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Chapter 1

“At ease, Lance Corporal.”

Carmin relaxed enough to let her shoulders drop a fraction of an inch. It was visible; that was what mattered. She wouldn’t risk anymore, not in front of these officers.

Marine Corps Lieutenant Grey Simms scrolled through the report on his tablet. “You’ve got an impressive list of accomplishments, Mendez. On the same level as anyone in your platoon.”

“Better, sir,” Mendez interrupted before she could stop herself. She froze her face as soon as the words slipped out to keep from wincing at her breach of protocol. Making an ass of herself in front of her superiors was an action she was all too familiar with.

“Even more impressive,” he went on with barely a pause, “is the number of demerits and comments in your personnel file. If it weren’t for your performance in drill and in the field, you’d have been busted down and sent off to some deep space listening station to serve out your tour.”

She opened her mouth but he held up a hand to stop her. “Think before you speak, Mendez. If you’d have done that all along, you’d be at least a sergeant by now with this record. Now, what is it you want to say?”

Carmin closed her mouth and clenched her teeth. Those remarks weren’t fair, damn it! She was the best Marine in her unit and everybody knew it! That’s the problem; they kept making up shit because they were jealous of what she could do that they couldn’t. All those men constantly talking shit about how big and bad they were, but not a one of them could go toe-to-toe with her.

“Change your mind?” Lieutenant Simms asked.

She lifted her chin and spoke. “I just want to prove I’m the best, sir.”

“You don’t prove it, Marine,” the man sitting next to Lieutenant Simms said. “You earn it.”

Simms nodded. “Based on this record, you’re one step away from being transferred and forgotten.”

“I’ll do better, sir,” she said.

“That’s not good enough,” the woman on Colonel Nison’s left said. She was Navy, a lieutenant commander by the gold maple leaf on her dress uniform. “We need the best.”

Carmin lifted her chin back up. “I am the best, ma’am.”

“No, you’re not,” Colonel Nison stated. “Thank you, Lance Corporal, you’re excused.”

Carmin stood for a moment, stunned by the dismissal. All three officers stared at her until Lieutenant Simms raised an eyebrow. “Is there a problem, Lance Corporal?”

Carmin twitched and shook her head. “No sir, I—yes, yes there is. I outperform because I want to be the best. I want to prove myself. But, as you said, I have to earn it. I want to earn it. I’d like another chance.”

“Confident, I like,” Colonel Nison said. “Even arrogant can be okay. What I’m getting from you, Mendez, isn’t arrogance. It’s ignorance. I need smart men and women. The smartest the Terran Coalition has ever put in the field.”

“I can do that,” she argued.

“Lance Corporal, do you have any idea what you need to do?” The lieutenant commander asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” Carmin gambled. She’d been on the receiving end of countless lectures. Lessons that she’d ignored because she knew if she worked harder, the lectures would prove to be a waste of time. She knew what they wanted to hear. “Listen more. Be more patient. Work together with my unit as a team.”

“And you’re just now figuring this out?” Lieutenant Simms asked.

“I’ve heard it before, sir,” Carmin said. “I made mistakes in the past. Figured my performance would matter more. This is a wakeup call for me. My performance isn’t just about my scores and accomplishments, it’s also about how I work with my unit.”

Simms raised an eyebrow and glanced at his two superior officers. They returned his look but said nothing. “Thank you, Lance Corporal, you are dismissed.”

Mendez hesitated a moment longer and then came to attention and snapped off a textbook salute. After it was returned, she spun on her heel and marched out of the room.

Simms waited for the door to close before he looked at the other two. “Thoughts?”

“As a solo operator, I wouldn’t hesitate,” the colonel said. “But working with a team? I can smell her bullshit a light-year away.”

Simms nodded and looked at the Navy woman. “Commander Olsen?”

