs. Some of us would be deployed in Syria, but a lot of us would be stationed somewhere else with most of us in the US. At the end of three months or more of training we graduated from OCS, but some of us had other training here like me. Many wondered why I would be stationed here for training for a year, but that was not up to me to tell them or for them to even ask me.

Several times I nearly crashed the helicopter I was being trained in. At first it was a regular helicopter to learn to fly and then they moved me onto the Apache helicopter. Not sure why they trained me of all people to fly the helicopter, but each of us had to be ready to do another person's job in the field if someone died. They talked about how to deal with death on the field with us a lot, like our entire platoon was going to be wiped out. Each morning of our basic jobs training we would remember a fallen soldier that had lost their lives in Syria fighting this war. We were not allowed to call it a pointless war as it was not up to us to decide whether it was a pointless war or not, just to follow our orders.

*

[image: ]


AFTER OCS AND THEN helicopter training, I was the only girl being trained in the Scout Sniper training. It was 29 guys and me. I did not get my own shower so the guys always joked around with me when I was having my shower. Quantico wanted to kick me out for the full body tattoo on my back and buttocks and half my legs, but someone high up let me stay in. No one touched me except for hazing me in the shower and it was a light haze. I am not sure if it was because I was a girl or not, but I was made to do push ups in the shower with the rest of the new Scout Sniper trainees. All of us were naked and it was embarrassing because of all the stares and name calling, but they only did it to all of us the one day and just stuck to the training for the rest of the days.

My husband, after six months of me being in Quantico, was still in a coma. His mother was still trying to force an annulment, but I refused. Chances are when he came out of it, he would not remember me at all. One of my instructors saw me in the mess hall crying and I told him about my husband. All that he could say was, “Someone shot his Lamborghini?” I swear men are terrible when it comes to thinking about a guy in a coma but they mourn for the car. Normally I am not the type to marry a guy in the same day that I meet him, but there was something about Marcus Cranton the 3rd.

*
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“OKAY, SERGEANT, IS everyone here for the survival training operation?” Our main instructor, the one I talked to on the phone was here. He is a director and I don't know why he is here. We called him Colonel Freddy, although he was Director Frederic Thompson.

“Yes, all 100 of them.” I saw that there was a lot of us. All of us were told to pack a sack with what we believed we needed to survive with. I was told to bring my sniper's rifle that weighed 50 lbs, but I am not sure how that would help me survive. We had to get to an area and we were assigned a team. The Colonel was about to explain what was going to happen for the survival and those who had gone through this training before, did not tell us what to expect. There were rumours that some trainees died while on this training exercise.

“So, all of you have your gear that you believed would save you out there?” He pointed to nowhere in particular. “This is going to be hard for all of you. You know that mission list that people keep talking about? It does not really exist if it did, your training would become a lot harder. Ask Jessica.” He was looking at me, but most of the 100 here for training did not know who I was.

“Who is Jessica, Sir?” More than half of us shouted, but I was silent and hoping that he did not have me say anything because I am sure that he was talking about me even though he did not mention my surname.

“This is Jessica.” He pointed right at me and all eyes were on me. A lot of them did recognize me and some of them even knew what I looked like naked because of the hazing. They did not know what the Director was getting at though and neither did I. I was 5'9 with the measurements of 33, 23 and 33 and I weighed 130 lbs. The sniper's rifle made me look small even though it was only 5 feet long in total including the barrel.

“So, what is so special about her?” Everyone there was looking at me and were all wondering what example the director was going to use me for.

“There is a list of commissions that are there for her and knowing that they are there makes training for her harder.” The director got interrupted by an upset crowd.

“So, does that mean that this survival component that is already hard will be made harder because she is here?” I tried to say something but the director put his finger up and spoke instead.

“Well it should already be harder in any case. Most times certain things, like most of the commissions are top secret so we are unprepared for what comes next. It leads us to massive casualties in Syria and other places that we have troops deployed in.” The director did not stop talking just that the crowd interrupted him again.

“So, you are saying that we are not being told what we are to face in Syria and abroad. Like no one is talking and even friends on tour now won't talk about anything that they see over there. Is it really that bad over there, sir?” I think that we were off topic and I am not sure if the director was prepared to redirect everyone towards what we would do for the survival training, so I spoke up.

“Are we not suppose to focus on survival training?” Everyone looked at me, they were angry at me for talking. Someone was about to hit me and then realized that I was a lieutenant and decided not to at the last second.

“Yes, we are. But it is important to realize why it will be especially hard for everyone today. It will be very uncomfortable as you do not know what will happen when you are deployed. Not everything goes the right way when you get there. A lot of things don't work in the sand, or the mountains or the forests as you could be in any of those situations in Syria. Urban warfare is also available, but most never know what they will come across on the battlefield. Girls or females have a bigger disadvantage than the males and thus being dropped into the middle of nowhere for this training should help in what you have to deal with in Syria and help you to survive. Each of you have a commander and a team that has been selected for you in this exercise.” He paused for a moment for us to get the envelopes from the Sergeant that had our names on them and then continued.
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“IN THE DAYS OF THE past, we abducted the trainees and blindfolded them. All that you will have is a piece of paper with numbers on it and a compass. In the past what we did was toss you blindfolded from a car naked but for a piece of paper and a compass. In these days we only had men do this course, and even then it was a hard course. It will be harder this time and there are girls or women doing this course with the men. Gear will be placed at different spots and your commander has to find you and you have to find your gear. Just like in boot camp you learned to find points on a map with a compass, your gear will be on that paper and your compass will help you get to it. Any questions?” He was looking at all 100 of us and the envelope had our team in it or instructions. No one opened them yet and all envelopes were the same colour. One guy in the middle asked a question.

“You said that we get dropped off naked somewhere with a piece of paper and a compass?” He looked worried, it was not like no one saw him naked before. I have seen him naked as he was hazed with me, I saw most of these trainees naked and it sounds like I am proud of that, but I am not. Maybe I am, but I don't mean to be.

“Yes, we drop you naked somewhere and you just have a compass and a piece of paper to tell you where you should go. Everyone get's dropped in different ways to give each person a different experience on the team. Some will be thrown from a car, some a truck, others will be dropped from a helicopter.” Everyone looked concerned and before anyone could voice their opinions someone brought a phone to the Colonel. The Sergeant handed it to me.

“What?” I answered the phone.

“Marcus died an hour ago.” My husband's mother was balling on the other end of the phone and I collapsed to the ground and sat in the dirt oblivious to everything. She continued not hearing a response from me, but she could hear me sobbing. “We arranged for a viewing and a funeral to take place in a few days, are you able to attend?”

“I don't know as I am about to go on survival training.” I could not control my crying.

“Do you want us to hold the Will Hearing at Quantico when your survival training is over? You should be at his funeral, he would want that.” I did not like hearing the sadness that was in Marcus' mother's voice. It hurt so much that he would not live to be with me.

“Yes, I don't know how long this will take as they only started briefing us today.” I was a complete mess and we were told not to drink alcohol before the survival event took place as it could lead us to being more dehydrated than this training exercise would normally leave us.

“Alright, you keep well okay. Marcus' family is proud of what you are doing and we want you to remember that we are your family okay, despite how things started with us.” She sounded sincere and really sad over the phone. We ended our conversation and I handed the phone back to the Sergeant. Everyone there saw that I had a hard time getting back up and tears were still all down my face. Wiping my face of tears, taking a deep breath I then stood up on shaky legs. My husband lost his fight and was now gone. That will be hard to swallow, another of my men dying.

The director looked at me and wondered at my interruption and then continued, “Without further interruptions.” He was about to glare at me, but saw that I was in no condition to take the blame for the phone call and continued. “Your envelopes are numbered and you will present yourself and your items to the table with your numbers. There are 10 tables in total so that we can have 10 people go to each table. Ten teams of 10 with a leader and a sub leader. Now, open your envelope and check your numbers and go to your tables.” Before I could open my envelope the director called me aside. “Are you up to this?”

“Yes, my husband died earlier today, but I can carry on, Sir.” The Sergeant and Colonel both looked at me, up and down.

“Okay, carry on Lieutenant.” I saluted him and opened my envelope. Most of the others were going to the tables that they were assigned to and I had to go to table number 1 where 9 others were waiting for me.

There was a spot on the table reserved for me. The sergeant asked me to place everything on my spot on the table. After 2 minutes all of my things were on the table and I was naked, the others at my table and the other tables did not realize until they saw me naked that they were to disrobe and place their clothes on the table as well. My sergeant, corporals and privates were standing super close to me and did not want to accidental touch me when I was naked. I commanded my team to disrobe and sit on the ground, then I sat cross legged on the ground in the dirt and waited for further instructions. Grass and small stones on the ground were uncomfortable to sit on, but my team and I sat without a word. It was super hot out and I was sweating, I have never disrobed in front of so many soldiers not used to doing this before. A lot of them stared at me, I felt self conscious and I should not feel that way as I have been naked before in front of fellow Marines. It was just that all of us were in the Quigley just before this briefing and we all probably were a little muddy and maybe a bit stinky. You never know when you need to be extra prepared, and they are letting us know that we cannot prepare for everything.
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I WITNESSED ALL OF our things being carted off and a Sergeant was going around and hosing us all off after our things were gone. The ice cold water had me shivering and my teeth chattered, but I was real clean. It was suppose to be a part of the survival exercise and a girl on our team was going to get sick because they had us do lots for extra streams of cold water. I stopped them before they sprayed her a second time and made them spray me as the leader instead. We did not even start the survival part of this training yet and it seemed like they wanted us girls to be the weak links of our teams. A big guy with lots of muscles on our team was going to be hurting once we started this training so I gave him half of the food that they were giving me. Other teams were looking at us and saw that one of the guys was wrapping his self around me and told the Sergeant. He came over and told us we were not suppose to be touching each other at the start. It was not like we were doing anything, I was cold.

Several hours passed and one by one different sets of people were taken from each group until only I and another guy from another group were left. Then it was our turns to be guided out of the room towards where we began the survival training. What would we be dropped from was anyone's guess? I was a Lieutenant and he was a Corporal. We were both guided towards an Apache helicopter that we were told to get into. A piece of paper and a compass were in bags for both of us and his was taped to his chest and mine was taped to my abdomen. The tape was wrapped around us so that the compass and piece of paper with coordinates on it did not get lost. I did not know who he was and because he was not on my team, it was not important to the Sergeant that we know who each other was, other than our ranks. The Corporal covered his balls with his hands, but I was not trying to look just that everywhere I looked they were in my face or my view.