“She’s been through this conversation several times,” Bree said as she checked Mendez’s record. “She knew what to say. She’s smart, but not smart enough. My guess is she’s kicking herself right now for not coming up with something better to say.”

“Your call, Grey,” Colonel Nison said. “You have to deal with her.”

The lieutenant nodded. “She’s the last one. I’ll take her. If she can’t adapt and do what she needs to, the problem will sort itself out.”

“And then you’ll be down a man,” the colonel pointed out. “That’s a risk when there are a lot more candidates on the list who will probably work better.”

“A lot more, yes. Better? I’m not so sure. We need people who can adapt and learn. People who won’t think twice, but will act without hesitation. People who are driven to succeed. We need people who are smart, like Commander Olsen said, but I don’t want anyone who stops to figure out what to do without doing it first. This entire mission is about acting first and asking for forgiveness later, from top to bottom.”

Colonel Nison chuckled and glanced at Bree. “He’s got a point.”

She nodded. “It’s your team, Grey. Whoever you pick, you’ll have every bit of support I can provide, but that doesn’t mean there will be much I can do once you have boots on the ground. You already have my best two pilots who would have had promising careers all the way to the top.”

Simms nodded. “All right, it’s settled then. I’ll take her. I’ll arrange to have them moved to the Ragnarok for stage one of their training.”

“Make it quick,” Nison reminded him. “FIST command is not happy that we’re using their training facility and not including them.”

“Ironic, since they’re all probably assuming they’re trying out for a FIST team,” Bree said. “Even though a few have already been turned away when they put in a request to try out.”

“If they survive this, they can do anything they want,” Colonel Nison said.

Grey barked out a laugh. “Sure they can, as long as they remain forever separated from the rest of the human race.”


Chapter 2

Carmin adjusted her rucksack and walked down the hallway of the station. She looked around, checking out the other Marines and Spacemen moving with her. Were they all invited to try out for the FIST teams? They didn’t look like much. Sure, a few were big enough to think she might have a challenge, but they were probably slow or stupid. Not to mention none of them were as thick chested or had the arms to compete with Lieutenant Simms. She could take any of these chumps.

Carmin scowled and pushed the thoughts away. First Insertion Special Tactics, or FIST, was the elite of the elite when it came to special operators. They could do anything. Well, anything that required a quick and violent resolution. She wasn’t sure which team she wanted to be on more, though: the terrestrial specialists or the exo-planet operators.

She slowed as they reached the end of the hallway and fell into two-by-two lines. Carmin thought about pushing her way ahead to the front but stopped. Starting off this new opportunity on the wrong foot wasn’t going to help her. She’d already thought her last chance was blown with the meeting with the three officers. She hadn’t recognized any of them and none of them came up as being involved with anything special when she researched their names later.

It must have been psychological warfare: question her beliefs and convince her she wasn’t good enough. She’d show them. She was good enough. She was the best fucking Marine in the known systems!

The doors opened and allowed them to enter the large meeting room. She recognized Lieutenant Simms right away, but the chief petty officer standing beside him was a stranger to her.

“Fall in!” the CPO shouted at them. “Two rows.”

Carmin made sure she was in the front row as they lined up and stood at attention. Lieutenant Simms stood still while the chief petty officer walked up and down the line, studying them. “My name is Chief Petty Officer Kendal Tarkins. You may call me Chief or Chief Petty Officer. Anything else and you will be released from duty. Do you understand?”

A chorus of “Yes, Chief!” and, “Aye aye, Chief!” was their unanimous response.

He glared at them a moment longer and then turned sideways to defer to the officer in the room. “This is Lieutenant Simms. He is the field officer in command of this unit.”

“Thank you, Chief,” Simms said from where he stood. He looked them over and nodded. “You’ve all met me; I interviewed each one of you. What you don’t know is that I interviewed five times as many of you, and I’ve got lists with a few hundred others who would die for the chance to be here.”