I did not bother covering anything, so that I did not draw attention to any part of my body, just sat down and waited out the instructions that would come for me and the Corporal. The Corporal was coughing because I was stretching, come on I was just stretching as we are going to be thrown off of the helicopter. Is not my fault that the Corporal thought that I was exactly his type, and so stared at me while I stretched and prepared myself for being thrown from a helicopter. I am not scared, but I am not sure of myself even though I have survived the fall from a chopper before that did not mean that this was a straight forward drop from the helicopter. Neither side of the helicopter had doors, like it was wide open and we were not strapped in. I just sat on the cold steel floor, the sun was going down and we were flying for a bit in the air. My team was somewhere and had to deal with things without having their leader with them right away.

All of us had to follow the sheet, presumably it lead us to a location that the entire team would meet at. There would be areas that we went to with a team and I am not sure whether other teams would sabotage our team or not. I am sure that it would be fair game as this survival was a necessary thing to pass to go to some of the less desirable deployments that we were to face. We were at 2,000 feet from the surface and they started to get the Corporal ready, but not me yet. They put a parachute on him, tied his hands behind his back, blind folded him and then stood him up. At a certain point he went out the left side.

*
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AFTER 30 MINUTES AND an altitude of 3,500 feet they put a parachute on me, handcuffed my hands behind my back, tied my legs up to my cuffed hands and then blind folded me. I felt two strong guys pick me up and toss me out of the helicopter. Not sure why I was tied up so much, well same as the Corporal but my legs were tied too and I was cuffed. I was free falling from 3,500 feet, it gave me more time to break one of my thumbs and free my hands so that the blind fold could be removed. My left hand hurt after fighting to fix my thumb so that it did not cause further damage to me. It took time that I did not have and I barely pulled the cord to release the parachute so that I would not splat on the ground. I saw that happen once and the guy did not look good after his chute did not open. Guiding myself to land safely was difficult with my legs tied. Upon landing I untied them. The duct tape hurt the skin of my abs and back when I tore it off to look at the piece of paper and the compass. It was hard to read the coordinates on the paper by moonlight.

I was hearing, but not seeing, other people in the area. They were not quiet and so I had to quickly put the compass and piece of paper in the water tight bag and lay on my back and go under the water just after holding my breath. It was two guys that I could vaguely see from under the water that was nearly not deep enough to not show my chest above the water line. Definitely would be hard to see me, but I stayed under the water line all the same. Staying still in the current was hard, but I managed to do it. They were talking about me.

“Strange, I saw her parachute come down here.” One guy said.

“Maybe, it was somewhere else up stream a bit.” Another guy said.

“So, what do we do when we see any of these survival trainees?” The first guy said.

“Shoot to kill.” The second guy said.

“Can I at least have fun with the girls first? They got to be pretty fit making it this far in their training.” The first guy said.

“Sure, but be careful. They are highly trained, especially that Jessica Blackstone.” The second guy said.

“Alright, you know what she looks like.” The first guy said.

“Here, this is what she looks like. We got confirmation after all of these soldiers disrobed so this is a naked pic of the lieutenant.” The second guy said.

“Oh wow. A red head and the carpet matches the drapes. Nice. Okay if I keep her for a while, Colonel?” The first guy said.

“Do as you please and have fun, lieutenant.” The second guy said.

“I will sir.” The first guy said.

I hated when men always asked me if my carpet matched my drapes. It totally disgusted me that these men knew all of us recruits and had someone on the inside of Quantico. This exercise was going to be harder than the Director let on it was going to be. I don't want to be a sex slave, even if the enemy was fit he was still my enemy. Not sure where we were dropped, but there were enemy troops here and they spoke English mostly with a bit of Arabic languages and German mixed in their conversations. I could understand them mostly because they were talking about bedding me, but other than that I did not know what else they were saying.

Their conversation took 2 minutes, so they most likely would not think that anyone was under the water the entire time. I moved myself in a North West direction in a crab-like walk while staying under the water. North is the direction I am suppose to take, but that would send me right into them and I don't want to confront heavily armed and armoured men while naked. After several minutes I reached my limit of holding my breath, but I still am not sure what my limit is. The clock on the compass said 0100 the next day and it was a quarter to 0100 when I had to take a breath and hide under the water. I suppose I can hold my breath for 15 minutes, but most likely I went over as I gulped some water and nearly drowned from being under it too long. Still coughing even though I am trying to be quiet and going towards the North, like I am suppose to.
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WE WERE ALL CHECKED out by the doctor before doing this survival training exercise. I had to get a sealed note from my handler to the director in order to do this because they thought that I did not weigh enough and would lose weight from doing this. All of us were said to probably lose at least 15 lbs during the weeks that we had to endure this. They gave us two months to complete this to qualify as completing it, but it has been said that some have completed it in a month and others have completed it in four months tops. I was only 130 lbs and the other girls got themselves up as high as 150 lbs and the guys were as heavy as 250 lbs to compensate for weight loss.

I don't think that they should have gained weight beyond the allowed weight for their height as I have already injured my hand and a few hours ago I stepped on something sharp. My left foot feels swollen, but I am walking in water, mud and swamp still so I cannot even check it. Six months at Quantico have already passed and I have gone through Officer Candidate Training, Scout Sniper training and some counter espionage training as well as language training and Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq and Iran urban warfare training. They trained me in what I have to do in those countries due to me being female and them requiring me to be wearing the hijab even though I do not want to wear it. I am a soldier of the US Marine Corps and not a civilian catering to the whims of the Arab and Muslim communities.