Simms paused to let that sink. “Hundreds willing to die to be here. To die. Does that mean anything to you meatheads? Are you willing to lay down your life for this opportunity? You there, Spaceman Olenko, are you willing to die for the TCS?”

The Naval man lifted his head and responded without missing a beat, “Aye aye, sir!”

Simms nodded. “Good, because this is a onetime offer. Transfer to this unit and your life will be changed forever and irrevocably. Contact with any family, friends, or others will immediately cease. I will not promise or even suggest that you might be able to resume communications in the future. For all intents and purposes, accepting this transfer will mean your old life is dead.”

“Sir,” a burly PFC in Marine BDU’s interrupted. “This doesn’t sound like standard FIST orientation.”

Lieutenant Simms held up his hand to stop Chief Tarkins from responding to the Marine. “It’s not a standard FIST orientation, Private Hunt. I’m borrowing the Ragnarok training station to weed out who’s good enough to pass phase one of this training and work for me and who’s not.”

Simms smiled at the surprised looks on the faces of the recruits. He walked over to a tall man with a hint of shadows under his eyes. “That’s right, you’re not here to become a FIST. Petty Officer, you know your record is why you’ve been denied trying out for a FIST team. A couple of you have that problem. I’m recruiting for something different. Something tougher. Something that requires men and women who have something to prove.”

Simms stared at Carmin as he said the last. Her eyes widened and then narrowed, telling him he’d hooked her.

“There are no medals and no hero’s welcome waiting for you. Or at least none that you’ll be able to enjoy. Not because you’re all going to die, although several of you probably will. No, this is because you’re going to be isolated and separated from the rest of humanity.”

He took a moment to study the recruits. A few looked uncertain until he met their eyes; then they firmed up their resolve and adopted steely expressions. “If you turn around and leave now, you’re free to return to your previous assignments. No questions asked. However, you’re not allowed to discuss anything I’ve said. Your record will indicate you were considered for FIST duty, but dismissed for undisclosed reasons. You have five seconds to get out of my sight.”

Five long seconds passed without anyone moving. Lieutenant Simms nodded. “Good. Leave your packs here and follow Chief Tarkins to your sleeping arrangements. Training begins in ninety seconds, and let me just say it will be real, and it will be harder than anything the FIST teams go through. This is your only warning. I don’t want a full platoon—I only need a squad. I’d be happy to have two fire teams, but that’s not going to work out. You’re not going to work together, you’re not going to be fast enough, and you’re not going to be tough enough. Simple fact: some of you aren’t going to make the cut. Prove me wrong if you can and you’ll earn my respect. There may not be glory ahead of us, but survive and you will have no equals other than the brothers and sisters at your side. Chief, they’re all yours.”

Chief Tarkins stepped forward. “Drop packs and drop your drawers!” he bellowed. “Let’s go, meatballs! Strip and get your asses down that hallway. Ninety seconds already started!”


Chapter 3

Carmin’s pack hung from her hand a few seconds until the station’s greater than normal gravity pulled it to the deck. She glanced around and saw that she was at the same stage as a few other people, but ahead of most. The ones who had removed their packs seemed just as surprised as Chief Tarkins’s words sank in.

Carmin shook her head and started unbuttoning her shirt. It wouldn’t be the first time the Marine Corps tried to strip her down. The difference was this was the first time it was being taken literally. She dropped her shirt to the floor and started on her pants when she remembered her boots. She bit back a curse and clicked the release on her boots.

It took a moment of hopping on one leg to yank her boots off and add her socks to the pile before she was able to return her attention to her pants. She hooked her underwear as she lowered her pants and let them drop to the floor while she straightened. She finished by tugging her harness over her head, freeing her small breasts. The harness hit the ground with a dull thud, revealing the secret of her folding combat knife she concealed in the tight-fitting garment.

Carmin glanced at the others to gauge her progress. She was one of three who was ready to move on. The other two were men, Spaceman Olenko and Private Hunt. Hunt was moving fast and still finding a way to flex his muscles as he finished up and started toward the hallway. Carmin marked him as the show-off in the group. Someone she’d have to deal with sooner rather than later.

She turned to the dark-haired woman beside her. Her stripes marked her as a Marine Corps private first class. Her shirt was unbuttoned and hanging wide open while she struggled with her pants. Her boots were still on.

“Private,” Carmin snapped. “Calm down and take your boots off first.”

The woman glanced up at her and then looked down. Her pale cheeks reddened and she swore under her breath. She bent over to work on yanking her boots off and ended up losing her balance. Her pants bound her thighs together and sent her crashing to her butt. She swore louder.

Carmin turned back after having taken a couple of steps and scowled. She hurried back and knelt in front of the embarrassed Marine. “Relax, I’ll help.”

Carmin took the woman’s boot and triggered the release on the pressure clamps that held it in place. She tugged it off and then grabbed the other boot and did the same. “On your feet, Marine,” she snapped. “Time’s counting.”

The woman grunted and started thrashing like she was possessed. She kicked off her pants and pushed her underwear down her legs. She dug her toes into her socks while she flailed her arms and slipped her shirt off her arms. Carmin watched, fascinated in spite of her need to get to the end of the hallway. It was like watching a spaceship coming into dock under full thrust: she couldn’t look away.

The Marine grabbed her bra and pulled it up without bothering with the releases. She yanked it over her head and tossed it to the ground and then looked up. Carmin extended her hand. “Come on,” she said. “Hurry.”

The Marine grabbed her hand and let the muscular woman pull her up. Carmin turned and saw everyone else was finishing up and moving ahead. She waved at the remaining people and said, “Move your asses or get left behind.”

She broke into a jog and noticed the woman she’d helped was sticking close to her. She had runner’s legs, but enough definition in her arms and shoulders to prove that she wasn’t a lightweight. The only thing that concerned her was the woman’s average sized breasts. For a woman to work as hard as she should be to qualify for this type of unit, she should have very little fat on her body.

“Joanna Winters,” the private hissed as they ran. “Thanks for the help.”

Carmin grunted. She didn’t care who she was and she didn’t need to be thanked. She was trying to prove that she deserved a place. The more teamwork she showed, the better she’d look. Even if she could do it all on her own.

“What’s your name, Lance Corporal?”

Carmin bit back a scathing retort. Helping her would be pointless if she alienated her right away. “Mendez. Carmin Mendez.”

Joanna stayed silent, other than the steady puffs of breath as they jogged down the tunnel. They reached the end and slowed down to join the others in a large room that looked like anything but a room. Green grass rose taller than their ankles and tickled their feet. Ahead of them, the grass gave way to bushes and thicker vegetation. Trees and large rocks and hills rose ahead of them. Ahead and to their right amid the vegetation, a small stream was barely visible as the water rippled over rocks. They couldn’t see the far side, but above them the ceiling was indistinguishable from a blue sky with nothing save a sun beaming down at them.

“Shit!” a man sputtered as he leapt between the closing doors to the hallway. He made it in time, but the effort caused him to lose his balance and slide across the grass before he came to a halt before Private Hunt. He looked up the man’s muscled legs and found Private Hunt’s penis hanging toward him. Above the private’s privates, he saw Hunt leering down at him. He rolled out of the way and clambered to his feet to join the others in staring around the room and wondering what was next.

“Act first and act right,” Lieutenant Simms’s voice blasted over hidden speakers.

Chief Tarkins spoke next from whatever hidden control room the two were in. “Check those rocks for your ass hair, Specialist Chavez. Too close—speed it up or get cut.”

Chavez twisted his back to look at his butt and then glanced at the door. It was gone. In its place, there was a sheer wall of rock that rose up at least fifteen meters. Wherever the door had been, it was hidden now.