It boils down to me wearing something around my head. My helmet should be enough, but to some that have infiltrated our military it is not. I do not know how far I have to go or how much information these men have on us recruits as they call us. What we set aside on the table will not be enough if that is all that we get at the end of each piece of paper we have to follow with the compass. Some of us may not make the rendezvous and some may be late. Ten teams of us and none of us are expecting hostile forces. Most of us will be shot on sight and that is not a good thing.

We fight these wars so that we do not have to conform to other world views of dress. So, it should not matter what I wear if I am in uniform. The water I was walking in and hid in was not frozen, but it was cold enough to give me hypothermia and I was in it for 2 hours now. It was rather cold for being mid-May. Maybe it will warm up come morning, but I was not so sure about that. I was okay with the cold weather, but I typically had the right gear on to weather the storms. It was 0330 and still too dark to see anything, my left foot throbbed and the cold may have numbed it but I know that I need to take care of it soon or I may lose it.
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I WAS LIMPING AS I got to what looked like a shore. A shore because it was surrounded by small pools of water as well as the large body of water that I came from. There were some deep parts of the water that I had to traverse and I had to swim a couple times, but when I got to this shore I half fell half sat down on the ground. Someone came to me, but I was still not familiar with my team's faces or voices.

“She appears to be wounded in the foot.” He was not looking at my foot.

“Hey, what are you looking at.” He was looking at my vagina.

“Why are you looking at her vagina?” A girl Corporal said to the guy holding my foot.

“I am not. I did for a second, but I am a medic and am really concerned about your foot. An object is stuck in it causing sepsis and it won't heal this way. I am not going to drop my pants to make this fair, everyone has already seen too much of me already. Corporal pass me the med kit.” He used something from the kit to pull a thing out of my foot. He injected something into my foot and began to sew up my foot. I noticed one of my injectors in the med kit and wondered if I should inject myself in front of these guys. Definitely did not want to lose my foot.

“Can you hand me that multi coloured injector?” The medic looked at me funny.

“It is locked into the med kit, and you need security clearance to open it and get the injector.” I looked into his eyes while he massaged my foot. Moving close to his face while I was still naked was hard to do so I had to pull him close to me by grabbing his shirt. He nearly squealed and we had to tell him to be quiet.

“Not so loud. You know what this is don't you?” He nodded to me, “Give me the med kit, Sergeant.” He reluctantly handed me the med kit, all 9 of my teammates were looking at me as my right eye unlocked the case and freed the injector. The medic caught the injector before it fell to the ground, I pointed to my left breast and he injected it into me. He held me for a little bit until I settled down. My foot sealed itself and the swelling went away.

Getting up I walked over to where the coordinates were pointing me to earlier and put on my shirt and panties. My pants and boots went on after and I grabbed my two holsters and my two Glock23s with several magazines that went into the vest I put on after strapping on my guns. My k-bar went into my belt and so did a canteen. Each of us had a pack with several MREs and various other things that we might need. The medic handed me my sniper's rifle. It seemed like I was the only one trained to use it. I am not sure of our deployment, but talking with my team suggested that the hostiles were larger than just a few guys. The other teams may be in as much trouble as each of us were on the way in.

We introduced ourselves because up to this point we did not know each others' names. Each of our ranks were a given but our names, now that was another story as we were not wearing anything with our names on it. Obviously I am Lieutenant Jessica Blackstone Force Recon and Sniper, there is Sergeant Dan Hughes the Medic, Corporal Holly Gunther, Corporal Jerry Carpenter, Private Johnathon Harper, Private Timothy Anderson, Private Harry Cooper, Private Sue Harrison, Private Kate Donaldson, and Private Tina Bennett.
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“WHICH ONE OF YOU IS the navigator?” I looked at them all, we had our packs on and I just finished inspecting them to make sure that they did not forget anything or if we left anything behind. Privates Harry and Johnathon were carrying the tents and our miscellaneous gear as well as their own gear. Private Kate was carrying the radio gear and was our operator.

“I am, ma'am.” Said Private Tina Bennett.

“What is our next heading, Private Bennett?” We were told to address our troops with rank and surname.

“West 20 clicks, ma'am. North 5 clicks and then West another 10 clicks, ma'am.” Private Bennett was giving me the information standing straight and with heels together.

“At ease, private. It is good to practice proper address when reporting, but we should leave it out while there is a chance to be shot. Saluting and going to attention every time I address everyone puts a target on my back. We are used to doing it here, but these are hostiles that want to turn me into a sex slave.” My team looked at me shocked.

“I had to hide under the water coming to these coordinates. They were waiting for me and the men are shoot to kill and the women will become sex slaves. Straight from their own mouths, so anyone not in a US uniform is shoot to kill. Understood?” They were concerned that this was no longer a drill.

“Yes, ma'am.” They did not salute as per my command.

“So, we will proceed with caution with regards to our training exercise. Understood.” They all nodded. “Good, let us head West then. Any terrain issues that we should be aware of, Private Bennett?” I awaited Private Bennett's response.

“Yes, the water will be over 30 feet deep in some spots so we will have to tread water in some areas and deploy floaters to keep our guns dry, ma'am.” She was looking at a laminated topography map and then put it back in her case that she had navigation papers in.

“Alright, off we go.” We headed West with me in front a couple leagues as I was Force Recon in the group and it was my duty to lead, but also to scout ahead. Corporal Jerry Carpenter was at the rear of our group.

*

[image: ]


AT FIRST THE WATER was not very deep and then it dropped me into a hole and I had to swim up and float. The Sergeant was looking at me way too much, like all over my body. My husband will be getting buried in a few days and I am attracting attention already. I don't mind it most days, but not right now when we are suppose to be focused on this training exercise that could prove to be fatal for us.