After they’d accepted the proof that there was no going back, Chief Tarkins spoke again. “Meatballs, this is where you live for the duration of phase one. You will be tested here. Look around. The men and women around you are your resources. Your survival is in your hands.”


Chapter 4

“All right, let’s take stock of our situation,” one of the men Lieutenant Simms had singled out earlier said. “I’m Ashton DeMarco, Petty Officer First Class.”

Everyone looked at each other, recovering from their shock and trying to figure out what to do. Carmin raised her hand and said, “Lance Corporal Carmin Mendez.”

A man with hints of white in his short cropped hair spoke next. “Mikal Harrison, Sergeant in the TCS Army.”

“Private First Class Joanna Winters,” Carmin’s new BFF announced.

“Private First Class Keegan Hunt,” said the large man who had towered over Chavez moments ago.

Another man who had spoken to Lieutenant Simms earlier introduced himself officially. “Spaceman Chan Elenko.”

A woman who was standing with one leg forward and putting a little arch into her back spoke next: “Private First Class Natalie Brink.”

“Eric Chavez, Army Specialist,” greeted the man who had nearly lost his heels in the closing door.

The remaining men and women were standing in a small cluster to the left of where the door had been. One of them cleared his throat and said, “Spaceman Rider Patsch.”

“Spaceman Connor Hayes,” said another with an unusual coloring of red in his brown hair.

“Lance Corporal David Collins. You can call me Dave.”

“Corporal Tyan Dong.”

“Dong,” chuckled Private First Class Hunt. The only person who seemed interested in his humor was the posing Marine, PFC Brink. She grinned at Private Hunt long enough to be sure he saw her.

“Spaceman Link Monroe,” another man said after a few seconds of awkward silence.

“Lance Corporal Rob Kensington.”

A woman with spiked sandy-blonde hair moved to the right to step away from where Corporal Kensington was puffing out his chest and said, “Private First Class Liza Gratiot.”

All eyes fell on the last man to announce himself. He was slender but wiry. He seemed reluctant to draw attention to himself in spite of the fact that he looked like what he was packing could win any dick measuring contest in the group. “Max Spelling. Private First Class,” he said in a quiet but deep voice.

With the introductions out of the way, they looked at one another and finished forming their first impressions. Joanna moved closer to Petty Officer DeMarco and others shared nods, waves, and a few casual greetings with each other. Carmin looked around, watching the dynamic, and saw Private Brink trying to capture Private Hunt’s eye.

“All right, that’s a good start,” DeMarco said. “Now what have we got ourselves into? Does anybody know anything useful?”

“Plenty,” PFC Hunt offered. “We know we’ve got no clothes and no weapons. No food either. This place looks like an overgrown salad from a historical vid, though. I’ve seen an agra-station once but it was nothing like this.”

DeMarco nodded and looked for someone else to offer an opinion. “This is the FIST terrestrial training chamber, except I’ve never heard of it being set up with real vegetation like this. Urban and desert environments are the typical scenarios.”

“We’ve got water.” Sergeant Harrison pointed at the stream. He turned to the vegetation and swept his hand across. “Might be stuff to eat in there too. I have no idea what’s edible and what’s not.”

“We’ll keep an eye out,” DeMarco said. “We just got here, though—nobody’s starving yet.”

“I got some tube steak,” Private Hunt offered and received a few chuckles.

“No thanks,” DeMarco said. “I choke on small bones.”

Carmin snorted at the petty officer’s burn and risked a glance back at the stunned look on Private Hunt’s face. She turned back and studied the trees and weeds ahead of them. “I didn’t think this was possible anymore,” she said. “The soil’s not good enough and we don’t have decent seeds or something?”

“What about Vitalis?” Joanna spoke up. She froze as everyone looked at her, waiting for more. “Uh, you know, that new planet?”

“Yeah, we know,” DeMarco said. “Everybody throughout the Coalition of Systems knows about it.”

“Or at least we know about the invasion of Earth,” Mikal said. “My last tour was down there. Most boring job I’ve ever had. Glad I got out before it got infected.”

“Infected?” Spaceman Hayes asked.

Sergeant Harrison shook his head. “That’s what they say happened. You seen any images of it? It’s turning green! When I was there, the only green was plastic trees and painted buildings. Maybe a couple of zoos, but those were mostly artificial now too. Shit that turns green is infected, as far as I’m concerned.”

Carmin swept her hand in front of her toward the vegetation. “This is green. You think this is infected too?”

Mikal’s eyes narrowed. “What’s your point?”

“I don’t know,” Carmin said, pretending she hadn’t already jumped to her own conclusions. “Maybe what’s happening to Earth isn’t so bad after all, if it’s like this.”

The Army sergeant eyed her for a moment and then shrugged. “Didn’t look too good to me,” he muttered.

“Why are we training in it?” Joanna asked. “If this kind of stuff doesn’t exist anymore, why bother?”

“To show that we can handle anything,” Private Hunt said, proving he’d recovered his bravado.

“Is that it?” DeMarco wondered out loud. He caught Carmin’s eyes and gave her a tiny nod to show he understood what she was saying. “Maybe we do need to train in this kind of...jungle. Maybe we need the experience.”

“I think there’s plenty of experiences to be had out here,” Private Brink said. She’d managed to put herself immediately to Private Hunt’s left and earned a second glance from the muscular Marine. He did a double take and grinned when he noticed how her nipples were reaching for the sky from where they sat on her perky breasts.

“All right, let’s recon this place then,” DeMarco said. “Is anybody afraid of hand-to-hand combat?”

The men and women of the joint force command looked at one another, silently daring someone to speak up. Corporal Dong was the man to rise to the occasion. “Would any of us be here if they didn’t?”

Carmin bit back the retort that came to mind and then gasped in frustration when someone else said it for her.

“We’ve got a couple of guys from the Army here—you never know,” Corporal Kensington teased.

“Mind your tongue, Corporal,” Sergeant Harrison snapped. “Just because we got stuck taking care of the mess you jarheads leave behind doesn’t mean we can’t hold our own.”

Rob lifted his head and took a step toward the sergeant.

“All right, that’s enough,” DeMarco barked. “We’ve got sixteen bodies—that’s four fire teams. Minus the firepower, that is.”

“I brought my guns,” Private Hunt said while offering a double bicep pose.

DeMarco ignored the ensuing groans. “Corporal Dong, you’ve got Hunt, Chavez, and Monroe. Sergeant Harrison, you have Winters, Olenko, and Pat—Patsch, right?”

Rider nodded and offered the petty officer a smile of gratitude for checking with him.

“Good. Mendez, you have Brink, Gratiot, and Spelling. The rest of you...uh...people are with me.”

“People?” Harrison asked.

“We’re not all Marines and if I call a Marine a spacer or a soldier they’re going to throw a punch at me. What should we call ourselves?”

“Meatballs,” Olenko offered. “That’s what Chief Tarkins uses.”

“He’s talking down to us, dumbass,” Chavez muttered.

“Hey! I’m not—”

“He’s right,” Carmin interrupted. “Not you, Chavez. Olenko’s right. I’m no better cook than anybody else here, but I know what a meatball is. It’s a bunch of leftover meat crammed together and added to whatever food there is for some protein and flavor. Well, that’s what we are—an assortment of leftover crap that can pack a lot of punch.”

“Good call, Lance Corporal. I like it. We own the name Meatball and make it a thing of pride,” he agreed. He glanced at the unnatural growth ahead of them and gestured to the left, following the wall. “Sergeant Harrison, follow that wall. Corporal Dong, you’ve got the right wall. Lance Corporal Mendez, you take the left side of the jungle; my team will take the right.”