“Sergeant Dan Hughes?” I was floating on my back and my clothes were soaked through and skin tight. He was floating on his back and looked into my direction. “See anything you like?” My words came out wrong and I did not mean to say what I said, but I did say it.

“I don't know what to say.” He looked caught.

“You were looking a lot, so that was just an accident?” We all traveled a good distance and were about to head North for 5 clicks.

“Of course. What do you want me to say?” He was stalling.

“She wants you to admit to liking her.” Said Corporal Holly Gunther.

“Oh, but I do like you lieutenant.” That is all that I wanted to hear as we changed course and went North.

“My husband is being buried in the next few days. So, I cannot be with anyone right now.” His face dropped, all of their faces dropped. They did not know that I was married, nor that he had died super recently.

We headed North for 5 clicks in silence. It was a hard silence and we were all on edge as we had to hide a little bit every once in a while due to enemy troop movements. I felt awkward and everyone else felt awkward and we could all die at any moment. Life was too short for the tension that was felt throughout my entire team and it was the longest 5 km that I had ever had to travel. Silent commands were all we could do in this hostile land that we found ourselves in that should not have existed so close to home.

As we went West, Sergeant Dan held my hand. I am not sure if I wanted that, but I think I needed someone's comfort. There was no time to cry and holding it in was hard to do, but I had to hold it in for now. I know that I will have a flood of tears at some point, but not right now. All of us were soaking wet and I took off my shirt and rung it out when we finally made land and then put it back on to air dry. I rung out all of my clothes and so did the others and all of us took peaks at each other even though we should not have. This is life or death and here we are thinking of being kids, well in a way we were in the in between time of being a kid and an adult without settling on either one.

*
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BLOOD WAS ALL OVER the rendezvous point that was set for us to find. There was some sort of trap set and an animal got into it so all over the gear we were suppose get had blood and guts all over. I am not sure at this point whether our instructors set this for us or the enemies that are pursuing us. Private Timothy Anderson was to help me with making sure that there were no more traps set for us. None of us had extra armour plating to shield us from any blasts, so we both went in cautiously and diffused several C4 explosives rigged to decimate our team. This was the Private's first mission disabling ordinates and so he set one off and all of him blew up in my face and my body and sent me into the water more than 50 feet away. The others were safely out of range, but I could not see nor hear anything.

My team had to pull me out of the water and get me to the beach. Sergeant Dan worked on cleaning me up and getting any of Private Timothy out of my clothes, hair or sticking in me. Everyone was screaming, but all that I could see was their mouths opening and closing in their shock as I could not hear once my sight returned. I threw up and then a few others threw up and then I threw up again and others threw up again. It was hard seeing him blow up over and over again, until a sharp buzzing noise was in my ears and it was me screaming. I had to stop myself from screaming and get it together as my team's commander.

A lot of our gear is damaged, but some of it was in containers so half of that is salvageable. Another set of clothes means that I don't have to wear these that have holes and Private Timothy's blood all over them. We get more MREs and another set of coordinates. I am not sure who set the charges on our gear, but we are one man down and picking him out of my teeth is not fun. All of us did not look good mentally and sleep would be good, but I believe that we needed to get to another location that was not compromised nor out in the open. Sergeant Dan found another injector for me so I used my right eye to open the container and he injected me with it. He held me for a while afterwards as this was the first time that one of these injectors made me drowsy and start to shiver.
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CHAPTER TWO

EPISODE 2
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After a moment it passed and then we collected what we could of the supplies that were not damaged. Private Bennett told us that we had to head North 40 clicks through forest and then 20 clicks West and lastly 30 clicks North East. We had been out here for more than four days and we only rested when we were treading or floating on the water. 20 clicks North into the forest we set up a defense perimeter and then set up camp. The two tents were up and all of us took turns at watch. Sergeant Dan and I took first watch while the others slept for 4 hours. He got super personal with the questions while we sat and kept a lookout into the twilight of the forest.

“How long ago did you become a Marine?” What kind of question was that. It was like a first date question and we are on a mission and not a date.

“We are on a mission and this is not a date, Sergeant.” He looked at me like he knew that already.

“Of course, I know that. Just that with one of us is dead already and pieces of him are always being removed from our clothes and skin, I may not get to ask you that question ever again. It will end up being one of those things left unsaid that I want to be said. So, how long have you been a Marine?” He was bold and right I guess, the Private's skin I had to pick out of my teeth for the last day and a half. Made eating the MREs really hard and some of us I had to order to eat otherwise we would not have the strength to carry on with our mission.

“Summer of 2036 I finished Marine Corps Boot Camp and Force Recon in October of 2036. I did not do OCS and Scout Sniper training until the last 6 months in Quantico. I have not had a military tour yet and will be deployed at the end of my 1 year in Quantico.” He looked at me strangely and asked permission to touch my scars. This was getting to be too much as this is my command and other commanders were super mean if I asked them to touch their scars, although the guy commanders I sometimes kissed, that was besides the point.

“How did you get so many bullet and knife wounds if you have not been deployed yet?” He looked at me right in the face to see if I would lie to him, lying was an issue when you commanded troops. Trust was the most important thing to have with your troops and loyalty came after that, but if there was no trust, there would be no loyalty.