Carmin smiled. She didn’t know DeMarco from the Navy pilot who dropped them off at the Ragnarok station, but she was beginning to like him. He wasn’t putting up with any bullshit and he recognized that she had some good ideas. She wasn’t an NCO, but she had command of a fire team. Not only that, but he’d picked her over the Army specialist, and he outranked her by one grade, even if neither of them were NCOs.

Carmin wiped the smile off her face and turned to see Brink staring at her with a disgusted look on her face. The other woman, Gratiot, walked over and offered a wave and a half smile. That only left Spelling, the quiet guy with the big dick. She hoped his heart was half the size of his penis; otherwise, she’d leave him stuck in a tree or something.


Chapter 5

“The good news is we’ve all got our shit together,” Carmin said as her fire team gathered around her. They looked back at her with blank faces and rounded eyes. “Marines. We’re all Marines.”

Comprehension dawned on them amid smiles and a few chuckles. Private Brink lost her sense of humor the quickest. “What’s our mission?” Spelling asked.

Carmin turned and pointed at the vegetation. “You heard the man—we head in. I...I’ll follow behind you, Brink. Spelling, you’re on my right and Gratiot, you’re on my left.”

“This is a FIST training center,” Brink said. “Whatever’s out there is going to be serious.”

“It’s worse than that,” Carmin promised.

“We’ve got no weapons!” she hissed. “I don’t mind taking point if I’ve got support behind me, but if you’re just saving your ass...”

Carmin fought down the urge to lunge forward and break the private’s nose. She smiled instead and held out her arms, palms facing her so she was completely exposed to the woman. “Do I look like the kind of Marine who hides from trouble?”

Brink’s eyes raced over her body, noting the muscles and the scars. Her lip twitched in a sneer that she wiped away. “I guess not.”

“That’s right,” Carmin snapped. “Question me again, Private, and I’ll show you firsthand just what kind of trouble I can handle. Now move out!”

Natalie stiffened and spun around. She glanced back after she’d taken a few steps through the grass, making sure she was being followed.

“Three meter spread,” Carmin ordered as they assumed their positions. “Keep an eye out for anything we can use.”

“Like what, food?” Liza asked.

“Food, water, weapons. Anything.”

“I can’t believe we’re naked. They’re could be poisonous plants in there,” Spelling mumbled.

Natalie clipped a laugh and turned her head to tease, “I’d be worried if I were you. With a package like that you’re taking a real risk.”

“Knock it off,” Carmin barked. “This is not friendly territory. You’ve got no weapons and no armor. We don’t know what we’re up against, but my guess is whatever is out there is going to think your tits look juicy.”

“They are juicy,” she countered.

“Good. You can keep them busy while we flank and take them out then.”

Natalie’s eyes narrowed. She began to raise one hand toward Carmin when she stumbled on a bush and had to twist and stumble to keep her balance. Her cheeks flushed as she straightened herself.

Carmin kept her mouth shut and watched as the woman dropped enough of her attitude to turn around and pay attention to where she was going. Carmin watched her for a moment, waiting for her to make another mistake, and then began to relax when the private kept to herself and focused on the undergrowth ahead.

They crossed into the line of vegetation and were forced to slow down. The undergrowth was too thick. Grass, weeds, vines, and trees clogged their passage. Carmin looked to her right and left as she took high steps and forced her way through the jungle sideways. She could barely see the Marines on either side.

“Stop and grab some cover!” Carmin barked loud enough for them to hear.

“There’s nothing but cover,” Gratiot muttered.

Carmin snarled as she felt a pinch on her shoulder. She spun around, looking behind her, but nothing was there. The irritation persisted, causing her to reach back and contort her arm until she brushed her hand across it. She pulled her hand back around and stared at it. The liquid she’d felt was a mix of sweat and blood.

“What the fuck?” she muttered as she turned around again and searched the jungle.

“Ouch!” Private Brink hissed.

Carmin twisted back to look at the curvy Marine just as she slapped herself on the ass. When Natalie pulled her hand away, her skin was painted with a red stain.

“What’s going on?” Private Brink snapped. She turned and glared at Carmin as though it was her fault.

Carmin opened her mouth to retort when she heard a buzzing noise coming from her right. She ducked and spun, coming to face that direction with her arms drawn up and ready to strike. There was nothing but jungle.

“Bugs!” Private Spelling announced. “Look for them—tiny little insects that are biting us.”

Carmin heard the buzzing again, this time on her left, and swung her hand around and slapped it against her cheek. She pulled her hand away and saw the small insect crumpled against her palm. She held it out as she rose to her feet. “I got one!”

The others gathered around her and stared at the corpse. “Looks like it’s got a needle for a mouth. Tiny little bloodsucker.”

“Mosquito,” Max said. “I’ve read about them. Harmless, but they drink a little blood and then move on. The bite itches though. They used to spread diseases too, but that was pretty rare.”

“What are you, a bug expert?” Carmin asked him.

He shook his head. “No, I just like to read.”

Carmin swatted at another mosquito buzzing near her head. “All right. They’re not going to bleed us dry then. Try to ignore them.”

“Easier said than done,” Liza said as she rubbed a red spot on her leg.

“I heard something,” Natalie offered. “Before this stupid bugs. Sounds like water.”

“The stream,” Carmin mumbled. She glanced around at the thick jungle and then nodded. “Bring it in, two by two and push through. Spelling, you’re with me up front.”

“Kicking me off point?” Brink asked.

“Yes,” Carmin said. “You’re too slow.”

Natalie’s mouth fell open while Carmin pushed past her. Her arm brushed against Natalie’s breast, leaving a phantom tingle where the woman’s still hard nipple traced a line on her skin. Carmin ignored it and plunged ahead into the foliage.

She stomped the weeds down, clearing a path for her fire team. Spelling struggled to keep up beside her and was only able to do so by slithering his lithe form through the underbrush instead of testing it in a matter of primal dominance. Carmin was soon panting but refused to slow or back down. She had to prove to the bitch behind her that she was as tough as she claimed.

Carmin’s lungs were burning by the time she broke through the weeds and vines and staggered into the rocky stream. She grunted and staggered back, running into Natalie and sliding off her thanks to the sweat glistening on her skin.

“So nasty!” Natalie hissed as she tried to jump back out of the way. The roots and weeds tripped her, making her stumble and nearly fall to the ground.

Spelling groaned and stumbled into the stream. He dropped to his knees and scooped up the water in his hands and splashed it on his face. “Oh yeah,” he moaned while he splashed in the cool water.

“Secure our position,” Carmin barked. “You can play in the bath later.”

“I’ll scrub your back,” Natalie offered.

Carmin glared at her and pointed a few meters to their right, upstream. “Take your position.”

“Jeeze, okay,” she muttered. She leaned back as she squeezed past Carmin and splashed into the stream. She winced and staggered, and then looked down. “These rocks are sharp!”

Carmin’s eyes narrowed as she followed Natalie’s long legs down into the water. She stepped back into the stream and squatted down in the ankle-deep water. She felt around, checking the rocks and noting they seemed pretty random. Some were large and rounded and others were flat or misshapen. There were edges on a few, but they weren’t sharp enough to be dangerous. It was almost as though the water had flowed over them for hundreds of years, smoothing the edges.

“Excuse me, Lance Corporal,” Gratiot said. “I need to get past you.”

Carmin turned and found herself staring at Liza’s smooth crotch. She reared her head back in surprise, but it was too late. The exercise had caused them all to sweat as blood flushed their muscles and skin. Carmin had felt her skin sliding as she struggled through the jungle. It wasn’t an erotic exercise by any means, but any exercise brought a certain level of physical sensation. And now Carmin was face to flesh with another woman’s crotch. She smelled the musky odor of sweat and arousal and had to fight to keep from gasping.
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