“I cannot tell anyone as that is classified.” He seemed to get mad at me and he should not have as he knew that there was something different about me and that I had special gear that one had to have a retina scan to open and use the injectors. I grabbed his arm and mouthed to him to wait.

“Why should I trust you at all? Yes, I have not had a tour of duty either, but I am an honest guy. Why do you do this 'classified' stuff with me? I have seen those drugs you take before and before you deny that it is a drug that you take when you are in trouble, I know the truth. I worked on the clinical trials for those drugs and they are not suppose to be in use. They told me they were not using them and yes I know what we used to synthesize them as I am the one that created them. I joined the military to stop stuff like this and I wanted to make it so that less people died from war, but this drug kills everyone that uses it. It literally kills everyone whether you think that you are surviving its destruction or not, you are not surviving. It will claim you eventually. I am not only a medic, but I am an MD. A surgeon and a field medic and understand the pharmacology in practice in the military.” He seemed to be done talking, but I was safe with the injections right, even though everyone else was dead that had used it? Clinical trials, so they tested this on humans before I got it or was I an accidental discovery?

“So, I will die?” Don't know why it bothered me so much, but what he said bugged me to no end.

“Everyone that went through the illegal trials that the government conducted on runaways, homeless and immigrants died miserably. It was used on people that most did not think had anyone to be there for them. But you are a Marine and your retina scan can open these sealed containers. You know why they are sealed like that right?” We were having a conversation and we were suppose to be on the lookout. I was the only bomb expert left and I was not a specialist bomb expert like Private Timothy, but I knew enough about bomb disposal and creation to set up a killing field to stop anyone  from sneaking up on us. This way we could focus on keeping an eye out for other areas where the enemy could come upon us.

“Is it so only people suppose to use it can use it?” He nodded to me.

“Yeah, so only authorized people can use it. So obviously you are authorized to use it. Those security devices are on all of your gear, and not on any of ours. You even carry a locker with you, how long have you been CIA?” Oh my god, he has already asked me to reveal myself. The tools reveal me but I am the commander so it should not be a stretch that as commander I need this.

“I am not CIA.” He looked really angry at my response, but to me he was being very childish.

“I asked you not to lie to me. It is obvious that you are CIA. You have classified missions and whatnot that you cannot discuss.” He was making me mad, but I kept my cool.

“You are a Sergeant, so it is not up to you to question me as your Lieutenant.” He nearly went ballistic, but kept his cool.

“Now you pull rank on me.” I really don't understand this guy. He is army and I am a Marine, but this is my command and not his. Officers are not given the credit that is their due and I am not one of those that went to University and jumped in the military from there as an officer, but that should not matter if I had. I switched the conversation to one of experience.

“Have you killed a man?” He gulped and nearly choked on his coffee.

“No, I have not killed anyone before. What does that have to do with anything?” He was looking at me like he was tired of our conversation.

“Nothing.” I said as I don't think that I wanted to talk anymore as he seemed to be a bit older than me. “I am only 18 now, you know.” He was puzzled.

*
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“BUT I SAW YOU DRINKING alcohol. You are strange, we go from talking about killing a man to you being only 18. What does that have to do with anything? I know that we are soldiers, but neither of us have had our tours yet so neither of us should have killed anyone yet. But you have killed people haven't you?” He was looking at me differently, like he would not be killing people soon. I wish I never brought it up, but I had to. Everyone that has killed someone always has to bring it up when someone that has not is questioning them.

“Yes, I have. It does not get any easier, but it is either you die, they die or by letting them go your friend or friends die. I have killed 147 people so far and I probably should not tell you at all.” He looked at me differently, different in what way I don't know and cannot put a finger on it.

“I heard killing does a number on you and you cannot get the people that you killed out of your head. Treating people with PTSD and not having served a tour yet was difficult but mostly they worked on their own therapy. Talking is suppose to help you get through it, even though it is always there. Do you suffer from PTSD?” He said he was MD but this questioning sounded like the shrinks that I am always set up with shortly after a particularly brutal mission.

“I am not sure if I have had it. Sad sometimes and do remember those that I have killed and once in a while it is so hard to cope with the pain of losing people that I worked with that I cannot move, but to have PTSD like those others that cannot do their jobs anymore, I don't think I have it. As long as I keep myself focused, I am usually okay. I have lost a lot of boy friends and lovers and the recent loss of my husband was hard. Definitely, I will miss them but I must move on and do my mission.” I don't know if he was satisfied with my answer, but that is all that I was going to give him.

“I am 22 by the way and find it strange for someone so young to have such a high rank and be able to handle death so well.” He was skeptical and cynical, it was sad that he thought that he was old. If I was a guy, he would have no problem with my age.

“For having a medical degree as a doctor you should have a higher rank yourself.” He did not look too happy with my statement.

“I got demoted and had to settle for the rank of Sergeant. After this training I will be joining the FBI.” Our time at watch was over and the two Corporals got up to take the next watch before the sun rose and had us all up.

I went into the tent next to the watch and laid down as I was and fell fast asleep fully dressed. Four hours later I was woken up and we all had everything packed and then ate an MRE to break our fast. It was about 0530, a half hour before the sun was up enough to see anything. We got back onto our trail and started heading the last 20 clicks North as we did the first 20 clicks before we camped for the short period that we did. It was not easy to travel through the forest as the roots were entwined along what looked like a game trail. There was no real trail and at any time we could easily fall into a random bog throughout the forest. We took our time and I lead from a few leagues ahead of everyone. As commander I cannot ask my team to do anything that I would not do myself.

So we moved along at a steady pace and stopped for lunch halfway through. We just sat on the ground or leaned against a tree and ate an MRE. I felt Sergeant Dan's eyes on me at all times. He thought that I did not notice his gaze, but I did. Our little argument during our watch did not deter him. Only thing I was closer to special forces than my team and they were showing signs of wear and tear, but we needed to get where we were suppose to get to. We were already out here for more than a few days. My watch said it was 85 F outside at an elevation of  10 feet below sea level and it was June 1st, a Tuesday. It was 1230 now and soon we would be back on the march. I liked MREs, but I could tell from my teammates' faces that they did not like them and only tolerated them.

*
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SWEAT DRIPPED DOWN my face as I stood up. I had sweat stains down the front of my shirt, at my arm pits and down my back. The others were sweating a lot too and all of us could drop asleep where we stood, but we had to make time. We were out here for 15 days now and I did not know what time line we were to follow. Just go to the coordinates and do what each piece of paper asked of us. It was about surviving and not about killing the hostiles that we saw along the way, but if we had to kill them we would. We lost one man already. By 1800 we made the full 40 clicks North.

Private Bennett said that our next heading was 20 clicks West. So I began the recon, even though we were all dead tired. Four hours of sleep was not good for keeping us going like this, but the spot we were at was not good for setting up camp. It was not that it was too out in the open, it was that most of this space was with crocodiles, snakes and other creatures in what looked, to me, like a swamp. It stunk worse than The Quigley and none of us believed that it could smell worse than that. Not all of us did OCS, but everyone knew about The Quigley's reputation. I am 5'9” and the swamp was up to my breasts and some of the other girls in our team it was up to their chins. It was hard keeping our gear out of the muck and harder still to stay awake. A couple times even I nodded off while walking through this muck and if not for Sergeant Dan yelling me awake, they would have had to go swimming for me. So, we had to keep each other awake and have each others' six.

Finding an island at the 10 click point of the swamp we had to set up a fortified camp off of the muck. There was nowhere to wash the muck off so I was going to stink and there was no reason to strip naked because that won't clean me. I sat in a tree and fell asleep and I am the commander. All dirty and mucky was me, but all of us were like that. I should have done first watch, but a previous injury of mine was open and Sergeant Dan made me sit down while he looked at the cut in my hairline that I did not realize that I had. Apparently shrapnel from the bomb that we encountered a few days ago when Private Timothy blew himself up was stuck in my head. It was a metal fragment that Sergeant Dan had to remove from my head carefully. A piece of cloth was wrapped around my head after my wound was sewn and dressed.

I should not be sleeping and a bath would be nice, but I slept. As usual I dreamed of the 147 people that I had killed. Each of their faces were more than just faces. I was brought back to the time when I killed them and I saw myself kill them by hand or pulling the trigger over and over again. It was hard and I woke up and it was super dark. I know that we should move forward in the dark, but we were not in hostile territory really and here we could lose each other in a bog. Traveling at night in the desert made perfect sense, but it did not make sense to travel at night in the swamps of the US. We did not have a fire, so it was cold and one of our team thought to put palisades up around the island so that crocodiles did not come and take one of us. It could still happen, but it was less likely to have an animal grab us with the defense of the palisades.

No one was keeping watch and Sergeant Dan was sleeping to my right and Corporal Holly was sleeping to my left. There was still at least two days left until we got to what might be the last location. I was hungry so I ate an MRE from my pack in the dark. It was a double bacon cheeseburger with fries and a strawberry shake. I was still hungry and could not smell much of the food over the smell of the swamp. After about an hour of me being up, the rest of the team got up and ate an MRE. We had lots of coffee so a super strong black coffee helped perk me up a bit plus I had Sergeant Dan inject me with another injector of some strange pink, red and green goop. Typically it did not have an odor, these things that I inject myself with, but this one smelled worse than the swamp.

*
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MARCHING 10 CLICKS West and then starting on our 30 clicks North East was brutal on our feet. I had blisters all over my feet, but this wear and tear on us was the point of the survival exercise to see how much our bodies could handle. Getting these injuries in a war situation would be a serious problem. Our resilience had to be tested and so on Monday June 14, about 10 days off from my estimate of us reaching our destination, we made it to the coordinates. A few of us got sick on the way or picked up parasites and we had to treat it as well as carry them. So, in all that we avoided the outlying enemy militia that were looking for us although many of the other groups had fire fights with them. The other groups took on casualties of fighting the enemy in the swamps and whatnot. This exercise also pinpointed where the groups were and where they were not.

*
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THE REST OF MY TIME at Quantico was spent in language training and the culture of Syria. They wanted me to fit in and I never got to be with Sergeant Dan as he went into FBI training and even with my clearance I was not allowed to watch him train. A few key things that I was brought into others could not see either and I could not really talk to people here about what I do. That time Sergeant Dan and I talked in the woods was not just between us and my handler said that I came close to revealing stuff that I should not have. They did not like that someone of lower rank would question me like that and they were training me in how to deal with that as that will come up when I am deployed in Syria.

*
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“MRS CRANTON AND THE lawyers are ready to see you now, Lieutenant Jessica Blackstone.” An attache of Cranton's came up to me as I was sitting in a chair waiting outside the meeting room I arranged for the Will Hearing of my Late Husband, Marcus Cranton. I got up and the Attache held the door open for me, I was in my regular Marine Officer Uniform.

“Jessica, it is good to see you again. I wish our meetings were under better circumstances. You look good in uniform. Are you crying?” It was unfortunate that I had to have this meeting with Marcus's mother in such a way. It should have been a future together and now he is dead. The finality makes me cry and Mrs Cranton hands me a tissue.

“Yes. This makes him gone, final.” I was a mess and I did not think that I would break down like this.

“You are making your nose red.” I got my crying under order and we started the Will Hearing after I sat down and had a glass of water poured for me. As I sipped my water, one of the lawyers began by turning on a video that Marcus Cranton obviously made before we had gotten married. At this point I do not know why I am here. His voice and video of him, made me cry.

“If you are watching this, I am dead. When I made this I was not married, but my lawyer thought it wise to put a provision in this living will in case I don't have a chance to adjust my will when I am married. Mom and dad if you are still here and I am  dead, I am sorry. I know that I probably did not deserve a wife if I am married, but to my wife I give all of my houses and my cars and 90% of the rest of my estate. As of this tape I was not married so whatever is left I give to my parents to decide what is given to my brothers and sister and what you keep for yourselves. I know that you were richer than I, mom and dad so I hope that whatever would have been given to me in your will that you give to my wife.” The video ended after that with Marcus' family crying. His parents, two brothers and one sister were there at the reading. His sister came up to me and slapped my left cheek, I let her hit me full on. Everyone in the room was shocked.

“Why did you take him from me?” His sister had to be only 13 years old.

“I did not mean to.” I was crying more and my sobbing was making the entire room cry. “My boys keep dying.” Marcus' mother and father were holding me, but it did not hit me at this time how much money my husband was worth. All I could do was grieve and finish my last few months at Quantico a grieving widow with a vendetta against Captain Sue Graves.
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Mission 14: Tour of Duty: Syria

CHAPTER THREE

EPISODE 3
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I have a cold and did my first weigh in when I got to a layover base in Iraq, South East of the Syrian border I think and am at 110 lbs. The weight was lost on my arms and legs and not so much on my breasts and hips so I am still close to 33, 23 and 33 in my key measurements. My nose was always red and my eyes watery. I did not wear the hijab and I refused to and just covered my face with a thick scarf that matched my uniform. My uniform was not urban camouflage nor forest camouflage and just had gray and brown patches, the gray was metal colour and the brown was desert colour. I don't understand why I was dropped off mid-way from the Iraq Syria Border crossing to Damascus on route 7. 

They said to follow the road, but I am on foot. We drove for 4 hours and then the Sergeant got a call, stopped the jeep and then just left me and three others at the side of the road. This was a  21 day trip total on foot and about 8 hours by vehicle. With 4 hours of the trip done and over by vehicle, it would take us 10 days or a week if we really pushed it or even 5 days or less if we practically killed ourselves hiking this route 7. We would not be able to stay on the road all the time, but being in view of it would help us not get lost.

“Why did they drop us off here, Captain Richard Hunter?” He looked at me as I stood there barely standing with more than 250 lbs of gear on my back and strapped into harnesses, like my 4 Glock23s, k-bar, boot knife, backpack, M32A (a 2030 version of the M16A) and my 50 cal sniper's rifle. I was super loaded with gear not meant to be walking in. It was hot outside so I already felt sweat running down my back and between my breasts, and my face was wet with sweat.

“We are not suppose to be in here, Lieutenant Jessica Blackstone.” He used my full name and title only because I used his. “But are suppose to get to Damascus and they don't want you to make it or any girl to make it. You pulled too many strings to get this post and no one has heard from our base in Damascus for more than a few months. Not sure why we are going in the first place. Marines are expendable, soldier.” What is he talking about, they don't want women in Damascus? If not for my sunglasses, only my eyes would show through the Marine issue scarves around my face and neck.

“A Marine unit is in Damascus, at least they were when they contacted me six months ago. They were suppose to give me the command, but they don't give women commands out here in Muslim territory. Our wars are suppose to make life better and not worse, Captain.” He was looking at me and used his commanding voice on me as the ranking officer.

“Get to the side of the road and drop your gear behind that debris and bury it.” I did as he said and came back in just my uniform without guns or anything. “Lay face down, Lieutenant.” I could not question his orders and I did not know what was coming. “In 5 minutes a vehicle will be coming to pick us three up, but you won't be coming with us. We will be driven to Damascus, where we will tell them that you were killed along the road.” What the hell?

“What are you talking about, sir?” The captain did not answer me as a Syrian made pickup truck rolled to a stop near us. A man got out and immediately walked towards me and I felt a rifle butt hit me in the back of the head. I heard shoveling and felt kicks and punches as I was beaten without explanation and then dropped into a rather deep hole in the ground next to the road. Gun fire was heard and then I felt some bullets pass through me and hit the dirt below and around me. Next, I felt the dirt fall on me.

*
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I HAVE BEEN THROUGH a lot in the last 6 months on tour in Syria, but I was not always in Syria. Most men here were not always on the US side of things even though that is what their uniforms said. Before I was born the civil war escalated that had started in the city of Idlib. So many different countries were involved and all of them hated the US, especially the freedoms that we allowed the women. The Muslims did not like dogs and hated women worse. Women were only around to have children and I was not worth enough to even punish by rape. Before coming here I was told to keep myself groomed, but I don't really like trimming my private area too much and hair does not seem to grow on my legs and arms. Arab women have more hair, but I think having this rule and seeing the US adopting manscaping while I was in the shower was terrible.
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